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    CHAPTER 1 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Maric worked his way up the rise. He slid into the shade of a stand of trees as he approached the crest. Close-cropped grass fell away on the other side of the rise. It dipped into a shallow basin, and surrendered its well-kept appearance at a row of suburban houses.  
 
    An elderly man walked his dog through the basin, his back to Maric. The War Memorial Museum bulked large on his left, already closed for the day. The man passed through a set of public gardens running from the museum to the houses on his right. 
 
    Turning round, Maric looked down the slope toward the heart of Auckland. It was the most spread-out city in the world. At least that was the common belief.  
 
    It was pinched between the sprawling Manakau and the angles and inlets of the much smaller Waitemata harbor. A hub of more than one million people, it had started life as a portage point between the two harbors. Above it the North Island threw itself across the sea toward the equator, reaching out in one long, extended arm.  
 
    As a child Maric had laid a ruler along a map of that arm. Then drawn a line across the Pacific to see where it would go. He smiled. His mother had not been impressed by his early attempt at geometry. The line made landfall at the small town of Kainan, on the edge of Shikoku, Japan.  
 
    His many travels since had given him a chance to visit the town, and discover he liked the place. It was as much home as anywhere else. 
 
    Beyond the city center tiny scraps of white converged on elaborate breakwater and pier structures. These were marinas. Evening was coming on fast, and yachties were having to surrender their sense of freedom for another day. 
 
    Maric scanned his surroundings one last time, and melted into the stand of trees. He was content that no one would intrude on his evening meal. Old habits died hard. 
 
    He dumped a tattered bag of a faded, neutral material on the ground, then sat beside it. He rummaged inside, and took out a chicken roll in a plastic wrapper. One bite confirmed it was on the dry side. It was what he had expected from the corner dairy.  
 
    He followed the chicken roll with a mixture of fruit and vegetables. He cut them fine and fed them into his mouth, as if he was feeding a garden mulcher. It didn’t matter that he had nothing to cook with tonight. Freshness had its own flavor.  
 
    Maric hadn’t seen the grocery shop until he came out of the dairy. He’d gone straight into the place. He was glad he had. The last few days had contained far too much processed and boosted, unnatural, food. 
 
    Dusk was falling fast as he finished his meal. He looked at the time on his cell phone. This far into summer it was still light at 9 pm, and he’d already had a long day. 
 
    He stretched out on the dry needles under the trees, content just to lie full length and look up at the branches closing overhead. It was going to be a fine, starry night. The deep bed of needles would make a comfortable mattress. He’d slept on worse.  
 
    In the stillness, bits of what Julie had said floated back to him.  
 
    He’d been surprised when a woman on her own picked him up just south of Whangarei. When he saw her weather-beaten face and the condition of the truck, he’d understood. She was a market gardener. People of the land tended to take you as you were. He wasn’t clean-shaven, and his clothes were rough, but he was tidy. That was all she’d needed to know.  
 
    It had been good to stretch out in the truck. Modern cars were usually too low for his two-meter frame. Sitting upright on the bench seat of the truck – not having to guess when he’d hit his head on the roof – had been an unexpected bonus. It helped their conversation that she was lean, like him. Not skinny, but seemingly made of bits of whipcord loosely joined. And a whole lot shorter. 
 
    He guessed she was half Chinese. Not new Chinese, the flood of Asian ‘entrepreneurs’ encouraged into the country recently by the government. But old Chinese. Born of 19th century gold rushes in New Zealand and heartless land barons in China. 
 
    He soon discovered she was a New Zealander through and through, delivered into a classless society with a natural interest in everyone she met. Near the end of the trip she had confided she had a Chinese name, in memory of her ancestors. But ‘Shau-zee’ (as he remembered it) had morphed into ‘Julie’ for clumsy, English-speaking tongues. 
 
    They’d talked about the new faces of the country. How the old, egalitarian ways had changed. It was a topic they dissected all the way to Auckland. He was taken with her understanding of what was happening, and why. He’d been overseas more than home for much of his life, and he treasured her ability to help him understand the changes.  
 
    He recalled one part of the conversation with a smile. She’d confided that her last child had just gone off to university. It was then he understood her need to talk. He’d been only too pleased to listen. 
 
    Still, that was why he was sleeping in the Domain tonight. Normally he would have waited at the start of the northern motorway, looking for a ride straight through Auckland. Now though, he was going to have to take public transport until he could clear the southern motorway. It would be a drain on his always-limited funds. A farmhand got paid reasonably well, but it was often seasonal. It didn’t help that he took time off just to travel around. 
 
    Maric yawned, and stretched. Time for a quick check of the area. A ‘walk round the perimeter’, as he would have done when he was in the field. Not that he wanted any part of that world these days. Or ever would again.  
 
    Old, black feelings of helplessness returned for a moment, a reminder of times he hadn’t been able to save lives. Or other, darker times when he’d taken lives and wished there had been an alternative. He bowed his head for a moment, in memory of the dead. 
 
    Then he curtly returned his mind to the present. Of all his strengths, a mental toughness had saved his life most often. 
 
    At the edge of the trees he paused and scanned his surroundings, his head barely moving. His stillness was deceptive. Even in the approaching dusk he’d quickly dismissed most of the scene in front of him as harmless. Now a trace of movement at one of the houses across the basin took his attention. 
 
    Something was out of place. A trim woman in a business suit paused in front of a back gate. She seemed agitated. 
 
    Maric shifted his attention to the street on the other side of the houses, and then an adjacent side street. He wanted some sort of context for her movements. A jogger hurried home, and an overweight woman was having difficulty getting into a car. Everything seemed normal. He figured the houses were on the edge of Newmarket. No more enlightened, he turned back to the mystery woman. 
 
    For no apparent reason she hurried from the gate to the back door, a ranch slider leading off a bare concrete patio. She sat in the only ornamentation, a plastic chair. The house had hard times written all over it. What was a woman in a business suit doing here?  
 
    The sense that something was wrong hit him again, and his skin crawled. He felt a jolt as alarm chemicals dumped into his blood stream. He tried to figure out what was triggering the reaction. 
 
    The woman was trim, and fairly fit he imagined. He guessed that she was normally more self-controlled. So why was she acting like this? As he watched, she twisted her hands nervously. 
 
    He decided she was putting on a front. But why?  
 
    He looked around more slowly. As if on cue, a piece of darkness detached itself from the trees to his right, where the planting along the crest met the road. What the dark shape was exactly he couldn’t tell, but he could track its movements. It started down the tree line bordering the road, drawing closer to the woman.  
 
    More of a shadow than a shape, it’s movements intrigued him. Maric watched with his head turned away so he could catch the movement in his peripheral vision. Before he was aware he’d made a conscious decision, he found himself moving to intercept it. 
 
    Drawn into the other’s wake, like a leaf behind a slow-moving boat, he slid along the top of the hill and down the tree line beside the road. He was almost certain now that the woman was acting. But the man – and by now he was sure it was a man – was not. The taking of a life took many forms, but they all had the same underlying intent. He could feel that intent radiating off the figure in front of him. 
 
    The woman came down to the back gate again, and stood there looking out into the darkness. It was as if she wanted to be caught in the killer’s deadly game. The way she was acting made him think it was a set-up, a trap. But if that was the case, where was the backup? He’d seen nothing that might be cavalry.  
 
    Much as the woman still puzzled him, the man did not. He meant to kill her, and he was minutes away from doing just that. Maric already knew, from the way he moved, that he was a professional. Someone trained to be lethal. Trained to take a life quietly and then disappear, like smoke in the wind. 
 
    It was then Maric made up his mind. If he took down the assailant, he might find out what this was about. If he let it play itself out, he might be responsible for a murder.  
 
    Swearing silently, he closed the distance between himself and the shadow ahead of him. He was only too aware that he was out of training. It had been years since he’d gone up against another professional. What if the Grouch had a knife (a target was always the Grouch. The Sesame Street reference made it more of a game somehow). A gun was easier to deal with, but unlikely in little ol’ New Zealand. 
 
    Maric suddenly realized the man had disappeared from the tree line.  
 
    He replayed the last few moments in his mind, and cursed himself for wasting his time thinking. Thinking was an indulgence, and it always weakened him. He needed to be one hundred percent in the moment to be effective. 
 
    He scrutinized the area where the tree line ended and the houses began. Where was the Grouch? In the patch of shadow cast by a clump of trees on the adjoining section? The man had to be. It was just along from where Maric had seen him last.  
 
    Street lamps played over the houses, creating pale yellow shapes in the back yards and casting deeper shadows along the back fences that bordered the Domain. 
 
    Maric waited patiently for the Grouch to take his next step, but nothing moved in the shadows. He began to have an uneasy feeling. The sort of feeling he’d learned to trust during his years in the field. His target was already on the move, he was sure of it, but where? 
 
    The fence line leading up to the gate! A sudden understanding gave him the idea. The figure moving down the tree line had been too small. As if doubled over, or short compared to Maric’s lanky frame. A small man might just fit into the shadow cast behind the back fence. He could be edging his way forward on knees and elbows. 
 
    Maric was already moving. He made the tree line quickly, still trying to move quietly. A small breeze stirred the branches about him, and he went faster, banking on the noise of the breeze to hide his passage. He still couldn’t see his target, but something told him the Grouch intended to strike soon.  
 
    It was odd the way the noises of the forest stilled when there was a predator about. It was a stillness that had saved his life on many occasions. To those tuned to it, the same thing happened at night, even in cities. There were few animal noises to still, but the darkness developed a flat, deadened effect. It was precisely this he was hearing now. 
 
    Maric played out the most likely scenario in his mind. 
 
    If the Grouch was working his way along the fence line, he’d be scoping his victim. Running through in his mind where his hands would go, and which sudden movement would drop her lifeless.  
 
    It would take all the Grouch's concentration, his will fully focused. Maric knew he had to move now. He surged forward, rising up on his toes to lighten the sound of his footfalls. He mentally prepared himself for the wooden fence. He’d been a good hurdler in his day, his height and speed making him perfect for the sport. He was going to need that skill again. 
 
    As the woman turned away from the gate, the man rose out of the shadows. He came swiftly through the gate and clamped his hand over her mouth. As he went to twist her head toward him – to throw her down or break her neck was unclear – Maric brushed the top of the wooden fence and landed beside him. He drove the point of his elbow into the attacker’s shoulder, paralyzing it completely.  
 
    To his surprise the woman had twisted and dropped out of her assailant’s grasp. Maric barely had time to register how fast she was when he saw the gleam of metal. The man was using his other arm to draw a pistol from the back of his belt. Then he was turning, trying to bring the pistol to bear. 
 
    Maric’s heart rate doubled, and he saw the Grouch in slow motion as his awareness accelerated. He didn’t need to think about his response. Thinking was far too slow. Reflexes honed years before positioned him automatically as the man whipped around.  
 
    A short step forward allowed him to trap the attacker’s pistol hand under his arm. He drove sharply ridged knuckles into one of the pressure points that ringed the man’s solar plexus. Too many fighters strengthened the muscles in their abdominal wall to withstand a direct attack. A strike to the side dropped them just as effectively. 
 
    The attacker grunted in pain. Then to Maric’s surprise he snapped a right leg up in what looked like a kick boxing move. Lifting the kick higher than the Grouch had intended, and twisting the arm he’d trapped, Maric got the man airborne. He moved down and under to complete the throw. It was a moment’s work to bring the edge of his hand down hard on the back of the attacker’s neck as he did so. The man was unconscious before he hit the ground.  
 
    Maric glanced down and saw that he’d been right, the assailant was below average in height. He thought he detected Asiatic features, perhaps Mongolian. His heart rate started to slow. He became more aware of his surroundings. 
 
    He turned back to the woman, intending to help her to her feet. Maybe now he’d get some answers about this strange charade. A game played against a deadly opponent on what was, incongruously, a peaceful summer’s evening. 
 
    Where had she gone? 
 
    A cold metal barrel pushed unpleasantly into the line of his jaw, just under his right ear. His fingers found themselves in a vice-like grip that forced his arm into a painful double bend. He recognized a variation of the police ‘come along’ hold. At the same time a hulking figure burst out of a bush at the side of the back yard, carrying a stubby rifle. As the figure got closer he could see a night scope and silencer reflecting the weak light from the street lamps. 
 
    “Where – were – you?” hissed a female voice loudly from behind him. It was clear the attacker hadn’t been meant to get that close. Maric could feel the woman shaking with tension, or was it just plain anger, behind him. 
 
    “Bozo here got in the way!” protested the rifle carrier, dropping the weapon and drawing his pistol so he could point it at her prisoner. Close up he was enormous, a body builder at the least. 
 
    “Besides,” the man continued. “You’re always saying you can look after yourself!” 
 
    The way she’d moved when the Grouch attacked told Maric she did, indeed, know how to look after herself. He admired that level of dedication in any of the martial arts. 
 
    “Stay closer in future,” grated the woman, and her partner fell silent. It was plain she outranked him. The barrel of the pistol pushed Maric’s head to one side, and his fingers were twisted viciously upward. He grunted against the pain. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” said the low, threatening voice behind his ear. 
 
    This was a tricky one. He had no wish to be known to these people, and he didn’t want to be involved in cleaning up whatever frickin’ mess this was. He’d left that sort of intrigue behind long ago, and that was where he intended it to stay. 
 
    Another vicious twist on his fingers, and he rose onto his toes again. 
 
    “Thought we didn’t have reciprocal agreements with American agencies,” he countered, fairly sure he detected a faint East Coast accent. 
 
    “Not American,” said the woman. “Educated there, recruited in Europe.” 
 
    He felt a glimmer of hope. Unsolicited information. It meant she might see her way clear to doing a deal. He could smell her now. Fastidiously clean. Unvarnished by cosmetics or deodorants. 
 
    “What are you doing!” growled her partner, moving closer and taking more careful aim at Maric’s chest, as if that would shut them both up. 
 
    Despite the pain in his arm he smiled to himself. This guy had no idea. No wonder he’d never risen in the ranks. There was so much going on in this conversation you’d have to be blind not to see some of it.  
 
    Whoever they were they didn’t want trouble with the New Zealand government any more than he did. The sting, or whatever it was they’d been doing, had been successful. Though it had, unfortunately, involved a civilian. But the success of the action would look good on her report.  
 
    He had also, possibly, saved her life. At the least he’d attempted to keep her safe. She recognized that, and it was likely she felt churlish grilling him like this.  
 
    On top of that there was some mutual recognition going on. She’d been fast, but he’d been faster. The Grouch had been well trained, and now she was wondering who the hell he was to best a professional like that.  
 
    Not to mention a little female curiosity. As tough as she was she’d have a hard time finding a man she could feel respect for. The muscle-bound behemoth she worked with wouldn’t figure in her fantasies, despite what he might think of his chances. No, Maric’s presence here tonight would have got her wondering what sort of man he was.  
 
    When you lived with death as a companion, you were drawn to the extremes of life as a kind of balance. She was curious all right. He remembered it all from his time in the field. 
 
    “Give me something,” she hissed in his ear, “or I’ll turn you over to the gorilla there.” 
 
    The gorilla scowled at the comment. 
 
    He was wondering how much he would have to tell her when lights came on in the house. Two well-dressed figures came out onto the patio, a man and a woman, and stood at ease. He almost chuckled. They couldn’t have screamed bodyguard, or agency fire power, any louder if they’d tried. 
 
    Suddenly, he understood. 
 
    “Sweet heaven, a safe house,” he whispered, turning to look at the figures on the patio. Some goddamn’t foreign agency had a safe house on New Zealand soil. Did his government know about this? 
 
    The barrel of the handgun jammed harder under his ear. His captor seemed to have lost some of her preparedness to negotiate. 
 
    “As you were saying,” she snarled, more loudly this time. 
 
    He resisted the impulse to tell her he hadn’t been saying anything, and decided he would have to give a little to get a little. 
 
    “SAS,” he grunted. “Retired. Very retired.” 
 
    It wasn’t the entire truth, but she didn’t need to know everything.  
 
    The gorilla looked alarmed. That told Maric he’d been right. They didn’t want any trouble with the New Zealand government. The fact he was ex-special forces could blow up right in their faces. 
 
    “Give me a code name!” she insisted. 
 
    He didn’t like that. He wanted his past to stay buried in the past. It was a gut feeling, an irrational thing, and not something he felt like being reasonable about. 
 
    He expected another twist on his arm, but it never came. Maybe she was wondering, as he was, how much he wanted to keep his silence. Distract the gorilla, slam his head back into the woman – getting it past the muzzle of the pistol – and he could take them both. 
 
    The two on the patio were too far away to get a clear shot, and he could use one of these two as cover until he was free. She’d seen him at work. She knew how fast he was. Maybe she was wondering whether he’d take the chance or not. 
 
    Then again he was rather rusty for a four on one defensive action. 
 
    “Book him,” said the gorilla. “Let the armchair generals sort it out. In the meantime he’s ours until we hand him over.” The gorilla inched closer. “I’m sure we can convince him to be cooperative.” 
 
    Maric was as tall as the gorilla, and that was tall, but he was much leaner, and with a longer reach. He was amused the gorilla thought he had the upper hand. 
 
    What had started out in Maric’s life as an angular awkwardness had filled out a little in time, but only enough to stop him appearing ungainly in a crowd. The main difference today was the way he moved. No one was better coordinated. Women took one look at him on the dance floor and knew they were in for a Rolls Royce glide.  
 
    The gorilla was scowling right in his face, trying to dominate him. Maric’s face, an open and honest country boy type of face, scrutinized the sweating city-born professional in front of him. The gorilla was now close enough to be kicked in the nuts, or if he really didn’t like him, to smash his knee in.  
 
    “Let’s not do anything hasty,” said the voice in his ear, and he was back up on his toes again. He held his breath until she eased off on his fingers a little, and let himself down. 
 
    That was interesting. She knew what he was thinking. He figured she thought like he did. Saw what he saw. Had a similar set of skills to his own. 
 
    “I think you really do want to give us your code name,” said the voice in his ear, barely a whisper. It told him to be reasonable. All government agencies coded their operatives, but the code name didn’t give personal details. It was a recognized safety feature for people in the field. It helped them identify other government’s assets when they needed to.  
 
    He shouldn’t really be holding back on his code name. But he had a fear – and he knew it was an irrational fear – that any disclosure of his past would bring it all flooding back again. And he really, really didn’t want that to happen.  
 
    If he thought about his situation, which he was trying hard not to do because then he would have to be rational, there just weren’t any other options. Not if he wanted to walk away from this mess any time in the near future. 
 
    He hesitated. 
 
    “Snapdragon,” he said at last. 
 
    “Inside, all of you,” she barked at once, pushing him roughly through the gate and up the path to the patio.  
 
    “Somebody drag that sonofabitch into the garage and bag him, we’ll get a pass for the crematorium in the morning.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow slightly. Sonofabitch wasn’t going to get a chance to rot in jail it seemed. He began to wonder what sort of agency these people worked for. 
 
    The two figures on the patio took over once he was inside. They taped his hands together before pushing him into an armchair. He hadn’t expected anything less.  
 
    Their boss would want to check out who he was before she released him, and heaven help him if his story wasn’t true. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Maric looked around. He was in a large room that might once have been a lounge. It was now so bare of ornamentation it was hard to say what its function was. Velvet curtains – out of place in the barren room – had already been pulled against the night. An array of single armchairs stood about a central space, and Maric had been shoved into one of these. He heard a click as the back door locked, and knew the windows would be equally well secured. Not that he intended going anywhere at the moment.               
 
    The chairs nearest the windows had faded badly where they’d been in the sun. He guessed the curtains were pulled back when no one was in the house, to give the impression it was occupied. The sterile condition of the place seemed sloppy to Maric. He imagined the point of a safe house was to look like other houses in the street. But what would he know. It wasn’t like the SAS used the idea much.  
 
    He looked more closely at the chairs. At least they had, at some stage, been matching. 
 
    Most of his captors had disappeared down a hallway, leaving him with the male agent who’d been out on the deck. He could hear the sound of technology powering up. No doubt they’d be required to report in after a sting operation like the one they’d just been through. And the woman would want to find out if his code name matched their files. 
 
    After a while the gorilla came back into the room and sat opposite him. It looked like he’d drawn the short straw, and been assigned to guard duty. He spent most of his time carefully not looking at Maric. 
 
    The female agent came in, and went off to prepare coffee for the two agents and tea for their prisoner. Probably careful not to do that too often, thought Maric. But couldn’t help herself when they had a ‘guest’. Women were like that. 
 
    Surprisingly, the gorilla had the decency to ask him if he’d eaten. Must be a regulation, he thought. Treatment of prisoners and all that. Maric nodded. 
 
    “My stuff’s in the Domain, though,” he added. “Want me to get it?” 
 
    Not surprisingly, the gorilla wanted him to stay where he was. 
 
    “Up the street, turn right at the top, bag’s in the trees along the crest,” said Maric. One of his captors would have to bring it in. 
 
    “You were going to sleep in the park?” said the other male agent, exchanging puzzled looks with the gorilla. 
 
    There were people so specialized these days it had become a weakness. Milk came from a carton, not a cow, and mankind had evolved in a special kind of terrain called cities. Naturally occurring environments that had miraculously occurred in certain locations since the beginning of time. 
 
    No, Maric knew exactly where mankind had come from. He was just as happy living close to nature as he was living here, in what some proudly called ‘civilization’. But he didn’t live here if he had a choice. Civil was the first thing the cities beat out of you. 
 
    The woman who’d apprehended him came back into the room. By now Maric had confirmed in his mind that she was the highest-ranking agent. The other three did what they were told. It was clear she ruled with an iron hand. 
 
    “You’re on the data base,” she said, without preamble. “New Zealand SAS. Doesn’t say anything about you being retired.” 
 
    She waited for him to speak. 
 
    Maric said nothing. He knew the register didn’t stipulate whether an asset was active or not. That was the point of it, to confirm existence, not give details. He continued to ignore her. His life was his own business. 
 
    He could see she was annoyed by his silence. He wasn’t sure why he was treating her like an enemy. Maybe because he’d saved her life, and she hadn’t said thank you. Maybe because she might have been able to save herself, and hadn’t needed his help. And help was the one thing Maric had left to give these days. Maybe he was just pissed off because he hadn’t seen the shooter in the bushes. Or because the woman had got the jump on him. 
 
    That was probably it. Professional pride. Maric always thought of himself as one step ahead, except this time he hadn’t been. And that was winding him up. 
 
    “You’re staying overnight,” she snapped, when he didn’t reply. “We’ll run you out of town in the morning, wherever you want to go.” 
 
    Maric wondered if she did want to ‘run him out of town’ as the old saying went. Did she really dislike him that much? She turned on her heel and marched back down the hallway. Heading, Maric assumed, for her office.  
 
    Even the gorilla seemed relieved when she was gone. 
 
    “Dunno what you’ve done, pardner,” he said, “but she’s got her scratchy knickers on tonight. I wouldn’t want to be you until you’re outa here.” 
 
    Apart from the damage he was doing to the English language, the gorilla seemed genuinely friendly. Maric guessed his presence was no longer perceived as a threat, now his code name had been confirmed. 
 
    The gorilla attached one of Maric’s feet by a collar and wire to a recessed eyelet in the wall. Then he cut the tape that bound his hands.  
 
    Maric looked at the wire more closely. A plaited core of doubtless hardened steel ran through clear plastic tubing. This must be how the safe house normally operated. If the person it was protecting wasn’t a willing guest. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” said the gorilla. “Her highness hasn’t given you the all clear yet. Dunno why that is. Ours not to reason why, etc, etc, eh?” 
 
    This was followed by a disarming, if somewhat goofy, grin. 
 
    Maric relaxed. The gorilla’s bullying ways in the field were, apparently, his ‘professional persona’. When he was ‘at ease’, he seemed to distance himself from such displays of violence. A good move if he wanted to keep his long-term mental health, noted Maric approvingly. But it didn’t excuse his gung ho nature outside.  
 
    Maric imagined the gorilla had been first into the assault course when he was training, had volunteered for all the tough jobs, and was always trying to prove himself. That was fine if he just got himself killed, but usually it was the people around him as well.  
 
    The gorilla would love to be in a firefight, because it made him feel ‘more alive’. In Maric’s experience, a firefight made some of those participating in it feel a lot more dead. The NZ SAS carefully weeded out the gung ho guys in basic training, but he knew some agencies valued them. Still, the gorilla didn’t seem to have anything of the pathological about him. He was barely thirty, and seemed to want to be liked more than anything. 
 
    “You guys holding someone?” said Maric, figuring he might as well get some information out of him. 
 
    The gorilla looked confused, then his face lit up as he understood. 
 
    “Nah. Double bluff. We’re giving some writer guy a new identity, one of those Islamic vendetta things. He’s not here, but we put it about he was. 
 
    “Worked too, eh? We’ll get ID off the assassin – got the best mug shot database in the world – and I know what we’re gonna find.” 
 
    The gorilla leaned forward in his chair a little. 
 
    “Can’t really tell you any more. Probably should’na told you that.” 
 
    He gave a quick look in the direction of the hallway, as if worried he’d been overheard. “The boss volunteered to act as a stooge – draw the guy in, make him believe security was lax. Insisted really, said it had to be a woman, play to the guy’s conservative prejudices. And she was the one with the most combat experience.” 
 
    Maric nodded. He was impressed by the way she’d handled herself outside. 
 
    “But he’s not going home as part of a major diplomatic incident?” he pressed on, wanting to know what would become of the attacker. 
 
    “Can’t tell you, pardner, you know that,” said the gorilla, spreading both hands wide in a shielding gesture. 
 
    “But, if – and I’m stressing this is very theoretical – we tried to embarrass a foreign government, or swap him for a diplomat who’d been stupid enough to get kidnapped, it wouldn’t work. We’d find the guy had a passport from one of the rogue Russian states, or some forgotten place in Africa. And you can bet there wouldn’t be an extradition treaty with them. That’s if they even bothered to acknowledge him. These sorts of guys know what they’re getting into. Suicide bombers and extremists. 
 
    “Usually we ship them off to a holding pen to rot for a few years. But I can guarantee you we’ll find this guy’s been naughty. Got blood on his hands. Can’t have him go free, eventually, to kill again.” 
 
    The gorilla raised his eyebrows, and Maric understood. There were rules. Well, at least rules most countries tried to live by. If the assassin had at some stage broken the rules relating to unnecessary deaths, then a message would have to be sent to his handlers. Maric didn’t like it, but he understood it. This sort of thing wasn’t SAS territory. He’d leave it to those with the right sort of experience. He nodded his thanks to the gorilla. 
 
    There were a few books piled on a small table in one corner, and Maric picked out something garish. It looked like it might be science fiction. He didn’t usually read the stuff, but he wanted something light to kill an hour or two until it was time to sleep.  
 
    The book, ‘Enemy Within’, wasn’t as bad as he’d thought it might be. There was a real build up at the beginning, all these strange things happening around the planet and no one the wiser as to what was going on. Then a few people started to work it out. So it was more of a detective story at the start, then a straight out action thriller at the end.  
 
    His bed for the night was two of the armchairs and a blanket. The gorilla told him he was lucky he wasn’t in one of the bunk rooms. Maric guessed these were pretty Spartan, and would have the sometimes irritation of other people. Though keeping him in the lounge probably had more to do with leaving the leg rope on him. 
 
    He must have slept in a bit the next morning. A little after dawn the gorilla appeared with bacon and eggs on a plate. 
 
    “Made a bit of an effort. If you’re hitching you might not have time for much else during the day.” 
 
    Maric had to accept the gorilla had taken a liking to him. He didn’t expect an exchange of names, even first names. It was a mental thing. Anonymity kept you alive in this business, and it became a habit. Hell, it became a superstition.  
 
    He guessed the gorilla envied him his tours of duty in the SAS. Probably thought that was ‘real fighting’. Maric was ten years older, and he hoped the gorilla’s attitude had changed by the time he was the same age. 
 
    He was allowed the use of the bathroom, and scraped away the worst of the stubble on his face with his army knife. He found a little hand wash lotion to make the job easier, but he could have dry shaved himself if he needed to. Maric knew blades. They were part of his tools of trade. And he knew how to keep them sharp enough to shave with. 
 
    Back in the lounge he didn’t have long to wait. 
 
    “The boss wants to see you,” said the other female agent, collecting his breakfast things. The gorilla freed him from the leg rope, and coiled it back at the wall. He flicked his head up briefly as Maric left the room. It was a way of saying ‘good luck’. 
 
    Maric felt strangely ashamed as he walked the corridor to the woman’s office. The two of them should be getting on better. They had similar ages and similar backgrounds. 
 
    Somehow the need to save face in an operational setting had sucked the humanity out of both of them. Maybe him more than her. Being in the field was hard on a person. 
 
    If he got any more maudlin he’d have to admit he liked the woman.  
 
    He liked the fact she was foreign, somewhere Mediterranean if he had to guess. He steeled himself against the possibility of involvement. He didn’t need complications in this sorry movie clip that passed for his life. He had to be realistic. He would be back on the road in a couple of hours, and he needed to start thinking about that. 
 
    He pushed open the door to the office. 
 
    She looked up from a desk piled high with paperwork. He almost smiled. Even in the SAS the paper war had become intolerable. 
 
    She motioned to a seat in front of her. Even sleeping rough – bunks the gorilla had said – she looked better groomed than the others. Maybe she thought looking good came with taking command. Maybe she was just particular about her appearance.  
 
    They looked at each other for a moment. She seemed to be sizing him up. Damned if her eyes didn’t look almost soulful. He made a more detailed guess at her nationality. Italian. Northern Italy perhaps, where the influences of other countries gave a more cosmopolitan look to the features. 
 
    She picked up some handwritten notes in front of her. 
 
    “Ljudevit Maric, Captain, SAS, 39, honorable discharge,” she said. She even managed a reasonable pronunciation of his first name. It was Croatian, and his grandmother had saddled him with it. He usually shaped it into ‘Lewis’ for friends, and he was damned if she was one of those. 
 
    Maric was furious. There wasn’t supposed to be any way she could know that. He closed down all indication of his emotions. Damned if he’d give her any satisfaction. 
 
    “Decorated officially, twice, considered a first-rate project specialist unofficially.” 
 
    Where was she getting this stuff? This was wrong. If the identity of special force operatives could be passed around like the weather, their families and friends would never be safe. 
 
    She screwed up her notes, and tossed them into a hopper on a nearby shredder. Seeing his look she sighed, got up, and pressed a button on the side. The machine burst into life, and his identity disappeared in a blur of confetti. 
 
    “Just needed to be sure,” she said. “Spoke to my opposite number in your SIS. He owes me a favor. Several actually. He recognized my description of you immediately.” 
 
    That would be right, thought Maric irritably. She’d only do her share of horizontal folk dancing with someone her rank or above. He didn’t much care for the Security Intelligence Service. They were desk jockeys, hopeless in the field. He looked at her trim figure, and hoped the lucky bastard appreciated her favors. 
 
    She glanced up from under neatly edged black eyebrows. “That thought doesn’t do you justice,” she said mildly. 
 
    Maric looked stunned. Godammn’t woman was a mind reader. 
 
    She smiled. “I’m a psychologist, as well as being an agent for a Eurozone organization you don't want to know about.” 
 
    He had to admit he was normally more positive in his assessment of women. This one was too intelligent for him to so easily typecast her. Perhaps finding himself back in action the previous night had rattled him more than he thought. 
 
    “Wouldn’t know about that,” he said carefully. “I’m just a dumb country boy.” 
 
    She seemed amused. “We both know that isn’t true, Captain Maric.” 
 
    He carefully kept his face blank. 
 
    She hesitated. 
 
    “Name’s Jacquette Russo, normally Jackie, and I think perhaps this makes us the even, yes?” 
 
    Maric maintained his rigid composure. Her pronunciation of English was excellent, but her everyday sayings gave her away. 
 
    “Fine, have it your way,” she sighed. “Just so you know it, code name is Tiny Dancer.” 
 
    She got up and walked around Maric to the door. She opened it. 
 
    “You’re free to go.” 
 
    Maric looked a little startled. He had expected it to be more difficult to gain his freedom. 
 
    “And Ljudevit?” 
 
    He stopped in the middle of getting up. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Stop trying to save the world. Go home and settle down.” 
 
    Maric raised an eyebrow to indicate he had no idea what she was talking about. 
 
    “Your people said you were still traveling, six years after your last tour of duty. That’s a problem, soldier.” 
 
    “Stop trying to save me from myself,” growled Maric. “You’re not the only shrink in the room. Take your salvation complex somewhere else.” 
 
    She looked hurt, and Maric felt guilty. But he wasn’t going to let a stranger get anywhere near this close. 
 
    Her face closed over. 
 
    “Settle down or get back on the horse,” she snapped, and Maric noticed the same steel in her voice he had heard when she’d pressed a gun against his neck.  
 
    “But don’t sit on the fence. In the end this fence is too dammit high for you to get off!” 
 
    Maric left the room without saying a word. 
 
    Back in the living room the gorilla looked apologetic. He’d heard the sound of his boss’ raised voice. He didn’t say anything though. 
 
    “Got clearance?” he said quietly, and Maric nodded. The gorilla led him out the front door to a car on the street. They drove in companionable silence, and an hour later the car was at the bottom of the Bombay Hills.  
 
    Maric turned east along national highway two, heading for the Hauraki Plains and the turn-off to Matamata. The gorilla had shaken his hand when he’d dropped him off, and seemed genuinely pleased to have met him. Maric had favored him with a heartfelt smile. It was a thank you for being more human than he could have been – and for making breakfast. 
 
    Then he put his thumb out and started walking. And thinking.  
 
    It was all very odd, he decided, his mind wandering back to the safe house. A weird set of coincidences. Still, with any luck he’d forget about it in a few days and go back to being a bum. Pity about the woman though.  
 
    He shook his head, and managed to clear it of several enticing images of her. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 3 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Maric’s first lift was a sturdy flat-decked truck with a double axle at the back. A stack of rough-sawn planks on the tray told him it had something to do with saw milling. The truck pulled up beside him, stopping in a gentle cascade of sawdust. 
 
    “Where you headed?” inquired the driver, an older man in overalls. It was the universal greeting of the lift giver. 
 
    “Anything that gets me closer to Ngatea,” said Maric, hauling himself up the wing step and into the cab.  
 
    “Take you most of the way there,” said the driver, putting the truck into gear. 
 
    Maric smiled. He liked trucks. He was further off the ground. It gave him a better view of the countryside. 
 
    “Whatya got, portable rig?” he said, looking at the driver more closely. The man looked like life had been hard on him, but he’d managed to climb above the hardship. Maric was experienced enough in the ways of the world to know that was a major achievement. 
 
    The driver smiled, and Maric knew he was right about the portable rig. The two men discussed the merits of different ways of milling until they descended onto the Hauraki Plains. 
 
    The truck stopped at the turn off to Ngatea, and the driver shook Maric’s hand. 
 
    “Any time you want a job, ask for McCreadies at Kaihere,” he said. “Further down the road,” he added, pointing in the direction he was heading.  
 
    Maric didn’t commit himself on the job offer. He waved the driver off and turned down State Highway 2. Despite his natural reserve the offer had touched him. The saw miller had sized him up in little more than an hour, and thought him worth taking a chance on. That was some people skills. 
 
    For the first hour he didn’t get a lift, then a farm ute picked him up. It dropped him in the middle of Ngatea about noon. He checked his watch. Deciding to forego lunch in the township he headed for the Heremaia place. Half an hour later he was there. 
 
    “Maric!” called a figure from the front garden, and a young woman rose from where she’d been weeding among the camellias. “Good to see you. George had a feeling you were coming.” 
 
    They met just inside the gate. Wendy kissed him on the cheek and stood back to look at him. 
 
    “You’re fading away. It’s time you had some proper home-cooked food!” she exclaimed. Maric hid a smile. Ninety percent of the time that was exactly what he got. His natural leanness seemed to worry the women in his life. It was a good thing he worked off the extravagant meals.  
 
    George was putting on a pound or two, but then he was less mobile now. To give him credit, George had adapted well to his new limb. It didn’t seem to bother him, and the least Maric could do was act the same way about it. 
 
    “Where are the turkey twins?” he asked Wendy. She turned her head and called out. 
 
    “Hemi, Rahiri, someone here to see you!” 
 
    For a moment there was silence, then the sound of something crashing through bushes, followed by the pounding of running feet. 
 
    “Uncle Lew, uncle Lew, uncle Lew!” bleated from the back of the house. Two four-year olds surged around the corner, banging into each other and holding on as they attempted to be first to the gate. Rahiri, the girl, was hard to tell from her brother. If she was a little skinnier, she’d learned to be just as tough to keep up. 
 
    They’d guessed who it was. George must have told them ‘uncle Lew’ would be arriving soon. Maric wasn’t surprised. He knew of families that could sense each other’s movements, and feel each other’s illnesses. This was what he and George were, after all. Part of an SAS family. If that was the case the link they shared must be a matter of emotional closeness, not similar DNA. 
 
    The twins arrived in a rush, leaping at Maric. He caught them up, twisting to get one under each arm, and lifted them off the ground. 
 
    “Throw them in the bull paddock!” he cried, stomping round in circles, while they screamed for help. “Down the well with them!” came next. Then, “Bury them under the pyramids with the mummies and the terrifying clicking beetles!” Each destination more extreme than the last. 
 
    Wendy pushed the wriggling mass up the steps to the front door. It opened before they got there, and George came out to stand with his hands on his hips. 
 
    “The turkey twins giving you trouble, Maric?” he asked gravely. 
 
    “Aw, something terrible, Captain Heremaia,” complained Maric. 
 
    “Well, we can’t have that!” said George. He spread his legs wider, and put his hands behind his back. The movement was almost completely natural. Anyone looking at him wouldn’t know he’d lost a leg above the knee during an ambush in Afghanistan, and had to fight hard to keep the other.  
 
    Maric was impressed. George had continued to improve over the months since he’d been invalided out of the SAS. 
 
    “Company, fall in!” he bellowed, and the twins scrambled out of Maric’s grasp. One went left and the other right, before they headed to the other’s position in an attempt to line up in one place. They realized their mistake and finally fell in on Maric’s left. He had a hard job keeping a straight face. 
 
    “Much better,” said George, ruffling each unkempt mop in turn. “Now go back to what you were doing. You can talk to uncle Lew later.” 
 
    “Really, uncle Lew?” inquired one little face. “You staying?” inquired the other. 
 
    “Yes to both questions,” said Maric. “Now away you go and I’ll see you later.” 
 
    Mollified, if not entirely happy, the twins ran off around the side of the house. 
 
    “Where’s little George?” asked Maric. 
 
    “At school,” said Wendy. “He’s five now, remember?” 
 
    Maric nodded. There was so much to keep track of about the people he knew. He needed a secretary to remind him. 
 
    George sat on one side of the kitchen table while Maric tucked in to an impromptu lunch on the other. George tended to follow Maric’s lead in the conversation, which reflected their old roles in the SAS. Maric had trained George as part of an SAS intake between his first tour of duty in Kuwait, and his second tour in Afghanistan. He’d asked for George when he was promoted to captain during his second tour, and soon recommended him for his own squad. They were both captains, but George tended to defer to Maric’s seniority. 
 
    “How are them phantom pains?” Maric was asking, between mouthfuls. 
 
    George was having some success with a new technique that re-trained parts of the brain next to motor areas. It seemed to lessen the random firing of neurons that caused ‘phantom’ pains in his missing legs. 
 
    “Much better,” said George. “The main problem now is aching in both legs at night. Especially if it’s cold. Physio says I just have to keep stretching them to get rid of the scar tissue. Micro-tearing she calls it. The pain of the cure is worse than the aching sometimes!” 
 
    They both laughed. 
 
    Wendy put a cup of tea on the table for each of the men, and excused herself. 
 
    “There’s a mothers’ group meeting down the church,” she said. “They’re talking about extending the hall. I’ve put your name down as a chippie and general dogsbody, George.” 
 
    George groaned, and rolled his eyes. 
 
    Maric laughed. His first instinct was to volunteer to help. But his lifestyle lent itself too readily to broken promises. He had enough self-respect to avoid that happening. 
 
    Wendy cleaned the bench and headed for the garage. Maric had gone with her to church a couple of times in the past. He tended to fit in with the people around him.  
 
    He wasn’t a religious man, but he could see there was a part of people that was bigger than they were. His SAS mentor Cal had helped him regain the jungle instincts that modern man had lost. And there were other areas deep in the human unconscious that were never accessed by most people.  
 
    Maric thought it a pity more people didn’t go there. Let them draw their own conclusions afterwards, but at least they’d have some experience of the matter before they shot their mouths off. 
 
    The two men moved to the back porch, and took to discussing plans for the future. Rather loose plans though they were. Occasionally something from the past would enter the conversation. But they’d pretty much made their peace with the adrenaline-charged, knife-edge, unpredictable nature of their previous life.  
 
    There was a thud as something dropped to the ground, and a yelp of pain from one of the twins. It confirmed they were playing behind the hedge in George’s wood lot. 
 
    “Tell the kids a story?” said Maric at last, and George nodded. Maric indicated for him to call them in. 
 
    “You do it,” said George, but Maric shook his head. 
 
    “You’re the best damn mimic I’ve ever heard, George. I like to hear you. Go for it.” 
 
    George obliged with a turkey impersonation that would have fooled man or turkey. There was a moment’s silence, and the twins burst through a gap in the hedge. 
 
    “Gate,” said George loudly, and the twins skidded to a stop, before going back through the hedge to go round the proper way. 
 
    “Just like sheep dogs,” whispered George. “They love to work for you. Want to be part of the team. They get unhappy if they don’t know what the rules are.  
 
    “The only parents who have problems, far as I can work it out, are those who don’t put the time in.” 
 
    Maric thought George was probably right. On the other hand not everyone got to grow up in the slower pace of life in the country. Or with parents who weren’t far too busy every day of the week. He figured it was all in the type of life people chose. 
 
    The twins settled down at their feet, leaning back against the chair legs. George and Maric told them sanitized stories of the hard, dry mountains and little villages of the far, far away country of Afghanistan. When Wendy arrived back from the church, they were still at it. 
 
    “Better get those nets out if you want to go fishing tomorrow,” she reminded George. 
 
    The rest of the day passed in checking over the nets, and thinning trees in the back half of the wood lot. The men worked steadily, while the twins tried to help and generally got underfoot. Wendy had a huge dinner ready for them when she called them in. 
 
    “Most of it’s our own,” she told Maric proudly, indicating the food on the table. He nodded his thanks. There were few satisfactions more abiding than working with your hands. When it included growing things, the feeling was about as good as it got. 
 
    The next day dawned beautifully fine, and Maric joined George’s fishing expedition. Luck wasn’t with them. They moved the nets to new spots along the beach a number of times, but always with limited results.  
 
    By the time they got back it was already after noon. Maric found himself leaving for Matamata later than he’d intended.  
 
    The loop through Te Aroha and back to the road south was slow for hitching. When he came into the tiny settlement of Waihou it was already getting dark. He thanked the nice older couple who’d given him a lift – quite a surprise considering he was a bit scruffy from his days on the road – and considered his options. 
 
    There was a hay barn on the way out of town, and he figured that would have to do. Sleeping in a hay barn sounded romantic, but the bugs that lived in and around the hay were a whole set of problems on their own.  
 
    He could find the money for a motel – just – but he found them soulless places. He would usually stay with friends, or live off the land. Those two options suited him fine. 
 
    The only activity he could see in Waihoa was a car pulling out of a petrol station. It looked like the only one in town. He figured it would be closing soon.  
 
    As he drew closer to the welcoming haven of bright lights, he saw a faint glow to one side illuminate a parked car. He figured it was someone dragging on a cigarette. Whoever they were they’d chosen a spot on a side street where the lights didn’t reach. Something in Maric found that suspicious. 
 
    He ignored the vehicle as he crossed the road and bought himself food and drink at the petrol station. 
 
    “What time do y’close?” he asked the attendant as he paid his money. 
 
    “Around nine,” said the man. Maric could see he was the only attendant. 
 
    “Ever get trouble round here?” he asked in a conversational, just passing the time, way. 
 
    “Not really,” said the attendant, quick to uphold the good name of his little town. “Not locals anyway. Get some of those Auckland hoons down this way now and then. Bit of yahooing and tire squealing. Gets scary at times. But we’ve had nothing serious so far.” 
 
    Maric had a gut feeling that was about to change. He stood behind a display stand for a while, elevating a bottle of water in a way that said he was extremely thirsty. It gave him an opportunity to take in the lay of the land on the main street.  
 
    He realized how thirsty he actually was, and gulped the rest of the water down. A moment later he got lucky, and a passing car turned in the main street. Its lights shone on the car in the shadows. 
 
    What he saw confirmed his earlier suspicions.  
 
    Maric was now officially interested. The vehicle was an overpowered toy that had been modified. There were two figures in the front seat, one wearing a hood. He thought he saw at least one more in the back. It was quite clear to Maric they intended to rob the petrol station. 
 
    He figured they were waiting until closing time. That meant they’d already spent time inside the building, looking it over. That meant they would have a plan.  
 
    Maric smiled grimly. All he had to do now was work out what that plan was. 
 
    “Use your toilet?” he called to the attendant, who’d come out from behind the counter to restock the pie cabinet. 
 
    “Help yourself,” came the reply. “It’s open.” 
 
    The back of the petrol station had only one exit. A bare corridor went on past the toilets and ended at a solid metal door. Maric confirmed it was open by flicking the handle. And of course it would be locked when the petrol station closed down for the night. 
 
    Maric began to understand what the plan of attack was. The attendant would lock up out front, but leave this door open until he’d closed down the till and taken the eftpos off line. Maybe even tally the day’s takings. That was enough time for the hoods in the car to gain entry.  
 
    Just along from the toilets was a large cupboard housing cleaning gear. Maric decided that was where he would wait. He didn’t want to take the risk of alerting the men in the building while he was silencing the lookout. The cupboard was perfect. 
 
    And there would be a lookout. It was the obvious thing for the hoods to do.  
 
    He checked his watch. Twenty minutes to closing time. He needed to move fast. He walked back into the main body of the building, picked up his bag, and thanked the attendant. 
 
    “You hitching through?” asked the man, alerted by the fact Maric didn’t seem to have a car. 
 
    “Hitched in,” said Maric. “Staying with friends one street over, Clyde isn’t it?”  
 
    He’d seen a street sign to that effect on his way in, and the lie was a harmless one. 
 
    “You mean King Street,” said the man. “If it’s the next one over.” He went back to restocking the shelves. Maric gave him the once over. Average height, lean like himself. Bit younger than he was, maybe early thirties. 
 
    “Glad to hear you’ve got a place to stay,” the attendant continued. “Was going to offer you a bed, but you won’t need it.” 
 
    Maric was surprised. The attendant seemed young to be thinking about the needs of others. There was a good family background in his make up somewhere. You didn’t learn qualities like that out of a book. 
 
    “Damn decent of you,” he said, walking toward the door. “Appreciate the thought. Might see you in the morning.” 
 
    The attendant waved him out into the night. Maric checked the main street carefully for signs of life, then disappeared down a side street. One that led in the opposite direction to the car in the shadows.  
 
    He’d already decided to stop the robbery, but the man’s offer made his decision that much sweeter. It tallied with his motivation for stepping in. Good people shouldn’t have to put up with crap like thievery and violence. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 4 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Maric changed his pullover for a darker one. He ditched the bag where it wouldn’t be seen in the shadows. Then he ghosted back to the petrol station, staying out of sight.  
 
    He came down the alleyway behind the building, looked around carefully, and stepped lightly through the rear access door. He listened carefully for a full minute, until he knew where the attendant was. Then he closed the metal door behind him, and eased into the cupboard. 
 
    By Maric’s reckoning it was less than ten minutes before he heard the sound of footsteps in the alleyway behind the building. That wasn’t a good sign. The hoods should have waited until the lights went out in the forecourt, and the attendant had locked the main doors. 
 
    That way they’d have had more control of the situation. The attendant wouldn’t be able to make a run for it out the front doors. Any would-be heroes that happened along wouldn’t be able to get in. The hoods were acting like amateurs, and amateurs tended to panic. Then they did ten years for manslaughter. 
 
    Two lots of footsteps passed down the corridor as he waited in the cupboard. He felt an almost imperceptible tremor as someone leaned against the wall outside. They weren’t making any attempt to keep the noise down, and that worried Maric too. Thugs who acted as if they owned the place tended to work by intimidation. That meant they’d work the attendant over just for the hell of it. 
 
    Then someone was yelling abuse and smashing stuff on the floor. He figured the two villains inside had got as far as the till. The performance was probably meant for shock value at this stage. He had a minute or two before the attendant came to any real harm. 
 
    He counted slowly to five, to give the lookout a chance to glance down the corridor toward the noise. The lookout couldn’t see the main counter from the back door, but it was an almost uncontrollable human reaction to look. 
 
    Maric moved silently out of the cupboard and toward the access door. The noise inside the building covered his movements. He stopped when he realized he couldn’t see the lookout at the end of the corridor. Dammit, where was the man?  
 
    He would have to go left or right at the door to find him. He didn’t want to guess wrong, and give the lookout time to yell a warning. 
 
    The problem solved itself. Maric was heading left just as the lookout came round the same corner. The man hesitated for a moment, not expecting to meet anyone. That was all the time Maric needed. His right hand was already in motion as the man stopped. A fraction of a second later his open palm drove into the right side of the man’s jaw. He twisted his hand as he connected, to slam the top of the jawbone into the nerve center just in front of the ear. It was a perfect knock out punch, delivered in an extremely unorthodox way. 
 
    The lookout slammed back against the wall, then rolled down it like ice cream peeled off by a metal scoop. 
 
    By the time he hit the floor, Maric was already inside and heading down the corridor. He didn’t know what the two remaining hoods were carrying in the way of weapons, but he intended to find out. He grabbed cans from the end of an aisle as he emerged into the shopping area. He was just in time to see one of the hoods thump the attendant’s head on the counter.  
 
    Maric didn’t know if the attendant had refused to open the till, or it was just part of the men's softening up tactics. The main thing right now was their attention wasn’t on him. 
 
    The first can hit the man behind the attendant a glancing blow on the side of the head. The second one hit him squarely between the eyes, snapping his head back. A red line blossomed across his forehead where the edge of the can had split the skin. 
 
    The third can distracted the other one as he pulled a sawn-off shotgun round in Maric’s direction. The blast ripped across the ceiling. 
 
    A sawn-off. Maric had almost expected that. Wherever brain-dead idiots got together and planned robberies, one of them always knew someone who could steal a shotgun. Then they'd hack the barrel off.  
 
    No problem. A shotgun he could deal with. 
 
    Even if the villain had managed to point the weapon in the right direction, Maric would have been long gone when he pulled the trigger. By now he was sprinting along an aisle at an angle to the counter, making no attempt to disguise his footsteps. He wanted them to think they knew where he was.  
 
    A long string of swear words erupted from the front of the room, and then one of the men shouted something toward the rear access door. The lookout didn’t answer, and Maric ran back along the next aisle.  
 
    The one with the shotgun took the bait. He figured he couldn't go wrong if he walked to his left and got a clear firing line down each of the aisles in turn. He pushed past his accomplice, who had the attendant's head jammed back on the counter as he wiped blood from his eyes.  
 
    He made his way to the end of the aisles. He was only too happy to let Maric know, in his loudest voice, that he was going to shoot his nuts off. Then send him to join his scumbag ancestors. 
 
    Maric had retreated quietly to the far end of the second to last aisle, and now worked his way around it as the hood passed the other end. At each aisle the hood snapped the shotgun around the corner, screaming abuse. When he had one more aisle to go, Maric drifted silently down the one the man had just passed. He waited quietly while the hood went into fits of rage when he found the last aisle empty. 
 
    This one, Maric realized, had taken a little something to bolster his nerves. In fact he must have taken a lot of amphetamine over the years. He was now very close to being a cot case. Maric labeled him Methhead on the spot.  
 
    It eased Maric’s conscience. Sometimes good people got into bad situations, but this one had made some irrecoverable choices. He'd come to relish violence, and long ago stopped caring about anyone but himself. Any sign of danger to the attendant or himself and Maric wouldn't hesitate to kill the guy.  
 
    Methhead started back toward the counter, but he didn’t get far.  
 
    The take down was copybook stuff. Maric stepped out as his target passed the end of the aisle. He knocked his legs out from under him as he slammed him face down on the concrete floor. Right on top of the shotgun. With any luck his fingers would have caught in the trigger guard, and broken some bones. 
 
    Maric dropped his knee onto the guy's spine, and pulled his head back. That was normally a fail safe body lock, but his quarry twisted to one side. Then he began to push himself up. The strength these nutters had on amphetamine, growled Maric to himself.  
 
    He needed to finish the guy quickly. He still wasn’t sure what weaponry the one behind the counter had, and he didn't want to end up in a stand off. Him pointing the shotgun at this one while the other had a knife to the attendant’s neck. 
 
    He punched Methhead hard and fast in the kidneys, and the body under him arched back in agonizing pain. Maric timed his knee to hit the hood’s head as it snapped back. It was a classic one-two he’d perfected over the years. The back of the human head was so damned solid you had to really pile driver it. He drove his knee hard. The guy went out like a light. 
 
    Maric rolled away into the aisle, scooting the shotgun before him. Carefully avoiding fingerprints, he slid it under the bottom shelf of the aisle partition. It would be hard to find there unless you knew exactly where to look.  
 
    Now he had only one of the three hoods to worry about. The one he was now thinking of as Sidekick. He moved quickly and silently to a new vantage point, one looking through a narrow slot between a display stand and the end of the aisle. He scanned the counter. There was no one there.  
 
    Maric froze. Had Sidekick fled? Why hadn’t he heard footsteps? Where was the attendant? 
 
    Then Maric felt a crawling sensation across his back, like something unpleasant pressing on his skin. He flung himself sideways as a shot crashed out. Bottles shattered next to the display stand. He scrambled across the floor into the next aisle, staying low. A bullet smacked into the wall at the end of the aisle he’d just left.  
 
    A handgun. Mother of God, where’d this bunch of second-rate amateurs get a weapon like that from?  
 
    The hood was no crack shot, that was for sure. The first bullet would’ve missed him, even if he hadn’t moved. The second one had smacked into the wall when he was already out of sight.  
 
    That didn’t mean Sidekick couldn’t get lucky though.  
 
    Maric considered letting him walk out of the building. He could shout at him to use his common sense and run for it before the cops arrived. Then he shelved the idea. He didn’t know if Sidekick had knifed the attendant. He'd certainly beaten him up. Maric couldn’t let him get away with that.  
 
    He'd also probably cleaned out the till. Maric was against rewarding violence. He could hear Sidekick working his way round the far end of the aisle, trying to get a clear shot at him. Maric decided he needed a plan.  
 
    This situation wasn’t all that different to close-quarters fighting in the fractured, crevasse-ridden mountains of Afghanistan. Line of sight could be down to a couple of meters. Maric dropped to floor level and checked around the end of the aisle. A bullet ripped up the floor ahead of him, sending a splinter into his shoulder, and another slicing past his forehead. 
 
    His shoulder stung, but he could deal with that later. Sidekick was advancing down the middle of the aisle toward him. That was perfect. He needed his quarry boxed in, limited to just two directions of movement.  
 
    Backing up on the other side of the aisle, Maric started his run up. As he got closer to the man he heard the handgun fire, and something shattered on the other side of the partition. He accelerated, and the handgun fired again. A bag of pasta burst open and flung itself across the aisle in front of him. 
 
    When he was just short of Sidekick's position, Maric reached up and grabbed the re-curved top of one of the aisle partitions. He hung on as his momentum transferred to his feet, and his body got horizontal. He pumped his arms, to give himself more height.  
 
    Twisting over as he cleared the top of the partition, he dropped feet first to the floor in the next aisle. He hooked one arm around Sidekick's neck, and jerked him off his feet. The man never knew what hit him. 
 
    He’d barely hit the floor when Maric twisted him over onto his front, and locked up his arm behind him. Sidekick still had the pistol in his other hand, and Maric saw him trying to rotate it in his direction. He brought his boot over the prone body and stood on the gun hand, grinding the fingers back and forth. Sidekick howled in protest.  
 
    Crushed fingers never healed properly. Every time the villain picked up something like a handgun in future, the scar tissue would rub on nerves. It would give him a little reminder of his stupidity. Maybe it would help keep him clean – once he got out of jail in ten years time. 
 
    Kicking the handgun away, Maric took the belt off his prisoner and used it to tie the man’s hands together behind his back. He took his army knife and split a hole in the leather to make it tight. When he was finished it was cutting nicely into Sidekick’s wrists. The other end he hooked around a foot on one of the partitions, then cut the leather and spliced it back onto itself. This one wasn’t going far. 
 
    Maric remembered the attendant. He headed for the counter, checking that Methhead was still down as he loped by. There was no one at the counter, and Maric looked down a corridor behind it. He heard a grunt of pain, and hurried in that direction. 
 
    The attendant started nervously as Maric came through the door of the back office. He wasn’t bound, but his face was covered in blood. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he whispered anxiously. Then he darted a look past Maric. 
 
    “Where are they?” he hissed. “Not still out there are they? We’ve got to get out of here. Go while we’ve got the chance!” 
 
    Maric raised a hand in a calming gesture. 
 
    “They’re taken care of. No need to worry.” 
 
    The attendant didn’t seem convinced. 
 
    Maric let the man take a few more shaky breaths. When he thought the attendant had calmed down a little he looked squarely at him, speaking calmly and slowly. 
 
    “What we do now is call the police,” he said. “Then we get you seen to. Where'd you get hit?” 
 
    The attendant seemed more shaken than anything. He still didn’t believe the hoods had been taken care of. Maric got him to his feet, and they walked out into the shop area. Rather unsteadily in the case of the attendant. There was no denying the two slumped forms. 
 
    “The last one’s out the back,” said Maric, pointing to the access door. 
 
    Once the attendant had grasped the reality of the situation, he was more inclined to have his injuries looked at. He didn’t seem to have anything broken. Some skin had been scraped off one hand, which looked worse than it was.  
 
    He had the beginnings of a huge bruise forming on one side of his face. His nose had been bleeding, but that seemed to have stopped. Maric grabbed a fresh cleaning rag out of the office and bound up the hand. He figured the rest would be okay. 
 
    “I’ve got two of them to tie up,” he said to the attendant. “You call the cops.” 
 
    He lifted a finger in warning. 
 
    “No mention of me,” he cautioned. 
 
    “Yeah, right,” said the attendant shakily. “Like they’re going to believe I did this!” 
 
    “Good point,” said Maric, reconsidering his options. The police would already be on their way. Local residents would have called in the robbery when they heard the shotgun blast. It was too distinctive. People often overlooked pistol shots, but not a shotgun in a confined space. If the locals had any sense they’d stay inside, turn off the lights, and not get involved.  
 
    Maric hunted out some sturdy boxing tape in the office, and thought about the police while he immobilized the two hoods. One of them came round, and started abusing him. Some people just didn’t know when to quit. Maric tapped him on the back of the neck, not too hard, and he slumped forward again. Too many bumps on the head in one day and the guy could end up with some permanent brain damage. 
 
    As he walked back to the counter he was pretty sure he hadn’t said anything to the attendant that could identify him. 
 
    “Tell the police everything,” he corrected, when he returned. “Just play it down, call it lucky or something.” He paused. “They’ll want a description of me, and I want you to change a couple of things, okay?” 
 
    The attendant nodded warily. 
 
    Maric dumped the tape back in the cupboard. He’d grabbed cleaning gloves out of the cupboard too, and used them to make sure he left no fingerprints. He pocketed the gloves for later disposal. 
 
    “Make me average height, and give me a scruffy beard and mustache. That’ll give you an excuse for being vague when the cops want an artist’s impression.” 
 
    The attendant was unsure. 
 
    “But you’re a hero, man. People should know what you did! Goddammit, you put your life on the line. You’ve earned yourself some appreciation.”  
 
    “There are no heroes,” said Maric flatly. “Just people who didn’t get killed.” 
 
    The deadness in his voice stopped the attendant. After a moment’s silence he figured there was a lot more going on than Maric wanted him to know about. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “Have it your way. But you’re not just vanishing into the night.” 
 
    Maric looked up, surprised. 
 
    “My place is 27 King Street, the next street over,” said the attendant, pointing across the main street from the petrol station. 
 
    “When I’ve rung the cops I’ll ring Beth – that’s my wife. She knows how to keep her mouth shut, and she’ll be expecting you. If I don’t give her a chance to thank the man who saved my life, I’ll be in the doghouse for a week.” 
 
    “I didn’t exactly . . ,” began Maric, and then stopped with a sigh. He’d debriefed too many soldiers not to recognize the signs. The attendant was more shell-shocked than he wanted to admit. Not surprising really. What had happened to him tonight was just too different from the usual run of events in his life.  
 
    The man needed to normalize the situation. His wife would be the same. If the night’s events spooked the attendant, he’d chuck the job in. If they spooked her, he wouldn’t be allowed back in the building. 
 
    Reluctantly, Maric agreed. 
 
    “No names, no details about me, and you know what to tell the cops,” he added. 
 
    The attendant nodded. Maric made a point of shaking the man’s hand. Touch was a very important part of the normalizing process. 
 
    He left the building through the rear door, and melted into the shadows. There’d be one or two snoops around now, peering out of windows in the hope of seeing something. Some were just incurable gossips, some genuinely wanted to gather information for the police. He made sure his face stayed in the shadows, and slouched down until he appeared more average in height. 
 
    He picked up his bag from the other side of the block. Then he headed out of town in the opposite direction to the way he’d come in.  
 
    Once clear of the houses he doubled back over the fields, keeping out of sight in the shelter belts. Eight minutes after he left the attendant two police cars and an ambulance arrived. Maric began to move more freely. Everyone’s attention would be focused on the petrol station now. 
 
    He arrived at number 27 and whistled softly. He listened for a moment and didn’t hear a dog. The attendant hadn’t mentioned one, but Maric always checked. He moved quietly round to the back door, and knocked gently. 
 
    A petite and slightly overweight woman, around thirty, fairly snatched him off the doorstep. She shut the door behind him. 
 
    “Come through to the kitchen,” she said softly. “That’s where I am when Lex is due home. No point in having two lights on while you're here, it looks suspicious.” 
 
    She’d got the message then, thought Maric. It had to look like just one person was at home. 
 
    “I’m Beth,” said the woman, offering her hand for Maric to shake. 
 
    “I’m, ah, Howard Tentrim,” he said in return, using an alias he’d created years before. The beauty of the name was that it scanned awkwardly. It was hard to remember yet seemed unlikely to be made up. 
 
    “Sorry, love,” he added. “That’s not my real name.” 
 
    Beth waved his apology away. 
 
    “Lex explained the situation,” she said, filling a jug and putting it on. 
 
    Maric was impressed. She had a natural flair for the cloak and dagger stuff. Once she was told something quickly she factored it into her social reality. It was rare to find someone so flexible. 
 
    “So what happened?” she asked, and sat him down at the kitchen table while she brought out some food. Maric told her what had happened, trying to make it seem simpler and less dangerous than it was. He was going to have trouble explaining Lex’s injuries, all the same. 
 
    Like most people, she seemed happier now she knew the truth. Well, Maric’s version of the truth anyway. 
 
    Half an hour later she’d removed the splinter from his shoulder, rinsed the small amount of blood off his shirt and mended the small tear in the cloth. She had just started quizzing him on the details of the hold up when Lex arrived.  
 
    Maric heaved a sigh of relief. It had been hard keeping to the events in the petrol station, and avoiding anything about himself. Beth was something of a natural inquisitor. He smiled. Maybe she should apply to the New Zealand Secret Service. 
 
    Lex described what the police had been up to at the scene. Then he told them the police would be sending a detective to the house some time in the morning. Maric thought it best if he left at first light.  
 
    It was already late, and Beth graciously showed him to the spare room when he asked for a place to sleep. He tried to thank them both for their hospitality, but they waved him away. They were only too glad to help someone who’d been such a godsend for Lex. 
 
    Maric wasn’t surprised that he found it difficult to sleep. Thoughts kept circulating in his brain. It wasn’t Beth’s spare room that was the problem. His alertness was the natural aftermath of any battle.  
 
    It seemed odd to him that he’d used his SAS skills twice in just a few days. Was he changing what he did in some way? Or was he getting unlucky? Normally he took pains to avoid trouble. Then he had an unpleasant thought. Didn’t these things happen in threes? 
 
    The handgun bothered him. New Zealand had generally managed to avoid the damn things so far. Rifles were for hunting. Handguns, in exceptional circumstances, were for the police. Look at the mess in countries where civilians carried handguns.  
 
    New Zealand had to remain free of them, and he’d do whatever he could to make that happen. The unarmed nature of the police force reflected the mostly peaceful way of life of the people. He didn’t want that to change.  
 
    Maybe he could find out what the handgun situation was in New Zealand these days from Cal. He hadn’t heard from his former SAS boss for years, but he could track him down if he needed to. 
 
    Then again, that might be the wrong thing to do. He wanted a simple life. If you stuck your hand up to ask a question in the army, it usually meant you’d volunteered for something. 
 
    Maric found himself recalling his early training with Cal – in the days when he had no idea what Cal was. At the time Maric had been a young man working on a farm, and his sporting interests centered on the one martial arts club in town.  
 
    He hadn’t known what an unusual place it was, teaching as it did an odd mix of judo and Aikido. When a few of the students eventually got to black belt level, Cal had started training them in some really weird stuff. 
 
    “Shut your eyes, walk forward, stop when your nose is an inch or so from the wall,” he’d said. Speaking in his distinctive, rough-edged voice, as Maric remembered it. 
 
    Maric had a go, and so did the only woman in the group. After a few short steps Maric gave himself a hearty thump on the nose. The woman opened her eyes when she thought she was the right distance out, and scowled when she found she had a foot to go. When the rest tried it they were soon creeping cautiously along, hands outstretched and feet shuffling along a few inches at a time. 
 
    “No, no, no!” exploded Cal. “Back in line! Now! Move it!” 
 
    Maric should have realized from the many performances like this that Cal had an army background. 
 
    “Listen to your surroundings,” growled the bear of a man. “Remember, you’ve lost eighty percent of your jungle abilities. This part is easy, you’ve just got to get your ears back.” 
 
    Maric thought he understood. Something would change when he got close enough to the wall. Some sort of inner alarm signal would go off. But what was it? 
 
    The line of students started forward again. Someone overzealous on Maric’s right hit the wall, just as he had done before. Maric forced himself to concentrate. He knew he was getting close to the wall now, and he tried to find out what was different.  
 
    Then the sound in the room changed. He couldn’t quite figure out what it was. Some sort of high-pitched hum underlay what he was hearing.  
 
    He opened his eyes. He was maybe a hand span from the wall. He walked back to his starting point, knowing he’d heard that sound before. Then he remembered it. Seashells. The hissing sound was similar to what you got when you placed a seashell against your ear. 
 
    So that was what Cal was talking about. Some sort of acoustic interference close to objects. 
 
    He closed his eyes and walked toward the wall. When he ‘heard’ the wall he stopped, and brought up a hand. Raising one finger he tapped the wall. It was right there, exactly where he expected it to be.  
 
    Extraordinary.  
 
    It wasn’t actually that hard to do. But if someone didn’t tell you the skill was possible, you didn’t go looking for it. People spent their whole lives locked inside the little circle of what they knew.  
 
    “Think you’ve got it sussed, huh, Maric,” growled Cal’s voice in his ear, and he jumped. 
 
    “Mmm, maybe. Not bad,” said his teacher. Cal had a grin on his face as he walked away. 
 
    Then he remembered that crawling sensation across his back in the petrol station, the feeling something unpleasant was pressing on his skin. He’d felt that when Sidekick had taken a bead on him with the handgun.  
 
    Cal had slowly trained his students to know that feeling. When they were standing in a line, eyes closed, he would walk along behind them and project his intent to injure. And they would feel it.  
 
    Maric remembered the experience well. He would raise his hand, and say, “right side, kidney area,” and Cal would grunt once behind him, confirming the fact, before gliding noiselessly along to someone else. 
 
    From there they’d progressed to sending and receiving intent across the room. It had been an extraordinary time. Cal was right. They’d lost eighty percent of their jungle capabilities. It was only later that he realized Cal was an SAS instructor, and the little group he taught was a form of relaxation for him. 
 
    Maric’s memories of those times wound down, and he returned to the present. 
 
    He hoped Lex and Beth would be able to come to terms the robbery at the petrol station. He wanted them to normalize the experience, take it in their stride. Decide they wouldn’t let it sour their life. When he’d left them in the kitchen, still discussing what had happened, it looked like they’d be able to do that. 
 
    His mental wanderings ceased, and he fell into a deep sleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    On the other side of the world, and eleven months earlier, a young man turned off Rue des Ecoles and onto Rue Victor Cousin. He was wearing a bulky jacket that was out of place in the spring sunshine. In one hand he carried a large basket of groceries.  
 
    His casual clothing and untamed hair marked him as a student, though his intensity of purpose seemed out of place. Other students passed by in a more leisurely manner. In the distance, the white columns and second-story dome of the Sorbonne gave it a commanding presence. 
 
    The young man appeared to miss his step on the side walk, and dropped the basket of groceries. A small, round cheese bounced off the top of the basket and rolled under a parked car. Returning the rest of the contents to the basket, the young man wriggled his way beneath the vehicle. The cheese had emerged on the other side and toppled onto its side. It now lay in grave danger from passing traffic, but that was irrelevant.  
 
    Sliding a flat, oblong package from the inside of his jacket, he placed it under the petrol tank of the car. The package attached itself with a soft, magnetic, clunk. Working himself out of the confined space, he made his way to the traffic side of the car. For the sake of onlookers, he made a show of being joyfully reunited with his cheese. 
 
    He looked at his watch. It was 9.18 am. One by one, at staggered intervals, he and his colleagues would repeat the performance. By the time lunch hour arrived, and the street was full of students, everything would be in place. 
 
    He walked on, this time without the same urgency. He turned down a side street and made his way back to the flat on Rue Soufflot. 
 
    “And this one . . ?” queried the tall, unusually white figure in front of the laptop. He was pointing to the upper left quadrant of the screen.  
 
    The laptop was running four feeds at once. Three of them showed Paris street scenes, and one showed static. The figure was pointing toward the one showing static. 
 
    “That’s the corner of Champollion and Victor Cousin,” said the young man on the other side of the desk, craning his neck around to look at the screen. He went back to debugging the system. A ghost line on one of the screens abruptly disappeared. 
 
    “And the reason it’s not working is . . .?” queried the other, a little less patiently this time. 
 
    The technician shrugged. 
 
    The Finn gripped the edge of the desk. His knuckles turned white. No pride in their work, no sense of responsibility. How did this group think they were going to forge a new world order with attitudes like that?  
 
    But he needed these idiots. For now. 
 
    Short black hair accentuated the sallow color of his face. His eyes were deeply recessed. Pupils so dark they were almost black looked out from shadows. Thin lips rarely showed emotion, unless at the misfortune of others. 
 
    The Finn went over his mission plan one more time. The first rule of working behind enemy lines was to make use of what you found there. And he’d done that. When the French government had banned the extremist groups Nationalist Youth and Oeuvre Francaise six months ago, they’d done the Finn’s research for him. They’d found him donkeys to do his dirty work. 
 
    The group Oeuvre Francaise had appealed to him immediately. It had been established in 1968, by descendants of collaborators with the Nazi regime. These days it was open to anyone who shared its xenophobic and anti-Semitic ideas. The Finn had read with interest the claim it was, “organized like a private militia with training camps of a paramilitary nature." 
 
    That much had turned out to be true.  
 
    And it hadn’t taken him long to gain the group’s trust. Driven underground by the French government, they wanted to fight back. The Finn had offered them the chance to do that. From there it had been a simple matter of narrowing down the selection of volunteers. Some were enthusiastic, but didn’t have the aptitude. Some couldn’t take orders. Some couldn’t speak English, the only language he had in common with them. 
 
    These four had made the grade. The technician, an untried weapons specialist, and two members of the Oeuvre Francaise excelling in urban infiltration. These last two were out there now, preparing a little surprise for the French government. 
 
    Well, a very big surprise if he was honest, thought the Finn with pride. He savored the sense of revenge for a full minute. Then brought his mind back to the work on hand. 
 
    “You can guarantee the feeds from the other three cameras?” he asked. 
 
    The technician nodded. “It was easy. Stuck them on the sides of traffic cameras. Last place anyone will look. Acted like it was a routine check. UHF reception is more than enough.” He nodded toward the small directional antennae attached to the frame of the open window. 
 
    The small flat above the tailor shop, on the corner of Soufflot and Victor Cousin, had been a brilliant find. With line-of-sight for the cameras down Victor Cousin they’d be able to monitor the action. Then slip away when emergency services and police arrived. 
 
    Three cameras would do. Hell, he could tell what was going on by the sound of the explosions. But what was the point of living in the techno age if you couldn’t experience everything in multi-screen, living color? 
 
    The Finn waved the technician back to his work, and checked the time. The next thing he needed to do was park the van outside the Sorbonne. Not out the front, which was a pity. But in one of the loading bays, right alongside. Oeuvre Francaise had been able to provide him with a Chronopost courier van. It was perfect. No one would suspect a thing. 
 
    There was a soft click, and the door behind him opened. It had been fitted with a thumbprint-recognition system. 
 
    The young man with the shopping basket entered. 
 
    “Tout est allé tout à fait,” he said animatedly, lobbing the basket onto a settee. It landed against a cushion and remained upright. 
 
    “English!” barked the Finn. 
 
    “Everything is in place, Colonel,” snapped the young man, standing to attention. 
 
    That was another thing about idealists, especially young ones. They wanted to be important. He’d made two of them captains and two of them lieutenants. It had been so much easier for him to run this show as a military operation. 
 
    He saluted back. 
 
    “Fedor and I will drive the van into position shortly,” he said.  
 
    “It won’t be long now before your government reverses its stand on free-thinking organizations,” he continued firmly. “They will never again tell you what to wear, who you can associate with, and what you can think!” 
 
    A mixture of anger and pride suffused the faces of the two young men. The Finn knew the value of morale in the field. He carefully fed their sense of self-righteousness and grievance at least once every day. 
 
    Ten minutes later he eased the van out of a side street into Victor Cousin. Fedor sat beside him, two Luger pistols under a sweatshirt at his feet. The two men were wearing Chronopost uniforms.  
 
    The Finn had thought the Lugers were working replicas, the Texan (Stoeger, Inc) modern 9mm offering. But these were originals. There were still a lot of the distinctively shaped weapons around, and Oeuvre Francaise had accumulated them whenever it could. As they did with anything Hitlerite. 
 
    The Finn was always armed, though the others didn’t know it. He preferred the 9mm Pist 80, the pistol he’d trained with in the early nineties. The Finnish defense Forces version of the Browning semi-automatic.  
 
    Fedor was the untested weapons specialist, and he looked nervous. The Finn hoped Fedor could control that. He knew he could talk his way out of most situations, and he didn’t want the weapons man panicking.  
 
    The Finn smiled to himself. The men had all provided their names without question. It added to his mystique that he was known only as ‘The Colonel’. It had been easy to bend these young idealists to his will. 
 
    The Oeuvre Francaise management knew who he was, and they were impressed. 
 
    The van slid into one of the loading bays next to the Sorbonne. Fedor wrapped the Lugers carefully in the sweatshirt. The two of them carried fake parcels into the building. They ditched the parcels in the toilets, and made their way unhurriedly back to Rue Soufflot. 
 
    The last half hour was going to pass slowly. The Finn lined up three cell phones on the desk in front of him. These were his weapons of mass destruction. He looked at them fondly. All he had to do now was wait, and he had plenty of experience at doing that. The four Oeuvre Francaise donkeys stalked about the room, checking things that didn’t need checking. Or went downstairs to smoke.  
 
    He almost felt sorry for them. The French government wasn’t going to change its mind on extremist organizations, regardless of the cost in lives and infrastructure. But Oeuvre Francaise was doing good work. They just didn’t know it. They were helping the Finn in his campaign to have his mentor, and only friend, freed from jail. 
 
    Carlos the Jackal was in his sixties now. And jail was no place for the grandfather of modern terrorism. The Finn’s gut knotted and twisted. It made his blood boil every time he thought about the situation. The world had the impression the oppressive, capitalist governments had won. But he would show them. The price they had to pay would be too much. Eventually. 
 
    Two years ago, he’d almost had them. A series of bombings at tourist spots round Paris had left the authorities running scared. There had been talk of giving the Finn what he wanted. But the Americans had stepped in, and put some steel in the French government’s resolve. 
 
    For two years he’d taken assignments in out-of-the-way places. Building up his reserves. Letting his profile in the media die down. Now he was back. And this time it would be different. 
 
    This time it was personal. He wanted to hurt the French people. And he’d do it by cutting a swathe through their best and brightest. The media would be full of innocent young people cut to ribbons. The populace would be screaming for it to stop. And the Finn would get his way. 
 
    He looked back at the laptop. The screen showed Rue Victor Cousin from end to end. It was a pity the one malfunctioning camera would have shown him the van, tucked in beside the Sorbonne. But he’d be able to see the effects when it detonated well enough. He smiled thinly in anticipation. 
 
    Lunch hour arrived, and the number of students increased. This was the moment he needed, when they congregated outside the buildings. Perhaps they would discuss something they’d heard in lectures, or organize a lunch spot with friends. But the swollen side walks would return to normal in less than ten minutes. 
 
    The four Oeuvre Francaise members sat around the room, leaning forward expectantly. The Finn nodded, and a look of excitement built in their faces. He entered a short number into the first cell phone. It sent a signal to a tower less than a kilometer away, and back to Victor Cousin. 
 
    A car at either end of the street lifted a meter into the air, the action clearly showing on the laptop. Then vaporized petrol ignited, generating a massive fireball from the pavement to the middle of the thoroughfare. A moment later the sound of twin explosions rumbled past the flat at Rue Soufflot.  
 
    The four men grabbed each other and beamed their delight. They punched the air with their fists. The Finn had warned them about making any noise. They turned back to the screen. 
 
    The people on the streets, mostly students, had turned in shock at the blasts. Now they began to run from the dissipating fireball at either end of the street. The people of Paris knew the drill. Where there was one blast, there would be others.  
 
    Once the two waves of people began to converge on the Sorbonne, the Finn punched a code into the second cell phone.  
 
    Two more cars detonated. A little closer to the Sorbonne this time, and on the other side of the street. He sighed a long breath of relief. Someone could have driven one of the cars away during the morning, but his luck had held. The second blast would drive the multitudes forward again, toward the side of the street that housed the Sorbonne. The Finn was herding them like sheep. 
 
    The area round the Sorbonne began to fill up. New arrivals pushed others up the steps. They pressed into the building and gathered round stone columns. The noise of sirens cut through the muffled sounds of shouting. More people came, and the street outside the building was at last full to capacity. 
 
    Perfect. The Finn grinned at his confederates in triumph. Everything was in place.  
 
    He input the short code that would set off the van. The vehicle sat in the middle of the sprawling throng. 
 
    Nothing happened.  
 
    He input the code again, and peered at the feed from the corner of Cujas and Victor Cousin. That would be the one to show the blast most clearly.  
 
    Still nothing. Panic began to rise inside the Finn. Detonators didn’t malfunction. The cellphone code was proven technology. Something else had happened. 
 
    The cellphone beeped, then its small screen lit up. He looked more closely. It was sending. Sending what? He beckoned the technician over. 
 
    “What is it doing?” he queried, but the technician looked as puzzled as he was. The Finn already knew the answer. The van had been found. The authorities were looking for the bombers. 
 
    He threw the cellphone on the floor, and stamped on it. The second rule of working behind enemy lines was to act quickly, and decisively. More sirens sounded, but these were closer. They squealed to a stop in front of the tailor shop below. More sirens were closing in from the street behind them. 
 
    “Evacuate!” he shouted, activating a program on the laptop. In minutes its memory would be indecipherable gibberish. Its contents were already copied onto a minuscule memory stick resting inside a seam of his shirt. The third rule was simple. Be prepared, at all times, for everything. 
 
    The five of them hit the bottom of the stairs and stopped. The weapons specialist handed a Luger to one of the others. The two men went out the back door, left and right, into a broad access lane. A police car skidded to a stop on the street forty meters away. The two men dropped to their knees and opened fire, taking a straight-armed, double-handed stance. 
 
    The cop in the passenger seat slumped sideways as the windscreen shattered. The driver reversed away from the access lane, squealing the tires. The men raced after him. They burst onto the street as two more police cars arrived.  
 
    They looked around uncertainly. They heard the command to lower their weapons, but ignored it. The weapons specialist opened up on the nearest car, and both men were mown down where they stood. 
 
    The Finn turned at the bottom of the stairs, and looked up at his two remaining confederates. He shot the man on his right twice in the chest. He turned sideways as the body fell past him. That left the technician. The man stood open-mouthed, unable to believe what was happening.  
 
    The Finn shot him in the throat, and again in the back as he fell. Donkeys were too slow, and too ungainly. He couldn’t risk them giving Interpol information about him. 
 
    He bounded back up the stairs. The front door to the tailor shop gave way with a splintering crash. The Finn rushed past the flat, then climbed through two more landings. When he ran out of stairs he pulled down the ladder that led to the storage space in the roof. He climbed it quickly. Footsteps were pounding up the stairs as he pulled the ladder up behind him.  
 
    He considered what he might gain by putting a few bullets through the ceiling below his feet as someone tried to lower the ladder. Then decided it wasn’t worth the risk. 
 
    Ahead of him a gable window led out onto the roof. He hurried through it and onto a long-run iron roof. He was lucky. This part of the roof had been replaced. The old, treacherous tiles had been removed.  
 
    Moving quietly on hands and knees, he made his way onto the next roof. He heard the dull beat of a helicopter from some distance away. That told him he needed to hurry. There was a three-meter drop onto the following roof, but his luck continued. He landed cleanly, and the roof held. 
 
    He saw the top of a fire escape further along. The back yard contained a family station wagon. He dropped onto the fire escape, and from there made his way through an open window. 
 
    The station wagon eased out into the street ten minutes later. A woman sat, trembling, in the front passenger seat. A nine-year old girl lay along the back seat. Her hands and feet had been bound, her mouth taped shut. The Finn had demonstrated how easily he could draw his pistol, turn, and put a bullet in her.  
 
    He now wore some of the husband’s clothes. They were a little tight on him, but it made the couple more of a matching pair. He picked up speed, and turned onto Soufflot. He saw the first roadblock ahead of him. It wasn’t yet complete. He accelerated, and drew the Pist 80.  
 
    He pointed it at the woman. One of the figures ahead of the roadblock shouted something to those behind it. The Finn could see half a dozen handguns trained on him, and at least one rifle. He figured they’d respect the hostage situation. Still, it was a tense moment. 
 
    He hit one of the police cars as he squeezed through the gap. The collision ripped a long scar along the side of the wagon. He picked up speed again. He needed to ditch the vehicle fast. The helicopter was probably over the tailor shop already.  
 
    He stuck to the one-way signs and circled the Pantheon. Then disappeared into the shadows of arches outside the Universite de Paris. He dragged the girl out of the back seat and dumped her against the brickwork. He waved the woman over to the driver’s seat. 
 
    “Conduisez! Dix minutes. Revenir. La fille sera ici,” he shouted, drawing on his limited French. 
 
    Several bystanders had noted the exchange, but hurried by. Good. The woman hesitated, and he pointed his pistol at the girl. The woman went white, and stepped on the accelerator. She disappeared into the sparse traffic. She could only hope the girl would still be there when she returned, as ordered, in ten minutes.  
 
    The Finn knew the ruse would only buy him so much time.  
 
    Leaving the girl where she was, he hurried into the university buildings. The complex seemed to be one huge library. He started to relax. This sort of situation was rife with possibilities. A quick scan revealed a basement, and cleaning staff. 
 
    He might live through this after all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    The Finn had to make the phone call. He knew that. But he didn’t want to make it right this minute. 
 
    That was the trouble. There was never going to be a ‘now’ that suited him. The person he was hoping might save him, would also exact a very high price. 
 
    Something scraped against the wall of the shed, and he drew his pistol reflexively. Cows. The countryside was crawling with them. The damn things got on his nerves.  
 
    One of the members of Oeuvre Francaise had picked him up and brought him here. It was the same farm where the woman’s father had hidden when he was hunted as a Nazi collaborator. The years after the war had been tough, and the children of the collaborators remembered. 
 
    So far the right-wing group had accepted the story the four donkeys had been killed by police. The four men were now heroic martyrs to the cause. It had helped to see the footage of Fedor and the other one advancing on police cars, guns blazing, before they were mown down.  
 
    Oeuvre Francaise had rushed to claim responsibility for the bombings. The police recordings, and the four blasts in Rue Victor Cousin, had catapulted the extremist group into international prominence. It had brought them a lot of airtime. They’d broadcast their message of revolution, and an iron fist, to the world. They were expecting hundreds of new members to sign up, and money to flood in.  
 
    So far the authorities hadn’t come forward and mentioned the last bomb. The one in the van. Or told the French people the bombings had the Finn’s handiwork written all over them. He was sure the authorities knew, and he didn’t like the silence. He needed to get out of the country, and he needed to get out fast! 
 
    He pressed the cell phone key and sent the message. It was a sobering moment.  
 
    It was also just the first step. The Count kept an impenetrable wall around himself. No one could get through, not even those carrying out operations for him. The Finn would be sent to some random place, then blindfolded and bundled into the back of a car. Then he’d meet one of the Count’s lieutenants. Never the Count himself. 
 
    He’d done some work for the Count over the last two years. Taken a shipment of diamonds through some rough territory. And carried out hits on two targets he’d been given, no questions asked. That should stand in his favor. If anyone could get him out of the country, it was this man. 
 
    His escape from the library had worked well enough. Descending quickly to the basement of the University library, he’d wandered through the many passages asking for the cleaning supervisor. It hadn’t been hard to act like a geek for the next part.  
 
    The supervisor had agreed to let him interview the cleaning staff for a research paper entitled, “Happiness and its dependence on social standing”. It was easy to get agreement from the supervisor when it was someone else being interviewed. 
 
    The Finn had apologized for not having any details on him at the moment. This was more of a ‘courtesy call’, and he would phone the man later in the week to start the project in earnest. 
 
    Then he’d engaged him in conversation. Yes, there was a night supervisor, two actually. They split the period when the library was closed between them, and the first one came on duty at 5 pm. 
 
    The Finn thanked the man. He wandered back through the passages, finishing his careful inspection of the layout. Then he secluded himself in a storeroom. He whiled away the time until it was after 5 pm. The night supervisor had been easily overcome. Then it had been a simple matter of waiting in the supervisor’s room. 
 
    Someone from Oeuvre Francaise had arrived about 2 am. The two of them had made their way out of the library on foot, and then through a storm water drain. Eventually they found themselves clear of the police cordon. Now he was hiding out in a farming area near Paris. 
 
    A return message arrived an hour later. Shortly after that a driver from Oeuvre Francaise picked him up, and took him to the destination he’d been given..  
 
    The Count’s men were late, but a black Mercedes eventually eased to a stop on the country lane beside him. He was searched, disarmed, bound and had his mouth taped shut. Then he was blindfolded. More of the tape. He wondered how much of his eyebrows would be left when it came off. He found out twenty minutes later. A heavy hand rested on each shoulder as he sat in an empty room. Then the door opened. 
 
    The Count’s lieutenant didn’t seem pleased to see him. 
 
    “Every time you blow something up,” he snarled, “governments tighten border security and put more money into communications surveillance. It makes it fucking difficult for the rest of us.” 
 
    The Finn nodded. He was here to beg. He didn’t have the right to a contrary point of view. 
 
    “So what do you want this time?” said the older man, standing in front of him. He was dressed in a dark suit. Though a bit rough round the edges, he could have been any businessman. He laughed out loud when he heard the Finn’s request. 
 
    “You’ve got nil chance, arsehole. You’re too hot to handle right now. The Count has to keep his hands clean, you know that. 
 
    “Save your breath,” he said, as the Finn went to speak. “The Count doesn’t need your money. And you were well paid for what you did in the past. He doesn’t owe you anything.” 
 
    The Finn subsided. 
 
    The man took out a cell phone and left the room. He was gone a long time. When he came back he didn’t speak for a long time either. The Finn grew restless. He began to wonder what the Count might have to gain by turning him in. 
 
    “I argued for cutting your throat and dumping the body,” said the lieutenant. He seemed to be making an effort to calm himself. “But it seems the Count has a job for you.” 
 
    The Finn breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Though if I were you, I wouldn’t take it,” said the older man. He stuck his face in front of the Finn’s. There was something wrong with his smile. The Finn knew he wasn’t going to like the rest of the deal at all. 
 
    “We’ll get you out of the country, but your target’s in Singapore.” 
 
    The Finn drew a deep breath. Singapore was essentially a police state. It was going to be hard getting in and out. 
 
    “And he’s an ex-SAS soldier,” said the lieutenant. He was enjoying himself. 
 
    The Finn stiffened. He was sure he could take the target, but the SAS looked after its own. There would be a squad on his tail as soon as they figured out what had happened. 
 
    “New Zealand SAS,” continued the lieutenant. “Small place, maybe they won’t have the resources to hunt you down.” 
 
    The Finn doubted that. But more importantly, he needed somewhere to hide out after the job was done. 
 
    “Then you disappear into Borneo,” said the lieutenant, is if anticipating the question. 
 
    “You’ll be in charge of a security detail overseeing one of the Count’s operations. Spetsnaz and mercs. Back of beyond. A two year assignment.” 
 
    He moved back from the Finn. 
 
    “What do you say, bomber boy?” 
 
    The Finn didn’t say anything. Where the hell was Borneo. Malaysia? Indonesia? 
 
    “Make up your mind,” said the lieutenant roughly. “I’m sure there are other ways of solving the problem.” 
 
    “I’ll take it,” said the Finn. The lieutenant was telling him he was the problem. And he most certainly didn’t want to be ‘solved’. 
 
    “I’ll tell the Count,” said the lieutenant. He motioned his two heavies toward the prisoner. 
 
    “Take him out the back. Lock him down.” 
 
    He turned back to the Finn. 
 
    “I’ll let your little pals in Oeuvre Francaise know you’re leaving the country.” 
 
    He stalked out of the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ihaka Cole headed north on the Nicholl Highway until he could turn left onto Duneath. It was late in the evening. The highway lighting flickered into life, and he switched the BMW’s lights on.  
 
    He was feeling pleased with himself. It had been a very profitable day’s trading. He didn’t actually work in Raffles Place, the center of the Singapore financial district, but a work address in the southern marina area was almost as prestigious. 
 
    The traffic was busy, but orderly. He sometimes complained about the petty bureaucracy of the Singapore government, but he couldn’t fault them for infrastructure and traffic flow. 
 
    He turned right onto Adams. It wasn’t far to his house. He’d been lucky to get a place overlooking MacRitchie reservoir. It was a distinguished neighborhood. Fortunately the markets had been kind to him over the last few years, and he could afford it. There also hadn’t been much choice. There was so little space on the goddamn’t island. 
 
    He toyed with the idea of giving Jasmine a call. Last weekend had been a most pleasant encounter indeed. Time spent with such a gracious woman was a highlight for him. Part of the benefits of being single.  
 
    But tonight was a week night. His work required him to be on his game the next day, and he was getting older. Better not chance it. He would put off their next meeting until Friday. 
 
    He pulled off the road and into the garage. It had been one reason he bought the place. It could take two cars and still leave a large area for storage space and his little building projects. He switched the lights on in the kitchen as he stepped through from the garage. 
 
    Something wasn’t right. Nothing he could see, but eight years in the SAS had left him with finely honed survival instincts. He moved toward the cordless phone. He had no illusions about his abilities. He hadn’t trained in years, and he was in his forties now. He would phone this one in to the police. 
 
    The phone was dead. Ihaka bolted for the garage. He still had the car keys, and if his BMW hit the door at full acceleration it should blast right through it. The intruder was probably deeper inside the house. That should give him time to get away clean. 
 
    He hit the tripwire just inside the garage door, and went sprawling. As he scrambled to his feet he felt something tear open his right shoulder. He knew instantly this was a professional hit. The damage to his shoulder joint had assumed, or known, he was right-handed. He would now be limited to striking awkwardly with his left arm. At least he could still defend perfectly well with his left. 
 
    He made out a shape coming toward him, wielding a knife. He blocked hard with his left arm. Then again. He let himself be driven back toward the tool bench in the corner. A slashing cut opened up his left forearm, and gave him an excuse to stumble backward onto the bench. His left hand closed around a chisel on the bench. He’d sharpened it the previous evening, and knew exactly where it lay. 
 
    Throwing his right arm up as best he could, he managed to get behind a roundhouse slash and push it away from him. The move caught his opponent off guard. Ihaka drove the chisel toward the man’s face with his left hand, but the target moved his head sideways at the last moment. The chisel cut through the skin behind his right eye, and opened him up to the hairline. It buried itself under the skin somewhere above his right ear. 
 
    The double move left Ihaka wide open, and the man slashed back, opening his throat. The blood pressure to his brain dropped to zero, and Ihaka collapsed on the floor. His attacker pulled the chisel from where it had lodged by his ear, and felt blood running down his face. He booted Ihaka in the head, then did so again. But the SAS man was already dead. 
 
    The Finn grabbed a towel off the washing line in the garage and cut a pressure bandage from it. He built up something like a turban over the wound before he left the garage. He didn’t want to draw attention to himself. A stolen car waited half a kilometer down the road, and a rusty old freighter was about to sail from the docks. 
 
    He swore. He wouldn’t have time for medical attention. Or cosmetic surgery. He was going to have a ragged scar across the side of his face until he got back to Europe. 
 
    The Finn kicked the fallen figure one more time with the toe of his boot, viciously, and walked out of the garage. Then he straightened up and walked arrogantly down the road. He’d learned long ago it was best to look like he had every right to be there. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Maric was on the road straight after breakfast. He caught one of the early-morning goods trucks heading south. An hour later he left the truck and made his way up a gravel side road. A short walk later he turned into a country cemetery.  
 
    He stayed there for a long time, sitting beside one of the graves. It was the final resting place of his Croatian grandmother, related to the aunt and uncle he’d visited in Northland. The genealogical line of his people in New Zealand was a thin one, and it was nice to catch up with some of it. She’d died a few years ago now, but she had been important in his early life. Sitting here helped him feel he belonged. 
 
    Next to her grave was the final resting place of his great-uncle Elias Makarska. Maric had made the considerable effort to have them buried together.  
 
    Elias had been a hard-line police chief in his time, and encouraged Maric to lift his sights, train hard, and apply for the New Zealand SAS. Without role models, and a lot of encouragement, it was difficult to aim as high as that and succeed. He owed them both.  
 
    Later, with the sun high in the sky, Maric got back on the road. He took his time over lunch, stopping in another small country town.  
 
    Then he tackled the last stretch to Matamata. A few rain showers appeared, which meant drivers were more sympathetic. He made good time. When he got to the middle of Matamata he pulled out his cell phone, and made a quick call. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later a farm ute arrived 
 
    “Haven’t changed your mind?” said Maric quietly. 
 
    “No. You’re forgiven,” said the stocky farmer who’d come to collect him. The weather-beaten face broke into a smile. 
 
    “Besides, I should be the one who’s apologizing. That girl of mine’s got no manners!” 
 
    Maric threw his head back and roared with laughter.  
 
    Jack was a delight to be around. One of life’s gentlemen.  
 
    The Evans had farmed this country for generations. Maybe it was this that gave Jack such a ‘big picture’ view of life. Whatever it was you hit him with, he wouldn’t take it personally. He’d just go away and think long and hard about the welfare of every person involved. Then would he come to a decision. 
 
    Maric threw his bag into the back of the ute. 
 
    They traveled to the farm in companionable silence. That was another thing about Jack. You could work with him all day and get nothing out of him beyond the necessities of the job. But when work was finished for the day, that was another story.  
 
    The first time Maric had been allowed into Jack’s study, he’d been astonished to see the walls lined with books. Floor to ceiling. It was about the same time Jack finally quit grumbling about technology, and had a computer installed. Now a string of the latest gadgets plugged him into databases around the world. The technology satisfied his need to know about anything and everything. It had soon become indispensable in running the farm. 
 
    Maric surrendered to old memories and pleasant thoughts as the ute turned off the tar sealed road. First onto a narrow side road, and then onto recently graded gravel. He loved the farming life, one of the reasons he chose to spend most of his time at farms up and down the country. He was the only man he knew to have a dozen second homes. No actual home, he thought wryly, but something that was just as good. At least for now. 
 
    Jack’s ample and generous forgiveness came back to him. He wondered how Milly was. The Evans’ oldest daughter should still be at university, though it was late in the year. He was mildly embarrassed about what had happened, and part of him hoped she hadn’t arrived home yet. 
 
    He couldn’t forget the rich, warm pictures engraved in his mind after she’d come to him in the hayloft. It had been the last time she was home on holiday.  
 
    He’d been nodding off, late at night. The barn had been softly lit by a long strip of clear plastic in the roofing iron. The light came from a moon that was almost full.  
 
    He always insisted in sleeping outside, usually in the barn. He figured it gave his hosts their own space, and it made him the farm’s own little burglar alarm. There seemed to be an ever-growing number of burglaries on farms these days. 
 
    On this night he’d known someone was there, climbing the ladder. But he’d figured it was Jack’s wife Betty, dropping off something she’d darned for him. Then he decided it was a bit late in the evening for that.  
 
    He was surprised when a light foot touched down at the top of the ladder. None of his internal alarm bells had gone off, which eliminated the possibility of danger, but it was getting a bit strange. He opened one eye cautiously, just in time to see a shadowy figure lower itself onto the blanket beside him. 
 
    “Don’t say anything,” said a soft female voice, and a slender finger pushed against his lips. 
 
    He’d grown close to Milly in the three or four years he’d been coming to the farm. Particularly after her first big love affair at Wellington University had gone sour. Betty and Jack were relieved that Maric didn’t mind listening to the convoluted emotional upheavals of it all. In an odd way he enjoyed it. It was a lot more real than the emotional desert he’d grown up with as a child.  
 
    He got the impression Milly had been something of a tumultuous child, and her parents were glad to have someone to share the load with. There was also some truth in Jack’s words. “You’re more her age, and not happily married like Betty an’ me. She’s more likely to trust your outlook on life.”  
 
    Maric thought part of it was needing someone to talk to outside immediate family. Someone who didn’t expect you to act in certain ways, and didn’t limit themselves to what they already knew about you. That was common enough. 
 
    This, though, was different. 
 
    His first response was concern for her feelings. He didn’t want to hurt her. But for Maric this sort of secretive liaison – kept from the rest of the family – wasn’t something he could tolerate.  
 
    While he hesitated she slid her top off, and rolled over on top of him. He was still trying to find somewhere safe to put his hands when she began moving the softness of her breasts gently against him. 
 
    “Maric like?” she inquired playfully, opening her legs and trying to hook her heels under his knees. His body was already starting to respond, and he knew he had to say something before she noticed, and thought it gave her permission to carry on. 
 
     “I’m pleased you thought of me,” he said softly in her ear, “but this could be a bit awkward. I’m a lot older than you.”  
 
    Her back was soft and smooth, beautifully sculpted over flexible muscle and bone. It dipped to a slender waist, before flaring out into a pair of flimsy shorts. She had the strength and fitness of a farmer’s daughter, and something of the lean frame of an undernourished student. 
 
    “Piffle,” she said. “What does that matter if you like someone? What age are you anyway, early thirties?”  
 
    He could tell she was a little upset he’d not found her irresistible. Women liked to think they could control men in some things. 
 
    He was actually almost forty. He just looked young, for some unknown reason. He’d grown tired of nicknames in the SAS. ‘Baby-faced assassin’, and ‘Billy the kid’. 
 
    Milly went quiet after he told her all this.  
 
    Good girl, he thought. Just like your dad. Trying to figure out what was going on, what was the best way forward. Rather than responding with a knee-jerk reaction – ‘throwing a blue wobbly’ as they called it here. 
 
    “And you’re what, twenty-one?” he said at last. He wasn’t sure about her age. Jack had mentioned a birthday for one of the girls last year, and she’d been twenty-one. But was that Milly or one of her sisters? 
 
    “Maric!” snorted Milly. “I’m twenty-four! Dammit! I did an honors course first, had a year off, and now I’m in the second year of a Masters degree. How could I be twenty-one? Don’t you listen when we talk around the dinner table?” 
 
    Maric didn’t try to explain he knew little of these things, and was not inclined to remember them. 
 
    Her face seemed flushed, though it was hard to tell in the soft light. Maric could normally see well at night, but the moonlight was behind her. 
 
    “You don’t want me!” she said angrily, and started to roll off him. He stopped her with one hand on her back, and brought her face to his. He kissed her in his own, uniquely Maric way, for a good thirty seconds. Sometimes you couldn’t get through with words. 
 
    “Gods you’re good at that,” she said breathlessly, and collapsed against him. 
 
    She raised her head to say something, and he gently pressed her back onto his chest. He was deciding how much he wanted to tell her. His past was his own business, but she was young. Her ego was fragile. Perhaps he owed her something. 
 
    “You know I used to be in the SAS,” he said quietly. 
 
    She nodded. He could feel her head make the movement under his hand. 
 
    “Sometimes I slip outside in the evenings,” she said, “and sit under an open window in the barn, just listening to you and dad talk.” 
 
    The little sneak! thought Maric, with a grin. It looked like she’d been having thoughts about him for some time. Maybe it was just the excitement of having someone exotic stay at the farm. Maybe she was starting to develop the inclination most older women seemed to have – to save him from himself. 
 
    He hadn’t told Jack much about the SAS on those evenings, just answered a few basic questions. 
 
    “Well, I’m not ready to settle down with anybody,” he continued. “I’ve got to sort myself out first, and put all that stuff behind me, okay? 
 
    “And that includes any ideas about a night or two of making amazing memories,” he continued, as she raised her head to say something. He reached down and dug his fingers into the delightfully mounded flesh under her shorts. She giggled. 
 
    “What makes you think I was going to say that?” she said. “What do you think I am?” 
 
    Maric just smiled in the darkness. He knew her pretty well by now. 
 
    “Though now you come to mention it . . ,” she said, and raised her head and kissed him like she meant it. He waited until she’d finished. 
 
    “No,” he said gently, his turn to place his finger against her lips. 
 
    She was silent for long seconds. 
 
    “But I can stay for a while?” she said at last, snuggling into him. 
 
    He murmured his assent. 
 
    She smoothed a wrinkle in his sleeping top, then began to tease at his throat with her lips. In response he brushed her hair with his hand. 
 
    She reached down and tugged at his top. “Please, please, please, please, please,” she murmured. Then she pushed herself up on her arms so he could take it off. He did so. 
 
    She snuggled back into him, murmuring little sounds of satisfaction. 
 
    That was almost the undoing of Maric. Her skin against his felt exquisitely warm and soft, and the sound of her voice touched something needy deep inside him. 
 
    He was still wrestling with his conscience when he fell into a light sleep. He woke to find it was after midnight. She’d moved to his side, though her body was still cuddled against his.  
 
    She must have drawn the blanket up at some stage. It was a blissful feeling just having her there. He wondered if all people had the same simple need for body contact. 
 
    He woke her gently. 
 
    “Time to go,” he murmured, enfolding her in his arms and kissing the end of her nose. She smiled, then squeezed him tight and kissed him back with re-kindled desire. He held her until she relaxed a bit. 
 
    “Tonight’s been great,” she murmured. “I was kind of . . . curious, and I think I know you better now.  
 
    “I hope you get over the, you know, SAS thing,” she added quietly, a little embarrassed. “I can’t even imagine what that was like, but I, um, respect it.” 
 
    She was little more than a child, yet she was trying to do the right thing to help him. Maric appreciated that. She’d be a real team player when she found the right man. It would make the relationship work at levels she hadn’t even thought of yet. 
 
    “Keep in touch,” said Maric, smiling, and she stretched backwards as she reached for her top. That was a picture that burned itself into his brain. 
 
    “Huh, fat chance with you hardly ever here, Mr soldier man,” she said archly, once she’d put the top on. “No cell phone number, no fixed address. You’re one of those enigma machines, all wheels and sprockets inside, making messages that no-one understands!” 
 
    Maric chuckled to himself. She was an intelligent young woman. She had him there. 
 
    She disappeared into the night-time shadows, giving Maric a chance to think. He asked himself how he felt about the last few hours. He decided he felt good. He was refreshed by it, and it looked like his conscience wasn’t going to bother him either. 
 
    Maric came to as the ute juddered over a cattle stop, leading up to a cluster of buildings on a low rise. He realized he’d been daydreaming. Jack slapped him on the arm and waved toward the farmhouse. 
 
    “Never get tired of seeing that. Grandparents built it, then ma and pa had it, now us.” 
 
    He turned to look at Maric. 
 
    “Costs far too much to keep upgrading the old girl, but it’s worth it!” 
 
    Maric nodded. He’d been coming here long enough to whole-heartedly agree.  
 
    By now the farm dogs were yapping continuously in their eagerness to get off the chain and be put to work. They’d have heard the ute when it was still a kilometer down the road. 
 
    Maric decided he would take them for a run later. There wasn’t much work for dogs in modern farming. Jack had decided to see this lot out, then get an animal that was more of a watchdog and pet. 
 
    As they rounded the house to pull up in the back yard a schoolgirl in uniform stepped out of the back door and waved. Long, black hair curled around her head. 
 
    Maric waved back. Brenda was the Evans’ youngest, and the only one still permanently at home. She ran back inside to tell her mother the ute was back.  
 
    Betty would be pouring tea and buttering pikelets, if things went as Maric remembered them. The men left Jack’s town purchases, and Maric’s bag, in the back of the vehicle. 
 
    “How’s the Shiner?” said Betty, coming across the kitchen to give Maric a hug. He smiled his amusement. Betty had been the first to compare Maric’s wandering habits to those of Ned Slattery, the swagman who grew into the legend of the Shiner in the late 1800s. Maric thought she might be right – except for the Shiner’s fondness for bending the truth.  
 
    Brenda had everything ready on the kitchen table. She must have arrived home from school just before they drove into the back yard. She was still in her school uniform. She would hate that.  
 
    Maric smiled to himself. She must be sixteen, the last year she would have to wear a uniform. The last year she’d be seen as a child. 
 
    Brenda stood beside Maric’s chair, ready to get him anything he wanted. She looked ready to drop into a curtsy at any moment. What a mixture of earnestness and innocence, he thought. How this became the adventurous Milly in, ah, nine years, was a wonder of female development.  
 
    Maric realized Jack had been through that change twice already, and he felt a new respect for Jack as a family man. Three daughters and no sons was enough of a burden for any man! It was one of the many reasons he was welcome here. He was male company for Jack.  
 
    When the afternoon tea was over, Maric laid out his few things in the barn as he always did. His time was his own for the rest of the day, but he would have an early start in the morning. Jack had a busy day lined up for tomorrow. 
 
    Maric had no way of knowing that his time of aimless wandering was coming to an end. The first faint breezes of the coming storm would reach him the following day. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Maric could feel the soreness in his muscles as he started another layer. A solid day of haymaking was taking its toll. At least a steady westerly was keeping the heat down, and his hybrid ancestry had endowed him with a certain swarthiness to combat the sun.  
 
    He wasn’t going to let his tiredness show. It was a ‘working with other men’ type of thing. He kept clearing the elevator and firing the bales at Jack and Billy, Billy being one of the itinerant workers. He knew it was after five. 
 
    “Get yourself back to the house,” said Jack, taking a bale from him and stacking it high on the truck. The elevator turned to start on a new line of bales. “You need time to clean up and wind down before dinner.” 
 
    Maric wondered why Jack kept going with the old square bales, when the round ones were so much quicker. Perhaps it was the fact they gave summer jobs to students, and a second income to others who were desperate for a little extra money. Jack was like that. A community-minded man. And he wasn’t wasteful. He did the upkeep on the machinery himself, and would want to get the last few years out of the baling equipment. 
 
    A late shift arrived to take over. Jack cut a lot of hay, and the forecast had maybe one more day of fine weather in it. 
 
    “Who’s going to be in charge of the stacking?” said Maric. That was the crucial job. If a load collapsed it was hell to clear and re-stack. Let alone the chance of serious injury. 
 
    “I’ll stay on ‘til Billy’s got the hang of it,” said Jack, and the solid looking Maori stacking beside him gave Maric the thumbs up. 
 
    “Hey, Mike, take Maric’s place, will you?” called Billy to one of the young men running ahead of the truck and lining up bales for the elevator. The two of them had already finished most of the paddock. 
 
    Maric figured honor was satisfied. He’d done half an hour more than the standard eight-hour day. Jack was well into his fifties, yet Maric had been pushing all day to keep up with him. 
 
    “As your lordship commands,” he said, saluting with a flourish. Then he stepped off the second layer of bales and used one of the struts on the elevator to redirect his momentum forward. He snapped a paratrooper roll to lose some of his speed and jogged across to the vehicles. He liked a bit of fun like that, if no one was watching. 
 
    Just before the homestead a text came in. He left it until he’d parked the ute. He would drive out to the back of the farm and pick up Jack when the boss called him later. 
 
    Maric looked at the text. Unidentified number. That was odd. Texts were normally from someone along his line of farms. He had a set of stockyards to repair in a few weeks, and he wondered if the text was about that. 
 
    He read the message in disbelief. 
 
    “Code Tau. Repeat. Code Tau. Chameleon.” 
 
    Chameleon was Cal’s call sign. A Code Tau didn’t require a call sign, but Cal had sent one anyway. He’d wanted Maric to know how serious the situation was. 
 
    How had Cal got his cellphone number? Maric changed the damn thing every six months. And he made modifications to the phone to limit any chance of it being tracked.  
 
    He thought for a minute the New Zealand Security Intelligence Service must have greatly improved their electronic capabilities. Then decided a tap on his phone didn’t make any sense. 
 
    Russo! It was the only explanation. While they had him in the safe house they must have scanned his cell phone. They only had it for a few minutes, after they frisked him and before they checked his code name. But that would have been enough. 
 
    When she contacted her equivalent in the SIS, Russo had passed on his cell number, and that was how Cal had got it.  
 
    But that didn’t make sense either. How would the SIS or the SAS know they might need Maric’s number? No one passed on information without a damn good reason. It was more trouble than it was worth these days. 
 
    Then Maric put the pieces together. They already had a reason. The shit must have well and truly hit the fan before Russo called the SIS. Maric guessed things had deteriorated further since then.  
 
    So now he gets a call from Cal. It made sense. 
 
    A Code Tau. He’d hoped never to get one of these. Code Tau was a breach of SAS security. One you could drive a truck through. And it meant an alien force was involved. 
 
    An alien force was a group not known to the SAS, or their western allies. And that was one hell of a quandary. An unknown group should be low profile and poorly trained. But a Code Tau meant they’d busted SAS security. That meant they were beating the SAS at their own game. 
 
    Maric sat in the ute and looked at the cell phone for a long moment. He knew he wasn’t obliged to answer the call. These days he thought of himself as well and truly ‘retired’. But the SAS would need every operative they had, and loyalty was a big thing in an elite unit like the SAS. 
 
    He sighed. It wouldn’t hurt to find out what it was about. The nearest secure communications point was an hour’s drive away. He would have to beg off some of the hay tomorrow, and he didn’t want to do that. Maybe he could leave early and hurry back. He’d talk to Jack once dinner was over. 
 
    Betty had laid on a spread and a half, and invited those who’d worked through the heat of the day to stay. It had been mostly friends and neighbors staffing the first shift, and they were especially welcome.  
 
    The guests made do with a quick rinse off in the wash house to help them remove the bulk of the stickiness and grime. They left as soon as the meal was over, heading home for a more thorough shower and an early night. They knew work would be just as hard the following day. 
 
    Maric stayed with the family until about nine. He made his apologies during the planning session for the following day. Told Jack he had to go to Hamilton, and hoped to be back before noon. Jack nodded, and re-arranged his workforce to cover for Maric. 
 
    “Weather’s holding up,” he said, “shouldn’t be a problem.” 
 
    Maric took Betty’s little ‘shopping cart’, as she called it, first thing in the morning. She’d insisted. He had to admit it would get him back on the farm that much quicker.  
 
    He was soon buzzing along state highway one toward Hamilton. The tiny motor didn’t sound like it was much bigger than a decent-sized motorbike, but it was surprisingly gutsy. He dropped the seat back to accommodate his lanky frame without bumping his head on the roof. Otherwise the car was comfortable enough. 
 
    Maric parked one street over from the police station, and asked to speak with an officer from the CIB. The Criminal Investigation Division dealt with the most serious crimes in New Zealand. When these had an international connection, they worked with other top level New Zealand forces. Maric could get a secure line to the SAS through any CIB office. 
 
    The officer listened to Maric’s request in silence, then raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Wait here,” he said, and disappeared through a door at the back. 
 
    He returned a few minutes later. 
 
    “Ah, yes,” he said, a bit more animated. “Never had to deal with one of these before. Had to check with someone who knew more about it. Apparently you’ll have to go through the SIS. They’ll verify your code name, and put you through to the SAS. Is that fair enough?” 
 
    Maric nodded. “That’ll be fine,” he said, grateful he hadn’t come up against some officious little pointy-head. The type who went off for half an hour to read the regulations in detail. He figured the officer’s superior had drawn the logical conclusion that anyone asking for an encrypted line was what they said they were. 
 
    “This way, if you don’t mind,” said the CIB man. 
 
    The back of the CIB quarters was a rabbit warren, like police stations everywhere. It was studded with larger rooms that became nerve centers during major investigations. 
 
    “Here we are!” said the CIB man. He opened the door on a typical tech cubbyhole. Two seats faced a bench, and the walls in front and to the sides were festooned with overlapping generations of electronic gadgetry.  
 
    “Ah, here’s our pet geek,” said the CIB man, ushering in the communications officer. The man took a seat, apparently not offended by the comment. He began to punch codes into one of the machines. A tall, rather unhappy-looking woman had followed him in, and now stood next to Maric. 
 
    “I’ll just have to sight some ID,” she said primly, “and perhaps if you could give me some idea what the call is about?” 
 
    Maric tried hard not to clench his fists. He didn’t mind being under fire, and he didn’t mind an op turning shitfarm messy on him. But he couldn’t stand idiots. 
 
    “This is a top-level encrypted call,” he growled. “The whole point of it is you don’t know who I am, and there are no records of it. You know I’m SAS, and you know the SIS equivalent of your man here,” he indicated the communications officer, “will check my code name. That’s as tight as it gets. What’s your problem?” 
 
    “We have to have something for our records,” said the woman. She was getting flustered, but she wasn’t prepared to give up the authority she so obviously enjoyed. 
 
    Maric took out his cell phone, and flipped it open. 
 
    “I can make an unsecured call to SIS headquarters, and they can read you the riot act about forcing me to do that. Personally I’ll be pushing for this to go on your record. How would you like to find yourself in a dead-end job?” 
 
    She was just the sort of ego-tripping, ambitious social climber this approach worked on. A lot of SAS training was about understanding temperament, and how to use an enemy’s personal weaknesses against them. 
 
    “If you could wait, while I check,” she blustered, unwilling to give ground. 
 
    Maric was not going to give her that much liberty. If she couldn’t do her job properly, she deserved all she got. 
 
    “Fine,” he said, and pushed a speed dial button on his cell phone. It began to ring. He didn’t know any SIS numbers, and the call was to a farm down south whose owners were away on holiday. Neither of those facts were known to the woman. 
 
    “Fine, fine, right. Okay!” she said at last, pushing her open hands down in the universal ‘let’s calm down’ gesture. 
 
    Maric snapped the cell phone shut, and turned back to the communications officer. He raised an eyebrow, and the man nodded. He had a line to the SIS. 
 
    “Shut the door behind you,” he said, as he took the headset from the man. 
 
    “All of you,” he said to the comms officer, who’d made no attempt to move. 
 
    “Oh, right,” said the man, moving toward the door. Pushing through the narrow opening, the three of them left. Maric finally had the room to himself. 
 
    He took the further seat, shaking his head. Thank god he’d never been tempted to be a desk jockey. He slipped the headset on. 
 
    “Snapdragon. Please confirm.” He said down the line. 
 
    “Wait please,” came a cool female voice from the other end. 
 
    “Confirmed,” it said. “Call sign and tour dates please,” came the voice. 
 
    Maric thought this was odd. His code name had always been enough in the past. Who the hell else was called snapdragon, for heaven’s sake?  
 
    Then he remembered the text from Cal. If things had got bad enough to call a Code Tau, the SIS were probably wondering how much the SAS had been compromised. It made sense that they double checked everything. 
 
    He gave her the information. 
 
    “Confirmed,” she said a moment later. “Who did you want in the SAS?” 
 
    “Gamma group commanding officer,” he said, without hesitation. That was Cal’s commanding officer, and they’d already know Cal had been in touch with him. 
 
    “Putting you through now,” she said. Maric heard the discordant sounds as the encryption patterns changed. From this point on he was being protected by SAS technogeeks. 
 
    There was a soft click. 
 
    “Gamma CO here,” said a quiet, controlled voice. 
 
    “Snapdragon,” said Maric, identifying himself. “Tell me about this Code Tau.” 
 
    There was a pause. 
 
    “Is your cell phone encrypted?” asked the CO. 
 
    “No,” replied Maric. 
 
    “I’m sending coordinates and backup data to your current location now,” said the CO. The line was quiet for a few moments. 
 
    “That should have arrived by now,” said the voice. “Print and confirm please.” 
 
    Maric hunted among the gadgetry for a printer connected to the line he was using. He found it, and pressed the start button. Several sheets of paper appeared in the out tray. 
 
    “Four sheets,” confirmed Maric. “Appear to be coordinates, maps, and official authorizations.” 
 
    “Correct,” said the CO. “The data is unwriting itself as we speak, so you won’t be able to print off any more copies.  
 
    “Sorry I can’t tell you more about the Code call at this stage. You’ll be meeting someone you know at those coordinates. The matter is urgent.” 
 
    “Understood,” said Maric, and signed off. 
 
    Well, he thought, that told him precisely nothing. He stood up.  
 
    On the way back to the farm he tried to put together a plan. The map showed a back-blocks area in the Urewera ranges. Somewhere round Motu. That made his destination three to four hours drive away.  
 
    He was torn between helping Jack finish the haymaking, and getting on his way. He knew, logically, the SAS call was the more pressing. But it was also important to Maric to keep his word. He’d told Jack he’d stay until the job was finished.  
 
    He arrived back at the farm a little after eleven. 
 
    “You’re not happy, man, I can see it,” said Jack at lunchtime.  
 
    They’d just sat down to eat. Maric had thanked Betty for the use of the little buzz car, and then asked Jack how much of the hay was left to do. The old farmer was perceptive enough to see there was something deeper behind the question. 
 
    “Spit it out, man. What’s so important you have to be on your way?” 
 
    Maric couldn’t tell them too much, but he didn’t want to make an excuse. Like inventing an ailing family member. Besides, they knew he didn’t have any close family. 
 
    “Not national security, is it?” said Jack, with a twinkle in his eye. Jack was one of the few people who knew Maric was ex-SAS. He liked enlarging Maric’s role to suit his own fantasies. Maric tolerated the ribbing.  
 
    They were good people. And the others didn’t take Jack’s light-hearted allegations seriously. Only this time they might be right, thought Maric darkly. 
 
    “Got to head south,” he said. “Soon as I can. Do you think you’ll finish the hay this afternoon?” 
 
    “Should do,” said Jack. “Especially if you can help us. We might be able to return the favor. if you do.” He looked over at Betty.  
 
    “How do you mean?” said Maric, still torn between leaving straight after lunch and helping Jack out. 
 
    “Does your brother still have your niece’s car in his barn?” asked Jack, and Betty nodded. 
 
    “What do you think?” said Jack, raising his eyebrows and looking at his wife. 
 
    She understood what he meant immediately. 
 
    “Lu’s overseas until her course starts at the end of February,” said Betty, “and she’s already got a flat organized. I’d say Maric could have the car until then.” 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t be that long,” said Maric, realizing what they were offering him. 
 
    “You’re over 25, so the insurance would be okay,” said Jack.  
 
    “And she owes us,” continued Betty. “Apart from other things, we paid for half that car. I’ll get Tony to bring it over this afternoon. His wife can drive him back. That will give me time to run the car through a basic checklist, and fill it with gas from the farm pump.  
 
    “I’ll send Luela an email straight after lunch. She might not reply before you leave in the morning, but I think this qualifies as an emergency. She’ll understand.” 
 
    “What do you say?” said Jack, looking at Maric. 
 
    “I think you’re all wonderful,” said Maric, with a huge grin on his face. He would do the same for them in an instant, except he owned so little he never got the opportunity! 
 
    The rest of the day passed in a blur. Maric could feel himself getting more wound up as it wore on. The bales flew like missiles, keeping Jack and Billy on their toes. The skin on his hands was almost raw from the work, but he didn’t feel it. 
 
    It was always like this when his old SAS team had a mission pending. He didn’t even know what had caused the Code Tau, but it felt like his body had decided for him. It was preparing him for an extended period of high-adrenaline action. 
 
    The truck and elevator rolled into the last paddock as it was getting dark. The weather was going to turn nasty overnight, and that meant they couldn’t afford to quit. 
 
    With the light fading and the headlights on in the truck, they powered into the remaining bales as fast as they could. When the truck turned up at the shed with the final load, Billy had every spare vehicle ready with its lights on. They unloaded in record time. 
 
    “Thank you everyone,” called Jack as the workers scattered to their vehicles. “Been some long days. There will be something extra in your pay.” 
 
    There was a ragged cheer, and shortly after that the vehicles coughed into life. 
 
    “Home, driver,” said Jack, in an upper-class English accent. Maric was behind the wheel and a neighbor and a nephew were in the back. 
 
    “Oi, oi, Sar!” joked Maric, and they headed for the farmhouse. 
 
    Dinner was another of Betty’s stupendous efforts, and the table was crowded. Maric stayed around for the celebrations, but headed for the barn as soon as he could. He wanted to be away early in the morning. His few possessions would only take him a moment to pack.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 9 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Maric checked the time display on the radio of the car. He’d been on the road a little more than three hours. That put him in the Waioeka gorge, somewhere between Opotiki and Gisborne.  
 
    It definitely wasn’t what Maric would call satisfying driving. The little car slowed on all the corners and took forever to pick up speed. Then again the gift of the vehicle was evidence of his friends’ high regard for him. That was worth gold. 
 
    The gorge followed the river. High, slip-scarred ramparts appeared from time to time where they marked the outer edges of the gorge. Everything between them was dense New Zealand jungle. ‘Temperate rain forest’ technically. Maric had seen some of the great jungles of the world, including Borneo and the Amazon, and nothing was as dense as this. 
 
    The little car climbed out of the gorge – with the temperature gauge past the half way mark – and tackled a stretch of farmland that led to the top of the range. 
 
    From the top he was able to catch glimpses of the Pacific Ocean on the horizon. The road began to descend through rolling country. After a while he hit the tiny village of Matawai. It had a population, he guessed, of around 50.  
 
    The long front windows of the general store caught his eye, and he was tempted to stop and look inside. General stores were a relic of another age, and Maric loved them. He decided against browsing this time. The coordinates he’d been given drew him on. 
 
    Maric followed the directions on the CO’s map and turned off toward Motu. The place appeared to be little more than a locality. At least the road was tarsealed.  
 
    So far, he muttered to himself. 
 
    The top of the Ureweras had a reputation for being tall timber in the milling days. Some of the best. Now it varied between national park and farmland. Farmland that sometimes worked, and sometimes didn’t.  
 
    The weather was always an unknown. Late season cyclones could come down from the tropics and leave huge slips on the hills, and half the topsoil in the creeks. It had taken many generations for the farmers to learn how to manage the land. They finally figured out which areas they needed to plant up on the steeper slopes. 
 
    Maric pulled over to the side of the road. He checked the coordinates he’d been given against a map, and found he was looking at a blank area of bush.  
 
    He wasn’t surprised. His final destination was in the middle of the forest on his left, and not far ahead. A rough guide on a road map wasn’t going to be accurate enough from here on. He rummaged around in his bag until he found a long-neglected GPS. 
 
    He got it going and turned the car back onto the road, moving slowly as the GPS scrolled closer to the coordinates he’d been given. A short time later he was opposite the area of forest he wanted. Paddocks of close-cropped pasture led up from the road to an imposing wall of trees. The paddocks suggested the farm was carrying sheep. 
 
    The main problem was a farmhouse, which sat squarely in his way. The more he looked at the farm the more suspicious he became. It was altogether too damned neat, and too prosperous, for the area. It didn’t have the right to look that good given the current prices for wool and meat.  
 
    Turning back to the road he continued on until he had rounded a corner, and the farmhouse was out of sight.  
 
    When he’d put a ridge between the car and the farmhouse he pulled over. He changed into lightweight boots before pulling on a super-lightweight gauze camouflage kit. This could be folded small enough to fit into his front pocket like a handkerchief.  
 
    He wouldn’t need face paint for what he had in mind, which was fortunate since he didn’t have any. He took a device the size of a matchbox out of his bag and slipped it into his pocket. Binoculars were far too bulky in Maric’s line of work.  
 
    Going over the fence at a post, one-handed, he jogged up the slope until he came to some scrub at the top. He wormed his way through this until he was looking back at the farm he’d just passed.  
 
    Taking the miniaturized digital telescope out of his pocket he brought it up to his right eye. He focused it, and brought it up to a 5x magnification. He scanned the paddocks, and noticed there was no one out working. 
 
    The tidiness of everything confirmed this was one well-kept farm. That was only possible if the owner had a supplementary source of income. That source of income would probably have something to do with what was hidden in the dense forest behind it.  
 
    Maric scanned the ridge line, and saw that the trees had been cleared back over the ridge. This hadn’t been done with the farms on either side. He’d be prepared to bet a service road ran off the back of the farm, where it couldn’t be seen by passing traffic.  
 
    He increased the magnification of the device when he came to the house. There was a family-sized car out front. A modern jeep sat under a lean-to at the back, along with some farm equipment. He concluded there was at least one person at home.  
 
    Maric scrambled back down the hill, hopped the fence, and climbed back into the car. It seemed he didn’t have an alternative. He’d have to enter the bush further down the road, then double back to the coordinates. 
 
    A suitable starting point presented itself further down the road. A gate led into a paddock of regrowth on his left. Picking his way along what was possibly an old logging track, Maric worked his way to the edge of the trees. He backed into a space between stands of teatree, and dragged some dry scrub in front of the car. He prayed he could find a car wash before he gave Luela back her pride and joy. 
 
    First thing, though, was lunch. Maric brought some water to the boil over a tiny camper’s gas stove. Always treat yourself well in the field, that was part of SAS lore. More than that he just loved the smell of the wilderness. Perhaps it had something to do with the sense of adventure. And the joy of carrying everything you needed with you.  
 
    He sipped on his tea and relaxed. It had to be tea. Coffee never seemed right in the bush. Too much of a city thing.  
 
    Then he opened his lunchbox. As he worked his way through Betty’s little treasures he took the time to stop and appreciate what she had prepared for him. Something told him it might be army fare in the weeks ahead. 
 
    When he’d finished his leisurely lunch, he took some items from his bag and put them in his pockets. He did a last mental inventory of the things he might need. Then he stowed the bag in the small hatch area at the back of the vehicle, and locked it. He turned to face the tree line. 
 
    Now for the interesting part. He wondered what he’d find at the coordinates the CO had given him. Someone had taken the time to hide this spot extraordinarily well. That was interesting.  
 
    He pushed thoughts of his destination out of his mind, and concentrated on the tramp ahead of him. He vaulted the fence line one-handed again at a post, and vanished into the trees. It took a few minutes to adjust to the coolness and shade of the forest. He angled left until the steepening slope told him he was on the other side of the ridge from the farmhouse. 
 
    He had the GPS, but first he wanted to pinpoint his position on the mental map he carried in his mind. North was pretty much to the right, along the fence line he’d just crossed. That was also where the sun was at midday.  
 
    His eyes adjusted to the reduced light. He started moving quickly and silently, his feet light and his steps irregular on the uneven ground. Then he took the GPS out of his pocket. 
 
    Skirting a gully directly in front of him, he worked his way through the trees in the direction the GPS showed him. Passing through a patch of supplejack he broke off a growing tip to eat. It was a little like asparagus, but there wasn’t a lot of nourishment in it. There wasn’t much in the way of berries or tubers in the New Zealand bush either.  
 
    Snaring a possum was a possibility, perhaps even a wood pigeon, though that was illegal. The creeks and rivers were the best bet for the lost and hungry. They would find little black koura, or crayfish, an ample supply of eels, and trout in the larger stretches of water. 
 
    Maori had eaten fern root as a staple, but you didn’t find that in the deep bush. It had only reached a useful size when cultivated in the fertile soil of Maori gardens. He’d never tried the stuff himself.  
 
    The SAS would take grubs from rotten wood, insects in the leaf litter, even the giant bush earthworms if they had to. But the best idea was to make for the coast. It provided better opportunities for food, and more chance of getting picked up.  
 
    The coast was usually no more than a few days forced march away. Not really an option when he’d been on duty in Afghanistan. Luckily he’d never been lost there. 
 
    Maric knew he was getting close to his destination.  
 
    He didn’t need the GPS to tell him that.  
 
    Buildings blanketed surrounding noise. As people came and went – no matter how carefully or how little – the patterns on the forest floor changed. Scavengers congregated where food might be available, or they might find a dry place. Maric could see the faint traces of their converging trails. Other creatures fled the area. Airborne predators could see through to the forest floor, putting themselves and their young at risk.  
 
    Maric knew there was a big hole of not-bush just ahead. 
 
    He wondered if this place might have heat or motion sensors. If it was deemed important enough it might even have satellite surveillance – triggered by anything with a heat signature larger than a dog’s – but that was unlikely.  
 
    He wondered who was already here. The Gamma group CO had said there would be someone he knew. That could mean anyone from his SAS days, unless they were still in the SAS and doing tours of duty.  
 
    It could be Cal. Maric realized he felt ambivalent about that. Cal would ask him what had turned his stomach in Afghanistan. He didn’t want to give that up. Though he didn’t know why. Maybe he was just hanging onto it because it was an ulcer he’d grown used to. Who had answers when it came to these things? 
 
    Maric saw the long, camouflaged wall of an accommodation hut ahead. He moved up to it and listened quietly. He was about to move on when he heard the rustle of clothing. Someone reading on a bunk perhaps.  
 
    He moved back into the bush and circled round to get a second viewpoint. Two men in SAS camouflage sat on a veranda outside the same hut. Both were carrying mugs. Maric figured they were enjoying a little relaxation time after lunch. 
 
    It was enough to tell him someone was preparing an assault team. Now he had to find out why. There’d been nothing in the news about New Zealand sending troops anywhere new. And why would they want him as part of the team? He had been out of the SAS for six years. Even as an advisor he would be out of date with the way things were done now. 
 
    Maric moved on round the camp.  
 
    It was well concealed, with trees growing right up to the buildings. A square of green concrete lay in the middle of the buildings, meant to look like grass from above. Maric realized it could be marked as a helicopter pad in minutes. The roofs of the buildings were camouflaged as well. Anyone flying over the area would be hard pressed to say there was anything other than forest below them. 
 
    On the far side of the compound, Maric could see an agility course set out under the trees. Someone was checking the supports, and tying off safety ropes. 
 
    It was Cal. He was still a bear of a man, but he’d lost weight. He must be, what, nearly sixty by now. Nonetheless his back was straight, and he moved swiftly and surely as he checked the course. 
 
    Maric melted back into the bush. He moved further round the camp, until the soldiers on the veranda couldn’t see him. He slid behind a long building that he took to be a firing range. The weapons would be fitted with electronic flash and sighting ability, as would the targets. With the right earplugs it was almost like firing live rounds.  
 
    The next building over looked like a mock up of a suburban house. That would contain the attack rooms. Various scenarios would be played out to give the men close-quarters practice. The weapons would be modified so they couldn’t be heard out on the farmland. But to the soldiers the crackle of small arms fire, and the heavy thump of fifty-caliber rounds or grenades, would still be realistic. 
 
    Maric waited ‘til Cal turned away to check some bolts on an overhead walkway. Then he left the trees and moved noiselessly toward his former boss. He didn’t get far. 
 
    “Still one of the best, aint you, Maric?” said Cal in his familiar growl, without turning round. 
 
    Maric felt his morale sink. Had he gone soft, or would Cal always be that much better than he was?  
 
    In a mental process that was the opposite of projecting his intent, Maric had been losing himself in oneness with the forest around him. ‘Ghosting’ he called it. 
 
    “Don’t get your knickers in a twist,” said Cal, turning around. “Mosha’s in the control room over there.” He waved toward one end of the firing range.  
 
    “Told me he had an infra-red contact on something. Had to be you.” Cal touched his ear, to indicate the transceiver invisibly fitted behind it. 
 
    “He couldn’t get a visual on you though, so well done there.”  
 
    Maric smiled sheepishly. Cal had always been able to tell what he was thinking. His old boss had said a good teacher knows his students, and Cal had been one of the best teachers. 
 
    It was good to hear Mosha was part of the team. They’d trained together in the SAS under Cal, though Mosha hadn’t been part of the martial arts club in Maric’s home town. The man’s parents had been refugees. Some of the first to arrive when the New Zealand government committed itself to a set number of refugees per year. 
 
    Their first son had been born in New Zealand. He was fiercely proud of his new country. His parents had been similarly proud of their middle-eastern homeland. Mosha had taken the more traditional route into the SAS. First the territorial forces, and then the army. His diligence got him a try out for the elite New Zealand SAS force.  
 
    Like Maric, he was lean, but a lot shorter. His darker skin seemed at odds with a round face and innocuous features. The effect was made slightly cartoonish by the tight curls common in his parent’s people. Maric suspected the bullying he got growing up had first awakened his interest in self-defense. And his desire to lead, and not be taken for an insipid mummy’s boy. 
 
    Like Maric he’d never married. Both had command of a troop by their second tour of duty. There was an element of friendly rivalry between them. 
 
    “I suppose you’re wondering what this is all about?” said Cal, finishing his inspection of the overhead walkway. 
 
    Maric nodded. 
 
    “Get yourself settled in first. There are equipment and supplies arriving around dusk. We’ll have a briefing after that.  
 
    “Sorry about the wait – I know you didn’t expect to get a call in the first place – but everyone finds out what’s going on tonight. That way everyone finds out at the same time. Do you understand?” 
 
    Maric smiled wryly, and nodded once more.  
 
    Information was part of the chain of command. Let one person know before the others and that person was in a de facto higher position. That caused dissension in the ranks. And anything unclear about the chain of command got people killed. 
 
    “Could use your help in the firing range later,” said Cal. “Calibration. Half the links aren’t accurate enough yet.” 
 
    “No problem,” said Maric. “Take any bunk in the doss?” 
 
    Cal nodded, and Maric headed off round the side of the firing range. The two soldiers on the veranda put down their mugs and shot to their feet as he approached. 
 
    “Where’d you come from?” said one sharply. 
 
    Maric smiled. He was pleased to see they were on the ball. 
 
    “Out of the bush,” he said pleasantly. “You guys in this thing too?” 
 
    They nodded, settling warily back onto the bench. Maric understood their concern about his sudden appearance. They hadn’t heard a helicopter, or seen a truck, and this was a very, very covert op.  
 
    They were young. But then, thought Maric, he was that age when he was training for his first tour of duty. 
 
    “Doss house?” said Maric, flicking his hand toward the open door. 
 
    “Sure, anywhere,” said one of the men. 
 
    Maric selected a corner bunk and cleared his pockets onto it. He took off his lightweight camouflage gear and wrapped the other things inside it. Leaving the parcel on the bunk bed, he made his way to the kitchen. His next step toward settling in was to make himself a cup of tea. He would use it as an excuse to sit with the other soldiers. He thought it unlikely he’d want to join the op. But if he did, he wanted some idea of who he’d be fighting alongside, and how good they were. 
 
    Later in the afternoon, he caught up with Cal. His old boss was inside the firing range. The two men worked through the afternoon, calibrating the electronics. Eventually, dialing up any distance on the M4 carbines or arctic sniper rifles put a computer-generated bullet into the red dot every time.  
 
    When they were finished, Maric headed back to the veranda. Two different soldiers now occupied the seats, and Maric took the opportunity to share a few words with them. He soon learned that everyone was agreed on some things. They hadn’t known this camp was here, and they were looking forward to finding out what it was for.  
 
    Shortly after that a troop of soldiers returned from an extended period of bush bashing. Maric shook his head. Going cross-country in this sort of terrain was brutal. 
 
    The men were greasy with mud, spotted with leaf litter, and festooned with trailings of moss. The captain must have led them on a right royal dance.  
 
    The sorriest-looking soldier of all formed them up into lines and dismissed them. Maric felt a grudging respect. The man obviously led from the front. 
 
    “Davies,” said Cal, who’d appeared beside him.  
 
    He indicated the captain. “Very average as far as height and weight goes, but the toughest mental attitude I’ve ever seen on a soldier. Be glad he’s on our side.” 
 
    Maric was dutifully glad. You wanted someone reliable watching your back in SAS work. 
 
    Those sitting down for the evening meal were a revelation. Maric counted 27 men in the mess hall, which was an unlikely number. It would make up several squads, but less than half a company. They were all ages, all ranks, and all types. It was more evidence the operation Cal had planned was going to be a highly unorthodox one. 
 
    He wondered what his boss was up to. Maric hadn’t seen any training camp like this before. And certainly not in New Zealand. Was this op even officially sanctioned? He didn’t have anything against off the radar operations. Sometimes they were the quickest way to topple some self-absorbed dictator who was making his people’s lives hell. He had his misgivings about mercenary companies though. They were too loosely organized for Maric’s taste.  
 
    It didn’t take long for his questions to be answered. Cal’s briefing began as soon as the men had eaten. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 10 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    When the men had finished their meal, Cal had them clear away the tables. Then he turned the hall into a briefing room. The soldiers lined up seats while he set up a projector and screen next to one remaining table. When he’d finished he rapped on the table for order. 
 
    “This is a provisional deployment. Provisional deployments are rare, and some of you may not even know what those words mean. What they mean for you is basically two things. You’re already on the payroll – and you’ll never know whose payroll you’re on, so don’t ask – and the deployment may not actually go ahead.  
 
    However, what you learn in this camp, and at all other times while provisionally or actually deployed, goes no further than you. Any hint of what we’re planning here would embarrass our government. And likely cause an international incident with serious consequences. It would also lead to dishonorable discharges for us all, whether currently SAS or not.”  
 
    He paused at this last statement. 
 
    “Do you understand what this means?” he continued. 
 
    There was a muted nodding of heads. 
 
    “I said are you stupid enough to destroy your own future, and the futures of the men serving with you!” roared Cal, thumping on the table as he stood in one abrupt motion, his chair clattering across the floor behind him. 
 
    “Sir! No, Sir!” bellowed the men in reply. 
 
    “Good!” said Cal forcefully, and stepped across to pick up his chair. Once he had recovered it he sat back at the table. 
 
    “Any man who doesn’t accept these conditions should leave the camp now. Once you know what the job is likely to be, you can turn it down no questions asked. However, you carry your knowledge of this op to your grave. If any soldier breaks these conditions, I will personally track him down and destroy his life. Is that clear!” 
 
    “Sir! Yes, Sir!” came the reply. 
 
    Cal waited a full minute, giving the men time to make the decision he had asked of them. A few of them looked around, but no one broke ranks and left the room. It looked like Cal had chosen his men wisely. 
 
    “An undercover NATO group, working through Interpol as part of the war on terror, has recently made some information available to our government. That information sheds light on disturbing events in our part of the world,” said Cal. 
 
    A map of the world and its countries appeared on the overhead, studded with badges and emblems. Maric recognized most of them. It looked like every government security agency and elite force in the world was represented. 
 
    “The operations branch of Operation Enduring Freedom, basically the Euro-Atlantic Partnership Council (EAPC), has asked us to pick this one up, since it’s in our backyard. Their first choice was the Australian SAS, because they’re closer to the insertion point. However, their labor government is currently unpopular with its own people. So much so they’d lose an election if they held one at the moment. 
 
    “It pains me to say the politicians turned it down. The job needs to be done, but they’re too scared of getting caned at the next election to take it on.” 
 
    “Bloody Aussies,” said a voice with feeling. 
 
    “Yeah, especially since they’re so expendable,” said another. 
 
    There were a few chuckles, and a morose, “hey, watch it,” in an Aussie accent. 
 
    “They’ve turned to us,” said Cal. “But in an unofficial capacity, considering New Zealand has been a somewhat reluctant member of ANZUS lately.” 
 
    He looked around the room, making sure the men were paying attention. 
 
    “If we took the job we would be going in as ‘grays’,” he told them. These were insertion forces born of the new partnerships between deniable government agencies and private funding.  
 
    The war on terror had taken an interesting turn in the last few years. Wealthy individuals were now prepared to back organizations taking the fight to the terrorists. Governments had been less willing to act, their hands tied by constitutions and political considerations. 
 
    In a way it had been a natural leveling of the playing field. Terrorist groups had first made headlines when funded by wealthy individuals with fundamentalist religious ideologies. Now wealthy people backing capitalist ideologies – wanting trade to continue uninterrupted – were financing groups committed to stopping the terrorists. 
 
    “So,” he said, pressing his hands down on the table, fingers splayed, “why should we risk our lives? Other than the pay’s good, and we’d be stopping innocent people from being killed and maimed?” 
 
    Cal looked around the room. 
 
    “The truth is, gentlemen, we’re down two soldiers, maybe three. A particularly nasty piece of work has been coming after ex-members of the New Zealand SAS.” 
 
    That got their attention. 
 
    “Ryall Peters and Ihaka Cole did double tours of duty in Afghanistan in 2002 and 2003. Ryall was discharged in 2006 and took a position teaching English in Japan, then married a local woman. Ihaka was discharged in 2009 and put his technical skills to work as a share trader in Singapore. He never married. 
 
    “Ryall was found dead, poisoned, eight months ago. Ihaka was found with his throat cut in his garage, six months ago. The authorities in both countries haven’t found a motive for the killings. Or enough evidence to put anyone in the frame.  
 
    “I took an interest as soon as Ryall was found. The SAS always tracks its own DSCs – Deaths in Suspicious Circumstances. And that can be up to five years later, if a death may have been due to something that happened while on duty.  
 
    “One of the things I turned up was the death of an SAS soldier who’d moved on to a training role in the Afghan army.  
 
    “He was recently stabbed and killed in Kabul. Nothing could be proved, but our men on the ground thought the killing was suspicious. No real motive, and not the usual Taliban style. I think we have three murders on our hands.” 
 
    Three red dots appeared on the map of the world. One each in Japan, Singapore and Afghanistan. There was an undercurrent of muttering as the men digested the news. 
 
    One thing about the SAS, like every other elite force, was that they looked after their own. No one sent the police or the justice system after forces trained to a level that could take down SAS soldiers. 
 
    “It took the SIS three months to unearth a motive,” continued Cal.  
 
    “All three men were part of a squad that did the groundwork on a Taliban commander in Afghanistan. Coalition forces bombed the compound, but it was an SAS squad that gathered the intel and set it up.  
 
    “The same squad also went through the place after the strike, gathering up anything that might provide useful information. 
 
    “Once the Coalition spooks had been through it, we stored the information at our New Zealand base. We now think those papers and hard drives contain something we missed. Something important enough to cause deaths in the squad that found it.” 
 
    “There are two members of that squad currently outside New Zealand. One is in a high-security area and willing to take the risk. The other has cut short his contract and brought his family home. 
 
    “Most of the squad are back in New Zealand,” said Davies, the nuggety captain Maric had seen in action earlier in the day. “Where they’re safe. Whoever’s behind this can’t seriously expect to wipe out all the men involved.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Cal. “It’s also relevant to ask why someone would wait so many years – from 2003 until now – to take action. 
 
    “If we go with the ‘missed evidence’ theory, then recent successes using the Enigma algorithms could have spooked our villains into action.” 
 
    Most of the men present knew what he meant. It wasn’t spoken of much outside top-level Eurocom circles – American forces in Europe. Less than a year ago they’d started feeding data on all terrorist activities around the word into a modified super-computer.  
 
    Breakthroughs had begun when they started running a new type of AI program. The super-computer was now seeing trends, and making predictions, that the best human operatives hadn’t been able to match. 
 
    “So it’s likely our villains want to tie up our resources chasing down assassins,” said Cal. “That would keep us too busy to go searching through our Afghanistan records. However, it hasn’t worked.” 
 
    Yes, thought Maric. It hasn’t. But only due to Cal’s careful examination of the facts. He listened as Cal started speaking again. 
 
    “We’ve already pieced together much of the picture we weren’t meant to see.  
 
    “There are a lot of cryptic references in the Taliban records. Most of then are to ‘shipments’ that passed through on a regular basis.  
 
    “It appears the Taliban commander was a mule, bringing goods up from somewhere further south and delivering them to Eastern Europe. He may have been funded as a Taliban warlord just to provide this link in a smuggling chain.  
 
    “The records were careful to avoid details, but over hundreds of transactions someone always gets sloppy. The SIS found a few ship codes and some short hops by parcel post in South-east Asia. It’s been the devil’s own job to track them down, but we now know the goods are originating in Indonesia. That’s why EAPC wanted either us or the Australian SAS to deal with the problem.” 
 
    The destroyed Taliban compound in Afghanistan appeared as a graphic on the overhead. It was linked one way by a dotted line to Eastern Europe, and back to Indonesia by routes the SIS considered most likely for smuggled goods. 
 
    “The SIS has since got back to NATO and asked a few questions that should help our own lines of inquiry. It was hard going – none of these spook groups want to share information. Once we waved what we’d figured out under their noses, they became a lot more helpful. Especially when we told them the New Zealand SAS might take on the job the Aussie government declined. 
 
    “They’ve made one condition,” continued Cal, “and I have to say I don’t like it.  
 
    “If the op goes ahead, we’ll have a liaison group traveling with us. They’ll have access to more intel and better satellite communications than we have. But none of us likes to have an untried soldier guarding our back.  
 
    “There would be six of them, all trained to European special attack forces level or higher. It would be a mixed-country contingent.” 
 
    Cal looked around. There were no objections. Apparently the men were prepared to accept the problems that would come with the liaison group, if it were absolutely necessary. He turned back to his notes. 
 
    “We’ve put the final pieces of the puzzle together in the last few days. As far as we can tell, this is what you’ll be up against.” 
 
    The atmosphere in the room sharpened. 
 
    “The Taliban commander in Afghanistan didn’t trade drugs or guns. He was being funded by just one individual in Eastern Europe. Part of the deal, if not all of it, was for the commander to pass along smuggled goods.  
 
    “It appears this European individual has been very busy. He’s discreet, but NATO has tracked him to a number of operations around the world. They’re a mix of fundamentalist organizations, third world groups, and extreme views of the left and right.  
 
    “There’s no particular pattern to who he funds. Surprisingly, he’s now working with the Russian Mafia. We don’t yet know why he’s taken that risk. It’s the only reason NATO has this much information on him. There must be something he needs badly from the Russians for him to come out of the shadows. 
 
    “The NATO spooks want this guy bad. The trouble is they haven’t got a name yet, or even a specific location. They think he’s part of a landed dynasty in the Dalmatian area. That’s along the coast of modern-day Croatia. They’ve intercepted coded references to ‘the Count’.” 
 
    The dotted line showing the smuggling route, previously ending in a question mark somewhere in Romania, now diverting left at Turkey and ending in a red circle in Dalmatia. 
 
    Maric’s ears went up. He was no genealogist, but his uncle sometimes talked about the family’s Dalmatian roots. His uncle claimed they were descended from the Roman occupation centuries before. A Roman Province named Dalmatia, much larger than the present region, had been in existence for some time by the 4th century AD. 
 
    What Cal was saying made sense. The educated and affluent lived in the coastal cities of Dalmatia. The old feudal systems still existed in the barren mountain ranges of the hinterland. Feudal systems like this had produced warlords in the past – and caused civilized countries no end of headaches.  
 
    There was, however, a problem in that. The area was dirt poor. It seemed inconceivable the mysterious Count would be able to fund a Taliban warlord, or have the influence he was supposed to have. 
 
    The Serbo-Croation war in the early 1990s would have been a useful time for the Count to expand his operations, deliberated Maric. And make new contacts, like the Russian Mafia. There was a lot a person could do under the smokescreen of a civil war. But it didn’t address the main problem. Where was this guy getting his money from? 
 
    “It’s the same problem the SAS had with the Taliban commander,” Cal was saying. “The Count doesn’t appear to be running drugs, guns, or human traffic. So NATO can’t put pressure on him by cutting off his money supply.  
 
    “The good news is we think that’s about to change. With the information we’re getting from NATO, and the records we took out of Afghanistan, we’re not far from finding out the source of his cash.  
 
    “Sorry to leave you hanging, but we still need to confirm where and how the Count is operating in Indonesia. As they say, ‘watch this space’.” 
 
    Cal stood up. He walked round in front of the table, so he could address the men more personally. 
 
    “In the meantime we have some decisions to make. In a few days we should know when and where the EAPC liaison group would join us. Shortly after that you’ll be individually assessed for mental and physical battle readiness.  
 
    “Those who pass the assessment will have to decide whether this op is for them or not. 
 
    “That’s a lot for you to think about.” 
 
    He drew the silence out for a number of pregnant, thought-provoking seconds.  
 
    “Company dismissed.” 
 
    He caught Maric’s eye as the men disbursed, and beckoned him over. 
 
    “You might want to start brushing up on your Dayak,” he said quietly. “In case you decide to join us. We can hire interpreters, but I’d rather get the trust of locals. It’s better if they volunteer to help us. For that we need someone who knows Dayak ways.” 
 
    Maric nodded. He’d spent his down time from his Afghanistan tours in the center of Borneo. It was just the sort of out-of-the-way place where the Count could be running something clandestine. 
 
    His friend Dick Chambers had been a Ranger in the New Zealand Forest Service. From there he’d branched out to manage plantations in Borneo, or Kalimantan as the locals called it. The coastal areas of the island were a polyglot of Chinese, Indonesian, Malay and European, but the interior had remained almost exclusively Dayak. 
 
    His friend had married into a high-ranking Dayak family, and spoke the language fluently. Maric had picked up a smattering of it in his time there. The family were based in Pontianak, on the Kapuas River in West Kalimantan. Dick was something of an overlord himself now, looking out for the interests of his people. 
 
    “You think this op is going ahead, don’t you?” said Maric quietly. He’d almost added ‘Sir’, but decided against it. Cal’s strict attitude with new SAS members had eased once Maric had his own command. As if there were fewer distinctions between leaders. Maric also had to remind himself he was a civilian now. Unless he took on this mission, when that would change. 
 
    Cal hesitated at the question.  
 
    “Yes, I do,” he said after a moment. “There’s little to stop us. With the backing we’ve got now, we can be as independent as we want. We don’t have to worry about the political machinations of governments, or other people’s agendas. 
 
    “We need to send a message about killing members of the SAS, and we need to do that our way. We also need to do our part on the world stage, and this ‘Count’ has to be stopped. If we cut off his money supply, NATO can do the rest.” 
 
    Maric nodded. He hadn’t examined his own feelings about the mission yet. He would need a few more days. But so far it appeared the attack team had the moral right on its side. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 11 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Maric joined the others in training. His intermittent farm work over the past few years stood him in good stead. Still, he was hard pressed to stay ahead of the younger men. They were no fitter perhaps, but they were eager to make a name for themselves.  
 
    Cal had assured him the SIS wasn’t far from finding where in Indonesia the op would be. Only a matter of days. After a few moments thought Maric decided Luela’s car could stay where it was until then.  
 
    When he had time he tried to brush up on his command of the Dayak language. He located some good material online in Cal’s office, and printed it off. 
 
    Maric found he excelled in the jungle warfare section of the training. Not surprising really, considering his early training with Cal. He’d not had a chance to develop his jungle skills in the mountains and deserts of his SAS tours. Now, they came to the fore. Distance and direction were hard to pick in the dense undergrowth of the New Zealand bush, and it would be the same in Indonesia.  
 
    Maric was made a captain, as he had been previously, and given responsibility for this part of the training. He rather enjoyed the work. It felt good to be part of something bigger than himself again. Maybe it was the same as that family thing he enjoyed on farms. 
 
    He took the men on forced marches, alternating with Davies. At first the men thought they had the easier choice when he led.  
 
    Unlike the ‘bull at a gate’ approach Davies used to bash his way through the forest, Maric stuck to paths. The men even approved of his old-fashioned tire training, which forced them to lift their legs higher as they stepped along.  
 
    Until he combined the two exercises in a series of forest runs. From the beginning there was a steady stream of bloodied shins and twisted ankles to the first aid post.  
 
    “Lift your legs! Trust to your peripheral vision! Think about where you want each foot to land. Think ahead, dammit!” he roared, as he followed them through the forest. If he’d led from the front the men would have placed their feet where he placed his. Now, they had to make their own ways along the forest tracks. 
 
    It was treacherous. Thin layers of leaves lay innocently over greasy pools of mud and roots poked out at odd angles. All too often there was a dangerously small area of safe ground for a foot that was flashing around obstacles.  
 
    When the path itself was impassable, the soldiers had to use their momentum to angle up banks on either side of the track. They had to pick the best of the softer ground along the top, and leap from side to side when that ran out.  
 
    Maric, with his long legs, tackled most of these places with a foot on either bank. He adapted to each situation without losing any of his momentum. The others struggled to follow his example. Over time they developed their own running style for the conditions. 
 
    It was life-threatening stuff. Maric figured he had no choice but to drive them hard. They might only have days before they had to ship out. The men persevered, but to many of them it was a form of torture. Slowly, however, they improved. 
 
    The men’s frustration with his unorthodox methods came to a head on the third day, when a soldier went down with a sharp crack the whole troop could hear. He came up clutching his lower leg.  
 
    Rigging a makeshift stretcher, Maric had the men carry him back to camp at double time. When they arrived at the first aid post – a wall cupboard on the veranda outside the doss house – a paramedic was waiting. He felt carefully over the tender area along the man’s shin. 
 
    “Could just be a hairline fracture,” he said. “Electrical stimulation of the bone might be able to speed up the healing. On the other hand it might be a clean break. I can’t feel any jagged edges.” 
 
    He turned to Maric. 
 
    “Either way it’s unlikely he’ll make it for the show.” 
 
    The soldier had refused morphine, and his temper wasn’t improved by hearing the paramedic’s words. 
 
    “It’s this idiot bloody training. What use is it?” he fumed. His frustration skyrocketed at the thought he’d probably not make it for the op. 
 
    He’d still get most of his pay during the op, but Maric knew that wasn’t it. The men had been pushed too far, too fast. And he hadn’t explained what he was doing.  
 
    Some things about leadership you just had to learn on the job, he realized grudgingly. 
 
    Other men started grumbling now, supporting the downed soldier. Maric understood how they felt. Still, grumbling was unacceptable if discipline was to be maintained. He had to do something. 
 
    Cal looked on from the door of the firing range. His practiced eye assessed the situation as it unfolded. He could see that the men were still showing the respect due to an officer. Knowledge of Maric’s tours of duty had ensured that. And it was supported by his natural leadership abilities. 
 
    One of Cal’s more senior officers went to handle the situation, but Cal motioned him back. He wanted to see what Maric would make of the discontent. 
 
    “You knew it wouldn’t be easy when you came to look at the op,” said Maric decisively, and the grumbling stopped. No SAS soldier blamed the leadership, the weather, bad luck, or anything else. They were the best of the best, and it was up to them to get the job done – whatever the cost. 
 
    That was step one of Maric’s plan, now for step two. 
 
    “Listen to me, you plod-hoofed, flat-footed, pavement-walking lumps of lead,” he growled, raising the level of his voice. “I’ve been to the Indonesian jungles, you haven’t. I’ve lived in Kalimantan for weeks at a time, and I know what you’re going to find in the jungles of the interior. 
 
    “First up you’re going to find a small black and red ‘two-step’ snake, which just loves to lie about on jungle trails. And why is it called a ‘two-step’ snake? Because it bites you, you take two steps, and you fall down dead.  
 
    “You won’t see it until you’re right on top of it. If you can’t do the jungle hop, getting your feet real high, it’s going to take you out.  
 
    “There’s razor vine. You think cane chairs just grow in the bush? The vine grows in thickets like our supplejack. The soft outer covering has huge, razor-thin thorns on it you don’t want to mess with. 
 
    “But the dangers in the jungle are nothing. How’s the Count going to protect his operation in Indonesia? He’s going to recruit tribesmen. Iban, or Sea Dayaks, if I’m guessing correctly. And that’s the group that still practices piracy in the shipping lanes off the Indonesian coast.  
 
    “Think about it. All Dayaks are born knowing how to hunt and live in the jungle. If you can’t keep up in a running gun battle, you’re going to be of no use on this op.” 
 
    Maric paused, to see the effect his words were having on the men. They were very quiet now. It looked like he was getting through to them. 
 
    “Spoke out of turn, Captain,” said the soldier on the stretcher. “Won’t happen again.” The others nodded their agreement. 
 
    Now was the time to let the men chew over what he’d said among themselves. Maric grunted his acceptance of the apology, and left the paramedic to it.  
 
    As he walked away, Cal beckoned him over. 
 
    “Good work, Captain,” he said, smiling. “You handled that like an experienced leader. Which is just as well, because I’m going to need someone to take a reconnaissance team into the field.” 
 
    “I haven’t said I’m going yet!” protested Maric. 
 
    “You will, son, you will,” said Cal. 
 
    Maric decided not to argue the point. 
 
    “You do realize what we’re up against?” Maric said, turning to look at Cal. 
 
    “Indonesian tribesmen who are naturally great hunters and jungle survivors,” said Cal. “Maybe Russian heavies keeping an eye on their investment in the Count’s operation? Yes, I’m planning for all of that. And you don’t need to tell me stories about Dayak ferocity.  
 
    “When the Japanese treated the Indonesians badly in the Second World War, the Dayaks formed a special force to help the Allies,” he recited. He’d done his homework all right.  
 
    “The Allies came up with a ‘ten bob a knob’ scheme for the heads of Japanese. Living or dead. The Dayaks cashed in almost 1500 heads.” 
 
    Maric nodded. He knew the story well. When he’d been staying with his plantation-managing friend, his friend’s father-in-law had talked about his part in that war. It was still discussed in the Dayak villages. 
 
    “That’s why I need you to get on the ground over there, and get the Dayaks on our side,” said Cal. “Supposing you do go, are your medical shots up to date?” 
 
    Maric nodded. He’d saved enough from his farming wages to visit his friends in Kalimantan around two years ago, and he’d redone the lot. He didn’t think they would have lapsed since then. 
 
    “Good,” said Cal, “and you won’t have to worry about taking malaria tablets for weeks before you leave. Considering the jungle environment you’ll be on a daily antibiotic that’s anti-malarial. That should stop any form of illness while you’re there.  
 
    “Though you’ll still get diarrhea from the change in food.” 
 
    Maric nodded again. When you were in the SAS you came to understand digestive systems didn’t need foreign bugs to get upset, just a radical change in diet. 
 
    Cal smiled. “It looks like we’ll be deploying close to your old stomping grounds in Kalimantan. Details at the briefing tonight.” 
 
    It was the fourth night since Maric had arrived at the camp. It was also the night the SAS soldiers found out how ‘the Count’ was financing his interests around the world. And more to the point, where his operations were.  
 
    “Gentlemen,” said Cal, looking out over a number of tired but intrigued faces. “I’m sure you’re all eager to find out how the Count is generating his megabucks – and ready to kick yourselves for not thinking of it first!” 
 
    There was a smattering of rueful laughter. 
 
    “The Count is no slouch,” said Cal, coming right to the point. “We’ve discovered he’s running diamonds, and high quality diamonds at that.” 
 
    The screen behind Cal burst into life, showing the southern half of Kalimantan. Scattered across it were a number of red dots, with the bulk of them centered on a town marked as Martapura. The only other towns of any size were Sampit and Amuntai.  
 
    South Kalimantan looked like a short version of the South Island laid on its side. Some sort of ring road wound along the coast, but the interior was surprisingly blank. River estuaries petered out as they disappeared under jungle canopy further inland. From then on they simply ceased to exist on the map. 
 
    “The top two-thirds of the island is mountainous,” continued Cal, “but the southern third is one vast swamp. As you can see, the interior is largely unexplored, and very lightly populated.  
 
    “The red dots are sites where villagers are known to be sluicing through wet areas for diamonds, using muscle power and simple tools. But there’s a lot of mining going on the government doesn’t know about. Total production could be as high as 50,000 carats a year. The Count’s funneling part of that production away. He could be doing that as a middleman, buying from the villagers, but it’s more likely he’s started his own mining operations. 
 
    “At this stage I’ll read some facts I’ve prepared about the area for you.” 
 
    Cal picked up a clipboard and flicked over a couple of pages. 
 
    “Significant quantities of diamonds appear to be concentrated beneath the extensive Danau Seran swamp. Traditional hand-mining methods are the only means of extraction at the moment. Virtually all of the diamonds recovered are gem quality, although most are relatively small, averaging about 0.30 carats. The potential for commercial diamond mining in the area appears to be excellent. 
 
    “Diamond deposits have been scattered by dispersal along numerous rivers flowing seaward from the interior. The original diamondiferous pipes have either been eroded away or are yet to be found in the jungles of the interior. In Kalimantan the richest diamond concentrates are, contrary to the usual rule, found far away from their presumed original source. The diamonds are well crystallized with octahedrons predominant and frequently with rounded edges.” 
 
    Cal looked up. “From there on it gets more technical,” he said, “and of little use to us. However, we can now estimate the value of the diamonds produced in South Kalimantan, if sold for sale in the West.  
 
    “Small, quality diamonds retail at around $2200US a carat, so 50,000 carats is a total of $110 million US a year. The Mafia will be able feed those diamonds into the Russian market at full price, but they’ll take a third of the proceeds for their trouble. If the Count can get his hands on twenty percent of what’s mined, he’d be looking at around $15M US a year, with almost no labor costs or overheads.  
 
    “The problem is, that’s not enough for what the Count is funding. AK47s may be cheap on the black market, and fanatics don’t work for wages, but we figure he needs to be making twice that amount for these groups to do what they’ve been doing. 
 
    “The SIS think he’s been smuggling a lot more diamonds than is possible from the swamps. We’ve begun to wonder if he hasn’t found one of the source pipes in the middle of Kalimantan.” 
 
    The men stirred. It was blood-pumping stuff. An improbable story of a treasure trove, hidden at the ends of the Earth. 
 
    “We can see why the Count needs the Russians,” continued Cal. “Russia has a long history of mining and selling gemstones. The Russian Mafia would be able to feed the Count’s smuggled diamonds onto the world market without any trouble.” 
 
    Cal let the murmurs and comments subside. 
 
    “What we need, for our purposes, are details of the Count’s mining operation on the ground, and ease of access to it.” 
 
    He looked up. 
 
    “How we would manage a rapid insertion into the area is at this stage entirely unknown. 
 
    He flipped over one more page. 
 
    “The search for diamonds and their sources is very difficult in Kalimantan. Only some areas can be reached by road or navigable rivers. The rest is a forbidding and primitive land.  
 
    “The Dayak tribes of Central Kalimantan are mainly settled along the Lamandau River. About one third of them are Tumon Dayaks, mostly Christian, who were evangelized in the late 1920s and early 1930s.  
 
    “The interior can only be reached by speedboat, and in the most central areas by motorized long boat. The Dayak tribes of the interior still maintain traditional cultures, live in longhouses, and enact ritual ceremonies from their headhunting past. Facilities in this area are very limited.” 
 
    Cal put the clipboard down.  
 
    “However, now that we know what we’re looking for, we’ve turned up something interesting. This picture was taken by an Italian Cosmo SkyMed reconnaissance satellite – a spy satellite – and enhanced through MUSIS, the European imaging system that coordinates the German, French and Italian satellites.  
 
    “I had to pull in a few favors to get the whole of Kalimantan covered, and it took a while to get a satellite in position.” 
 
    A high-resolution image of a small airfield filled the screen behind Cal. It nestled in an unusually shaped bowl in the jungle. It was invisible to anyone not in it or directly above it.  
 
    The pilots among the men shook their heads. It would take an experienced bush pilot to make it in and out of that airfield. 
 
    A small rectangular red icon appeared in the lower center of the map behind Cal. It showed where the image had been taken. 
 
    “Small airfields like this are not uncommon, but they’re nearly always around the coast.  
 
    “They service mission stations, and the few government agencies trying to keep a tally of the indigenous peoples. Missions are mostly Protestant, though there are some areas that were evangelized much earlier by Catholic priests. The planes they use are Cessnas, mainly provided by Protestant churches in the States. Most use the airfields. Some have been fitted with floats to land on the rivers. 
 
    “The interesting point for us is the airfield doesn’t belong to any of those groups. SIS can’t find any record of an airfield there, government or private.  
 
    “It’s an ingenious set up, and ideal for smuggling diamonds. One more Cessna in the skies over Kalimantan would hardly be noticed. There wouldn’t be any border formalities if it landed at an airfield somewhere else in Indonesia. However bush airfields in Malaysia and The Philippines would do just as well. From there the long trek of smuggled goods begins. Up through Afghanistan and on into Croatia.” 
 
    Cal let the men digest this. 
 
    “Our first thoughts were of a HA/LO approach for the op – high altitude low opening – but that would be impossible over dense jungle. It’s also going to be impossible over an airfield, unless we can secure the area first. 
 
    “We need to send a reconnaissance team to the airfield, and then decide. It takes longer to do it this way, but it’s best to be prepared when we arrive. We’ll all live a lot longer!” 
 
    There was a hum of excited comment. There was a lot of experience in the room, and the men liked what they saw.  
 
    Cal raised his arm for silence. 
 
    “Back here in camp there are other decisions we need to make.” 
 
    Cal paused. Basic training was over, and the men knew what came next. 
 
    “Those of you who want to be part of this op, fall in at 0700 tomorrow. You’ll be assessed for fitness and weapons readiness. If you’ve decided the job is not for you, see me here at 2200 hours tonight. I’ll pay you out, and arrange transport if you need it.” 
 
    The time for the men to decide if they were in or out had come. It increased the pressure on Maric to make up his mind.  
 
    He knew Cal wanted him for the op, and it was nice to be wanted. On the other hand he’d spent the last six years as a farm hand. It made him a passable living, and mostly he did whatever he pleased.  
 
    It had been an idyllic time. It had almost made him forget the problems he’d had in the SAS. Not with the SAS itself, but with the things he’d had to do in the line of duty. Did he want to take the chance this op would bring the past back to haunt him? Or even worse, create new memories just as difficult to live with?  
 
    Maric looked at the clock on the wall. He didn’t wear a watch. When he’d served in the SAS a clock function had been built into the soldiers’ comms devices. The time was around half past eight. That gave him an hour and a half before he had to report to Cal.  
 
    He had some serious thinking to do. 
 
    As he walked from the room he passed groups of men already discussing the options. Some of them were very sensibly listing the difficulties they saw. Difficulties at home, if they had family or relationships, or jobs they’d need leave from. And difficulties abroad. Jungle warfare was acknowledged as the most difficult theater of war.  
 
    But overall there was an air of excitement in the room. Maric could see that once they’d listed and evaluated the ‘cons’, as their SAS training had taught them to do, most of them would fully embrace the ‘pros’ of the op. 
 
    Maric sat in a chair, outside on the veranda, and leaned back against the wall. Some of the soldiers gravitated toward him. 
 
    “You thinking of going, Sir?’ muttered a short but stockily built soldier Maric thought of as one of the more reliable of the men. It wasn’t unusual for the men to want to know who’d be leading them. They needed to have confidence those running the show could get them in and out of the op alive. 
 
    Maric felt embarrassed. He didn’t want the men to know he was indecisive.  
 
    It was another tick for his leadership skills though. Despite the battering he’d given them on his jungle runs, they thought he knew his stuff. What decision would he make if he were them?  
 
    Based on the facts, the op was a go. The chances of success were at least average, and the men would be making a difference to the balance of right and wrong in the world. It was his own devils that were stopping Maric. 
 
    “Got ties here,” he dissembled. “Got to find a way to work something out. Hope I’ll be going. It looks like the chance of a lifetime.” 
 
    The men nodded, though not exactly reassured by his words. 
 
    “Women, eh?” said another of the men. “Think we’re the bee’s knees because we’re SAS, then won’t let us out of the house to do what we do best.” 
 
    The others laughed. It was a common problem for soldiers everywhere. Maric didn’t correct their assumption that a relationship lay at the heart of his difficulties. 
 
    An hour later he was by himself inside the firing range. If anyone looked in he’d make some pretense of working on the electronics. Really though, it was just a place to be alone. 
 
    What would Jack and Betty say about his options? Would George and Wendy Heremaia see it any differently? How about his uncle in Northland?  
 
    Maric realized he couldn’t make decisions based on what his friends or family might think. His world was too different to theirs. He was going to have to dig deep and come up with some compelling reason to go with the op, or stay in New Zealand. 
 
    His thoughts kept drifting back to the safe house in Auckland.  
 
    He wondered what Russo would tell him to do. It felt a bit odd, he hardly knew the woman. Then he thought his unconscious was trying to tell him to stay in New Zealand, maybe try to get to know her better. Maybe – and he realized what hopeless romantics human beings were – settle down with her. 
 
    Then he realized what was really going on, and it made his blood run cold.  
 
    He’d tried a bit of counseling, when he first got out of the SAS. It taught him one thing. The truth scares the hell out of you. 
 
    Russo’s words rang in his mind. Every inflection, every syllable, alive and real. 
 
    “Your people said you were still traveling, six years after your last tour of duty. That’s a problem, soldier.” 
 
    He felt the hurt of those words all over again. Who was she to judge him? 
 
    “Settle down or get back on the horse,” she’d snapped. “But don’t sit on the fence. In the end this fence is too high for you to get off!” 
 
    He tried to steady his breathing, which had become erratic. 
 
    Was that what he was, a fence sitter? He’d always thought of himself as decisive. Someone you could rely on. A good decision-maker, in every way. Those had been his strengths in the SAS, but now he was being shown up as a fraud. 
 
    He hastened to defend himself against the crueler implications of her words. His friends were real friends. His contribution to the community was real, and more than most people ever made. His life hadn’t been wasted time. But then he realized it had been a holding pattern. 
 
    Now it was time to do something about that. 
 
    Maric got up from the bench where he was sitting, and stretched his arms. What was warring away inside him made it impossible to keep still.  
 
    He should go on the op. He knew that. He should do what he did best, and he should face his demons while he was out in the field. That’s where they were the most real. 
 
    But in his heart he knew he wasn’t ready. He’d become soft. Lost the SAS discipline. Even here at camp, training the others, had been little more than a game. Reprising his old glory days. He had to do better than that. 
 
    He realized too, that Cal was going to load him down with responsibility this time round. And it was right that Cal should do so. He had enough age and experience, and younger men needed leaders. But it was still a sobering thought. If he botched something this time, it was more than his own life that would be on the line. 
 
    Something new glinted at the back of Maric’s eyes, or perhaps it had just returned from a long slumber. He stood straighter. 
 
    He would go on the op, and he would make a decent job of it. He felt better for having made the decision. Lighter, freer. He looked at what the decision meant, and saw he had only days to prepare. He was going to have to move himself, and commit himself, in ways he’d never done before. 
 
    The 2200 hours deadline came and went. A small handful of men clustered around Cal in the briefing room, making their apologies and offering their reasons for pulling out.  
 
    Cal didn’t need to know the reasons, but he listened and nodded anyway. The men wanted to leave with their self-respect intact. If they had a relationship or a job they didn’t want to put at risk, he wasn’t going to judge them harshly. He’d told them precious little when he’d invited them in, and they were allowed to make their own decisions now they knew the facts. 
 
    He waited until five past ten, filling out forms and calculating pay. Then he checked the time and smiled to himself. 
 
    Maric was on board then.  
 
    That pleased him greatly.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 12 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Maric fell in at 0700 hours the next day. He was ready to be assessed for his physical fitness and weapons readiness. The assessment took a grueling two and a half hours. It was a typical SAS evaluation routine, and he’d been through something like it before every tour of duty he’d taken on.  
 
    He passed, but not by much on the physical. He wasn’t surprised. Most of the others had been in the SAS more recently, or even, in some cases, were serving and had taken leave to attend the camp. If they did take leave it was always played down as ‘personal and family reasons’. If they ended up going on the op they’d have to find a better excuse to explain an indeterminate absence. 
 
    Maric was pleased with his result. It showed he’d maintained a high standard of fitness – and he was conceding twenty years to some of the men.  
 
    A hard core of fighting men was now taking shape in the camp. They’d been assessed not only fit for the job, but highly motivated to make it succeed. 
 
    One of the first things Maric did was arrange for one of those leaving to take Luela’s car back to Jack and Betty. Then he called them on his cell phone, and told them what was going on. Not of course that he’d signed up for an op, but that he was ‘tidying up some business with the SAS’. They wished him all the best.  
 
    The next thing he did was cancel some work he had coming up. He had intended to help an old farmer with stockyard maintenance down south. The old bloke said he’d hold off until Maric was back. Maric enjoyed that. It was a confirmation of his standing in the farming community. 
 
    Then he handed his cell phone in to Cal, as did every other soldier in the camp. From now on they were on a war footing, and would have no contact with the outside world. 
 
    The rest of the morning brought the men something of a surprise. A farm truck rolled into camp, but it wasn’t carrying anything that could be called farm equipment. 
 
    “Little present organized by the liaison group going in with us,” said Cal, as the men gathered round. Most were moving rather slowly after the rigors of the fitness assessment. 
 
    “Maybe the liaison group will be worth having on board after all.” 
 
    He picked up a new type of rifle from a crate on the back of the truck, and started handing the weapons out.  
 
    “One of our new business world, slash, elite force partnerships has been talking to Heckler & Koch. These are experimental rifles. There’s also a crate of USP pistols.” 
 
    “Experimental, meaning they’re going to jam on us every time we’re facing an enemy charge?” said Davies suspiciously. 
 
    “Already tested in mud, rain, snow, and even extended salty conditions. Fired thousands of rounds. Never missed a beat,” Cal reassured the men. 
 
    “They look like G36 assault rifles,” said Manhime, Cal’s weapons specialist. The G36 and USP were standard KSK weapons, Kommando Spezialkräfte. German special forces. Then Manhime looked more closely.  
 
    “Bigger barrels, more robust gas pistons for the firing mechanism,” he began. Then tailed off as he saw how extensively the G36s had been modified. 
 
    “What the hell are these things?” he said, after a detailed examination 
 
    “Like I said, experimental,” said Cal. “We get to use them if we test them in the field and report back. Officially, they’re called PR7s, which is just the number in the sequence of prototypes that are active at the moment. 
 
    “This little deal is entirely off the record. H&K will claim they were stolen from their prototype factory if any word of them gets to the media.” 
 
    “Do you know what these things cost?” said Manhime incredulously. “The latest version of the G36, the MR762, retails at $4,000US each. These must be worth far more than that!” 
 
    “Like I’ve been telling you,” said Cal, “our backers have deep pockets. Besides, you’d be surprised to know what individuals in the business world will do for us, once they know we cut out government red tape and move directly against the bad guys.” 
 
    The men hefted the weapons. 
 
    “Small magazine,” said one of them. 
 
    “Bigger bullets,” said another, and Manhime nodded approvingly. He could see where this was going. 
 
    “Put them back on the truck, gentlemen,” said Cal, “and come see what they’re like on the firing range. Mosha and I spent most of last night setting up electronic replicas for us to test.” 
 
    Their curiosity aroused, the men handed the rifles back into the crates on the truck.  
 
    Nice move, thought Maric. Handling the new weapons was a subtle way of bonding with them. Cal would expect difficulties getting the men to change from weapons they were familiar with. 
 
    “These, gentlemen,” continued Cal, when they were all squeezed into the narrow walkway at the door end of the range, “are the bullets they use.” 
 
    The bullets were half as long again as usual for the G36, and had a hollow point – a perfectly inverted symmetrical cone. They gleamed metallically, and six darker lines ran from the metal casing to the center of the hollow point. 
 
    “The explosive isn’t gunpowder,” said Cal. “The formula’s too complicated for me to understand, but it’s a stable form of one of the trinitrate groups. The firing chambers have been especially reinforced. 
 
    “There’s no lead in it anywhere. The bullet is a tungsten alloy with a few secret ingredients thrown in to reduce the cost, and stop it shattering on impact. The specific gravity of lead is 11.3, this sucker is almost 20.” 
 
    He looked around. 
 
    “Six times the power pushing nearly four times the mass,” he explained. “This would go through light armor on a tank, but that’s not what it’s for.” 
 
    He held up a bullet and turned it slowly so they could see the dark lines on it. 
 
    “It’s a composite,” he explained. “Six bullets fitted together into one. Imagine the original bullet cut in half from the tip three times. You with me?” 
 
    They all nodded. 
 
    “Some magic glue keeps the whole thing together during firing and flight. But the bullet splits apart when it hits. Six unstoppable shards of high density metal fan out and tumble end over end. Bone barely slows ‘em. They leave a circle of six holes, about a foot across, on the other side of a body, and a hell of a mess inside.  
 
    “Each part of the bullet still has enough power remaining to go straight through another body. So, each initial hit on an enemy soldier provides a shotgun effect for all the soldiers behind.” 
 
    Someone whistled long and low. This stuff was decades in the future. Yet it was made up of fairly obvious engineering steps. Once you stopped and thought about it. Maric shook his head in amazement. What was the saying, ‘all great steps forward are simple in hindsight’. 
 
    “These are specifically for jungle warfare,” said Cal. “They won’t be deflected by leaves or twigs. They’ll shatter a 50mm branch and fan out just as lethally from there. If they hit the ground then the top three sections will angle up and continue on.” 
 
    Cal changed to some of the limitations of the new weapons. 
 
    “They kick like two mules. Most of that’s spread over time by a recoil apparatus in the stock, but it still takes its toll on you. 
 
    “They’re no good on automatic. Each shot has to be lined up. On automatic they judder all over the place. They do have a three burst automatic setting, but I can’t think of a use for that except maybe close quarters against overwhelming numbers. 
 
    “Remember, a handful of shots into the leading figures will decimate those behind as well. Filling the air with lead, with most of the bullets missing, is far less effective.” 
 
    “And that’s how it should be,” said Manhime, chiming in. “There’s skill involved with the PR7. We all know which western powers put a ton of lead in the air to take out a handful of enemies. ‘Making sure’ they call it. We call it ‘losses to friendly fire’, and we don’t like it!” 
 
    The others nodded their agreement. 
 
    “Line up at the stalls, gentlemen,” said Cal. “Keep rotating through. One eight shot magazine each. See what you think.” 
 
    The men lined up to see what the new weapons were all about. As they got more experience of them they began making comparisons with the old. It seems Cal needn’t have worried. They were soon praising the suitability of the Heckler & Koch PR7s for the job. And asking for more practice time. 
 
    Cal called Maric to his office straight after lunch. 
 
    “You and your reconnaissance team leave for Pontianak in a few days,” he said. “Do you have any idea who you want with you yet?” 
 
    “Hendrik,” said Maric, naming the short, strongly built soldier who didn’t say much. “Mosha if you can spare him.” 
 
    Cal thought about it, and nodded. Maric went on to name two others. Men with two or more tours of duty that he’d watched closely in training. Ones he thought he could rely on. 
 
    “Just the four?” said Cal, expecting a larger group. 
 
    “This is reconnaissance, we don’t need to go in force,” said Maric. “Those four have all the skills I want between them. 
 
    Cal nodded. “Done,” he said. Then added, “I’m afraid the plans for the reconnaissance group have changed though.” 
 
    Maric lifted his head. Why did he get the feeling he wasn’t going to like this? 
 
    “The EAPC liaison group, coming in unofficially from Operation Enduring freedom, has been delayed,” he began, and Maric went to protest. 
 
     “I know,” said Cal, holding up a hand to close him down. “The more training time they have with us, the easier they’ll be able to fit seamlessly into the attack force. And yes, anyone in the team who doesn’t know what they’re doing threatens the lives and safety of everyone else. 
 
    “I don’t like it any more than you do. Unfortunately it’s part of the deal. The New Zealand SAS has a very good name with our backers, but all ‘gray’ operations get money and resources only if they have observers to verify their actions. Be thankful that the liaison group has been trained to something like the fighting ability of our men. 
 
    “I’m afraid there’s more. Three of the liaison team are already here in New Zealand. They’re part of foreign operations work in our country at the moment, and they’re able to go off the radar for a while.” 
 
    Cal knew Maric wouldn’t like the next part. “They’ll be flying out to Pontianak with you, and they’ll be part of the reconnaissance team. Two of them are women.” 
 
    Maric had a look on his face that said, ‘you’ve got to be joking’. 
 
    “Just because the SAS has only men in it, doesn’t mean women can’t do the job,” said Cal, trying to gauge Maric’s objections. 
 
    “That’s not it, Sir,” said Maric. “As you know, women have always been eligible to join the SAS, it’s just that none have passed the selection process.” 
 
    Cal nodded. He wondered if Maric knew the inclusion of women in the SAS had been fast-tracked, cutting out the requirement they spend two years in one of the other forces first. There were currently three women at preliminary stages of training, and two of them had been given extra time to meet the selection criteria. But there was one that was tracking just fine. Without any special considerations. 
 
    “It’s just that group culture take time to change. The men aren’t used to working with women. Hell, they won’t know whether to give up their seat or tell a crude joke. 
 
    “I don’t mind women in the military as an idea, but you’re giving me days to forge men and women into a working unit, and it’s never been done before at this level. And we’ve got bugger all time in Pontianak before we head off for the interior!” 
 
    Maric was upset, all right. 
 
    “Welcome to the joys of command,” said Cal, with a grim smile. 
 
    “Now, what can we do to make it work?” he continued. “Firstly, take some time in Kalimantan. Catch up with your friend. He’s got plantations in the interior, hasn’t he? Move the team there for training. If it takes a week or two to knock them into shape, then take a week or two.  
 
    “Secondly, these are hardened veterans, Maric, not schoolgirls. I bet they know more dirty jokes than you do.” 
 
    Maric looked like he might concede that point. There’d always been something about him that avoided the usual army sense of humor. If a joke wasn’t clever, as well as crude, he didn’t have much time for it. 
 
    “That gives you eight in the team, including yourself,” said Cal. “Will that be a problem?” 
 
    Maric thought about it. The SAS team already had all the skills he wanted. As long as the new members could carry their own gear and stay out of trouble, it shouldn’t matter. He shuddered to think what their jungle skills were like. At least he’d had the chance to train the recon team up to a reasonable standard. 
 
    His friend in Pontianak had already told him the team was welcome. Three more members shouldn’t be a problem, particularly if he chipped in some Indonesian rupiah. Though Dick probably wouldn’t take the money. He’d sounded quite excited to be included in Maric’s SAS world for once. 
 
    “No,” he said at last. There was no point worrying about the sudden change in group dynamics until he had them on the ground in Kalimantan. Then he’d be able to see what he was working with.  
 
    “I don’t think so.”  
 
    His mind moved on, to the planning and preparation details. 
 
    “When do we meet them, and when do we fly out?” 
 
    “You meet them at Auckland airport,” said Cal, referring to a flight manifesto in front of him, “and you’re flying out in four days time. 
 
    “Pontianak is as close as anywhere to the interior of Kalimantan, and we can get you all there on a commercial airline flight.”  
 
    Maric nodded. His friend Dick would be able to provide good intel about the interior. He had a palm oil plantation there, and his wife’s people traded along much of the Kapuas River. 
 
    His team could spend the first week or two acclimatizing to the humidity, along with getting to know the Dayaks. With any luck he could mold the amended team into a tight unit in that time. They’d also need a while to get used to the nasty things that lived in the jungle, and find their way round in a trackless wilderness. 
 
    “You’ll be traveling light,” said Cal, “and your weapons, packs and uniforms will be waiting for you when you get there. We have contacts with a Sea Dayak captain who operates out of the port on the river below Pontianak. Our main force will come in undercover by air or sea. Figuring out which of those options is best, and how to deploy them, will depend on what you tell us.” 
 
    Maric felt the weight of his new position settle about his shoulders. 
 
    “We’ll be wearing SAS uniforms?” Maric questioned, picking up on Cal’s words. “I thought we were going in as grays.” 
 
    “We are,” said Cal, “but this is personal. I want the Count to know if he kills one SAS soldier the others will retaliate in force. If the Indonesian government complains, we’ve got the backing to sweep the situation into a political black hole. Though I doubt there’s much chance of us having to do that.” 
 
    Cal called up the men Maric had mentioned on his computer, and tagged their records with the first mission in this op. Then he looked back toward Maric. 
 
    “I’ll have to promote you, if you’re going to lead the reconnaissance team,” he said. “Stop by again later and we’ll fill out the papers. I need a couple of overseas signatures on the papers and it’ll take a while to pick those up by satellite feed.” 
 
    “I’m not really ready for that,” said Maric. “Can’t I stay a captain? The men all respect that. Besides, we’re going in ‘gray’ aren’t we, so any promotions won’t count with the SAS.” 
 
    Cal leaned his elbows on the desk and looked across at Maric. 
 
    “The world has changed, son. Any promotion I give you, once sanctioned by one or two of the shadowy figures above me – and you don’t need to know about them yet – go on a register used by groups like us around the world, understand?” 
 
    Maric thought he did. Still, it was a huge change from seeing the SAS as a glorified government department. 
 
    “We’re not mercenaries,” said Cal. “We’re all government trained and still active or honorably discharged. We keep our noses clean. But when terrorist groups threaten one of the big three – civilian centers, trade between countries, or democracy – our backers in the area call us in. Got it?” 
 
    Maric got it. 
 
    “Now, about that promotion. How does Major Maric sound to you?” 
 
    Maric rolled his eyes. He knew the next step after captain was major, but he had a lot of difficulty applying the rank to himself. 
 
    “Can’t I be a captain class II or something,” he mumbled, embarrassed by the situation. 
 
    Cal burst out laughing. That was rare, he was normally too composed to show he was amused. 
 
    “You are a one, I’ll grant you that. Always made me laugh, from the day you stepped into my dojo as a kid.” 
 
    Maric smiled sheepishly. 
 
    “Let me tell you how promotion goes, Maric,” said Cal, leaning forward over the desk and looking hard at him. 
 
    “You never give promotion to those that want it. Think politicians, rock stars, drug pushers. Get the message?” 
 
    Maric could see that someone self-absorbed and narcissistic should not, indeed, be given the power they craved. 
 
    “Promotion has to go to those who don’t want it,” continued Cal. “That’s what happened to me, and that’s what’s going to happen to you. And probably those that come after you. 
 
    “The trick is to promote those that don’t want it, but know they’ve earned it, and can see they’re needed. Now, have you earned it?” 
 
    Maric squirmed. He knew Cal was right. 
 
    “Yes,” he answered. 
 
    “Are you needed?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then man up and accept it.” 
 
    Maric nodded. 
 
    “Dismissed,” said Cal briskly. “Don’t forget to drop in later. Come and sign your life away. Oh, and you get more money.” 
 
    Maric saluted. Yeah, as if the money mattered. Staying alive mattered, and he and his new team needed a lot more preparation before they hit Kalimantan. 
 
    He turned and marched crisply out of Cal’s office. 
 
    Still, Major Maric, it didn’t sound right. 
 
    The men had got used to Maric’s style of training, calling him ‘ghost who walks’ when they were joking among themselves. They were disappointed when they learned he’d be leaving with the reconnaissance team in a few days. They were mollified when Davies continued their training by alternating his hard bush marches with the Maric-style runs.  
 
    Maric announced his choices for the reconnaissance team that evening. No one in the camp commented. In the SAS you had to have complete trust in each other. If Major thought a particular combination of men was the best choice for the job, then it was so. 
 
    The training runs continued, but there were now fewer bruised shins and a complete absence of scrapes and bloodshed. The men had begun wearing empty packs for the Maric-style runs, and full ones for Davies’ bush bashing. Maric hoped they’d be up to full packs for his jungle runs by the time the main force deployed in Kalimantan. 
 
    The soldier that had broken his leg had only put a hairline fracture in the bone. The paramedics thought he might heal in time for the op, but he was missing out on much of the training. He was certainly eager to go. Cal was putting off the final decision until the last minute. 
 
    On the morning of the sixth day, the whole camp turned out to see the reconnaissance team off.  
 
    It felt for everyone like the op was underlay at last, the first troops now committed. Maric’s team lined up in SAS uniform and full kit. The kit would travel independently, but they were responsible for everything in it. Each had been packed against a checklist called out by someone else on the team.  
 
    There were five of them. A major, a captain, a lieutenant, and two experienced soldiers. And they had an impressive array of field skills between them. 
 
    Maric was tactical and jungle survival. Hendrik, the short, solid soldier Maric found so dependable, was explosives. Mosha was an experienced captain and in charge of communications.  
 
    Jinks had a long story about how he acquired his nickname. He looked like a slightly chubby white boy from the city, but he could move when he needed to. He wasn’t good-looking but he had a confidence that won hearts. He had a number of misdemeanors on his army record, but had cleaned up his act when he made it into the SAS. He was another with a wealth of experience, and he covered provisioning. Mosha and Jinks were the team’s paramedics.  
 
    Anderson was a newly promoted lieutenant, and the team’s sniper. He’d stuck to his arctic sniper rifle and passed on the PR7. He’d finally convinced Maric his slow rate of fire, but extreme accuracy, would be useful somewhere. He was part Maori, and solidly built. He seemed to make a point of showing off his lack of education. Maric recognized in him someone who’d never really lost that 80% of jungle senses Cal talked about. 
 
    His other skill was electronics, and seeing the dark-skinned Anderson re-wire a circuit board at speed made others shake their heads in disbelief. He took a lot of ribbing along the lines he must’ve started out by hot-wiring cars. 
 
    Cal said a few words to the assembled camp, and made a point of marking the reconnaissance team off in the log as operational. The men gave the team a thunderous cheer. 
 
    “Dismissed!” bellowed Cal, and the onlookers dispersed. The team was officially on its way. 
 
    After the rousing send-off, the rest was a bit of a let down. 
 
    They stripped off their uniforms and packed them in their kit, changing to civvies for the flight to Pontianak. They surrendered their kit to a separate vehicle, one that already contained their weapons. The vehicle would consign everything to a cargo flight across the Tasman.  
 
    From there it would be picked up by the Australian Army, and delivered no questions asked to a small town in Indonesia. Finally, a Bugi schooner would pick it up and deliver it to the river port below Pontianak. 
 
    It would take the team a bit more than a day to get to their destination. The gear would arrive three days later.  
 
    They settled themselves into an inconspicuous van outside the firing range. Even with an early start, it was after lunch before the team finally hit the southern motorway. Shortly after that they turned left for Auckland airport. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 13 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Maric didn’t like airports. All the decor, comfort, coffee shops and muzak – all the ‘hope you have a pleasant flight’ effort – put his teeth on edge. Talk about a plastic world. Then again he’d spent hundreds of hours in the air during his SAS tours. He figured he was a bit jaded by it all. 
 
    “Everything in order?” he queried, as Mosha came back to the cafe with their boarding passes. 
 
    Mosha nodded. 
 
    “Where are the liaison group?” said Jinks, and they all looked at Maric. 
 
    He understood the men’s concern. In a matter of weeks they’d need to trust their backs to the three operatives from the EAPC liaison group, and they wanted to size the newcomers up for themselves. 
 
    “We’ll be sitting with them on the plane,” said Maric. “Apart from that I’m not sure. Cal doesn’t trust other agencies’ encryption – gone a bit paranoid since he started running ‘gray’ ops. He definitely doesn’t want names floating around in cyberspace.” 
 
    “He’s right, too,” said Mosha, the comms man. “Too many hackers these days that are too good.” 
 
    “Cal’s seen their resumes,” continued Maric. “That doesn’t mean much to us since they trained in a different system. He figured we’d get onto a name basis when we got to Pontianak. That way there’d be no info anywhere that might come back to bite us.” 
 
    Jinks shrugged. He could follow the reasoning. Still, he was curious, as they all were. 
 
    “So we sit and twiddle our thumbs in the boarding lounge,” said Mosha.  
 
    Maric nodded.  
 
    The men finished the last of their late lunch. 
 
    The first flight would take them from Auckland to Kuala Lumpur. After that they’d need to retrace their steps two hours to Kuching, at the top of Borneo. From there it was a short hop down to Pontianak. It added extra hours, but Cal had been able to seat the team together for all the flights. 
 
    The boarding lounge was close to full. The reconnaissance team spent their time looking around for a while, discounting all the groups of three as unlikely to be field operatives. Then they sat in silence. Maric would have liked to use the time preparing the men for the op, but this was too public a place. 
 
    At last the assembled passengers began to board. 
 
    “Rows H to P are boarding now,” said the flight attendant, and the team gathered their things and began to shuffle toward the boarding desk. Mosha fed in their passes, and Maric turned to say something to Hendrik. He never finished his sentence. 
 
    “You!” he gasped, caught totally off guard. 
 
    “Welcoming us onto the team would be nice,” said Russo, the hint of a smile on her face. 
 
    Maric pointed out his men. Each of them nodded and smiled. Russo did the honors for the two agents with her. Neither of them mentioned names. 
 
    Maric’s mind was working overtime. Somehow, she’d been expecting him. That wasn’t surprising if Cal had passed the recon team’s dossiers onto her EAPC bosses at Operation Enduring Freedom. It would have been nice if Cal had passed the liaison group details on to him in time! 
 
    “Good to see you’ve got your balls back,” she said quietly as she walked past him. A woman Maric didn’t recognize dealt with the boarding passes. 
 
    “What was that about?” said Mosha, eyes widening in surprise. 
 
    “Both nuts if you ask me,” said the tall, powerfully built agent that followed Russo through the gate. Maric smiled, and caught the gorilla’s eye. The gorilla lifted an eyebrow in silent acknowledgment. 
 
    Maric followed Russo and her team onto the plane. His team took two banks of seats side and center, while her team took the three aisle seats on the remaining side. It limited conversation, but that wasn’t a problem at the moment. The things they really wanted to discuss would have to wait until they were out of the public eye.  
 
    When the plane was safely in the air, Maric unfastened his seat belt and worked his way past the others. Then he was standing in the aisle next to Russo and her team. 
 
    “Good to see you all again,” he said, smiling. Pretending for any onlookers they were old friends out traveling.  
 
    “We stop in Kuala Lumpur for three hours. It’s a nice, spacious airport. We’ll get a chance to talk then.” 
 
    The airport had long terminal halls that splayed out in a star formation about a conservatory center. The halls were often empty between flights.  
 
    “That would be nice,” said Russo, pasting a vacuous smile on her face. “I look forward to it.” 
 
    Maric made his way back to his seat. He and his men settled in for a long flight.  
 
    The plane was eventually overtaken by the setting sun, and they tried to get some sleep. Most of them managed an hour or two before a stewardess woke them for landing. 
 
    The two teams collected their carry-on luggage from overhead, and walked across the tarmac to the bright lights of the terminal. They’d arrived in the dark of early morning, and the heat was bearable.  
 
    When they’d cleared the gate and were inside the building, Maric sent Mosha toward the information center. He motioned the rest of them toward some seats opposite the jungle conservatory at the heart of the building. They sat.  
 
    Mosha returned, and spoke briefly to Maric. Then he led them along a corridor to a terminal hall advising it contained gates 36 through to 40. Maric led them to the far end, and up onto a mezzanine floor. 
 
    “Mosha says we shouldn’t be disturbed here for an hour or two,” he said. “Let me do the introductions.”  
 
    He stuck to the one-word labels that were standard in the SAS. Usually the last name, but not always. He wondered for a moment why he always introduced himself as Maric. Did it mean his Dalmatian surname held some sort of unfinished business for him? 
 
    Russo replied in kind. Maric was not surprised to learn that Russo was known as Russo, and the gorilla went by the nickname of Hoist. The second woman was introduced as Bert, which was apparently a pronounceable version of her Dutch surname Burcht. 
 
    Russo specialized in unarmed combat and strategic information. Maric knew how good she was in her first specialty from his experience at the safe house in Auckland.  
 
    She carried the rank of major. Maric had to correct her misapprehension that he was still a captain. It was the first time he was glad of his promotion. He might technically have been in charge of the recon team, but giving orders to someone of higher rank would have added complications he didn’t need. This way they were equals, but he was in charge.  
 
    Hoist brought armaments and explosives skills. Bert specialized in knife work and assassination, and had a gift for languages. These were skills that applied more to the city than guerrilla warfare, but Maric figured the group would adapt to jungle conditions. Still, they had no more than two weeks tops to be ready, and he told them so. 
 
    Russo nodded. “We’ll make the grade,” she said confidently. 
 
    Maric believed her. It felt like his relationship with her was back on a more professional footing. Still, his feelings surprised him.  
 
    He’d largely forgotten about the safe house incident, but her arrival had stirred some powerful, conflicting emotions. He figured some of it was personal – he rather fancied the woman, despite the fact she annoyed him so much. And maybe some of it was due to indecision. An unconscious war between the attractions of a ‘normal’ life, and his carefree, wandering farm life. 
 
    Russo and Hoist were Italian, though she was from the north and he was from Sicily. They’d teamed up in basic training, and worked together ever since. Bert was from Holland, though she’d lived in France as an adult. 
 
    The discussion turned to weapons, and Russo’s team had a host of questions about the PR7s. The only shipment had come straight to Cal’s training camp, and the liaison group hadn’t even seen a schematic of the experimental rifles. 
 
    “There are some USPs as well,” added Mosha. This was met by an air of indifference from Russo’s team. 
 
    “Rather have my Beretta,” said Russo dismissively. It wasn’t surprising she preferred a handgun produced in Italy, thought Maric. Mind you half the US defense force did as well. 
 
    “I can do better with my knives,” said Bert. Maric filed that information away for future use. She could be quite useful eliminating sentries. 
 
    Hoist shrugged. Maric figured the powerful giant could shut down a close-quarters fight with his bare hands. 
 
    Once the topic of pistols had been exhausted, Maric turned his attention to their journey into the interior. 
 
    “How’s your gear getting here?” he queried. 
 
    “Same as yours,” said Russo. “Same cargo flight. Should be at the docks a couple of days after we arrive.” 
 
    That made sense. 
 
    “Where are we staying?” asked Bert, and Maric explained his forestry friend had been asked to secure them a house for a few weeks. It would be close to his friend’s home on Pontianak. 
 
    “We stay low, wear civvies, and blend in as much as we can. Dick’s wife is Maria, and they’ve got two kids. There’s usually three or four of Maria’s extended family staying with them. At the moment it’s an adult student, who’s also a nanny for the kids, and an uncle who runs a business in town. By the time we get there they’ll have brought in more of the extended family to act as cooks and housekeepers for us. 
 
    “The Dayaks are respectful people, at least toward outsiders. Make sure you treat them the same way. 
 
    “I’ll make some excuse why they can’t come to the second house once we’re settled in, and they’ll accept that. We can store our op gear there once it arrives. I’ll rotate one of us to keep guard at all times, just to be sure.  
 
    “They’re great hosts,” he emphasized, “just don’t piss them off. They didn’t get a reputation as head-hunters for nothing.” 
 
    “Yeah, but that’s in the past,” said Jinks, “right?” 
 
    “In the riots a few years back,” Maric continued, “for an independent Dayak state, a number of Dayaks were photographed carrying heads. This was a warning to dispossessed people from other islands not to try and resettle in Kalimantan, where there’s more land.  
 
    “Beheading is still the preferred means of settling disputes among these people.  
 
    Particularly when they get wound up. They live and die for the extended family, and we’d do well to remember that.” 
 
    Heads were nodding around the circle. This was important.  
 
    Maric turned to some basic facts and figures. 
 
    “Pontianak runs either side of the Kapuas River. This is a big river, people, fast flowing and wide. I’d compare it to the Amazon at Iquitos, where it enters Brazil. Remember, the Kapuas is emptying a very large area of rain forest.  
 
    “The dry season is from May to September. That’s a better time for us, and as long as we keep our water intake up we can function. Rains and humidity slow us down. 
 
    “We’re into April now, and Dick reports the Dry seems to be early this year. I’m hoping it will stay that way for our mission. By the time the main force arrives, we should be into the Dry proper.  
 
    "The daytime temperature is close to 30°C all year round, but that’s on the coast. We can expect closer to 40°C in the interior, especially in the dry season. 
 
    “The population in Pontianak is a little over half a million. There’s quite a racial mixture round the coast, but the Dayaks rule the interior. 
 
    “The center of Pontianak is mostly wooden, with buildings up to three stories. The city’s not far from the sea, and built in a low-lying area. Every street has a corresponding canal next to it to drain the water away. The only problem with that is the river backs up at high tide, and the canals overflow. If sea levels rise a meter as global warming predicts, Pontianak won’t be livable.” 
 
    There were a few raised eyebrows at that. 
 
    “I’ve been working on my command of Dayak,” continued Maric, "but it’s still fairly basic. We shouldn’t have troubles though. Dick will provide an interpreter in most situations, or come along himself.” 
 
    He turned to his right. “How’s your Dayak, Bert?” he asked the language specialist. 
 
    “About the same as yours,” she said. “What I’ve learned in the last ten days. The chief languages are English and Chinese. My Chinese is reasonable, as long as it’s Mandarin or Cantonese.” 
 
    Maric nodded. Good to see she’d done some preparation. He turned back to the others. 
 
    “The unit of currency is the Indonesian rupiah,” he continued, “and at the moment we’re getting a little over eight thousand rupiah to one New Zealand dollar.  
 
    “That means you're about to become millionaires,” he said with a laugh. “If I were you I’d savor this moment. You’ll each be given five million rupiah for expenses when we land." 
 
    "Don't get excited, that's about six hundred New Zealand dollars." 
 
    The others smiled. Maric noticed there seemed to be approval of his attention to detail. It was part of what was needed to wield this group into an effective team. On such small things was leadership built. 
 
    After the briefing the team got something to drink from the all night cafe, and walked the terminal. Trying to counteract the many hours sitting in the plane. Then they made their way to a smaller jet, and boarded it for the hop backwards to Kuching.  
 
    The giant terminal at Kuala Lumpur had been air-conditioned. The much smaller, and definitely quaint, airport at Kuching had no such modernisms. Tidy wooden fences and acres of white paint reflected the heat almost as badly as the tarmac. 
 
    “Thought you said thirty degrees,” groaned Hoist, sweat already dampening the back of his shirt. They were struggling into a terminal that did have a roof, but was open along the sides. 
 
    “Been raining overnight,” said Maric. “Humidity’s making it seem worse. Be better in Pontianak, I promise you.” 
 
    He knew the problem would continue for the big man. Hoist just couldn’t lose the heat he was generating fast enough. Maric figured he’d do better in the dry season. When he explained his reasoning to Hoist the big man didn’t seem convinced. 
 
    Two hours later they were in an even smaller turbo-prop, and descending over Pontianak. Maric wondered how he’d ever describe the airport to someone who hadn’t seen it.  
 
    It was much like provincial New Zealand, with three or four airline counters and a couple of displays of Dayak clothing and weapons. Except the colors weren’t anything you’d find in New Zealand. They were more vibrant. None of your pastels or earth colors here.  
 
    His friend Dick was waiting for them. He would have been hard to miss in a crowded airport, let alone in the straggling line of people at the fence. A shortish, solid, and very white, man at the fence waved enthusiastically. A baseball cap covered his short and thinning hair. He seemed to be the mother ship for a group of smaller, and much thinner, Dayaks. His retinue were constantly darting away and back on various errands. Two small boys clung to the mesh on the fence in front of him. 
 
    “Pendithh, Pendithh!” called the younger one. 
 
    A slim Dayak woman scooped him up to the top of the fence so he could see better. Her full dress stood out in blocks of color, and darker lips and eyes accentuated skin the color of tropical heartwood. An onlooker might be mistaken for seeing something doll-like in her barely five foot frame. But that would be a mistake. She ruled Dick’s menagerie with an iron hand, and could take the shirt off your back in a business deal. 
 
    “Hello Maria!” called Maric. “How’s it hanging, Dick!” 
 
    “None the worse for seeing you, boy!” bellowed Dick in reply. 
 
    The new arrivals had to pass through a cursory customs and immigration check before they could join the welcoming party. It didn’t seem to matter that Maria had passed the younger boy across the fence to Maric. He was formally assessed and permitted entry to the country as well.  
 
    Only in Indonesia, thought Maric. 
 
    When they were released on the other side of the barrier, Maric enveloped a protesting Dick in a bear hug, and kissed Maria on the cheek. The Dayak entourage around Dick enveloped the the reconnaissance team and shepherded them toward three vehicles. All the vehicles were at least ten years old, and had been driven hard.  
 
    Neither Dick nor Maric attempted any introductions, apart from Dick’s offering that Uncle Pau would drive one vehicle, Maria another, and Dick the last. Maric wondered how many of the Dayaks would have licenses, or for that matter, much in the way of driving experience. 
 
    Not that they weren’t mechanically minded. Dick’s logging gangs in the interior felled fast-growing scrub for palm oil plantations. They knew all there was to know about chainsaws. Despite their slight build and wiry nature, the Dayak workers were remarkably strong. 
 
    During the trip into the city, the Dayaks put questions to the drivers, who translated them for the visitors. The drivers were the only ones who had, it seemed, any ability with English.  
 
    Dick’s house was a two-story concrete and plaster affair, basic but quite livable. Once there the bulk of the Dayaks spilled out onto a small front lawn. One made of wiry grass that had just managed to survive hundreds of feet and the occasional machete attack.  
 
    Dick motioned the drivers forward, and the vehicles grumbled down the hard-packed grit road and around the corner. They stopped at a wooden bungalow with extensive verandas. colorful flowers decorated bushes under spreading shade trees. One of the many canals ran between the road and the house, with a narrow plank bridge over it. 
 
    “This is heaven!” exulted Bert, once they knew this was theirs. The others had to agree. The inside proved equally enchanting. The rooms were simple, but the lounge and kitchen were paneled with tropical hardwoods, and sported old-fashioned ceiling fans. 
 
    “This is better than your place, Dick!” said Maric. “I’ll have to charge you to come and visit us.” 
 
    “Ha!” said Dick. “It’s the only place within walking distance of the old homestead, so we can bring you food and pick up washing. 
 
    “Half a mill a day, but Maria got you a deal, and it gets cheaper the longer you’re here. Say two and a half mill a week if you need it for three weeks.” 
 
    Maric nodded. Maria was a sharp businesswoman.  
 
    The team grabbed their light carry-on cases and threw them onto the built-in seats and cane chairs of the lounge. They had one change of clothing and basics for a few days. The rest of their gear would be arriving at the wharves downriver in three days. 
 
    “Look at this,” exclaimed Bert from the kitchen. A wide back veranda opened onto an area paved with flat stones and surrounded by lush gardens. Something like a small band rotunda poked out from a grove of trees at the back of the section. A real hideaway. 
 
    “Ella and Subi will bring you lunch in an hour,” said Dick. “No playing with the Dayak girls, even though I’m sure they’d want you to. You’re not staying, and their bride price drops dramatically once they’re used goods. Understand?” 
 
    The concept of a bride price surprised the team. Still, important local customs and all that. They nodded. 
 
    “Any limits on what we can do with the young men?” said Bert, and the room dissolved in laughter. 
 
    “Knock yourself out,” said Dick, with a grin. “There’s local beer in the icebox. You’ll find the electricity cuts out for an hour around midday sometimes, and the tides will wash over the road later in the week. You can forget about Internet, unless you’re prepared to wait. It’s slow, and patchy. Hope you’ve got your satphones with you.” 
 
    Maric nodded. 
 
    “I’ll tell you more later. Big welcome party at our place tonight. If I were you, I’d catch up on my sleep.” 
 
    There was a profusion of thank yous, and Maric shook his hand warmly. Dick was a kiwi but his parents were English. One hug per visit was about his limit. 
 
    Russo commandeered the smaller of the two rooms at the back for her and Bert. Maric chose to sleep on one of the built-in seats in the lounge. The rest of the men dumped their stuff in the other room, which was a bit crowded with four of them in there. Hoist asked Maric if he minded sharing the lounge. Maric nodded his okay. 
 
    Hendrik got to work in the kitchen. A round of teas and coffees arrived in short order. Bert was especially touched by Hendrik’s generosity, and pitched in to help. They seemed an odd pair. Maric was pleased the two teams had started looking out for each other. 
 
    After that it was time to unpack, and explore the house and gardens until lunch arrived. It was a simple meal of rice, greens and stringy local chicken. Then they turned in for an afternoon nap. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 14 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Dick turned up about six. He’d walked from his house, and the recon team walked back along the grit road with him.  
 
    The presence of so many white people in one place made them a form of local entertainment. A ragtag bunch of kids slowly grew into a crowd behind them. Dick spent his time waving to his Dayak neighbors, and answering questions. 
 
    “I’m saying you’re here to look at palm oil plantations in Kalimantan,” he said, sticking to the cover story. “You might invest in palm oil if all goes well. Apart from that I’m being deliberately vague. Telling them you’re in no rush.” 
 
    Maric grunted his thanks. It was the most likely story, exploiting the fact Dick made his living from palm oil now. And it would continue to be a perfect excuse when they headed into the interior. 
 
    The number of people at Dick’s house had doubled from those that met them at the airport. Dick assured Maric this was everyone who was coming.  
 
    Not the whole tribe – he was confident he could field 50 fighting men with assorted weapons if he needed to protect his plantations – but the city part of it. 
 
    There were Dayaks crowded on the arms of two settees, and more perched on the windowsills. Others sat on the floor with their backs against the wall. They’d waited until the guests of honor arrived, and now handed glasses of local beer to the older men, Dayak and European alike.  
 
    Dick proceeded to toast the team in arrack, the local distilled liquor, and compelled Maric to join him. The Dayaks found Maric’s gasps as he sipped at the arrack hilarious.  
 
    Now that honor was, apparently, satisfied, platters of food appeared from behind the kitchen servery. They were loaded onto the big table in the lounge. There were more of the rangy chicken pieces, fried this time, and a colorful rice dish with some delicate seasoning and sliced vegetables.  
 
    Root vegetables were rare in Maric’s experience of Kalimantan, but one of the plates contained something akin to kumera. Bowls of plain rice and steamed greens completed the feast. 
 
    More glasses of fruit juice and beer appeared after the meal, and the social side of the evening began in earnest. Maric and Bert were an instant hit with their attempts to speak the Dayak language. The room collapsed with laughter every time they uttered a word.  
 
    Dick had to reassure them they were doing well. They were having most trouble with their rrrrs, which apparently had to be almost forced out, making a purring sound. 
 
    “It’s your accent,” he told them, laughing. “New Zealand English is a pretty clipped language compared to others. It sounds like you’re attacking the Dayak words, chopping them up and pushing them into a regular order.  
 
    “They understand you,” he assured them. “No problems there. Just slow down a bit, and draw the words out. Hey, they love the fact you’re trying!” 
 
    Oddly, there was no attempt by the locals to try out their English on the visitors. English was rarely taught in schools, and it wasn’t a main language of commerce. It was a hard lesson about relying on English as the world’s first language. 
 
    Apart from that, it was a very enjoyable evening. 
 
    Back at the base house, just after midnight, Maric asked the team what they thought of the Dayak people. 
 
    “I wouldn’t want to upset some clan loyalty, or cross some religious boundary,” said Russo. “Once they were angered I don’t think they’d listen to an apology, or the voice of reason.” 
 
    The others agreed. There were comments on their generosity, and industriousness. 
 
    “Exactly,” said Maric. “And that’s where Dick comes in. He can warn us before we make those mistakes.  
 
    “We get some leeway as honorary tribal members, but they’d be too polite to let us know we were digging ourselves an ever-deeper hole. As far as our conduct goes, be on the lookout for unintended affront, okay?” 
 
    There was a chorus of yessirs. 
 
    “We’re going to need members of Dick’s tribe in the field. As guides and interpreters. As locals to speak for us when we meet other tribes in the interior. And to bring the vehicles back when they’ve taken us as far as they can.” 
 
    The others nodded. 
 
    “Right,” said Maric. “You’re not on holiday, though it may feel like it. Lights out in ten minutes, and a sleep-in tomorrow to help you with jet lag.” 
 
    Ten minutes later the house was silent. Maric was out on the back veranda, sitting on a wide cane seat. He’d sprayed a couple of cleaning cloths from the kitchen with insect repellent. One lay across his shoulders and the other across his knees. The stuff seemed to be working. He was surprised when the back door opened silently, and Russo appeared. 
 
    She hesitated, and obviously hadn’t expected to see him. 
 
    He waved her over to the seat beside him. He sprayed the last of the cleaning cloths and handed it to her. She smiled, and let it drape down from her knees, where her legs were exposed under her skirt. 
 
    “Can’t sleep?” whispered Maric. 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “I usually let everyone else nod off first,” she said. “It gives me quiet time to plan things.” 
 
    It was Maric’s turn to nod.  
 
    “Same here. I think the men like it. Makes them think someone’s in charge, things are going to go okay. That was how I felt when I was new to the SAS.” 
 
    She smiled appreciatively. It was a nice sentiment. 
 
    “It was you that got me into this,” said Maric. He found he wanted to tell her what she’d done for him. Then he realized it was a long story. 
 
    She raised her eyebrows encouragingly. She was intrigued. 
 
    “Let’s move away from the house,” said Maric, standing. Russo hesitated, then followed him toward the retreat at the back of the section. 
 
    When they were comfortable again, the repellent-saturated cloths arranged to keep the mosquitoes away, he told her what he meant. How he’d agonized over taking part in an SAS op again. How her words had made him look inside himself. 
 
    “You’ve been a bit of a turning point in my life,” he said quietly. 
 
    He was looking at her intently. She dropped her eyes.  
 
    He leaned in and kissed her. She didn’t resist. Maybe she thought he’d earned the right with a story like that.  
 
    She put a hand on his chest to keep him at bay. 
 
    “This is not supposed to happen while in uniform,” she pointed out.  
 
    “We’re not in uniform,” he said mischievously. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. He knew what she meant. They were currently on active duty. There were rules. 
 
    “If you’d like to put a uniform on, I’d be delighted to take you out of it,” he added. 
 
    “Maybe when this is all over,” she said hesitantly. 
 
    “No,” said Maric firmly. “There’ll be too much paperwork, too much winding down. We’ll end up on different continents, and it will all be ‘too hard’.  
 
    “One of us could be dead before this is over, you know that. Let’s face it, ops people just aren’t good at making relationships work.” 
 
    “That is old line in this business,” she said dismissively. “Let us make love, tomorrow we might be dead.” 
 
    Maric reached down and caught the hem of her skirt. He raised it half way up her thigh. She put a hand on his to stop him. 
 
    “Tonight is a statement of intent,” said Maric in her ear. “Tomorrow we put it in the back of our minds and concentrate on the op. But we’re going to meet again, I can promise you. You and I have unfinished business.” 
 
    She relaxed a little. He was making a strange sort of sense.  
 
    Somehow his hand had eluded hers. Now it was teasing at the edge of her knickers. She wished he wouldn’t do that, it was becoming very hard to think. 
 
    When he rolled her onto her back, she went with him. Longing surged through her as he eased her legs apart. 
 
    “It’s not you that has to worry,” he whispered in her ear. “I’m the one who might have mosquito bites on his backside in the morning.” 
 
    She giggled. That was the problem, dammit. She liked him. 
 
    Then he got really interesting. 
 
    The next morning, the team headed off for a tour of Pontianak’s claustrophobic markets and the old-world buildings of the town center. Their driver was uncle Pau, who seemed to have been permanently assigned to them as interpreter. 
 
    Maric and Russo were fastidiously formal around each other. If any of the others noticed, they didn’t comment. 
 
    Finding a bank, and a very modern-looking money machine, Maric drew out enough rupiah to pay the team their expenses money. He was carrying travelers’ checks for much larger amounts in US dollars, and they’d be put to good use soon. 
 
    Hoist bought himself a Panama hat, the old-fashioned explorers’ head wear. The big man certainly looked the part, dressed as he was in something that could have passed for a safari suit. He ignored calls of ‘great white hunter’, and ‘Dr Livingstone I don’t presume’.  
 
    Russo bought a straw hat with artificial flowers around the brim, and it made her look surprisingly feminine. There was still something of the girl in the hardened field operative. Bert purchased a no-nonsense wide-brimmed canvas hat, and had to put up with calls of, ‘good on ya cobber’, and ‘streuth, did I remember to unsaddle me kangaroo’. 
 
    Maric was going out of his way to let the team see his human side. They’d need to hang onto that thought in a few days time, when he was beating them into shape for the job ahead. 
 
    Uppermost in his mind was the understanding their lives were now his responsibility. It was a tough truth to carry. He did not want them to die on his watch! 
 
    “Your team on daily antibiotics for malaria?” he quizzed Russo. She nodded. 
 
    “Good,” he said. “That means we’re also covered for diarrhea and minor infections.” 
 
    He talked with Mosha for a while. Morale was high among the men. Jinks and Anderson had started off on the wrong foot, but Mosha had stepped in to mediate. Now they put anything contentious through him first. A more cordial atmosphere had soon developed. 
 
    That was what Maric expected. He trusted Mosha to be his eyes and ears. He looked around. Jinks and Anderson had disappeared. He spotted them fifty meters back, talking to a group of Dayak girls. When they saw him approaching, Jinks handed one of them a slip of paper. Then the two men rejoined the others, heads down under Maric’s stern gaze. 
 
    He almost smiled to himself. Now they had a common cause, the Dayak girls. At least they’d come together over something. 
 
    The girls, unescorted, probably had no bride price. Once married and divorced, or widowed, they had to get by in life as best as they could. They faced the same future if they ‘inadvertently’ acquired any experience of men. Maric didn’t mind what Jinks and Anderson got up to, but he didn’t want it bringing attention down on the recon team. 
 
    Mosha fell into step beside him. 
 
    “What’s going on with you and Russo?” he said quietly. 
 
    Maric stiffened. He felt like a naughty boy caught with his hand in the cookie jar. 
 
    “That much, huh?” said Mosha, grinning from ear to ear. 
 
    Maric struggled to normalize the situation. Mosha couldn’t know what had happened. And anyway, he’d told Russo the truth. The thought they might never have another opportunity had made him a bit reckless last night. From now until the end of the op it had ‘never happened’. 
 
    Besides, Mosha wouldn’t make things difficult for him. They tried to outdo each other in the SAS, but they were the best of friends. 
 
    He turned to say something, but Mosha merely patted him on the shoulder. 
 
    “She looks like hard work to me. But I hope it works out for you,” he said, before walking ahead. Maric knew Mosha would back him, whatever the situation. It felt good. 
 
    Shortly after the team had returned to the base house, and done justice to lunch, Dick arrived. Maric immediately called a planning session.  
 
    He’d given the team a bit of down time to get over jet lag and set up base camp, but they needed to start looking ahead. In less than a week they’d be heading for the interior. 
 
    He opened a large map of Kalimantan on the table. Russo nodded. “Same as the one I’ve got,” she said. 
 
    “We’ve got a reasonable road as far as Sintang,” said Maric, “and then we leave the Kapuas River and drive on a dirt track to Nangahpinoh, but that still leaves us a long way short of our goal,”  
 
    Dick nodded. He folded up Maric’s map and handed it back to him. Then he fished a much-folded, black and white map out of an inside pocket and laid it on the table. 
 
    “This is in Dutch,” said Bert, craning her neck around to get a better look. 
 
    “Borneo was a Dutch colony until the second World War,” said Dick. “The Dutch aren’t slouches when it comes to maps and navigation. It was the only way they could keep track of their colonies. The Indonesian war of independence started in 1945, and the Dutch formally ceded the colony to the people in 1949. So, they had good maps up ‘til then.” 
 
    The map wasn’t quite as big as the one Maric had, but there was much more physical detail on it. Rivers, mountains, villages, possible mining sites, gradient lines, old logging routes, and descriptions of unusual land features. 
 
    It was a very old map all right. Half the roads on Maric’s map were missing, and none of the coastal airstrips showed. Still, Maric understood why Dick brought it along. It gave them the most detailed look at the interior. 
 
    “Where’d you get this?” said Maric. 
 
    Dick winked at him. “Dayak National Archives. Maria found out who to talk to, and then some money changed hands. Good old Indonesian corruption!” 
 
    He turned back to the map. 
 
    “Now, where do you want to go?” 
 
    This was a turning point. Maric still wasn’t sure how much he wanted Dick involved in the mission. The SAS didn’t put civilian lives at risk, and in this case NATO didn’t want to disclose the whereabouts of a very profitable diamond mine. At least until the Count had been closed down and all the intel removed. He took Dick aside. 
 
    “We can’t involve you too much in the mission, you understand that?” 
 
    “This is my country now, mate, and these are my people! I’d risk anything for them,” said Dick heatedly. Maric was more concerned with Dick’s fascination with SAS life. Maric was always wary of the ‘death or glory’ impulse that lay buried in most people. 
 
    “I know you would,” he said, “but Maria and the boys won’t be happy if you come back in a box, and I don’t want that on my conscience.” 
 
    Dick grumbled something. “The Dayaks have old blood feuds with half the Iban tribes on the far side of the Pegunungan Shwaner area. I need to know where you’re going if it’s my boys you might be taking into danger.” 
 
    Maric nodded. 
 
    “But you’ll come back to Pontianak with the vehicles?” he pressed. 
 
    Dick grudgingly agreed. 
 
    “And nothing said in this room is repeated outside it?” 
 
    “Of course not,” said Dick. “No problem about that.” 
 
    Maric told him more about the mission. Dick was particularly intrigued that a Dalmatian Count had apparently found one of the sources of the South Kalimantan diamonds. He’d been meaning to have a look in that area himself, but always been too busy. 
 
    They returned to the table, and Maric read off some coordinates. Mosha placed a finger south-east of Bukit Baka Bukit Raya National park. Maric took a small jar of spices from the side of the servery in the kitchen, and placed it on the spot. 
 
    “No one marks any maps,” he said firmly, and they all nodded. 
 
    “We’ll need to go through this range of hills here,” he said, indicating Pegunungan Shwaner on the map, “in the direction of Tumbangsamba.” 
 
    “The Count will be getting his workers from that village,” said Dick. “It’s an Iban village, and that means problems. The Iban are more mercenary than other Dayaks, and as Sea Dayaks they’ve got a fierce tradition of piracy to live up to. They’ll fight, and die, if they have to.” 
 
    Some of the team shook their heads. It was a complication they didn’t need. No one wanted a trail of unnecessary deaths, or the ensuing political problems.  
 
    “There’s a slim chance you’ll meet a tribe of wandering Dayaks,” said Dick. He explained what he meant. 
 
    “The Dutch forcibly settled the nomadic tribes of the interior in the early 1920s. A few of the tribes vanished into the mountains of the north rather than be settled, and missionaries have only made contact with those tribes again in the last twenty years.” 
 
    Maric nodded. Dick’s knowledge of the area was proving invaluable, as he’d expected. 
 
    “It looks like the easiest way in for us is through the park,” said Maric. “Does it have restricted access? Are there government rangers permanently stationed there?” 
 
    “Yes and No,” said Dick. “There’s a government research center in the middle of the park, at Kihambatang, but it’s easily bypassed. The trekking companies will be more of a problem – you’ll be surprised at the tourists coming into these areas now.  
 
    “People want to see Orangutan, Sun Bears, and maybe a Clouded Leopard, while they still exist in the wild. You can go rafting in the park and soak in thermal springs, for heaven’s sake!” 
 
    It was a far cry from the wilderness Dick had encountered during his first contract in the region as an assessor for logging companies. Back then his New Zealand forestry qualifications had landed him a top job felling trees. Now, like so many others, he was trying to save what was left of the rain forest.  
 
    “There’s no official road past Nangahpinoh. But I can get you through the park and into the ranges by using some of the old forestry roads.  
 
    “If we happen to run into Rangers then my GPS must have conveniently broken.” He grinned. There was still a lot of the Wild West in Dick. 
 
    “And if I’m right there’ll be an old logging camp up there you can use.” 
 
    Maric nodded. This sounded perfect. 
 
    “I’d like to head for the interior as soon as we pick up our gear from the docks,” he said. “We can set up a forward base near the park. We’ll be there for a few days of training, and then we’ll need some of your boys to take us in. That okay?” 
 
    Dick nodded. He had the perfect guides in mind. He’d need to move a number of people and vehicles around to make it happen, but it would be done. 
 
    “What do you know of the KBAI Aikido Dojo, Dick?” asked Maric. 
 
    Dick’s eyebrows shot up. This was a completely new tack. 
 
    “Didn’t know there was one in Pontianak,” he answered. 
 
    Maric looked thoughtful. 
 
    “I’m probably going to need you as an interpreter. Can you spare a couple of hours? Right now if possible.” 
 
    Dick shrugged. What he had to do could wait. 
 
    “Good,” said Maric. “We’ll need your land rover. Let’s go.” 
 
    The small sign on the wall of the wooden building said ‘KBAI Dojo, the way of peace.’ Maric looked up the steep stairs leading into the interior. 
 
    “Seem kocher to you, Dick?” he said. 
 
    Dick nodded. The center of Pontianak was a warren of two and three story wooden buildings, but most of it was safe. This was a good area. 
 
    “Kalimantan Barat Aikido Instruction?” said Maric. 
 
    Dick looked more closely at the sign. He nodded again. KBAI, it made sense. The Indonesian for ‘instruction’ was ‘instruksi’. 
 
    There was a landing at the top of the stairs. One of the doors leading off the landing sported a dojo sign, and Maric tapped gently on it. There was no reply, but he persevered. After two or three minutes of gentle tapping, another door on the landing opened. A woman looked out at them, and called something back into the room. 
 
    A young man came to the door. “Dojo closed,” he said, in awkward English. 
 
    Maric smiled, and bowed, with his hands together. 
 
    “Tell him I want to hire his dojo,” he said to Dick. The man appeared to be Malay, and he and Dick got by in basic Chinese. 
 
    “He says the dojo may not be used for any other activity,” said Dick. “I think you’ve offended him.” 
 
    Maric bowed even lower. 
 
    “Tell him I am sensei, and I will bring seven uke.” 
 
    The young man’s head snapped up once he heard the word sensei. He held up one finger for them to wait, and disappeared inside the room. The woman shut the door. 
 
    Dick chuckled. “Now you’ve done it!” 
 
    “We wait,” said Maric. 
 
    A little later the door opened, and a solid, middle-aged man appeared. He was tall for an Indonesian, and almost European in his appearance. The way he carried himself told Maric this was the master of the dojo. 
 
    “Half Dutch,” said Dick quietly to Maric. 
 
    “Indeed you are correct, my friend,” said the man, “though it is usually considered impolite to say so.” His English was perfect. 
 
    “Oh, crap,” said Dick. “Look, I’m really sorry . ..” 
 
    The man lifted a hand and cut him off. “What is it you want?” he said curtly. 
 
    Maric explained that he wanted to use the dojo, as a dojo, during the next few days. Only when it was convenient, and only at times it was empty. 
 
    The man scrutinized him closely. 
 
    “What kyu are you?” he said tersely. 
 
    “I don’t belong to a dojo these days,” said Maric. “I belong to the New Zealand SAS.” 
 
    The man’s face broke into a smile. 
 
    “East Timor,” he said, nodding his head.  
 
    The previous Indonesian government of President Suharto had not been popular. It had invaded East Timor in 1975 when the Portuguese withdrew, and committed some of the worst atrocities in modern times.  
 
    An Australian and New Zealand force had upheld the United Nations decision of 1999 in favor of an independent East Timor. The New Zealand defense Force had been part of the peacemaking team from 1999 until recently, including a small SAS contingent. The New Zealanders had earned high praise for their humanity, and sense of fairness. 
 
    Maric bowed again. He’d mentioned this in the hope the Aikido master would approve. 
 
     “Each dojo has its own . . . roh . . . or spirit,” continued the dojo master. “I will not let anyone disturb the spirit of this place.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Maric. He waited a moment, then offered his own counsel. “When both sensei and uke are pure of heart, there is harmony in the way of peace.” 
 
    The Aikido master looked stern, but Maric thought he’d made a point. The spirit of a place depended on the heart of teachers and students alike. 
 
    “We’ll have to test that, won’t we,” said the master at last. “Follow me.” 
 
    He muttered something to the young man, who quickly located a key and unlocked the door to the dojo. They passed through to an attic space Maric estimated to be eight meters by ten. The walls sloped in to a roof overhead. Thick tatami – rice stalk mats – covered the floor in the middle of the space. Windows in the gable at either end provided light. 
 
    “This will do perfectly,” said Maric. 
 
    “First, you will prove your right to be sensei here,” said the dojo master, and murmured something to the young man in one of the Malay dialects. The young man stripped off his shirt and took a position at one side of the tatami mats. The dojo master pointed Maric toward the other side. 
 
    “Looks like you got to fight for your supper, boy,” said Dick in a low voice. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 15 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    “No gi?” said Maric, referring to the Judo-style suits that allowed opponents to grip and throw each other. 
 
    “Street fighting self-defense,” said the sensei. “Something that should suit an SAS soldier.” 
 
    Maric nodded. The bare look was in honor of him.  
 
    He stripped his shirt off, feeling a little self-conscious in baggy shorts, and took his place on the other side of the mat. 
 
    “Begin!” said the sensei. Maric bowed, then stepped onto the mat. Normal procedure was to kneel on the mat and bow in honor of the senior ranks present. Then bring up one knee and stand. But this was street fighting. 
 
    His adversary was already half way across the mat, and then in the air. The smaller man landed just short of him. Maric figured he was hoping to translate his momentum into an unstoppable kick to the stomach or the heart.  
 
    It was the heart. This was no friendly tournament bout. 
 
    Maric moved sideways at the last possible moment. A too-early defense risked the attack being converted into another attack that was just as dangerous.  
 
    The martial arts student had kicked with his right leg. Maric moved to his left. He dropped his arm down to guard against a back kick. It was hard to resist the urge to drop the student on his back by flicking his kicking leg higher. But it was better to find out his opponent’s strengths and weaknesses first. 
 
    The young man whirled, and began a combination of kicks and strikes that forced Maric to give ground. He was blocking as fast as he could, but some of the strikes were getting through. They were targeting the inside of his upper arms.  
 
    Clever, thought Maric. The more bruised and painful his arms became, the slower he’d be. Once the student had an advantage like that, he’d be able to turn it into a win. This was an ‘all in’ style of fighting all right. The gentleness of the Aikido advertised outside the building had been replaced by something considerably harsher. 
 
    Maric was the older man, and was only now beginning to warm up. It was also beginning to annoy him that his adversary wasn’t coming in toe to toe. The bout was more like dojo fighting, at a distance, than the hard contact of street fighting. 
 
    He managed to break his opponent’s concentration by snap-kicking at his knees. If he could upset the other’s balance he could get inside his fast-moving attack and do some damage. He noticed his opponent jumped over his knee kicks, rather than moving out of the way. 
 
    That was a weakness. It was hard to change direction once you were in the air. 
 
    Maric snapped a roundhouse kick to the student’s knee. His adversary jumped as usual, turning in mid-air so he could return the kick when he landed.  
 
    He never got the chance. Maric pulled his kick short. His arm shot out to grab his opponent by the throat, while he was still in mid-air. He could have used an edged strike to break the man’s Adam's apple, but that was unlikely to help him get use of the dojo. His adversary was completely surprised by the move. Much more irritating to the student was the fact he’d ‘lost face’.  
 
    Maric let him go, and the younger man drove a straight right punch toward his head. All his weight was behind it.  
 
    The SAS man moved enough to let it go past his face on the right, and dropped his wrist into the crook of the other’s arm. His opponent pulled back from the strike, and Maric let the retreating punch pull him closer. With the young man’s arm locked against his chest, he dropped his weight sharply. 
 
    The student hit the mat hard with his right shoulder. Without the mats the bones of his shoulder would have shattered. The life went out of him, and for a moment Maric thought he was unconscious. He stepped back, and waited for the young man to rise. 
 
    The sensei recited something in a calm, clear manner.  
 
    “Anger leads to defeat,” translated Dick. 
 
    The student scrambled to his feet, and bowed deeply to his sensei. Then he turned his attention back to Maric. He was more determined now, and less annoyed. That suited Maric fine.  
 
    He wanted his opponent to commit himself to the attack. All the rest was so much fancy tap dancing. It might look good, but it didn’t have enough weight behind it to do any real damage. And it didn’t give Maric the opportunity to turn it into a devastating counter-attack. 
 
    He blocked a knife-edge strike with his left arm, and his adversary slid his hand down Maric’s forearm to grab and twist his wrist. 
 
    Better, thought Maric, and let his opponent throw him to his left. Onto his back. Kote gaeshi was an old friend to Maric. The turning wrist lock was part of nearly every oriental martial art. It was devastatingly effective if done correctly. The important thing was to follow up well. The student didn’t. 
 
    Maric continued to turn in the air, hitting on his side rather than his back, and continuing onto his front. That positioned him to twist his left hand around and grab the young man’s wrist, reversing their positions. 
 
    The student pulled back, trying to get away, but Maric tightened his fingers about the other’s wrist. He let his adversary draw him forward as he came to his feet.  
 
    A series of fast, strong kicks by the younger man followed, but Maric pulled him off balance with each one. The student realized he couldn’t kick effectively with Maric controlling his movements. He began a series of sharp finger strikes to the eyes and throat with his free hand. They were quickly parried.  
 
    Maric dug his thumb into the underneath of the young man’s wrist. The pressure was intended to crush the main nerve that ran up the arm. The limb began to weaken, then jerk intermittently as his opponent struggled to free himself. 
 
    It was time to end the bout. Maric eased up on the nerve lock, and stepped round in front of his adversary. The student put everything he had into a roundhouse strike with his free hand to the base of Maric’s neck.  
 
    Maric blocked, then drove a hard right over the young man’s left shoulder. For a moment a look of relief came into the student’s eyes, and then the edge of Maric’s hand jerked back, hitting him hard under the base of the skull.  
 
    He collapsed forward, into Maric’s arms, and was lowered gently onto the mat. From there Maric placed him in the first aid recovery position. 
 
    “Bloody hell!” said Dick. “A rabbit punch. I haven’t seen that in years, and you pulled it off from in front of him!” 
 
    Maric growled a few words, and Dick fell silent. The SAS man bowed deeply to the unconscious student. Then he walked backward to the edge of the mat, before bowing again. Stepping off, he picked up his shirt, and wiped his face with it. 
 
    “Too damned hot in the tropics for this sort of thing,” he said, getting his breath back. 
 
    The sensei was already on the mat, gently rubbing life-giving ki into the muscles at the back of his student’s neck. 
 
    “Sorry about the outburst,” said Dick quietly. “I got a bit carried away.” 
 
    Maric smiled. “No harm done. Just hope I did enough to get us the dojo. It’s been a long time since I’ve been on a mat.” 
 
    “You have your dojo,” confirmed the Aikido master, turning toward him. He helped his student sit up. “The contest was not about winning. Do you understand this?” 
 
    “Hai,” said Maric gravely, meaning yes. “It was about conducting oneself well, and showing care for others. It was about being a sensei.” 
 
    The dojo master nodded. 
 
    If it had been about winning, Maric would have been on the mats with the master himself, and that would have been an interesting situation.  
 
    The sensei would get few opportunities to spar with someone as battle-hardened as Maric. But he’d sacrificed that chance to give his student some valuable experience. That was what being a teacher was all about. 
 
    “You can have the dojo any time,” said the Aikido master. His student slowly got to his feet.  
 
    “Just knock on my door for the key. But not before 8 am, and not after 5.30 pm. 
 
    “Students start to arrive for 6pm training about then,” he explained, as he checked the young man’s eyes for concussion, and his limbs for weakness.  
 
    “You’ve caught us on the busy nights of the week. Normally you could have had some time in the evenings as well.” 
 
    Maric nodded. 
 
    “It’s important I have no one but my team in the dojo . . ,” he began, but the dojo master raised a hand and cut him off. 
 
    “I expected that. You’re acclimatizing your people to the conditions on the equator. When you’re ready, you’re going about your SAS business – whether that’s officially sanctioned, or more clandestine.  
 
    “What are you anyway, an advance party?” 
 
    Maric smiled. The dojo master must have been a military man himself at some stage of his life. He said nothing. 
 
    For the first time, the sensei smiled back. 
 
    “No names, no information,” he said, nodding. “Only my wife, who you’ve met, my student here, and myself, will know about this. And we will say nothing.” 
 
    Maric thanked him for his understanding. 
 
    “Look in the papers in a couple of months,” he said. “You might understand why we were here.” It was the best he could offer.  
 
    The sensei nodded. 
 
    Maric turned to go. 
 
    “We’ll be back soon,” he said, “to get some time in before 5.30.” 
 
    Back in the land rover, Maric began rubbed his inner arms, where the sensei’s student had been hammering away at him. 
 
    “Saw you take a couple of hits,” said Dick, looking over from his driving. 
 
    “No one comes out of a fight unscathed,” said Maric. “That’s why it’s important to have a decent reason to go into one in the first place.” 
 
    Back at the house, Jinks commented on the tinge of purple coming up on Maric’s arms. 
 
    “Street kids beat you up and take your lunch money?” he said, looking innocent. Maric marked him for some special attention on the mat later in the afternoon. 
 
    “No, smart arse,” he said. “I’ve got us somewhere to train for unarmed combat. And since you’re a paramedic, you can towel and ice the bruising.” 
 
    Jinks snapped to it, and banged out some ice from the refrigerator. 
 
    “Never seen anything like it,” Dick was saying. “He kind of tangled his arm with this other bloke’s punch and dropped his shoulder. That was it. The guy was flat on the mat. Thought he wasn’t going to get up. Wish I could do that!” 
 
    Maric let Dick ramble on. He didn’t mind his friend watching at the dojo, but he wasn’t going to show him how those things were done. His worry was that Dick would learn enough to train up his extended Dayak family. Maric didn’t want to be responsible for a new warlike attitude – and an imbalance of power – in the Dayak interior. 
 
    Forty minutes later they were back at the dojo. Maric opened the windows at either end, but it was still going to be hot work. 
 
    “Sorry about the heat,” he told the others, “but it’s good for you. The quicker we get used to working in temperatures like this, the sooner we’ll be ready for the interior. 
 
    “I know you’ve been trained to a high level of unarmed combat already, but there are some moves I want you to concentrate on. Some of it’s speed work, for the possibility something nasty drops out of the trees. Or we meet unfriendly Dayaks.  
 
    “Some of it’s about using whatever comes to hand as a weapon. Which is more likely if we meet the Russians and it comes to a brutal slog face to face.” 
 
    The first routines were a little clumsy, but the team were still learning how to execute them the way Maric wanted. And it was muggy.  
 
    They’d do better tomorrow. Maric figured the afternoons were just too hot for prolonged training, but each morning from now on they’d be back at the dojo. 
 
    Maybe he’d get Bert to show them one or two all-purpose knife defenses. It would be interesting to see how much she knew. It also meant he could split the class in two, and the team would get more individual attention. 
 
    Next day the routines were better. The dojo master provided some knives – with the edges ground off – and some short jo staffs. The staffs were interesting, made of a light gray wood that was remarkably heavy. It would break bones with ease. 
 
    Bert proved an excellent tutor with the knives, and Maric drilled them hard with the jos. He’d trained at Cal’s dojo on the longer bo, more like the western quarterstaff. Russo was more conversant with the shorter Aikido version. Between the two of them they had a range of techniques for the recon team to practice. 
 
    Practice finished at the dojo right on midday, and they were soon back at the base house, and showered off. Dick’s family brought them lunch, and then it was time to drive downriver and pick up their gear from the docks. 
 
    “Damn, but that river is moving,” said Hendrik. The short, strongly built SAS man was more gregarious now they were in the field. Maric approved. There had always been something deep, and dark, in Hendrik’s eyes. Something unfulfilled. Maric wanted him to find out what it was and make it live in the world. 
 
    There was only one bridge connecting the main part of the city, on the south bank, to the historic King’s palace and minor suburbs to the north. Maric looked uneasily out over the brown, uneven mass of water. It licked hungrily at the piers of the concrete bridge, and swirled menacingly about the banks. The middle raced by. 
 
    He turned his attention back to his driving. This was one occasion he’d usurped Uncle Pau from the driver’s seat and taken over the van himself. Pau had been somewhat aggrieved by the request to stand down. Until Dick had a few words with him. It was clear Dick had a close relationship with his extended Dayak family.  
 
    Dick used the van to ferry the Dayaks around. The 2, 2, 3 seating in the back, plus the two seats in the front, was more than Maric needed for the team. Indonesians drove on the left, which made the driving fairly straightforward. Though the other vehicles they encountered seemed to have little idea of road rules. 
 
    The docks were forty minutes downriver from the base house. The van was soon following a ribbon of villages and semi-industrial development. Cal apparently had faith in the Sea Dayaks as delivery boys, but it seemed an odd choice to Maric. He decided he’d reserve judgment until he met them.  
 
    He began to think about how the handover would be done. 
 
    It was the middle of the afternoon, and there’d be people at the docks. On top of that the captain didn’t know exactly when they’d be arriving. That ought to give the recon team some security. 
 
    The docks turned out to be one long stretch of wharf built against the side of the river. That made sense, thought Maric. Anything poking out into the Kapuas would have a hard time of it when the river flooded. Some big logs must make their way down from the interior. 
 
    Maric bypassed the first wharf. Dick had told him this was a commercial operation, ferrying goods up and down the river. He pulled the van in at the second one. By comparison it was much more impressive.  
 
    It stood higher in the water, so much so they drove up a ramp onto it. The surface of the wharf was made of massive baulks of tropical hardwood laid side by side. On the other side of the decking the long, curved side of a Bugi schooner rode a meter or two above the wharf. Another was tied off further down the wharf. One berthing place was empty. 
 
    Maric had done his homework. The Bugi schooners were typically 38m in length, carried two masts, and had distinctive black sails. The one ahead of him was no exception. The same baulks of timber that made up the wharf had been used to make the schooner. Maric figured each length of timber was around 30 x 20cm in cross-section.  
 
    There had clearly been no shortage of them in the construction of the ship. It gave a chunky look to the scuppers and the deck cabin, and must have made for an almost indestructible hull. 
 
    Maric and Mosha crossed the wharf to the nearest schooner. The rest of the team had been told to wait in the van. If Maric signaled, they were to show themselves, but that was all.  
 
    The two men hadn’t set foot on the schooner’s gangplank when a rough figure appeared at the rail next to it. 
 
    “Whaddaya want?” it said hoarsely, in strangely accented Dayak. 
 
    Maric’s command of Dayak was now to the fore. He didn’t want Bert out here helping with the translating. There were still some fixed ideas about the place of women in this part of the world. 
 
    “Kargo dari selandia baru?” said Maric. At least he’d been able to rehearse that little request. 
 
    The deckhand, if that was what he was, knew nothing about a cargo from New Zealand. He indicated the next schooner with a tilt of his head. As Maric and Mosha walked down the wharf, the scurrying of footsteps carried faintly to them across the deck of the ship. 
 
    Maric smiled. He’d almost been expecting that. Whatever the captain of the second schooner intended, the crew of this ship knew about it. If things turned ugly, the recon team could find themselves substantially outnumbered.  
 
    “Selandia baru?” said Maric at the next gangplank. This time there was more of a reception committee. The lead figure, a nervous-looking man in his mid-thirties, nodded.  
 
    Yes, they’d heard of New Zealand. Yes, they were expecting some visitors. 
 
    “Membawa kargo di dek dan kami akan memuat itu di van,” said Maric, waving his hand behind him. If the ship’s crew could bring the cargo on deck, his people would load it in the van. 
 
    The hand waving was also the signal for the recon team to show themselves. Six very useful looking figures got out of the van and stood beside it. 
 
    There was a burst of Dayak from behind the leader of the group. It grew into a heated argument. The leader had to threaten one of the men with the knife at his belt before the rest would shut up. Maric found that a strange lack of discipline for a ship of this size. 
 
    It was enough for him to hazard a guess at what had happened here. The ‘captain’ was likely an opportunist with a string of crimes behind him already. He would have knifed the real captain and thrown him overboard. Then he would’ve talked the others into extorting further payment. Maric wondered if they’d opened the crates in the hold. 
 
    It was soon apparent what the leader had in mind. 
 
    “Terms of agreement have changed,” said the new captain. 
 
    Maric nodded. He knew what was coming, but it was best to let the schooner crew think he was soft. An easy target in a foreign port. 
 
    “Passage very difficult,” said the captain. “Had to pay many bribes.” 
 
    He made the universal gesture of rubbing thumb and fingers together to denote greasing the wheels of officialdom with cash. He was keeping his Dayak words simple, and he was trying to put a reasonable face on his extortion attempt. That was interesting. Maybe he didn’t think his new crew could win in a fight for the cargo. 
 
    Maric nodded guardedly. How much? 
 
    “200 million,” said the captain. Maric did the math, about 25 thousand NZ. 
 
    “Too much, too much,” he said loudly in Dayak, waving his arms about. 
 
    The captain launched into a torrent of words, telling Maric why he couldn’t drop his price. It was a bartering situation that could be found anywhere in the markets in Pontianak. 
 
    “150 million,” said Maric at last. 
 
    This set the captain off again. Maric waited patiently, nodding now and then. The captain stopped at last. 
 
    “200 million,” he said ominously, dropping his hand onto the ceremonial dagger on his belt. Maric bet it had done a lot of work that wasn’t ceremonial. 
 
    “Guns sell easy. All the same to us.” 
 
    So now they were coming down to it. The captain knew what was in the crates, and he figured he had Maric over a barrel. He motioned with his head, and his men moved forward, muttering ominously. Most of them now had short Dayak swords in their hands. 
 
    Maric raised his hands in surrender. He hastily agreed to the price. Then he told the captain it would take time to get the money in cash.  
 
    He agreed to come back to the wharf later in the day, but at a time after dark. The captain was suspicious of everything Maric said, but finally accepted the later time. 
 
    Having finished the conversation, Maric and Mosha backed carefully away. They turned and walked to the van.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 16 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    The recon team looked at Maric expectantly, and he pointed toward the van. They climbed aboard, and the two men followed. Maric indicated that Mosha should drive. He needed time to think.  
 
    Once they were back on the road, Mosha was the first to break the silence. 
 
    “You’re not going to give them the money, are you?” he said, taking his eyes off his driving to cast a searching glance at Maric. 
 
    “Of course not,” said Maric, smiling to himself.  
 
    He was thinking this was perfect. The team needed a little live action to cement their recent practice in place. Sorting out the Sea Dayaks would fit the bill. He mentally ticked off his reasons as Mosha drove them along. 
 
    Never give in to people like these. It made it so much harder for the next group that dealt with them. He was also fairly certain the schooner crew had committed or condoned at least one murder, and this way Maric could be sure there would be some justice.  
 
    It would help that word would spread through the local underground. Identifying themselves, if needed in the future, would save ‘proving’ themselves all over again. 
 
    "Good," said Mosha. "I thought you were acting a bit soft back there." 
 
    "We're coming back tonight for the cargo in the hold," said Maric, turning in his seat so all of the team could hear. "One of the crew has taken over from the captain, and not in a democratic way if you get my drift.  
 
    “They’re demanding a lot more money, and I think the crew of the other schooner has joined them. I figure maybe 15 men. Could be more if they get reinforcements from on shore.” 
 
    There was a moment’s silence while the team digested the news. 
 
    "So who’s in?" concluded Maric. He was asking instead of telling. They would all be volunteers for this part of the op. 
 
    There was a quiet murmur of assent. 
 
    "I didn't see anything except knives and swords," said Maric. "How about you, Mosha?" 
 
    Mosha shook his head. 
 
    "We’ll go in with jos," said Maric. “Good experience for you. We'll have to drop by the dojo and see if we can pick some up." 
 
    "I'd be happy with those," said Hendrik. "Never felt a wood so heavy, or so hard." 
 
    That made sense, thought Maric. It would extend the shorter man's reach. The others began to weigh up their fighting options. 
 
    “Bert,” continued Maric. “How long would it take you to arm up?" 
 
    “Depends," said Bert. "Run me by the markets in town, and I'll see what they’ve got in the way of knives. After that I'll need some handyman tools, and some lead, to weight them right. I assume you're after throwing knives.” 
 
    "Correct,” said Maric. “And make a couple for me, too. 
 
    “Bert and I will be backup,” he continued, making sure the others could hear.  
 
    He intended the two of them to be insurance, in case the schooner crew had something heavier than swords in the way of ordnance.  
 
    Maric didn’t think they’d draw on the rifles or handguns in the crates. It was unlikely they’d be able to figure out how to use them, and shots make too much noise. Being detained by the Indonesian authorities was the last thing either side wanted in this little deal. 
 
    The afternoon slid by, and a rather different looking group of passengers rode the van back to the wharves at dusk.  
 
    Once they were out of the Pontianak suburbs they began applying home made camouflage paste to their face and hands. They’d borrowed dark, long-sleeved clothing from Dick’s people where necessary. Everyone except Maric and Bert carried a short staff.  
 
    It wasn’t long before the van passed the first wharf, and that meant it wouldn’t be long to the second one. 
 
    “How much damage you want us to do?” said Hoist, pulling on a pair of leather gloves he’d been working on during the afternoon. 
 
    “No deaths, no blood,” said Maric mildly. “Keep the scene tidy for when the authorities turn up. Make sure the schooner crews take a long time to recuperate in hospital. It’ll give them time to think about the choices they’ve made.” 
 
    “Good,” said Hoist, flexing the gloves. They bulged at the knuckles, clearly reinforced to protect the bone there. When he turned the nearest glove over, a metal slab had been sewn in across the palm. 
 
    Maric understood the principle. A strong man could triple the weight at the end of his arm without sacrificing too much in the way of speed. The extra weight would give Hoist a sizable momentum to add to the driving power of his muscles. He’d break bones every time he connected. 
 
    The others were keen to try out their jo work in a live situation. As a backup they could resort to their unarmed training. Bert and Maric would be the only ones carrying knives, and they’d be looking for firearms. If they had to use their knives then people would die, and Maric wanted to avoid that. The Indonesian authorities would overlook a scuffle, even a fairly intense one, but not a spate of deaths.  
 
    Mosha slowed the van as they got closer to the second wharf, and turned up a side road. Another vehicle overtook them, and he turned the van off under cover of the noise. 
 
    They assembled on the side of the road. One thing in their favor was the lack of streetlights. Another was the semi-industrial nature of the area. Houses were few. 
 
    The one thing that bothered Maric was the team’s lack of bullet and stab-proof vests. He’d chosen the slightly older units of woven kevlar and titanium for the op. They were extremely lightweight and conducted heat away from the body. The new gel suits – hardening on impact – were still at the sweat box stage. Once the recon team were in the interior they’d be too hot.  
 
    The kevlar and titanium vests were in the crates on board the schooner, which was of little use to them tonight. 
 
    Mosha, Hoist and Russo stayed in the van, while the rest of the team walked back to the main road in darkness. There was a waning moon in the west, and the stars were bright in the tropical sky. The sharp eyes of the team were already adjusting. 
 
    They reached the road, and checked there was no one around. They looked toward Maric, who nodded. 
 
    Hendrik and Anderson loped down an overgrown path toward the river. They had ten minutes to make it to the water, and float down to the wharf. 
 
    Bert and Jinks were the next to head off. They followed the road, and turned into the last possible cover before the wharf. From there they would make their way toward the first of the schooners. 
 
    Maric walked swiftly to the van. He looked in the back. Russo and Hoist were impossible to see unless you came right up and looked in the windows. He gave the thumbs up sign, and two pairs of alert eyes blinked the ‘all go’ signal.  
 
    Mosha started the van as soon as Maric took a seat, and eased it along to the main road. It took nearly two minutes for a car to come along. Mosha took the opportunity and blended the noise of the van into that of the other vehicle. They turned off at the entrance to the wharf, and stopped short of the gangplank that led up to the second schooner. 
 
    The two men dismounted from the front of the van, and started to climb the gangplank. Maric was carrying a briefcase, which looked out of place in the rough surroundings. Mosha had disguised his jo as a walking stick. He limped along behind Maric. 
 
    There was a rustle of bare feet on the deck, and Maric stepped off the gangplank to see five of the schooner crew facing him. They were complete with knives and Dayak swords. He flicked his eyes up and saw a vague irregularity in the shape of the cabin roof. Possibly a shooter. 
 
    “You bring the money?” demanded the captain, trying to get Maric’s attention back on the reception committee. 
 
    “Anda punya di dek? Berkrat-krat,” rejoined Maric, looking around. Were the crates on deck? 
 
    “What makes you think we’re going to give you the crates?” said the captain, sliding his dagger out of its sheath and stepping closer to Maric. 
 
    One more step and I’ll kill you where you stand, thought Maric. These guys were too confident, or too stupid. They hadn’t checked him or Mosha for weapons. Not that he needed the knives Bert had given him. 
 
    “If I don’t come back in one hour my team will buy guns and come to the docks,” he said evenly. “They will take revenge. They will kill everyone. And destroy the ships.” 
 
    The Sea Dayaks would understand the total commitment of a blood feud. 
 
    The captain’s eyes narrowed. He remembered the six fit-looking figures he’d seen beside the van. Perhaps the tall foreigner had other men as well. He put on a pained smile. 
 
    “Of course,” he said. “Just testing your fighting spirit. The crates will be here in a moment.” 
 
    He turned his head, and issued orders too fast for Maric to follow. 
 
    There was a brief pause, and the crates began to appear, one at a time, from the forward hatchway. Each was carried by two sailors. 
 
    “Tell the men to put the crates next to the van,” said Maric, in halting Dayak. 
 
    “Money first,” said the captain aggressively, dropping his hand onto his knife again. 
 
    Maric handed the briefcase over. The captain smiled evilly when he saw the contents. It had taken half of Maric’s travelers’ checks to fill the briefcase with 100 thousand rupiah notes. 
 
    The captain barked something to the men carrying the crates, and they headed for the gangplank. At the same time, a group of men carrying swords and knives left the deck of the upstream schooner. They made for the van. 
 
    An escort. They’re taking no chances, thought Maric. He hoped Bert and Jinks re-targeted when they saw the men move away from the other schooner.  
 
    Maric flicked his eyes up again, and saw a small movement on the cabin roof. Definitely one of the schooner crew. He glanced sideways. The crates, and the men from the first schooner, were approaching the van. 
 
    He counted down the men’s last steps, and let loose with a piercing whistle when they arrived at the back of the van. 
 
    The captain looked up from the briefcase full of money, startled. The men with him dropped their hands to their swords. That suited Maric fine. Swords were much easier to deal with than knives.  
 
    He straight-armed the captain in the face with an open hand, just enough to seriously annoy him. As the captain swung his knife in a vicious roundhouse, Maric turned into him. He clasped the knife hand to his chest. His elbow slammed backward into the side of the captain’s head, knocking him unconscious.  
 
    Maric kept turning, and rammed the dead weight of the captain into one of the crew, now in the middle of a wild swing with his sword. The man staggered back. 
 
    To Maric’s left, Mosha was systematically blocking swords left and right with his jo. From there he flicked the weapon down to break bones in the swordsman’s arm. Each of the crew went rigid as bones snapped, just before the end of the jo slammed in under his rib cage. Then he collapsed.  
 
    It was an uneven contest. Each SAS member had been the best of fifty trained soldiers. They understood the art of combat. Take an early advantage, and don’t waste time wearing your opponent down. Just finish it. 
 
    Mosha had already dropped two of the crew on the deck, and was finishing off a third.  
 
    Maric, however, had a more dangerous game in mind. He kicked right and one of the crew slammed back onto the deck. He barged through the melee and stepped left for the cabin roof, dropping into a roll. He heard the deep bark of a rifle above him. The bullet ripped into the wood of the deck, and he knew he had seconds before the shooter reloaded. It sounded like a WW2 bolt-action rifle. 
 
    He hit the wall of the cabin and dodged along it, bent over. When he was directly under the shooter he threw a knife where the man had been. He followed that up by springing onto the cabin roof, assisted by the grip rail running around the edge. 
 
    The shooter was gone. The rifle lay on the roof, and Maric scooped it up on his way across the cabin. He threw it into the river as he dropped over onto the other side of the ship. Then he saw his throwing knife. He picked it up. It had blood on it. 
 
    A second splash followed the rifle, and he figured that was the shooter abandoning ship. The knife wound would sting in the cold water. A little something to remind him he’d taken up piracy as a living. 
 
    A clattering of footsteps sounded ahead. Maric turned the corner of the cabin as reinforcements arrived from the depths of the schooner. A cook and two of the crew who’d been sleeping, by the look of it. 
 
    Maric dodged a vicious swipe with a meat cleaver, and planted a boot in the cook’s podgy abdomen. The man doubled over and went purple, making gagging sounds. Maric pushed him down the steps into the members of the crew coming up. 
 
    “Allow me,” said Mosha, dropping past him in a leap that took him to the bottom of the steps. His jo spun once, then twice, and the two crewmen collapsed, clutching broken collarbones. The cook was already doubled up on the floor. 
 
    “Break a few more bits?’ said Mosha, turning up to look at Maric. 
 
    Maric shook his head. The main troublemakers would be in the reception committee, or escorting the crates to the van.  
 
    Which reminded him. “I’d better see how the others are getting on,” he called down the steps, and jogged off toward the gangplank. Mosha made his way through the cabin and into the hold, checking for stragglers. 
 
    All seemed in order at the van. At least, it was his people who were standing and the others who were scattered on the ground. The way things had turned out, the bulk of the action had taken place here. That hadn’t been as planned. Still, a good ops plan had to be flexible.  
 
    As he jogged out to the van, Russo came to meet him. 
 
    She saluted, which surprised him. He stopped next to her and saluted in turn, then nodded for her to begin her report. 
 
    “We were outnumbered in the beginning,” she said. “There were just too many of them. Hoist was cut across the back of the head. Just a glancing blow. It made him the most angry. Some of the Sea Dayaks might not get up again.” 
 
    Maric nodded. Russo’s English slipped a bit at times. Unlike Hoist and Bert, who’d lived longer in English-speaking countries. 
 
    He should have known there might be an escort for the crates. Then this wouldn’t have happened. He felt the weight of responsibility settle more deeply onto his shoulders. There were few perfect actions in this sort of operation. The things that went wrong tended to pile up inside him like a slowly suffocating death. 
 
    He smiled grimly. He had Russo to thank for that. She’d goaded him into ‘getting back on the horse’ as she’d called it. 
 
    “Is everything all right, Major?” she said worriedly. 
 
    “Sure. It’s fine,” said Maric, making an effort to relax his features. 
 
    “Then Bert and Jinks arrived,” she continued, “and we cleaned them up no trouble.” 
 
    Maric swept his eyes around the carnage on the ground. It had been eleven of the schooner crew to two of his team for the first couple of minutes. Hoist and Russo had done well. As far as he could see, Russo didn’t have a scratch on her. 
 
    “Hendrik and Anderson had position when you whistled,” she continued. “They came up side of the wharf and onto the first schooner. There was little resistance. Two of the crew on deck with small bullet rifles, but taken by surprise. There were only four after others headed for the van.  
 
    “Hendrik came to help us here, but was all over by time he arrived. Anderson has secured the schooner. He’s standing guard over the men.” 
 
    Maric could see a short, solid figure against the white of the van. Hendrik all right. Then he did a head count of those on the ground. 
 
    He did the sums. There had been 25 men from the two schooners. Sixteen of them, including the captain, had been armed and ready for a fight. That told him they must have been reinforced from on shore. Still, the recon team had done what they were trained to do, and without casualties.  
 
    Almost without casualties, he reminded himself. Hoist had been close to finding himself with a serious injury. He wondered what it would take to make a lasting dent in the big man’s head. 
 
    “Well done, Major,” he said, letting Russo know she measured up in his book. She nodded, showing no sign of pleasure at the compliment. Together, they walked the last few steps to the van. 
 
    “Wake up the Iban captain,” he said to Hendrik and Bert. “He’s on the deck of the schooner. He’s the overdressed one. Pick up the briefcase as well. Take the captain to the forward mast and string him up so he can’t move.” 
 
    That would send a message. It was old seafaring lore that offenders were flogged before the mast, and traitors left there to die. 
 
    Hendrik and Bert nodded in unison, and left. Jinks had stopped the bleeding on Hoist’s scalp, and was tying off a compression bandage. 
 
    “I’ll have to stitch that back at the base house,” he said to the big man. “Don’t knock it about until then, okay?” 
 
    It was okay. Hoist didn’t look too happy about the situation, though. Probably pride, thought Maric. He was the only one of the recon team with any sort of wound. 
 
    “Can you see if any of the schooner crew have bought the big one-way ticket?” he said to Jinks. The paramedic began checking for pulse and breathing. Some of the crew were sitting up, nursing broken bones. None of them were likely to make a run for it in the near future. 
 
    Maric made his way back to the downstream schooner. Hendrik and Bert had strung up the captain first, then tried to bring him round. 
 
    “What did you do to him?” said Bert, slapping the captain one more time. He stayed determinedly unconscious. 
 
    “Hit him harder,” said Maric, “and if that doesn’t work tip a bucket of river water over him.” He sent Hendrik to relieve Mosha. When Mosha arrived, he took him aside and told him what he had in mind. Mosha thought for a moment, then nodded his agreement. 
 
    Maric sent Hendrik across to join Anderson. The two men shepherded their charges from the first schooner onto the deck in front of the mast. All of the crew that were still conscious were now assembled there. Most of them were nursing broken bones and sporting spectacular bruises, but they could walk. There was quite an audience for Maric’s interrogation of their new leader. 
 
    “You killed the old captain,” said Maric, slowly and clearly, once the man had come around. 
 
    “No, no, no,” he said, once he realized his predicament. “The captain owed some people money. They beat him up behind a kedai in Pontianak. I was with him. I think they killed him by mistake. I tried to stop them. I just escaped with my life!” 
 
    It was the sort of story Maric expected. The grog shops, or kedai, could be dangerous places. It fit the new captain’s story. 
 
    “Whatever you say,” he growled. “It’s all the same to me.” 
 
    Maric raised his hand, and Mosha stepped forward and cut the man’s cargo shorts off his body, leaving him bare from the waist down. He twisted in his bindings, and groaned at the loss of his dignity. 
 
    “Tell me, what do you believe in?” said Maric, stepping closer and looking directly into his captive’s eyes. The man’s feet were dangling well above the deck, and their eyes were level. 
 
    “An eye for an eye? Losing a hand for stealing? Stoning for a mortal sin?” 
 
    Bert corrected his Dayak, and he said the last part again.  
 
    “Or do you believe in a compassionate God?” he said, picking up the man’s sword from the deck. “One who might forgive you for such a sin?” 
 
    Maric tested the edge of the sword on the hairs of his arm, and shook his head. He drew a small, flat piece of grooved metal out of his pocked, and started to sharpen the cutting edge. He looked up while he was working, and nodded to Mosha.  
 
    Cutting the bottom off the man’s shirt, Mosha wound the piece of cloth around his genitals, and tied the material off tightly against his body. 
 
    Maric tried the sword on the hairs of his arm once again, and nodded. 
 
    His captive realized what was coming, and began to twist and squirm in his bindings. He started to yell for help. Maric’s hand shot out and closed around his neck. He stopped yelling when he couldn’t breathe.. 
 
    “What do you think, ‘Captain’,” said Maric contemptuously. “Is there a compassionate God, who might forgive you?” 
 
    He took his hand away from the man’s neck, and closed one hand tightly around the bundle hanging below the man’s waist, and raised the sword to strike. 
 
    “I wanted the month’s wages,” bleated his captive, desperate for some sort of mercy. “I stole the key to the safe, but the captain came into the cabin when I thought he was sleeping.  
 
    “There were two of us on watch. Kelu owed me gambling debts. I said I’d forget about them if he helped me.” 
 
    Bert was translating for the recon team now. Maric was getting most of it, but not all. It was apparent the impostor had killed the captain for the wages. Not for the extra he thought he could make out of the cargo. That bright idea came later. 
 
    It was how the man had got the others to make him captain. He promised to make them rich by ransoming the crates. 
 
    “The captain saw what I was doing, and started to beat me with his fists. I drew my knife and killed him. Kelu and I threw him over the side. Then we said the captain had trouble sleeping, and had gone into Pontianak.  
 
    “The next night I went in to look for him, and said we’d been set upon by someone he owed money too. I made out the authorities had the body.” 
 
    Clever, thought Maric, the crew wouldn’t want anything to do with the Indonesian authorities.  
 
    The crew had forgotten their own predicament for the moment, and were following the drama being enacted before them. Now they began to mutter among themselves. There were codes of conduct on board a ship, even among men turned pirate. The murder of a serving captain was mutinous in any culture. 
 
    They drew back from a man in their center, and Maric presumed this was Kelu.  
 
    “You drew a knife on your captain, and you drew a knife on him when he was unarmed,” said Maric flatly. 
 
    “Mercy!” screamed the phony captain. “Forgive me!” he continued, tormented by thoughts of what Maric might do to him.  
 
    Maric brought the sword down hard and fast, reversing it at the last moment so the back of the blade struck the impostor sharply where the bundle of cloth met his body. 
 
    Mosha had deliberately tied the cloth off tightly, and that part of the man’s body had gone numb. There was a momentary shock of impact, and then an awful feeling of nothing. 
 
    The impostor screamed, and his eyes rolled back. He fainted, and his head sagged forward. Maric held out his hand for Mosha’s jo, and swung it low and hard. The man’s leg broke with a sharp retort, like a branch breaking off a tree. 
 
    It had been easier than Maric thought. The wood in the jo made it feel like he was wielding a steel pipe. At least he’d handed out the man’s punishment while he was unconscious. 
 
    It was a small mercy. The now deposed captain came around for a moment, gasped, and fainted again as the pain of the break swept over him. 
 
    As far as Maric was concerned, the books were now balanced. The man had paid his debt. It was fortunate the crew were in no state to take their own revenge on him. He’d be safe from them once the Indonesian police arrived. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 17 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    One of the schooner crew was causing Jinks some real concern. 
 
    “It’s a major concussion,” said the paramedic. “I’ve stabilized him for the moment, but he needs an operation to relieve the pressure on his brain. And he needs it soon. God knows what hit him.” 
 
    Maric nodded, but inside he was worried. Hoist knew he had to take it easy around the head. Especially with weights in his gloves. They all knew that.  
 
    He hesitated. Had Hoist lost it, or had the sailor hit his head falling, or been hit accidentally by one of his own crew? 
 
    The problem would have to wait. For the moment Maric would continue to back his team. His makeshift plans to deal with a body weren’t going to be needed. 
 
    “We’ll be gone in five,” he told Jinks, “and we can call for an ambulance maybe five after that.”  
 
    Jinks nodded, and went back to monitoring the crewman’s reactions to the drugs he’d given him. 
 
    Maric checked the time. The whole operation had taken twelve minutes, and the remote location had seen it pass unnoticed. As far as Maric could tell. He scanned the pale track of the road a hundred meters off. Nothing moved there. 
 
    Hendrik and Anderson had carried the last two crates from the hold of the second schooner to the van. The crates stood shoulder high, but they weren’t wide or deep. The weight of them was the main thing.  
 
    The men stacked the crates one behind the back seat and three on it. Two of the team were going to have to squeeze in with others, or sit on the floor.  
 
    Maric climbed back onto the deck of the second schooner, and faced the Sea Dayaks sitting there. He had Bert help him with a little speech.  
 
    “We have a saying in my country, that following orders is no excuse. When your new captain said you could try and force more money from us, you didn’t have to agree. You could have walked away. Maybe started a new life somewhere else.  
 
    “Once you agreed to steal from us, you were as guilty as your captain. 
 
    “It was a stupid move. For one thing you might get your arses kicked, which is what has happened. More importantly, you will now lose people’s trust. Your old captain was trusted by important people. He got you well-paid jobs like transporting this cargo. 
 
    “Word will quickly spread that the Pontianak Sea Dayaks cannot be trusted. Work will disappear. Other crews will lose work as well, and they will want to make you pay for their loss. What will you do then?” 
 
    The crew began to mutter ominously, and there were a few death threats against the new captain. 
 
    “No!” said Maric, slamming the jo he was carrying onto the deck. “You chose to do this. Each one of you. You take the responsibility!” 
 
    The lowered their heads, and looked ashamed. 
 
    “Ambulance and Police will be here soon,” said Maric. “Don’t mention my team. Blame a Sulawesi crew for stealing your cargo.” 
 
    They nodded. Sulawesi Island, far to the east, was a largely lawless place. Bugi schooners and Iban pirates had originated there centuries before.  
 
    “Or we will come back,” said Maric ominously, and the Sea Dayaks nodded more vigorously. 
 
    “Time to go!” said Maric to the recon team. “Move out!” 
 
    When the van had reached the Pontianak suburbs, it took a side road. Maric pulled a cheap cell phone from his pocket. He called a number he’d already entered into it. 
 
    “Charles Pittams here,” he said, his voice taking on an English upper-class accent. “My family and I are visiting your lovely country. Our hosts have taken us for an evening walk to see the Bugi schooners at the docks. 
 
    “I’m sorry to say, there are badly hurt people everywhere! It looks like a battlefield! My wife is very upset.” 
 
    He stopped to listen to something. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I have no idea what happened. I don’t speak the language. Neither do my friends who are with us. It looks like a disaster area down here. It’s awful! 
 
    “Yes. Yes. I’ll stay here until help arrives. Please hurry!” 
 
    He dropped the cell phone on the floor of the van, and stomped on it. Mosha scooped it up and dropped it in the rubbish bag looped around the door lock. 
 
    Russo started laughing. “Did they teach you that at SAS school?” she said with a smile. 
 
    “Sometimes you’ve got to improvise,” said Maric. He directed Mosha along a wide boulevard that took them in the direction of the base house. 
 
    The team visibly relaxed now the op was over. They were once again anonymous in the Pontianak suburbs. 
 
    “The Bugi schooners were already pirate ships in the days of the tea clippers,” said Maric. “Middle of the 1800s. And they’ve stuck to that line of work ever since. There’s piracy in the shipping lanes round Singapore today.  
 
    “Parents used to frighten their children with the Bugi man, or bogeyman.” 
 
    A comfortable silence descended while the others digested this. The van lurched as the avenue ended in a maze of streets. Then it turned left toward the base house.  
 
    Maric cued the team on how they’d move the crates inside. He wanted them stacked in the smaller bedroom of the house. 
 
    “Sorry ladies,” he said to Bert and Russo. “You’ll have to take turns watching over the crates at night. It’s either that or have some of the men sitting in your room.” 
 
    There were a few catcalls at the suggestion, and Maric made a mental note about mixed units. Despite the fact they worked, sweated and fought together, the topic of bedrooms, wet T-shirts or bare-chested men still seemed to get a reaction. Some social conditioning was just too deeply embedded to change.  
 
    Maric figured it was the commander’s job to see there was enough respect and goodwill going both ways. 
 
    The van coasted to a stop in front of the base house. Keeping noise to a minimum, the team covered the crates in blankets and ferried them across the veranda. From there they took the crates to the smaller bedroom. It would be unrealistic to think no one saw them, but the locals would be hard pressed to recognize anything. 
 
    It was best to avoid rumors. The recon team would be heading inland for Dick’s palm oil plantation tomorrow anyway. And from there to the Bukit Baka Bukit Raya national park. 
 
    The team took a little time to wind down. Mostly they rehashed the operation on the docks, until Maric ordered an early night. It was going to be the last full night’s sleep they would get for a while. 
 
    They cut short their time at the dojo in the morning, and made sure the Aikido master knew how helpful he had been. He refused payment of any kind. If he noticed a few new dings in the jos he didn’t comment. 
 
    A convoy of four vehicles left for the interior after lunch. Many of the passengers were Dayaks. They’d replace others who’d been working long stretches at the palm oil plantation at Sanggau. Maric, Russo and Bert rode in the land rover at the front with Dick, while the rest of the team rode in the van. They’d ditched the crates, but the combination of weapons and survival gear, along with five passengers, was about all the van could take. 
 
    The van was third in the convoy as it took the long, bumpy bridge over the Kapuas to the tightly bunched northern suburbs. The Kapuas swirled its way below them at dizzying speeds. Then they were back on good quality tar seal. 
 
    They left the suburbs and drove north along sandy beaches lined with tropical palms.  
 
    “I want you all out pushing when we hit the logging roads,” said Mosha. He was reminding them of his privileged driver status. Someone reached over and cuffed him on the back of the head. There were snorts of laughter. 
 
    In some ways this was the perfect tropical holiday they’d never had. In other ways it was leading them into God knew what. At least they had nothing to do for the moment. Except keep the ever-curious Dayaks away from the tightly bound bundles that filled the back of the van.  
 
    Hoist still had his head bandaged. Jinks had decided to leave the stitches in until the op was over. He’d cover the area with a war-zone quality liquid skin in a day or two. The tropics was a dangerous place for wounds. 
 
    In the lead car Russo and Bert were enjoying the exotic landscape. It was a landscape well known to Maric. He’d taken his SAS leave in Kalimantan many times when he was in Afghanistan.  
 
    Bert and Maric had hoped to improve their Dayak, but Dick was telling them about his life in Borneo, and had switched back to English. 
 
    “Most of the work at the plantations will be done in the coming months. The start of the dry season is the best time. Pruning saws on the ends of poles cut bunches of nuts off the palm trees. That can be up to thirty feet above the ground.  
 
    “The nuts are similar to large bunches of dates. They’re heavy to lug around. We steam them in huge boilers under pressure. That’s how we get the oil out. It’s the most productive plant nut in the world. One third of the weight of palm nuts is oil. For olives you get one fifth.” 
 
    Maric was impressed. The problem for palm oil now was the growing movement to save the rain forest. And save creatures like the orang-utan that lived in it.  
 
    Dick’s plantation was on tribal land. It had been slashed and burned for crops for generations. It hadn’t been rain forest. for generations, but he still felt the backlash of negative sentiment. 
 
    Borneo wasn’t one vast stretch of virgin rain forest. In fact little of that remained. The bulk of it was land the villagers slashed and burned in an eight-year cycle. The forest grew fast, and it only took a few years before there were tall trees a foot through. Then the area was cleared again, and planted in hill rice, corn and root crops.  
 
    The tops of the hills were always left, since that was where the best fruiting trees grew. Everything else, though, was regularly slashed and burned. It was a yearly event that created major smoke hazards across South-east Asia in the burning season. 
 
    The convoy turned inland after an hour, and climbed through rolling hills and scattered farmland. Then it dropped into the tropical rain forest of the interior, and picked up the Kapuas River again. The road remained tar sealed, but now a few potholes started to break through. 
 
    Dick snorted contemptuously when Maric asked him about the roads. 
 
    “It was supposed to have had a foot of gravel under it, but the money for that went into the back pockets of the politicians. The road crews tar sealed straight over red dirt and clay.  
 
    “It was done again last year. This time they dropped gravel into the bog holes before grading over them. Then they tar sealed the improvements.”  
 
    He snorted again. 
 
    “It won’t last long.” 
 
    They hit Sanggau at dusk, and pulled in to a house on stilts down one of the back streets. It was built over a dry watercourse. Either a stream when it rained, or part of the Kapuas when it backed up. 
 
    “Selamat datang, selamat datang. Datang di dalam!” chorused around them as numerous Dayaks spilled out of the house. There was a lot of body contact as the Dayaks in the vehicles caught up with family members from the house. It was one of the few times Maric saw Dayaks being so openly affectionate.  
 
    Perhaps that had more to do with being reserved when foreigners were around. He wondered for a moment how much the strong missionary influence in the early 1900s had curtailed their natural tendencies. 
 
    “Food’s ready,” said Dick. “They say you’re very welcome, and do come inside and eat.” 
 
    Maric piled his plate with greens, rice and the local version of fried chicken. He’d learned to trust these things during his time in Kalimantan. Though as Dick had warned, the rice packed down into a bit of a log jam in the gut.  
 
    Nothing had moved in that department for Maric since they’d arrived, and he suspected it was the same for the rest of the team. 
 
    Dick prescribed a plate of small red and green fruit for the rice problem, and Maric passed them around the team. He explained what they were for. The fruit looked and tasted a bit like guavas. 
 
    The main room of the house was crowded. Maric could hear talking in one of the back rooms as well. Despite the apparent chaos, they’d all eaten, and the tables had been cleared, in less than an hour.  
 
    Dick had probably pushed things along. To Maric it seemed an unnaturally fast meal for a Dayak household. The recon team assembled on the veranda. It was already dark, but they had to press on.  
 
    Their hosts vanished into the house, taking the replacement workers with them. Maric noticed two newcomers helping Dick load the land rover in the half-shadows from the outside light. Sanggau had intermittent electricity, provided by a generator. 
 
    The newcomers seemed a tougher breed of Dayak. More self-possessed. Muscle rippled under heavily suntanned skin. They looked up as he approached, and sized him up the same way he would size up a threat. They returned to work with a grunt. 
 
    Two chainsaws went into the back of the land rover, then a canvas bag of what had to be parang blades. Maric could see the hand-pieces of the Dayak swords tied into the mouth of the bag. Then two lean bundles, like disassembled fishing rods, slid in alongside the seats.  
 
    Maric suddenly realized what they were. The legendary Dayak blowpipes, broken down into sections. With the introduction of small-caliber rifles for game, it was rare to see them these days. 
 
    “You expecting trouble?’ he said to Dick. 
 
    “Sometimes,” said Dick. “Mostly not. Better to be prepared for it.” 
 
    “Like an SAS recon team can’t handle it?” said Maric, prompted more by wounded professional pride than he realized. 
 
    “And have everybody talking on both sides of the Schwaner range?” said Dick. “No one notices a bit of native argy-bargy. Let us handle it.” 
 
    Maric felt small. Dick was right. He’d let his role as team leader get in the way of a friendship. He’d also broken a cardinal rule of reconnaissance – there’s nothing better than local knowledge. 
 
    “Hey,” he said, taking Dick’s arm with a smile. “You’re right. You’ve been a great asset to us in everything, and we’ll need you more than ever in the interior.” 
 
    Dick turned, and gripped Maric’s forearm in turn. The two men locked arms in a display of solidarity as old as time. It was something they both felt better for. They returned to their duties with a lighter heart. 
 
    Bert took up the last seat in the van. The two Dayaks joined Dick, Maric and Russo in the land rover. The land rover had better lights, and it led the way. The van’s headlights had difficulty picking out the land rover if it got too far ahead. It followed right behind them, operating on faith in their driving ability. 
 
    Sanggau retreated into the distance. The two vehicles followed the Kapuas upstream, heading deeper into the interior. The road got worse, but at least the long sections of bog holes had been fixed recently. Dick used both sides of the road to avoid the potholes and keep the vehicle’s speed up.  
 
    The two Dayak men were hunters. Menanggung, mostly called Menan, and Pejuang. 
 
    “These guys are from one of the semi-nomadic tribes,” said Dick.  
 
    “They work their way north in the dry season, into the last stretches of untouched forest. Then migrate south to more open country for the Wet. They make huts for the wet season, nothing like the longhouses you see elsewhere.” 
 
    Maric nodded. He’d read about the longhouses when he was doing his own research for the trip. 
 
    “We were north of here, on the border with Sarawak,” said Dick, referring to one branch of his extended family. “We were clearing tribal land for crops when some of the nomads turned up. Menan paid a bride price for one of Maria’s cousins. He worked off part of it wielding a chainsaw. Never seen anyone work so hard, for so long.  
 
    “These guys are supremely fit,” he finished. 
 
    Maric was familiar with the bride price custom. Someone of consequence may need to stay in a particular region for up to a year. While there they would apply to the headman of the village for a combined housekeeper and wife for that time. The headman was paid a sum of money that covered the use of a house and the raising of any children that might be born. The latter was unlikely. The Dayaks knew enough about the properties of plants to limit pregnancies. 
 
    Dick assured him the woman made the choice willingly. The money was basically hers, less a few expenses. For many of them it was a step up in status. One of very few options if traditional marriage didn’t work out. And that was often due to the death of a husband. The environment was not always a friendly place in Kalimantan. 
 
    “How’s the couple doing?” asked Maric. 
 
    “Been nearly ten years now,” said Dick. “She refuses to take up the nomadic life, but she won’t have anyone else.  
 
    “She waits for him to come back. He turns up as often as he can. Still no children, but we think that’s an infertility thing. Maria’s agitating for her to go to the hospital in Pontianak, but neither of them will come to populated areas. 
 
    “Fortunately he was back in Lanjack when I sent for him,” said Dick, changing the subject. “Pejuang’s his brother, and came along as well. Took them three days to get to Sanggau on the little goods buses. It was quite an ask. Neither of them like vehicles much. But they’re family now, and meeting the needs of family is their greatest obligation.” 
 
    “Tell them I appreciate it,” said Maric. 
 
    Dick rattled off something to Menan, who was sitting behind him in the land rover. Maric couldn’t catch enough to make sense of it. 
 
    Menan made a dismissive shrug. 
 
    Dick rattled off something else. 
 
    “They already know they’re to be your guides. I’m telling Menan you’re here for a ‘lookum no seeum’,” said Dick, “which is as close to the idea of reconnaissance as I can get. 
 
    Next to him, Pejuang snorted, and muttered something. 
 
    Dick laughed. 
 
    “He says you’re too big to go quietly through the jungle, and you’re too fat. Menan’s father is the headman of his people, and Pejuang is their best hunter. They’ll think nothing of giving you their opinion. Whether you ask for it or not.” 
 
    Compared to the whipcord-muscled and nomadic Dayaks the recon team probably did look a bit podgy. Still, Maric needed to get the Dayaks on side, and ready to follow orders. It was essential they were part of the team. 
 
    “Tell him I fought mountain tribesmen in Afghanistan,” he said. 
 
    Menan didn’t look impressed. He snapped a few syllables. 
 
    “How many heads did you take?” Dick translated. 
 
    Maric turned in his seat and looked Menan straight in the eyes. He shrugged. 
 
    “Tell him I lost count,” said Maric. 
 
    Menan looked unsure. Dick barked a few words, and he turned his eyes away, looking out the window. 
 
    “I told him you don’t lie,” said Dick. 
 
    “You two gorillas finished with the thumping of chests?” said Russo sweetly, and Maric smiled. 
 
    “Hey, it gets the job done,” he said. 
 
    There was little traffic, and they made Sintang just after midnight. 
 
    The vehicles turned off the main road and crossed the Kapuas on the first bridge they’d seen since Pontianak. The dark shape of Lion Rock rose eerily above them, obscuring the eastern stars. The volcanic outcrop was a reminder they were still on the ‘ring of fire’ that brought volcanoes and earthquakes to this part of the world. Despite the endless lowlands and tropical rain forest. The ‘ring of fire’ was also responsible for the diamonds the Count was using to fund mischief around the world. 
 
    The side road followed a major tributary of the Kapuas. It wasn’t sealed, but at least some attempt had been made to put gravel on it. Dick slowed the land rover. He’d had a pair of searchlights mounted on the roof for times he needed to work at night. These now lit up the road a hundred meters ahead, and the trees on either side. 
 
    “It’s only this good because of tourist dollars from the park,” said Dick. “There must be a dozen or so wisatawan staying at the Nangahpinoh base most days. There’s a levy on what they pay that goes into local infrastructure. Enough to see a bit of gravel laid down on the road, and a grading after the wet season. Most of the levy money goes into survival of endangered species at Bukit Baka Bukit Raya.” 
 
    The van behind them tooted, and pulled over. Dick followed. A face appeared at Maric’s window. 
 
    “I think those guavas you gave us are starting to work,” said Anderson. 
 
    “Yeah, and, ah, same here,” said Bert, shifting uncomfortably beside him. 
 
    Maric waved them off into the undergrowth. 
 
    “Bit of pyrotechnics when the log jam goes,” confided Dick as the team scattered in different directions. 
 
    “I remember,” said Maric, recalling his own experience of Dick’s innocent looking little fruits. He figured it was best to get the team’s digestive systems functioning properly before they got to the diamond mine. Even if the remedy could be a bit drastic. Then he felt something twist in his bowels.  
 
    “Oh, crap,” he said resignedly, as he whipped the door open and headed for the trees. He could hear Dick laughing behind him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 18 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Dick gave them a few minutes before he reached in and scooped a couple of toilet rolls from a constricted mass of paper in the glove compartment. He climbed stiffly out of the land rover and stretched. It wasn’t the best vehicle to drive for long distances. When he’d finished stretching, he moved to one side of the road. 
 
    “Hands up when it’s time for the paperwork,” he called into the trees. 
 
    Two hands appeared in the dark recesses of the forest, and he lobbed a compact missile toward the nearest. He heard the sounds of someone scrabbling for it on the forest floor, and then silence. Dick figured they’d pass the scrunched up roll to the next person as needed.  
 
    He repeated the performance on the other side of the road. Without the lights of the vehicles they’d have been blind among the trees. Dick scanned the sky overhead. No sign of the moon yet. 
 
    When he arrived back at the land rover Menan and Pejuang were giggling helplessly. They thought it a great hoot to see the recon team rush off behind the trees. 
 
    “Partai perang mengalahkan pria kulit putih sekarang!” said Menan. Yes, thought Dick. A war party would beat the crap out of the white people at the moment. At least Menan had used the polite term for whites. 
 
    “Soon,” he told them in Dayak. “You’ll see what these people can do.” 
 
    Dick’s quiet confidence sobered the two hunters up. 
 
    When the recon team were back in the vehicles, Maric stopped by the driver’s door of the van. Mosha was taking a second shift at the wheel. 
 
    “Dick says we turn off in about 10k. That’s the point where we stop being tourists on our way to Nangahpinoh, and start attracting attention to ourselves. 
 
    “You know the plan. We travel as silently as we can after the turn-off. Moderate sounds are hard to track in the forest, but a loud noise gives the listener direction.  
 
    “Once we’ve crossed the tops and dropped into the next valley it won’t matter. 
 
    “Are we clear?” 
 
    A chorus of ‘yessirs’ snapped back. They’d been without sleep for close on twenty hours now, but the point of insertion into hostile territory was always the most dangerous. Maric knew they’d be running on nerves and adrenaline until the trip was over. Until the vehicles made it to Dick’s abandoned logging camp and the team had secured a perimeter. 
 
    The turn-off point, when it came, was well concealed. At the top of a long rise the two Dayaks slid out of the rear windows and settled themselves on the old-fashioned luggage rack atop the land rover. They carried knives and native swords with them. 
 
    “Turn-off coming up,” said Dick. “The Kayans remember. They carry a map in their heads of every place they’ve ever been. Part of their nomadic way of life.  
 
    “Doesn’t matter how much the area’s regrown.” 
 
    “Kayans?” said Russo. 
 
    “Our guides belong to the Kayan tribe,” said Dick. “The Kayan and Penan are the two main nomadic tribes. The ones that have stayed closest to their original ways of life.” 
 
    Russo nodded.  
 
    The road crested the rise and entered a flat valley. It curved left, heading away from the tributary they’d been following since the Kapuas. They could see the valley had once been a convenient depot for logs.  
 
    The water table on the left side of the road disappeared into culverts, and the graveled surface of the road joined a holding area the size of a small playing field. The ground was hard, compacted by many vehicles over time. And covered in drifts of sawdust. Despite this, stunted trees and small shrubs had begun to establish footholds. 
 
    On the other side of the road a number of rough logging tracks ran through an area where the water tables had been widened, and on into the forest. To Maric’s surprise Dick headed away from the tracks, and into the holding area. The van bumped along behind him.  
 
    Dick snapped something briskly in Dayak, and the two hunters dropped off the top of the land rover and jogged back down the road. 
 
    “There’ll be nothing coming from Nangahpinoh this early in the morning,” he said. “But a minibus taking supplies out to Nangahpinoh is possible. The boys will stall them while we get off the road.” 
 
    He headed for a gap between two piles of raggedy logs that had been left behind. The land rover slowed, and edged up to the end of one of the piles.  
 
    When he had the land rover jammed against the logs, he began to unroll its winch toward a log that lay between the two piles. Connecting the hook to a strop that had been left fastened around the far end of the log, he winched it toward the land rover, opening a gap. 
 
    The two vehicles bumped through the gap. Once they were on the other side of the log, he whistled twice to bring in the Dayak sentries. The recon team rolled the log back into place. Easier downhill on the return journey. Then the hunters emerged silently from the darkness. 
 
    “I got tired of interference,” said Dick, when Maric quizzed him on the elaborate set-up. “If it wasn’t the local police it was someone from the ‘Ministry of the Interior’ or any name they could make up. There was always ‘a small problem’ with the paperwork, and they could make it go away for cash.” 
 
    Maric smiled. That would irritate the hell out of him as well. It was a different culture here, but corruption didn’t sit well with a strong New Zealand sense of fair play. 
 
    “Let’s hope there’s nothing across the old logging track,” said Dick.  
 
    The land rover eased onto a flat shelf of rock that looked like it got swept clean every time it rained. “We’ve got chainsaws, but the noise won’t help us keep a low profile.” 
 
    Maric nodded. Once they were over in the next valley, noise wouldn’t matter.  
 
    The land rover bumped along the bottom of the rocky gut, and he wondered how the van was handling the off-road conditions. After fifty meters they came to a ford that crossed the rock shelf. Dick turned the land rover right and climbed up out of the gully onto an old graveled road. The logging track was in remarkably good condition. 
 
    “We had our own quarry in this area,” said Dick. “When I was working for Ponteeth International. We put down a really good foundation for the roads. Took a lot of start-up time, but allowed us to work right through the rainy season.” 
 
    Menan tapped on the roof, and Dick stopped the land rover. Revving and slithering noises from the gully told them the van wasn’t going up the bank under its own power. 
 
    Dick used the winch again, and combined it with the muscle power of the recon team. The van eased up onto the logging road, idling while it did so. It made a high-pitched scream when it was under load, the sort of noise that carried. 
 
    Then they were under way again. The vehicles stopped for a branch that had fallen off an overhanging tree somewhere in the plateau. And a minor rockfall on the way into the next valley. Then they were through. 
 
    “Should be plain sailing now,” said Dick. “The track follows the stream up the valley, and from here on I doubt we can be heard. We’ll reach a flat area at the top of the Schwaner range in a couple of hours. That’s where the old logging camp is.” 
 
    He smiled mischievously. 
 
    “Technically, we’ll be inside the national park, but you won’t see any difference between the forest here and the forest there. Ponteeth agreed to leave the camp as it was when the Park was formed.” 
 
    He looked up at Maric and smiled. “No need to worry. That part of the park’s not policed by rangers.” 
 
    Maric nodded. The location Dick had pointed to on the map was less than twenty kilometers from the airfield the satellite had discovered. It would make an ideal forward base.  
 
    The land rover lurched over another pothole, and then built up speed on a better section. The recon team, used to sleeping in any conditions, began to nod off now the tricky part was over. Maric stayed awake to keep Dick alert. 
 
    They made good time. There were fewer obstructions on the logging track as the vehicles lifted further out of the lowlands. The forest grew lower and thicker with the changing altitude.  
 
    It wasn’t yet light when Dick drove into a clearing ringed with pre-fabricated huts. A rusty bulldozer, an ancient truck, and several logging trailers sat deteriorating in the middle of the compound.  
 
    Maric dismounted stiffly and stretched, stamping his feet on the ground. Even on the equator there could be a nip in the air just before dawn. They’d left the moderating influence of the sea behind, and of course they’d climbed.  
 
    What height were they now, seven hundred meters? Maric figured the logging camp must be exposed to continental extremes some of the time. Borneo was the third largest of the world’s islands, after Greenland and just behind New Guinea. 
 
    He looked round at the dilapidated site. Most of the huts had been broken into, doors pinned back or completely removed. That meant they’d be a complete mess inside, and the bedding would be useless. He didn’t like to think what forest wildlife might still be in there. 
 
    “Refugees from the government resettlement schemes. People on the run from the justice system,” said Dick, after conferring with Menan. “Indonesian jails are the pits, and a legal case can take more than a year. A lot of people prefer to take their chances in the interior. Maybe come out on the other side of the island. Start a new life.” 
 
    Maric was impressed they’d made it this far.  
 
    “Over here,” said Dick, taking a gravel path that skirted a massive concrete shed. Maric followed. 
 
    “Used to be generators, and a workshop for the vehicles,” grunted Dick, when asked what the shed had been used for. 
 
    Tacked onto the back of the shed was a stand-alone unit with mesh over the windows, and a modern lock set into a steel door. 
 
    “Supposed to be a gift from Ponteeth International to the Parks Board when the Board took over Bukit Baka Bukit Raya,” explained Dick. “Looked good on the yearly report to shareholders. Clean, green image and all that.  
 
    “It’s never been used, maybe never will. Hard to tell with the Indonesians.” 
 
    Dick took a ring of keys from his pocket, and selected one of them for the door. It clicked twice, and the door swung inward. 
 
    “Knew I might need a spare set of keys one day,” he said with a smile. The two men stepped inside to look around. A small kitchen area on the left was set up for gas. There were no signs of electricity. 
 
    “No problem,” said Dick. “I’ve got spirit lamps and a gas bottle in the land rover.” 
 
    A small office with two desks opened off to the right. The door next to it led to a long dormitory with bunk beds. Maric was pleased to see foam mattresses airing against the walls. 
 
    “Perfect,” he said, turning to Dick. “Now we’ve got food and sleep sorted, we can concentrate on the rest.” 
 
    Dick grinned broadly. He liked the sound of ‘the rest’. 
 
    “Which doesn’t mean you can come with us,” said Maric hurriedly, continuing a conversation they’d started the day before. 
 
    “Maria would kill me if I okayed it, you know she would!” he said, as Dick tried to argue a case for joining them. “Okay, you’re the best translator we’ve got, but Bert’s getting fluent fast. I’ve been training the team in the basic words they’ll need to work with the trackers anyway.” 
 
    Dick seemed ready to argue the point, then his shoulders slumped as he gave up. 
 
    “I know,” he said, after a moment’s silence. “It’s just the thought of one last, great adventure, you know?” 
 
    Maric grinned. “I know, mate,” he said. “I guess at some level that feeling drives us all in this business.  
 
    “But hell, you’re selling yourself short. You came here when the place was a complete wilderness, married into a tribe of headhunters, and built a future for you and for them. You do realize a man can die of too much excitement!” 
 
    Dick laughed for a long time. 
 
    “Stuff it all,” he snorted, “I can’t even feel sorry for myself when you put it that way.” 
 
    “And you shouldn’t feel sorry,” said Maric seriously. “At some stage a man has to stop playing for the team and become a coach. That’s what we need you for, right?” 
 
    Dick nodded slowly. 
 
    “Yeah. Maybe,” he said. “Maybe that’s the way to look at it.” 
 
    Maric looked over at his friend. 
 
    “I’m still worried about the Kayans,” he said. “We could really use them to scout for us, but I don’t want them coming to any harm. They do understand they’re to stay out of danger and report back to me if they see anything? They’re not just coming with us because you told them to?” 
 
    Dick was silent for a long time. “You don’t understand the different culture here,” he said at last. “They’re doing this for the extended family. I think they also understand that Dayak resources are being plundered by foreigners.  
 
    “But most of all, they’ll go up against the Iban any time. Iban were the worst of the head-hunters, and the Kayans remember raids from their grandfathers’ days. When the Dayaks fought the Japanese in WW2 they ‘renewed’ a few of the old feuds. There’s a certain amount of Kayan honor at stake here.” 
 
    “I think I understand,” said Maric after a moment. Then he turned and clapped him on the shoulder. “Now, show me where I can set up some electronic listening posts.” 
 
    He called Mosha over, and the three of them ran a surveillance ring around the camp. They finished just as dawn was breaking. 
 
    “That,” said Mosha, standing up quickly and swaying on his feet from a combination of tiredness and low blood pressure, “is one helluva long day!” 
 
    Maric picked up the last of the tools and steered Mosha toward the bunk room. The rest of the recon team were already asleep, looking like nothing would stir them for at least twelve hours. Mosha stumbled in to join them. 
 
    “Young people!” said Maric, winking at Dick. “Good for a short burst but no stamina.” 
 
    “I heard that,” said Mosha sharply, getting his boots off but figuring the rest was beyond him. He flopped back onto the mattress. His head rolled to one side as he dropped into a deep sleep. 
 
    “Where are the Kayans?” said Maric, not seeing them present. 
 
    Dick beckoned him to a window. He pointed. It was Pejuang, Maric guessed. Curled up in the back of the land rover. He seemed to have picked up a blanket somewhere. 
 
    “Menan in the back of the van?” he whispered to Dick. 
 
    Dick nodded. 
 
    “Guard dogs,” said Maric. He figured the hunters were probably more comfortable out there than inside the bunk room. 
 
    “Attack dogs,” said Dick, baring his teeth in a dangerous-looking grin. 
 
    Maric smiled. Dick was probably right. They’d be a formidable foe in their jungle home. 
 
    “What a first day on the job,” said Maric. “Hell’s teeth, I’m out on my feet!” 
 
    Dick nodded. He flexed his arms, trying to unkink them where they’d been driving all day, and night. “And everything hurts,” he groaned. 
 
    “Bite to eat?” said Maric. 
 
    “Nah, point me at a bunk,” said Dick.  
 
    They picked a couple of spare bunks, and stretched out as they were. The last thing Maric did was pick up the alarm for the electronic surveillance ring. He made sure it was securely curled around his ear. 
 
    When he woke it was almost twelve.  
 
    The recon team were used to broken sleep when they were in the field, and Maric decided seven hours was enough. He figured they’d work through until midnight, using the spirit lamps in the evening. Then leave for the airfield at dawn of the following day. 
 
    The sounds of cooking were coming from the kitchen area. It looked like one or two of the recon team were already up. Maric looked around the bunk room. Dick was still dead to the world, and Maric decided to leave him that way for a bit longer. He’d more than earned it. 
 
    The major put his feet to the floor and stood up. Then he stretched. Nothing hurt badly enough to worry him. He looked out the window. No sign of the two trackers, but that was okay. He didn’t need them for a few hours yet. 
 
    “Grubs up,” said Bert, sticking her head into the bunk room. “Thought we’d give you a surprise. I’ve made some rice and greens, and Hendrik has boiled the life out of some chicken.” 
 
    The figures on the bunks were sufficiently awake to groan in protest. Maric smiled. The food wasn’t that bad. But then, he was used to it from his previous visits. 
 
    After a combined breakfast and lunch, the recon team were allocated their weapons and kevlar vests. They spent the next hour checking everything they’d need, rechecking it, and packing for the following day.  
 
    Menan and Pejuang didn’t return until mid afternoon. They’d picked up an old Dayak trail a half hour south-east of the camp. They decided to turn back when it crossed a good-sized stream on the Iban side of the Schwaner range. That lifted Maric’s spirit. The bulk of the journey through the forest would be straightforward.  
 
    The last few kilometers, and the exact location of the airfield and dome, might be another matter. 
 
    Maric was impressed with the ground they’d covered. The Kayans had gone light, and must have set out mid-morning. Maric figured they made up for dead ends and occasional bush bashing by running the open sections. They were in superb condition.  
 
    The most important thing on Maric’s mental list was to keep the recon team busy. The importance, and danger, of what they’d be doing tomorrow weighed heavily on everyone’s mind. He arranged some knife work under Bert’s supervision for the late afternoon, and thought he might tidy up some weak spots he saw in their unarmed combat training. 
 
    There was enough room for them to practice in the concrete shed.  
 
    Dick hauled a large tarpaulin out of the land rover, and Mosha pulled some plastic sheeting off storage boxes at the back of the shed. Once the floor was swept and the covers laid down, they laid out the mattresses from the bunk room. It was a rudimentary dojo. 
 
    Bert was exceptionally good with knives. Or anything capable of opening up the human frame like a can opener. She was also lethal with any weapon she could throw. First she ran the team through a number of situations they were likely to meet on the mission. Then she took on Maric in an ‘exhibition bout’ with practice knives. They were made of a hard plastic.  
 
    Maric was able to keep Bert at bay most of the time, but only because of his greater reach. And his heightened senses from his martial arts background. There were exclamations of disbelief at the blur of weapons. And amazement at the expert positioning that turned each defense into the next attack.  
 
    The two combatants finished their display when Maric locked Bert’s arm across his chest and slapped the edge of his knife against the side of her neck. He was feeling pleased with himself until a jab under his ribs made him look down. Bert’s knife had been poised to drive up into his heart. 
 
    “And that, ladies and gentlemen, is how it’s done!” he said as they stepped apart. A round of catcalls and slow hand clapping followed. This was the standard response when one of the team tried to set themselves above the others.  
 
    Maric figured now was an okay time to be ‘one of the boys’. He’d take on his role as absolute leader of the recon team tomorrow, and that would be soon enough. 
 
    The two Dayaks seemed unimpressed. Maric figured they knew how to use knives well enough.  
 
    They were, however, much more taken with the unarmed combat. Maric thought of including them in the practice, but figured it would only confuse them in the short time remaining. Besides, they were hunters and trackers, and he hoped to keep them out of any actual fighting. 
 
    The unarmed session was to prove a turning point in Maric’s relationship with Hoist. Maric had been wanting to change the big man’s way of doing things since the problem at the wharves. Hoist was typical of big men, and tended to use strength instead of learning proper technique.  
 
    Maric could see he’d never been beaten by skill. Just superior strength, or greater endurance. The problem was that one day he’d be without his rifle, or his knife, and he’d become a battle statistic. 
 
    “Knife thrust, or straight punch,” Maric was saying. “Take the hand and draw your opponent off balance. At the same time roll your other arm over his shoulder and wrap it round his upper arm. Drop your full weight on his shoulder and ride him forward. Then plant his face in the dirt.  
 
    “This is a beginner’s move, people, but sometimes that’s all that fits the bill. You might be trying to avoid uneven ground, tree trunks, or each other. 
 
    “Mosha, demonstrate on Hoist, will you.” 
 
    Mosha had to work hard on the bigger man, but rode Hoist into the mattresses with a solid thump. 
 
    Maric could see Hoist didn’t like it. He’d never seen him off his feet, and he guessed it was uncomfortable for the big man. 
 
    “But that’s not realistic, is it?” said Hoist, getting up again. “I can bend my arm and break that hold. Or stay upright, even if I have to drop to one knee to do it. What’s Mosha going to do then?” 
 
    Mosha was keen to see if Hoist could stop him, but Maric stepped in. 
 
    “That’s when we move to another technique,” he said.  
 
    “But none of this complicated crap really works,” continued Hoist, “does it? You said yourself, it’s simple moves and brute strength in the field, and that suits me fine.” 
 
    This was a side of Hoist Maric hadn’t seen. He could tell the big man was struggling to overcome his awkwardness around more complicated moves. And he might still feel embarrassed about being the only one wounded at the wharves.  
 
    “Fair enough,” said Maric, with a smile. “You break out of the same move when I apply it, and we’ll do more work with makeshift weapons like rifle stocks and quarterstaffs, and less unarmed combat. How’s that?” 
 
    Hoist hesitated for a moment. He knew Maric had a lot more combat experience than he did. Still, he believed in his own strength, and he didn’t want to be involved in any more of the unarmed techniques. 
 
    “Done,” he said, trying to keep his voice light. 
 
    Maric motioned Hoist backward until he was standing where he’d been when he started the technique with Mosha. 
 
    “When you’re ready,” said Maric, nodding encouragingly. 
 
    Hoist snapped out a right punch, politely aiming to just miss Maric’s jaw. Maric wheeled to take the wrist with his right hand and clamp Hoist’s shoulder under his left arm. He managed to pull the big man forward a step, and force him onto one knee, but that was as far as Maric could make him go. 
 
    A little victory smile played for a moment on Hoist’s face, and that’s when things started to go wrong for him. Hoist broke the hold by pulling his arm back to his shoulder, and Maric let his right hand go with it. Like most people making a fist, Hoist had his thumb tucked loosely under his forefinger. Corkscrewing his fingers in to force the thumb away from the rest of the hand, Maric snapped it back and twisted. Hoist shot to his feet, where he teetered, gasping with pain. 
 
    He stayed there a moment in indecision, then turned to the left, the only direction that eased the pain a little. That brought him within reach of Maric’s left hand, and the major slid his arm around Hoist’s neck and put a choke hold on. 
 
    Hoist clawed desperately at Maric’s elbow with his free hand, trying to get space to breath. Maric let him believe the choke was all he had in mind. He kept him distracted by pulling the choke on tighter, and then letting Hoist lever his arm away to get a breath.  
 
    While this was happening the edge of his hand was cutting off the arteries in one side of the big man’s neck. A few seconds later he felt Hoist’s legs start to shake as the big man lost consciousness. He lowered him slowly to the floor, turning him over into the recovery position. 
 
    “Unbelievable!” said Russo. “How did you knock him out?” 
 
    “I’ll show you later,” said Maric, as he worked on bringing Hoist around. Russo had the fighting skills to understand what he’d done. The rest of the team didn’t need to know such things for unarmed combat. Fighting skills in the field were more basic. 
 
    Jinks checked Hoist over with his paramedic skills, until he was certain the big man was okay. Hoist looked a bit bewildered when he came around. He remembered his deal with Maric well enough, though. 
 
    “Unarmed combat it is, Major,” he said, getting up slowly before standing to attention. His eyes were fixed above Maric’s head, in a rigid parade-ground manner. 
 
    “Sit out for the rest of the session,” said Maric. “Think up your favorite moves with a rifle butt, or a length of wood. You can show us some of those later. It’s valuable stuff.” 
 
    He needed to include Hoist in the team. It was important to reassure him he still had a place. 
 
    “Yessir,” said Hoist firmly. He finished his salute smartly, and headed for a water bottle on a bench by the wall. Maric decided he’d talk to him later. Get the full story of what had happened at the wharf. They’d work out some changes for the rest of the op together. 
 
    Maric had forgotten about showing Russo the technique he’d used on Hoist. Then Anderson called a halt for dinner.  
 
    “Got a minute to show me that neck thing you did?” said Russo, as the others wiped the sweat away and collected up their gear. He nodded. 
 
    Russo followed him onto the makeshift dojo as the others moved toward the door. 
 
    “If you can exert enough pressure on either side of the neck,” he said, showing her exactly where, “you’ll block the carotid arteries, and cut off the blood supply to the brain.” 
 
    He took her through the move, then let her practice it on him. He grunted in approval as she drove the edge of her hand across the side of his neck. 
 
    Women had some natural advantages in fighting. More pointed fingers, sharper edges to their hands, and narrower forearms for choke holds. Sometimes it more than made up for their lesser strength. 
 
    She released him from the hold. 
 
    “Good feel for the artery,” he commented.  
 
    They collected up their gear. 
 
    “We’re getting too old for this line of work,” he said with a smile. Their experience gave them an edge, but it was taking more effort, and they didn’t heal as fast. 
 
    “That’s when we move on to work behind the scenes,” she said breezily. “Promotion. Make sure the next generation don’t get themselves killed.” 
 
    It made sense, but Maric still loved fieldwork. The constant company of danger. Living by his senses, and his reflexes. As far as he could tell, he wasn’t starting to slow down yet.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 19 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Nobody was eating much that night. Not with the first full day of battle readiness starting the following morning. After the meal Maric had them don full kit. Night fell fast in the tropics, and he figured they had little more than an hour of the evening left. 
 
    Menan and Pejuang lead the way as the recon team trotted along an overgrown logging track. Maric wanted the team to become more familiar with the new gear. Especially the unusual feel of the kevlar vests, and the greater weight of the prototype rifles. 
 
    After a half hour workout carrying full kit they reached the western edge of the valley. The logging track terminated in a turning circle, half a kilometer before a low bluff. A sizable stream ran off the hills behind the bluff, and disappeared into a ravine along the base. 
 
    Maric said something to Menan, and the two Kayans disappeared into the forest ahead of him. 
 
    Then he turned to the recon team. “Double squad, point and ghost,” he barked, and they split into the double formation Maric favored for forest work in open conditions. His voice was now the voice of command.  
 
    He could feel his attitude changing, hardening, gearing up for the dangerous phase of the op. From tomorrow morning his job was simple – to keep the members of the recon team alive. He could only achieve that if they did exactly what he said, and did it as if their lives depended on it. And their lives did depend on it. 
 
    The recon team slipped into the forest, striving for a silent, fluid passage through the undergrowth. Every noise near the airfield could be a precursor to enemy fire. Any sudden movement a flag to an enemy sentry. 
 
    The point and ghost formation split the recon team into two squads of four, traveling abreast of each other but a hundred meters apart. Maric commanded the right squad, and followed Mosha, who was taking point. To his right a similar pair repeated the two positions, but further back.  
 
    The ‘ghost’ squad reversed the order, with Russo following Hendrik, and another pair repeating those positions to their left. 
 
    Maric and Russo had deep emf locators. Simple devices that used part of the radio spectrum no one else did. As the teams moved, the machines triangulated the returns from each other and showed the position of both teams on a simple graphic. It was Maric’s job to see the ghost team kept up. If it wasn’t, he slowed his squad until it had cleared the obstacle.  
 
    Infrared satellite location was also an option, but that could be jammed. And it had the disadvantage of needing to be okayed in advance by Cal, at HQ in New Zealand. 
 
    The beauty of the point and ghost formation, at least in this terrain, showed itself when someone on point flushed out a contact. While the rest of the squad provided suppressing fire, the adjacent squad moved across under cover of the action, and appeared ‘out of nowhere’ right on top of their adversaries. 
 
    With the emf locators working perfectly, the two squads made the edge of the ravine in less than ten minutes. Maric signaled a halt. He could hear the other squad moving through the forest to one side, and wished they’d had more time to train in these conditions. 
 
    To their advantage, the two Kayans would be scouting ahead of them, and letting Maric know what was out there. 
 
    After a few minutes Menan materialized out of the trees ahead, one arm raised above his head. This was the agreed signal. When the team was on high alert in the days ahead, this was the only way Maric could be sure of the trackers’ safety. There would be other Dayaks in the area around the airfield. Confusion cost lives. 
 
    Maric made the wide sweep of the ‘okay’ signal, and Menan led them off on an angle to their right. They reached a narrow defile, which led down to the floor of the ravine. Menan stopped Maric before the team descended, and pointed through an opening in the canopy overhead. 
 
    A smooth white trunk rose from the floor of the ravine until it was clear of the other trees. It branched twice and ended in a dense mat of foliage. It took Maric a moment to realize what it was, and then he smiled.  
 
    A honey tree. He didn’t think they grew this far inland. The bluff sheltered it from the prevailing wind, and that must have done the trick. Dark patches under some of the bigger branches were hanging combs of honey. Favorite food for sun bears. 
 
    He smiled at the tracker, and turned to lead the team down the narrow defile Menan had found for them earlier. The recon team were soon walking along the floor of the ravine. 
 
    The forest was clear of undergrowth along the bottom. The trees were taller here, and further apart, rising out of a shingle and mud floor. A hundred meters further on, the ravine abruptly opened out into a natural bowl. One side was jammed against a cliff face. 
 
    Maric nodded to himself. It was the sort of open place he’d sent the trackers to find. Even though the recon team were in the middle of nowhere, he didn’t want to draw undue attention to their activities. Here, the forest would muffle most of the sound, and the ravine would direct what was left upward.  
 
    It was time to see what the H&K prototypes could do in a jungle setting. 
 
    “Playtime, children,” said Maric, swinging his kit off his back and dropping it onto a shelf of rock. Then he set up a series of targets, and sent Mosha and Hendrik off to build an assault course through the natural obstacles further along the ravine.  
 
    “You, too, Anderson,” he said to the team’s sniper specialist. Anderson had brought his arctic sniper rifle, with Maric’s consent, but he needed to be familiar with a PR7. Maric had to plan for every eventuality. 
 
    By the time darkness fell, thirty minutes later, the team had seen what the tungsten ‘expanding bullets’ of the PR7s could do. Branches had been cut off trees. Rocks had been obliterated, reduced to deadly shards as effective as a grenade.  
 
    Maric had shown them the ability of the PR7 to fire under a vehicle and send a shower of rock splinters and tungsten pieces up into its petrol tank. Hendrik managed to bend the unbreakable shards almost ninety degrees, skating them around a curve in the cliff face and back into the trees. 
 
    Menan and Pejuang had bolted at the first burst of heavy bullets from the PR7s. Maric kicked himself for not warning them. He thought he saw movement near the top of the ravine, on the inward side. At least he knew where they were. They’d found one of the safest places. 
 
    The last ten minutes were spent completing Maric’s assault course. This meant taking out assigned targets while staying low and avoiding overhead fire. They did this once with the PR7s, and once with the USP pistols. 
 
    “Time’s up!” said Maric, when it was too dark to continue safely. “Pick your spot and stay there for forty minutes. Don’t make a sound.” 
 
    Forty minutes of silence in jungle conditions was good lookout training. It also gave Maric a chance to see if anyone would come to investigate the noise they’d been making. 
 
    He dropped his field poncho over his head to create blackout conditions. That allowed him to review the latest update from Cal. The satphone needed the folding dish antenna he’d left back at the camp, but the information he was looking at had been downloaded three hours ago. He would use some of the information during the briefing later in the night. 
 
    Forty minutes later the recon team had stayed on ‘sentry duty’ long enough, and no one had come to investigate the weapons fire. The team now had good night vision, and Maric pushed them hard on the way back to camp. He avoided the old logging tracks and kept them in the undergrowth.  
 
    They did well. Maintaining a good walking pace in almost complete silence, despite a full kit and forest conditions. It helped that the moon was on the increase, and had cleared the horizon.  
 
    The Kayans disappeared silently ahead of them, sent to tell Dick to put some coffee on the gas stove. The others watched the trackers go, envious of their natural ability in their jungle home.  
 
    It wasn’t long before the logging camp appeared through the trees. 
 
    After the coffee break, Maric assembled everyone in the kitchen. He’d manhandled the table to one side, and set up the other side for a slide show. One that would run off the data stored in the satphone, sent through an electronic tablet with a built in projector. The rest of the group found themselves places on the chairs, or the bench tops, or somewhere on the floor. 
 
    Maric ticked off the rest of the evening in his head. The briefing would take about an hour, and then it would be time for a last check of combat gear. That would have to be followed by some personal time. The recon team would be too wired to sleep. They’d need to wind down.  
 
    For some it was cards that did it, for some it was a quiet walk outside or a bit of reading. Whatever it was, they had to be in their bunks by midnight. 
 
    They’d be up at six. After that they were heading into a largely unknown situation, and everything would be in the hands of the gods. 
 
    “These are the original satellite photos of the airfield,” he said, looking round the room. He didn’t need to tell them lives depended on knowing this stuff. Probably their own. Every eye was riveted on the patch of white wall he was using as a screen. Dick translated quietly for the two Kayans in the background.  
 
    “Since then one of the four Cosmo satellites has flown over the area several times each day taking pictures. We’ve had the images enhanced, and examined in detail. The Count’s taken a lot of care to keep his operation out of sight. But if you look long and hard enough, you’ll always spot something. 
 
    “There’s no evidence of camouflage netting, or buildings. At this stage that poses a mystery. Workers have to live somewhere, as does some sort of security force. There are domestic functions like cooking and washing, necessary to keep a work force operating.  
 
    “However, we think there is a track from the base of a dome nearby to the airfield.” 
 
    He tapped a key and the track was overlayed as a graphic on the original satellite photo. 
 
    “Our analysts have caught glimpses of clay patches, suggesting wheel tracks. They’ve also seen movement under the canopy, most likely vehicles. And the occasional flash of metal. It’s enough to tell us there’s a vehicle track connecting the dome and the airfield.  
 
    “Backing up this assessment is the geography of the area round the dome. It’s part of a ring of low hills that’s got the experts excited. It’s typical of an old volcanic vent when it’s been eroded away to almost nothing.” 
 
    Another graphic, highlighting a low arc of hills, appeared on the satellite photo. 
 
    “It’s the sort of formation we need to find, if we want a source point for the diamond fields. The valley draining the south-east side of the vent allows erosion to take the diamonds into the Kahayan River system, and down to the coast. 
 
    “It all fits, people. An airfield when there are no villages nearby. The position of the volcanic vent if it’s to create the mining area we want. The care someone has taken to hide the operation that’s supplying the airfield.  
 
    “That’s enough evidence for me, and I’ve sent a ‘go’ to base. Cal’s talked to our backers, and we’ve got confirmation to proceed at all levels. The main team – the remainder of the SAS force plus the other three from the liaison team – will move to operational readiness in one more day. Cal has been working out the deployment options for them over the last 48 hours. 
 
    “The only unknown at this stage is where we might find the support structures for the mine. There are no buildings round the airfield either. That’s to make the landing strip look like the other mission airfields around Kalimantan. But it raises too many questions.  
 
    “The Cessnas that take the diamonds out are probably flying in petrol as a back load, but the small amount they can carry won’t be enough. And where would they store the fuel once they got it there?  
 
    “Vehicles have to run on something, and so do compressors down the mine. They can’t have heavy machinery, there’s no way to get it in there. labor’s cheap, though. So where are they keeping a large workforce?  
 
    “The tailings from a diamond mine don’t amount to much, but where are they dumping those? 
 
    “These are the questions we have to answer before we call in the main force. That’s our job over the next few days.” 
 
    He stopped abruptly, checking his mental list of what he had to cover. Yes, all done. 
 
    “Any questions?” he said at last. 
 
    There were. Lots of them. 
 
    The recon team knew each other well enough now to ask questions and not worry about looking a fool. Maric was pleased about that. It was a good sign. 
 
    Many of the questions were roundabout ways of looking for reassurance that everything had been thought of. Maric had felt the same concerns himself during these briefings.  
 
    He let the team talk themselves out. Going over everything time and time again was good. It helped him cement everything in place in his mind. And it would be the same for the recon team. Yet in the end, all their planning would count for very little. 
 
    It was the nature of the business. You made every logical preparation you could, then threw most of it out the window when you were in the field. There would always be eventualities you couldn’t see coming. A plan rigidly adhered to could get people killed. 
 
    At long last the intel session seemed to have ground to a natural close. Maric checked the time. There was an hour left to allow the team to wind down, and they’d be in their bunks by midnight. Good. 
 
    “Briefing over,” he said loudly, cutting through the noise from a couple of conversations that had veered away from the op details to more light-hearted chatter. It was a sign the team were feeling confident. 
 
    “Personal time from here on, folks. Lights out at midnight,” he finished, and the group started to disperse. Maric set up a recharge for the electronic devices he’d been using. He hooked them up to the tiny solar array he’d placed on the roof. Hendrik came to help him. Maric took the opportunity to ask the stocky recon man if there was anyone waiting back at home for him. 
 
    Hendrik produced a photo of two older people who must have been his parents, and three men who were obviously brothers. 
 
    “Family farm,” he said by way of explanation for the buildings and paddocks behind the figures. “I love it at home, but I love to get away too. That’s what families are like.” 
 
    Maric nodded. He wouldn’t know. Maybe one day. 
 
    He picked up the folded dish antenna for the satphone and went outside. He aligned it correctly and ran one more uplink to see if there was anything from Cal. Nothing. That was good. Last minute changes made him edgy.  
 
    His next uplink would be in the field. That meant carrying the folding dish antenna with him. Not something he was looking forward to, not when he’d already be carrying a full kit. 
 
    Maric plonked himself down on his favorite seat, an old wooden box from the generator shed. He leaned back against the wall of the ranger station. 
 
    Lost in his own musings – Maric’s way of winding down – he was surprised when he checked the time and found it was already midnight. A quick look inside showed him the spirit lamp was out and everyone was in a bunk. Except the trackers, and they’d be sleeping heavens knew where. 
 
    He settled back on his box seat once more and leaned back. He always gave the others time to nod off before he turned in. Let the team think he was beavering away after hours getting on top of things. Anything that made them feel safer. 
 
    “Getting cooler already,” said a voice at his elbow. Maric jerked awake, and the box he was sitting on dropped forward with a clunk from the wall. Trying to regain his dignity, he nonchalantly leaned it back against the wall. 
 
    “You’ve just added ten years to my life,” he said, his heartbeat slowing as he brought it under control. 
 
    “Good,” said Russo decisively, as she bent her knees and leaned against the wall next to him, “that’ll make you look your age. It’s unfair you should look so young.” 
 
    Maric smiled. More often than not his baby-faced looks worked against him, but the ladies generally found them attractive.  
 
    Women did seem more obsessed with aging than men, though he could see their point of view. Men got some gray in their hair and a few lines on their face and they were ‘distinguished’. Women got past some mysterious ‘best before’ date and got matronly. Then found they weren’t being checked out with the same enthusiasm as they walked by. On the other hand, if you kept yourself trim and made an effort, you were good for life. At least in Maric’s estimation. 
 
    “I can’t get over these tropical stars,” added Russo, looking up into the crisp, clear heavens. 
 
    Maric followed her gaze. 
 
    “You should see it later in the dry season,” he said, “when the villagers burn off as part of their slash and burn cycle for crops. Can’t see a thing through the smoke in the upper atmosphere. Makes for beautiful sunsets.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Looks extraordinary at the moment, though, doesn’t it,” he relented. 
 
    They enjoyed the moment for a few more seconds. 
 
    “Time to turn in. Big day tomorrow,” said Maric gently. He didn’t want to think about Russo on her back at the hideaway in Pontianak. It sidetracked his mind. 
 
    She smiled at the understatement, and stood. Maric made a waving motion with his hand. She hesitated, then let herself into the ranger station. A faint ‘good night’ echoed after her. 
 
    Maric felt good. Everything seemed to be okay between them. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 20 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    They were underway by 0700 hours the following morning. The Kayan trackers ranged far ahead, out of sight, and Maric led the recon team in single file. Once they were on the old Dayak path, walking would become easier. It needed to. They had a lot of ground to cover by mid-afternoon.  
 
    Dick was unhappy to be left behind. And even more despondent to be told to take the land rover back to Pontianak. Maric had held firm. 
 
    He could imagine a worst-case scenario where the recon team was discovered and the Count’s security forces tracked them back to the logging camp. He wanted Dick long gone if that happened. 
 
    The camouflage outfits Cal had sent them were top of the line. One of the backers for the ‘gray’ operation had done a small run of high-tech fabric in a pattern called ‘Borneo Forest’, according to the label. The color composition had been taken from satellite images of the area they were heading into.  
 
    Maric wondered who had that sort of advanced production capability. More intriguingly, which government did they work for. It was a strange world Cal moved in these days. 
 
    Maric brought up an arm and examined the fabric more closely. As long as the clothing underneath the outfits was dull or dark, it was lost in the cool, porous material. There were dotted lines of a woven plastic running through it. Something that seemed to absorb light. It gave the suggestion they were constantly moving through shadows. Maric snorted, impressed. What would the boffins think of next. 
 
    The recon team followed the path the Kayans had marked the previous day. Then they came out on the old Dayak trail.  
 
    It was still in occasional use. Branches had been cut back and vines slashed at regular intervals. The marks were healed over, but the scars varied from a few months to a few years old. 
 
    The track followed the top of the low Schwaner range until mid-morning. Then it started to descend on the Iban side. When they stopped for a rest, Maric placed the team on one of the satellite images with his GPS.  
 
    He nodded to himself. So far they’d been heading directly for the airfield. The new course, descending from the tops, would take them under the airfield by about two kilometers. If it held true. At some stage they would have to leave the old trail and cut a new one through the forest. 
 
    The only excitement of the morning came just before midday. The uppermost branches of the trees began to beat the air furiously, and a series of whoop, whoop, whooooop calls echoed through the forest.  
 
    As quiet as they were, the recon team must have passed under a whole troop of gibbons resting in the hotter part of the day. The slim, gray apes moved swiftly away in a northerly direction. Their agility was a surprise.  
 
    The team stopped for a meal shortly after that. Maric found himself sitting with Russo, some way from the others. They were tidying up details relating to the ‘point’ and ‘ghost’ squads.  
 
    “Any complaints from the liaison group?” said Maric quietly, taking advantage of the privacy to see how the non-SAS members of the team were doing. 
 
    “None,” replied Russo. “They think is good to get strong leadership. You are focused on mission. See nothing but the mission. If anyone can get us there and back in one piece, you can.” 
 
    Maric was quite touched. It was a strong vote of confidence. 
 
    “Does it matter if a man or a woman runs the show?” he asked, intrigued by Russo’s experience of leadership in the military field. 
 
    She looked thoughtful. 
 
    “There are some tough women these days. For man or woman I think is essential no giant ego is in the way. But also important one person has clear idea of what must be done. Also the determination to carry it out.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Maric. “Otherwise we get the dreaded decision by committee. And that pleases no one.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “How does Bert feel about being part of the recon team?” continued Maric. 
 
    “Same as I do,” said Russo. “She’s had a hard life that one. Finding good male leadership is a big positive for her.” 
 
    That surprised Maric. Maybe it was the kiwi way of doing things. 
 
    “And Hoist?” 
 
    “Unquestioning loyalty. Would follow you anywhere. I think some hero worship there.” 
 
    Maric smiled. Hoist had believed he could never be beaten. Maric had turned that self-belief into something more positive, loyalty. That made the big man much more useful to the team. There was a similar bond between himself and Cal, his mentor. 
 
    The most important thing was that he and Russo seemed to be rock solid on matters relating to the mission. He could see she was a professional. She took on authority when necessary and shared power just as easily. She was at home in a command position, and did whatever she was asked to do.  
 
    Maric wondered why her private life was such a contrasting minefield of indecision. There had to be a link between the two abilities, or inability in the case of her relationships. Then he stopped that line of thinking. Getting the recon team, and the trackers, through the op in one piece was far more important. What he and Russo might do about a mutual attraction after the op would have to wait. 
 
    They came to a fairly wide stream just before two in the afternoon, and stopped. The Kayans hadn’t gone any further than this on their initial scouting trip. Maric guessed the recon team were getting close to the airfield now. The GPS confirmed it. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure these are the headwaters of the Samba River,” he said. “It flows into the Mendawai, which comes out on the western edge of the diamond fields. 
 
    “The Samba curves around to follow the Schwaner range at this point. If we follow it upstream we should come out just above the airfield. It beats cutting a track.” 
 
    He looked thoughtfully into the long, meandering gut of the stream’s passage. The trees met overhead in places to create tunnels. Miniature rapids ran between still pools. There wasn’t much soil over the bones of the range at this height. That made for an easy traverse along the sides of the stream.  
 
    It looked doable. 
 
    “Should have brought my waders and fly rod,” said Jinks.  
 
    “Anything would be a change from rice, greens and chewy chicken,” snorted Mosha. 
 
    Packing his GPS and water bottle, Maric re-kitted. Then he set Hoist as ‘tail end Charlie’, and led the way into the pristine watercourse. 
 
    Menan and Pejuang ranged ahead, marking a path. Half an hour later, the team arrived at a bend in the stream to find the Kayans waiting for them. They’d stopped beside a muddy gut that cut up through the eastern bank of the stream. Then it disappeared into the trees.  
 
    Maric checked the satellite image. At this point the stream made a detour north that would cost them time. They were almost abreast of the airfield. Striking off through the forest made sense. The Kayans must have come to the same conclusion. 
 
    Menan gestured toward the passage out of the stream. 
 
    “Dengan cara ini,” he said softly, telling Maric he thought they should follow it. 
 
    Maric nodded. He snapped off a couple of hand signals to Mosha, who was leading. The SAS man stepped carefully up the crumbling soil and into the forest. Menan, unencumbered by a heavy SAS kit, stepped lightly up the bank beside him. 
 
    When it came time for Maric to climb out of the stream, he paused. A number of large footprints overlaid each other, none of them particularly clear. As he worked his way up the gut he decided it might have been formed by elephant feet. 
 
    There were around two thousand Borneo, or ‘pygmy’, elephants on the island, but they were supposed to be up in the north-east corner. He shrugged. It was a wilderness out here, what did ‘civilization’ know about it? The elephant trail certainly made their progress easier. 
 
    The recon team left the wide, flat valley of the stream, and headed for a low ridge ahead. As they started to climb, the forest gave way to tussock and low scrub. The trail spread out into a number of tracks through the coarse grass.  
 
    Maric almost expected to see a massive head or two looming over the grassy folds of the ridge ahead of him. The ‘pygmy’ elephants weren’t that much smaller than their Asian cousins. But adaptations to their environment – like larger ears to radiate more heat – gave them a distinctive look.  
 
    Eventually they came to the top of the slope, and Maric swept his hands sideways. The recon team dropped into a prone position, and wriggled forward. The broken landscape ahead fitted exactly with the part circle of hills they were looking for. 
 
    “That has to be the dome on the far side of the central basin,” signed Mosha, borrowing Maric’s miniaturized telescope. 
 
    Maric nodded. 
 
    “Which means the landing strip is on the other side of the long ridge directly in front of us,” Mosha murmured. 
 
    “Do you see anything that could be part of the mining operation?” said Maric quietly. 
 
    Mosha scanned the area for a long time, then shook his head. 
 
    Maric hadn’t seen anything either, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t encounter sentries, or infrared sensors, on their way in. 
 
    “We set up one lookout post, manned by the point squad, half way along the ridge ahead of us,” he said. “It can watch the dome. We set up another in the hills to the north, manned by the ghost squad. It can monitor the track leading to the airfield.” 
 
    Mosha grunted his approval. Maric usually checked tactics with him. 
 
    “We take 24 hours to get our intel,” continued Maric. “We get it detailed and we get it right. Then we call in the main force to clean up this place.” 
 
    He checked the tussock and scrub slope they were on. 
 
    “Take us back off this ridge – we’re too exposed here. Go north until we’re back among the trees.” 
 
    Mosha nodded briefly. The team melted soundlessly away and moved north. The recon team had been in the trees no more than half an hour when they heard a small plane somewhere ahead of them. The noise diminished as the pilot throttled back. Maric could almost visualize a Cessna dropping low over the hills of the volcanic vent and coasting in to land on the airstrip. 
 
    He noted the time carefully. 1615 hours. Just after four in the afternoon. The Cessna’s visit was likely to be a daily call. He’d check for it tomorrow at the same time.  
 
    Later on he heard it again. 1705 hours. So, he thought, it spent something like 50 minutes on the ground. 
 
    The going was much slower without a track to follow. By late afternoon they were approaching the ring of hills that defined the old volcanic vent. Menan and Pejuang had started scouting short sections at a time, less than a hundred meters, before motioning them on. Maric called a halt when the recon team were equidistant from the corrugation of hills to the north of the airfield and the long ridge to the west. 
 
    “This is it, people,” he said quietly. “We separate here, each to their own outpost.” 
 
    He paused, before he continued. 
 
    “I don’t need to tell you what to do. You all know your stuff.  
 
    “We can’t afford to put a foot wrong in the next 24 hours. One mistake and we could all be dead. Think carefully about everything you do, and that’s before you do it, not after. Hand signals from now on. 
 
    “Got it?” 
 
    Heads nodded all round him. With a curt hand signal to Russo, Maric led his squad around the back of the long ridge that ran beside the airfield. Russo led her people – plus Menan, and Jinks for his paramedic skills – into the jumble of hills that formed the north rim of the eroded volcano. 
 
    When he was half way along the back of the ridge, Maric turned up onto it. Pejuang disappeared ahead, and returned when they reached the top. He motioned for them to follow, and led the way to a natural depression just behind the ridge line. 
 
    Maric nodded to himself. An ideal place for an outpost. The trees met overhead, concealing it from above. And it was back a little from the crest of the ridge. He signaled his agreement to Pejuang, then made the camp site sign to Mosha. 
 
    Everything would be ‘said’ by hand signals. They were here to reconnoiter – not get caught. His main worry was that the security force might contain ‘retired’ Spetsnaz members.  
 
    Russian special forces had begun hiring themselves out after the collapse of communism in their homeland. It wasn’t so much the weapons training they had that worried Maric, but the up-to-date electronics skills. That was one reason he’d banned radio contact within the recon team. The Russians might have technology capable of searching for transmissions on multiple wavelengths simultaneously. 
 
    There were still some good daylight hours left. Maric set up an observation site for the airfield further along from the camp. Pejuang had a good understanding of the accessible areas along the ridge by the time daylight began to fade. Hendrik and Anderson had set up lightweight tents and built some simple raised seating. 
 
    Maric gave Mosha the thumbs up sign. That meant they had good observation across the airfield. Mosha made a sharp negative gesture, then a quick spike toward his eyes and block with his hand. That meant there was no direct line of sight to the dome. 
 
    He picked up the satellite image of the basin and pointed to a low hill that partially obscured the dome. He tapped the front of the hill, and pointed to himself and a spot on the hill that would give him a good view of the dome. Mosha nodded, but Pejuang shook his head sharply. 
 
    The Kayan hunter pointed to himself, and then to the hill in front of the dome. Maric raised an eyebrow. Why? 
 
    Pejuang picked up one of the SAS kit bags. He pretended to smell it, and screwed up his nose in disgust. Then he circled his upper arm with his opposing hand. 
 
    Mosha looked at Maric. What was the man on about? It took a moment for Maric to make the connection. The Iban tied elaborate hunting bands to their upper arms, and Pejuang’s encircling hand was meant to show that. 
 
    He smiled, and reached for his electronic logbook. He quickly typed in a line.  
 
    “He’s saying Iban around – working for the Count – can smell us.” 
 
    Maybe not our sweat, thought Maric. Not in a couple of days. But the smell of weatherproofing, plastics, maybe gun oils. It made sense. His mentor Cal had always said westerners had lost 80 percent of their jungle skills.  
 
    This was one example of the forest people’s keener senses. Mosha read the message in the logbook. Maric raised an eyebrow when he looked up. Mosha shrugged. Why not, Pejuang had a point. 
 
    Maric figured the tracker wasn’t in any direct danger if he was just observing. That was his main concern. He nodded. The Kayan was delighted to be trusted with the job, and grinned from ear to ear. 
 
    Maric tapped the sign for Russo on his forearm, then touched his ear and the back of his hand. That meant make contact and report back. Pejuang melted noiselessly into the shadows. 
 
    It was after dark when he got back. The moon was now close to full, so it was already in the sky when the sun set. This was one of the things Maric had considered when he planned the mission. They’d arrived with almost perfect timing. It also meant the darkest hours would be just before dawn, when he was expecting the main SAS force to arrive. 
 
    Pejuang gave the all-clear sign as he arrived, and the one for ‘no messages’. 
 
    Hendrik had opened some cans of food, and the squad sat where they could to spoon it out of the tins. The contents were sustaining, but little more.  
 
    There was some lumpy goo that looked like casserole, and tins of peaches for later. Unfortunately it was all going to be eaten cold. It would be madness to light a fire. Maric didn’t trust the self-heating cans some teams took with them. It took just one to flare out and they ran the risk of being detected. 
 
    Hendrik and Anderson were playing some game they’d made up. It had something to do with a pile of twigs and some squares drawn on the ground. It only took one tour of duty for the SAS men to find ways of filling their downtime. Maric didn’t care what it was, as long as it remained a silent game.  
 
    Mosha seemed content to lie on his back and gaze at the brilliance of the stars. Pejuang had vanished again. Maric made a little blackout zone with his wet weather gear, and went over the information stored on his satphone. 
 
    Then it was time for Maric to set someone for first watch. The rest of the squad would try to get some sleep. They’d covered a lot of ground during the day, and done that carrying full kit. It shouldn’t be hard to nod off. 
 
    Maric set himself the first watch. It was a good way of combining his thinking time with his watch duties. He found himself hoping the op would continue to go smoothly.  
 
    For a moment he was tempted to say a silent prayer for a minimum of casualties. Especially when the main force tried to dislodge the security forces from the dome. He wondered idly if the Count would be there, but decided that was unlikely.  
 
    Wishing for anything during an op put the kybosh on it. At least that was the usual SAS thinking. He tried to concentrate on the more pedestrian aspects of his planning. Four hours later he woke his replacement and turned in.  
 
    The next day arrived soon enough. They were trained to sit still for long periods with little happening, and that was exactly what the day brought. Little by little their observations of the dome and airfield provided the information they were after.  
 
    The security forces patrolled night and morning. Each patrol consisted of a mix of Indonesian and Caucasian mercenaries directed by two Russians, a total of eight. The mercenaries wouldn’t be a problem, despite the modern weaponry they carried. The Russians, almost certainly Spetsnaz, would be a problem. 
 
    Maric sometimes saw two of the patrols on the ground at the same time. The security force would also have to oversee workers in the mines, and guard the diamond shipments before they were driven to the plane. In the end he guessed the security forces would be able to field four patrols in total. That meant eight Spetsnaz. 
 
    The hired muscle would crumble when they came under sustained fire, but the Spetsnaz took pride in their work. They understood that a firefight was like a game of chess. Just as Maric did.  
 
    Whoever got suppressing fire going first could move up on the flanks. That was like capturing a couple of squares and improving position. Having an enemy grenade launcher open up when you hadn’t thought to bring one yourself was like losing the flexibility of a knight in the mid-game. In the end game, one of the two teams would be left with an unwinnable position. 
 
    It was soon clear there were Iban hunters working with the security forces. Russo’s squad saw three of them returning over the landing strip with a dismembered samba deer. There had to be others around. 
 
    Maric recalled the headwaters of the Samba River they’d crossed the day before. Probably named after the deer. 
 
    Pejuang’s observation post on the hill beside the dome proved most productive. He had a clear view of a cave-like entrance into the dome, partially hidden under an overhanging cliff. It connected to the track from the airfield. The patrols always began and ended there. 
 
    It helped that Pejuang had an excellent memory for everything he saw. Maric organized a kind of scorecard to help him record numbers. Patterns soon emerged of who, and how many, were entering or leaving the entrance at any given time. 
 
    The living quarters had to be housed inside the dome. Along with the mines and their support systems. Maric began to think it must be an ant farm in there. The whole place honeycombed with connected spaces.  
 
    Later in the afternoon Mosha joined Maric and Anderson at the ridge camp. Hendrik had taken over the observation point on the ridge.  
 
    An hour went by in the lazy heat and hum of insects. Without looking up from a routine check of his weapons, Mosha pointed to the south. A moment later Maric heard the thin drone of a small aircraft as well. It was 1610 hours, and the Cessna would be on the landing strip at 1615 hours, same as yesterday.  
 
    Maric ticked the information off in his logbook with satisfaction. The more you knew about your enemy’s routines, the more effective your attack plan would be.  
 
    He typed in the last few words of the message he intended to send to Cal, then picked up the folding satellite dish. He nodded to Mosha, which told him it was time to send the team’s final situation report. While he was gone, Mosha would be responsible for Hendrik, Anderson and Pejuang and the observation points. 
 
    The satellite he wanted was currently north of their position. That meant getting down into a valley behind the circle of hills containing Russo and her squad. He needed somewhere out of line-of-sight of the dome. Just in case the Russian Spetsnaz had enough electronic clout to pick up his transmission. 
 
    Half an hour later he was on the outskirts of Russo’s base camp. Bert stepped out of a concealing thicket and waved him through. He smiled. How had they known he was there? Then he caught sight of Menan sitting next to Russo, his alert gaze focused in Maric’s direction. It was hard to get anything past the Kayan hunters. 
 
    The news from the second squad was good. Menan and Hoist had got a bit close to one of the patrols while watching the track to the airfield, generating some anxious minutes until the patrol moved on. But otherwise the day had gone well. Maric read Russo’s electronic log. It fitted perfectly with what he already knew. 
 
    He dropped most of his gear and his PR7 in camp, but took the folding satellite dish and his pistol with him.  
 
    The undergrowth got thicker as he made his way off the hills and down into the valleys. Eventually he found the spot he was looking for, and set up the satellite dish. Once it was aligned correctly, he connected his satphone and triggered the message in its memory banks. It went as a millisecond-long compressed squawk. 
 
    “Airfield layout and GPS position as expected,” it read, once encryption and identification routines had been run. “All living and working quarters contained within the dome. Also tailings. Track to airfield as expected, plus short extension around base of dome. Patrols irregular, night and morning. 
 
    “Personnel approx 24 mercenaries with 8 Spetsnaz commanding. Guessing 6-10 Iban hunters, appear to provide game only. Carry poisoned darts and bayonet style attachments on blowpipes. Workforce hard to tell but presumed to be up to 50 Iban villagers and a few engineers. 
 
    “Small Cessna lands 1615 hours each day with pilot and two bodyguards. Departure varies but around1700 hours. 
 
    “Recon assessment: operation within capability of grays. Moon phase and weather suggests 0500 hours on the ground within next two days. Front moving in.” 
 
    Then he’d signed off. 
 
    This was one of the few situations where he would wait for a reply, and it wasn’t long in coming. 
 
    “Agreed. 0500 hours 27th. HA/LO deployment. Light up airfield 0450. Davies leading. Cal.” 
 
    Tomorrow morning. The main part of the SAS force must already be at one of the New Zealand air bases. Good. Maric was pleased the attack would be soon.  
 
    He pitied the main force as they tumbled out of a transport at high altitude. They’d face freezing cold and turbulence in nothing but glider suits, paired with a 50kg drogue that contained their gear. Then they’d have to open their para gliders just above the ground.  
 
    The method of deployment made sense though. There was more opposition at the dome than originally expected. The main force would need to land all together. Helicopters weren’t an option. The Count’s security forces would hear them coming from miles away. 
 
    He was glad it was Davies leading the attack. He remembered the way the major had led from the front when he took his team out bush bashing. Cal had commented on the man’s mental and physical toughness too. Davies would have been made a Colonel for this op. 
 
    He made his way back to Russo’s base camp. He told the squad what Cal had decided. They nodded slowly. The recon team were familiar with the possible options. 
 
    Maric would use the satellite dish about midnight to check for last minute messages from Cal. After a moment’s thought, he left the cumbersome dish at Russo’s camp. Giving the thumbs up sign, he moved quietly into the forest. He retraced his steps to the long ridge camp.  
 
    Mosha was waiting for him when he arrived, and they went over tactics for the morning deployment. Darkness fell swiftly, and Hendrik and Anderson appeared out of the gloom as the two men were finishing up. The moon was almost full, and already above the horizon. The camp was, for the moment, in the moon shadow cast by the dome. 
 
    Pejuang reported in, but signed he would sleep at his obs post. There were still some comings and goings at the mine entrance.  
 
    The rest of the squad settled down for an uneasy night. They were trying to think of anything but next morning, and the battle it would bring. Spirits rose as the moon cleared the dome. Everything was bathed in a soft, pale light. 
 
    Maric was tidying up notes on his electronic log when Mosha nudged him. He switched the log off and pulled the wet weather hood away from his head. Then he heard it too. 
 
    Someone was traveling fast below them, but trying to be quiet about it. At first it seemed whoever it was would bypass the camp. Then the tiny sounds of movement changed course and headed straight for them.  
 
    Hendrik and Anderson stepped into the forest, out of sight. Mosha unholstered his pistol and slid it under the sleeping bag in his lap. Maric loosened the throwing knife Bert had made for him. 
 
    He would always remember the image seared into his brain as Russo stepped out of the trees. The left shoulder of her camouflage outfit hung in tatters, and her whole side seemed bathed in blood. Her right hand held a foot-long stiletto, and her arm was covered in sprays of red from the shoulder down. 
 
    She made one imperious signal – that the operation had been compromised – and sank weakly to her knees. Like a puppet folding up to go back in its box. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 21 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Mosha was the first to galvanize himself into action. He was the team’s number two paramedic. He had Russo laid out on the floor of the camp moments later. He began checking for torn arteries and fractured bones. He raised one hand to ask for his medical supplies. Maric was already at his side, setting them out. 
 
    When he had a moment, Maric sent Hendrik and Anderson back along the route Russo had taken. They settled themselves at covering positions along the flanks of the ridge. They were watching for any sign of movement that might indicate people heading toward the long ridge camp.  
 
    Maric wanted to know what had happened to Russo’s squad so bad his gut gnawed at him like it was a living thing. But he had to wait. Mosha needed to do his work first. It was sickening to see Russo’s collarbone showing white where a sharp blade had slid along it.  
 
    The night was clear, and the bright moonlight helped Mosha in his work. He augmented it with the soft LED glow of his medpac, as he worked on deep gashes in her shoulder. Maric didn’t like the use of the light, but the shallow basin of their camp protected them from being seen. And they were back from the top of the ridge. 
 
    Mosha found a small, severed artery that ran down into the muscles of her back. Thankfully the main artery on that side of her body had been missed. He held Russo’s arm behind her back to open up the wound while he cut around the artery. Then he clamped it off. 
 
    The local he’d put in hadn’t numbed the pain completely, but this wasn’t a city hospital. He didn’t apologize and Russo didn’t complain. They both knew Mosha’s actions were necessary.  
 
    He sprayed the area to stop infection. Then covered it, for the moment, with a pressure bandage. He thought she was capable of making up the blood she’d lost herself, and dug out some electrolyte solution for her to drink. The alternative was a transfusion from one of the team, and that could get complicated in the field. 
 
    When Maric pointed to the blood sprayed down her other arm he shook his head. That was someone else’s. Several someone else’s by the look of it. 
 
    So, thought Maric, she’d given a good account of herself. She might have got away unharmed if she’d been wearing her kevlar vest. But most of the recon team took them off in camp. The days were too hot. The vests chaffed from the sweat and heat if worn continuously. 
 
    When he’d finished his preliminaries, Mosha handed Russo back to Maric. 
 
    Taking the electronic log from his kit, Maric placed it under the fingers of her left hand He lifted her to a more upright position. 
 
    “Six Iban, four Spetsnaz,” she typed slowly, her left hand unused to the activity. “Iban among us before we knew. They had spears, but little combat experience.” 
 
    Maric figured she was referring to the knives lashed to the end of the main blowpipe shaft that the Dayaks carried.  
 
    “We dropped down quickly, but Spetsnaz came in after. I think Iban a distraction. Then too many. 
 
    “Menan at obs post by airfield. Came back to help. Not enough. We saw couldn’t win, tried to scatter.” 
 
    She lay back, exhausted. Maric saw blood already seeping through the pressure bandage on her shoulder. 
 
    “The sat dish?” he typed in. 
 
    She shrugged, then grimaced as her shoulder grabbed with pain. 
 
    Gone, thought Maric, along with all her team’s gear and PR7s. At least his team on the long ridge still had theirs.  
 
    The sat dish was an irreplaceable loss. This was looking worse all the time. 
 
    Mosha looked up at him, and Maric made a quick motion as if tying something off tightly. Mosha nodded. He was to get Russo back on her feet, so she could fight. 
 
    There were ways of doing that, but they were only good for 24 hours at most. If she didn’t get to a hospital within 48 hours, she’d be in trouble. Without further work the artery he was about to sew off, and the muscle tissue he’d pin together, would ruin her shoulder for life. Mosha went to work, hating the primitive conditions. 
 
    Maric was mentally cataloging what assets the recon team had left. Something told him Pejuang had arrived. Looking up, he saw nothing of the Kayan hunter. He fixed his gaze to the right, where the sensation was strongest. Pejuang stepped out of the trees and nodded to him. 
 
    Maric found there was little he needed to explain to the Kayan. Pejuang’s obs post had been directly across the central basin from Russo’s squad. Though shots hadn’t been fired, Pejuang had caught enough of the commotion to know what was happening. Seeing Russo in the long ridge camp – in a wounded state – had confirmed it. 
 
    He cupped his hands around Maric’s ear, and whispered, “Aku akan kembali dengan tanggung jawab dari kepala.” 
 
    Maric didn’t really understand what he meant. Pejuang seemed to be telling him about a duty the Kayan was obliged to carry out. Since Menan was a chief’s son, Pejuang had to inform the tribe of his capture. He ‘would return’ he said, but when was that? 
 
    Maric made the sign for the time of a next meeting, and Pejuang shrugged. The major wondered how far Pejuang would have to go. Menan’s people must be several day’s journey away, and that was only if the Kayan traveled fast. 
 
    The major nodded his agreement. The time for manning the obs post was over. Pejuang hadn’t been trained for what the recon team were facing now. It would be one less responsibility Maric had to worry about.  
 
    As always, the hunter was carrying everything he needed for survival in the forest. Turning away, he was gone as soundlessly as he had arrived. 
 
    Picking up the electronic log, Maric asked Russo a question about the raid on her camp. It seemed to him the Spetsnaz had meant to take the squad alive.  
 
    “Perhaps,” typed Russo. He’d got her thinking. “No gunshots during the attack.” 
 
    “They had time to plan this,” he typed in. “The Iban let them know you were there.” 
 
    “They want information,” she rejoined quickly. “How many, what are objectives.” 
 
    Maric nodded. It made sense. 
 
    Russo grimaced as Mosha sewed her shoulder back together.  
 
    Maric pondered the situation. The Spetsnaz would look around Russo’s camp site and see what was obviously a recon team. And it would look like there was just the one squad.  
 
    He’d only intended to have five on the team in the first place, and then the liaison group had been foisted on him. A force of eight, with himself, would normally be considered unwieldy for the job.  
 
    Maybe he could turn the Spetsnaz misconception to his advantage. The captured members of Russo’s squad would know to give the impression there was only one squad. 
 
    That meant the Spetsnaz might not be looking for anyone else. That bought Maric time, and the element of surprise. One problem though remained. The main force would come barreling out of the darkness just before 0500 hours and into the Count’s security forces on high alert. It would be a massacre.  
 
    Maric forced himself to accept that the main force would still be coming. Without the satellite dish he had no way of stopping them. If he did manage to set lights on the landing field at 0450, they’d be discovered by the security forces in minutes. And he simply didn’t have the fire-power now to maintain a perimeter round the airfield until reinforcements landed. 
 
    What if the Spetsnaz had their hands full elsewhere? That might buy the main SAS force enough time. If the security forces were tied up in a major skirmish somewhere well away from the landing strip, the recon team might be able to set the landing lights like they’d intended. 
 
    There had to be a way to do that. Maric was not about to give up. 
 
    Forces like theirs strove to keep peace in the civilized world. The Count had to be stopped. More than that, the Count had ordered the deaths of ex-SAS members to try and scare the SAS off. The idea he would target people who had served in the forces – and were now trying to live a normal life – Incensed Maric. These were soldiers that had done their time and left all that behind. They weren’t a threat to anyone. 
 
    He took a deep breath. Trying to understand madness just wound you up. Better he did something about it. And maybe there was a way. 
 
    Maric thought the idea through. If he was going to create enough mayhem to tie up the Count’s security forces, he would need his captured squad members back. He smiled grimly. That fitted nicely with his own determination to see his people freed.  
 
    Every member of the recon team gets to go home, dead or alive, he promised himself. And by all he held dear, and his own, hard-won understanding of justice, that was exactly what was going to happen.  
 
    Something rustled momentarily down the slope. Maric figured there were two people, maybe a third. It had better be Hendrik and Anderson returning. The two men appeared at the edge of the camp moments later, supporting Hoist. The big man swayed from side to side as he hung between them. 
 
    They lowered him into one of the home-made seats at the back of the camp. He slumped backward, and closed his eyes in pain. Mosha nodded to Hendrik to triage the newcomer. For the moment he had enough to do with Russo.  
 
    Maric motioned for Anderson to return to his covering position along the ridge. 
 
    Hoist was wearing his kevlar vest. Maric figured it was this that had determined his somewhat better condition than Russo. All the same, there was no denying he was badly hurt. Hendrik established that Hoist had a concussion, several cracked ribs, and a fair amount of bruising. There were no apparent cuts or broken bones. 
 
    The concussion worried Mosha, so soon after the knock on the big man’s head at the wharves. The big man wasn’t going to be fit for a full-scale op any time soon. Certainly not by tomorrow morning. 
 
    He signaled his concerns to Maric. That, thought the major, left him with five of the recon team, including himself. Call that four if he let Anderson loose with his sniper rifle as a diversion. Maybe Hoist could watch Anderson’s back. If Hoist improved enough by morning. 
 
    The four of them in the rescue team would be looking for Jinks, Bert and Menan. The captured team members were somewhere in the maze of mine workings and living quarters inside the dome. How in God’s name was he going to plan for that? 
 
    The problem eventually sorted itself out. The strengths of his remaining team members suited them to a particular function in the rescue party. And the only place they were going to hold off a much larger force was at a choke point, like a tunnel inside the mine. 
 
    Maric decided Russo would be backup, carrying the grenade launcher and Hendrik’s pistol. While she would be operational, she wouldn’t be able to take the kick of the PR7s. Hendrik would be next to her, carrying his PR7 and his explosives stores. Maric and Mosha would be taking point, with PR7s and USP pistols. Maric would be carrying two throwing knives. 
 
    There was only one place the prisoners were likely to be. That was the storage areas inside the dome. The problem was how to get in there. And then, how to get out with the prisoners.  
 
    Maric was working on it. There had to be an opening in the other side of the dome to provide air movement for so many people. The recon team had noted the track circled halfway round the dome. It was a side shoot that turned off after completing the trip from the airfield to the mine entrance. It had to lead to a ventilation system, and that was how they’d get in. 
 
    He would position Anderson on the low hill in front of the mine entrance. From there Anderson would be able to create havoc with his sniper rifle. If Hoist was well enough he would be able to carry Anderson’s pistol, and watch his back. The Iban scouts would be the main problem for the sniper party. 
 
    The two men could fall back to the ridge when the situation near the dome got too hot. A position on the ridge would also allow them to help in the defense of the landing strip – once the signal lights came on at 0450 hours. That left the problem of who Maric had left to slip out and place the lights.  
 
    He realized his rescue team was going to be spread too thinly to do everything. But they didn’t have a choice. They just had to make the plan work. 
 
    Mosha was finishing with Russo when Anderson returned. A quick flickering of hand signs told Maric that Anderson could hear something moving along the base of the ridge. It didn’t sound like one of their own. 
 
    Maric snorted softly. Getting another of the recon team back would have been too much like good luck. He signaled to Hendrik to join Anderson, and sent the two of them off to set up a two-man trap, one drawing the target’s attention while the other closed in from behind. He wasn’t prepared to take the chance whoever it was would just ‘go away’. 
 
    He moved back to the middle of the camp, and knelt quietly beside Russo. He picked up her good hand and held it firmly between his. He shook his head ruefully, and smiled in sympathy at her suffering. 
 
    She smiled back. 
 
    He patted her hand gently, and got to his feet. 
 
    Mosha had now started on Hoist. The meds he’d given the big man seemed to be working. Hoist’s headache was already fading, and his blood pressure had moved into the normal range.  
 
    The paramedic had him stripped down, and was taping up his ribs. He inserted a thin, curved splint into the taping to immobilize the side wall of his chest. If Hoist had to run, or breath hard, Mosha didn’t want his patient to have stabbing pains in his side. 
 
    Maric was working out a time frame for the rescue attempt when Anderson and Hendrik returned. The noise Anderson had heard turned out to be caused by an animal. But that was not the case with what they ran into on their way back. 
 
    They were dragging an Iban hunter between them, his arms tied and his mouth taped over. Maric wasn’t surprised to see the Iban’s hunting skills had failed him. The people of the forest might have sharper senses and a greater knowledge of the area, but they weren’t used to the animals they stalked coming for them. 
 
    He motioned to Mosha, who locked the man’s arms behind his head. Then Maric stepped forward and cupped his hands around one ear – Pejuang’s trick – to ask him some ‘yes or no’ questions. Something the man could answer with his mouth taped shut. The answers were very interesting. 
 
    No, he wasn’t tracking any ‘intruders’, he was just out hunting. Yes, some of the Iban were searching areas to the north. Yes, some ‘intruders’ had escaped that way.  
 
    Maric knew it had to be north. He figured the Spetsnaz would think Russo’s squad had come south over the Schwaner range from Nangahkemangai, the nearest road end to the dome. The Spetsnaz wouldn’t know about the abandoned forestry roads inside the national park. 
 
    Yes, said the Iban, there were ‘Russians’ leading fighters from many countries (mercenaries, as best as Maric could describe them). Yes, he’d heard they’d taken three prisoners earlier tonight. No, the Russians didn’t suspect there was another camp. 
 
    The Iban didn’t seem to feel any loyalty to the Russians, or to the mining operation in general. Maric figured that was because the Spetsnaz kept control by using fear. Fear did not promote loyalty.  
 
    Despite this the Iban didn’t seem at ease with the recon team either. He spent most of his time looking around wide-eyed at the team members. It didn’t help they were much larger than he was, and adorned with alarming space-age gear. 
 
    Maric dreaded what he had to do next.  
 
    Sooner or later he was going to have to decide what to do with the man. And he didn’t like the answer that was presenting itself.  
 
    He couldn’t take the risk of just tying the Iban up. Even though he apparently had no love for the Spetsnaz, he would want to warn his own people to flee. It didn’t take much to figure out a major battle was coming to the dome. If the Iban tried hard enough he might just find a way to get loose. 
 
    Maric didn’t like to put a value on a life, but there were too many other lives at stake. He looked at Mosha and gave an imperceptible shake of his head. Mosha thought about it for a moment, then made the tiniest of shrugs. He understood the problem. What else could they do? 
 
    Maric already had too many lives on his conscience. Some hadn’t seemed so bad – people that were trying to kill him. But too many of the deaths had fallen into a gray area. An area where the largely innocent had been sacrificed.  
 
    He was about to give the order to neutralist the Iban when Mosha hesitated. He knelt before his paramedic gear and looked through his meds case. He took out three ampules. Drawing off various amounts of each into a syringe, he signed his intention to Maric. 
 
    He could knock the man out for eighteen to twenty-four hours. He’d loaded the syringe with enough medication to drop a horse. The Iban looked young and fit. He would survive the dose. Probably. 
 
    Maric shrugged. The attack on the dome would be over well before the man came round.  
 
    The Iban, fortunately, was completely unaware of what the little, clear, stick-thing was for. He collapsed moments after Mosha emptied it into the side of his neck. The two men carried him to the edge of the camp and taped his hands and feet together. Then they tethered him to a tree. 
 
    A last check on Russo showed she was sleeping soundly. Maybe it was the meds Mosha had given her, but it was exactly what she needed.  
 
    Maric felt bad about throwing her back into front-line action the very next day. She should be getting a lot more of that healing rest. But making decisions like that was a part of being in command. 
 
    Hoist didn’t look as good as Russo. He was restless. He kept adjusting his position under the survival blanket Maric had thrown over him. At least he wasn’t muttering in his sleep. Maybe that was an unconscious part of the training that had been drilled into him.  
 
    Maric made a quick sign, and Mosha shook his head. It was too dangerous to give the big man any more tranquilizers. There was no way of knowing if he’d have improved by morning.  
 
    The recon team weren’t going to sleep much during the night, but Maric had always found it worthwhile to make the attempt. He would insist upon it now.  
 
    Before he put someone on first watch though, he gathered his troops around him. 
 
    Using the satellite maps and a mixture of standard hand signals and mime, he went over the plan time and time again. The moon was now fully overhead, and the team’s night vision had kicked in. It was a good drill session. 
 
    They finally turned in. The team were now as ready as it was possible for them to be. Maric cut the watches shorter for the night, and made sure the fourth watch would rouse the rest of them at 0315 hours.  
 
    They were going to hit the back of the dome at 0400 hours. After that, things would unfold very fast indeed!


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 22 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Maric stood motionless at the edge of the forest. The distance from the last of the trees to the rough opening in the rock was no more than ten meters. The track that looped around the dome stopped a short way back, hidden under the forest canopy.  
 
    The moon had disappeared over the western horizon as the squad left camp at 0330 hours. They’d come the whole way using night goggles. Dropping down across the outlet from the volcanic basin, they circled deep into the bush. That way they should hit the dome near the hoped-for ventilation system at the back.  
 
    The squad moved through the forest in a ghostly silence, and Maric felt a certain pride in their skill. They’d perfected the art of traveling in the jungle over the last few days.  
 
    All of them were traveling light, carrying nothing but weapons and ordnance over kevlar vests. Tramping boots had been replaced with flexible rubber bootees that made no sound, and gave excellent grip for climbing. 
 
    Maric checked the time. 0400 hours. They had to time the operation right. They needed to have the security forces fully engaged when one of the team lit up the landing field at 0450. 
 
    He scanned the area slowly with his night goggles, checking for movement. 
 
    Mosha was among the trees, somewhere to his left, with Russo and Jinks further back. He could feel the presence of the squad members. He wasn’t picking up indications of others in the area.  
 
    In front of him an opening into the vertical wall of the dome sat at ground level. It had been dug out of solid rock, crudely shaped by explosives. Maric assumed it opened into one of the ancient lava caves inside the dome.  
 
    An old, rusting, grating had been bolted onto the rock to cover the entrance. More to keep out animals than stop people, he reasoned. One more sweep with his night goggles showed nothing in the vicinity.  
 
    He was more than a little concerned. Defensive measures around the dome seemed to be lax. Halfway to the dome the squad had waited silently in the undergrowth as a party of hunters traveled along a ridge above them. They’d not made contact with anyone else.  
 
    Maric expected the main entrance to the dome to be well guarded. But there’d been none of the night patrols around the perimeter he expected.  
 
    Maybe it was a trap. Maybe the Spetsnaz were confident they’d busted the one and only squad and that was an end of it.  
 
    Even if there were a few remaining team members out there, the Spetsnaz might think it madness for them to attack a much larger force in an easily defended position. Yes, thought Maric, with a wolfish grin. Madness was another name for doing the unexpected. And the unexpected gave you an advantage. 
 
    The Spetsnaz would be out in force just before dawn, bringing their mercenary force with them. They weren’t to be underestimated. They were old hands at this.  
 
    They would’ve seen the possibilities for the next few days. The moon, almost full, would disappear over the western horizon in the early hours of the morning. That would create a perfect opportunity for an attack under cover of darkness. And there’d already been a recon team in the area, even if they had won that skirmish. 
 
    Maric held his hand up beside his head, and signaled for Hendrik to come forward. As their demolition man appeared silently out of the darkness, Maric pointed to the rusty grating. He made a chopping motion before tapping his ear. Could Hendrik shear the grating off while keeping the noise to a minimum? 
 
    Hendrik made the ‘looksee’ sign. Maric tapped the back of his hand to signify ‘yes’, and motioned to Mosha, now standing at the edge of the trees to his left. The two men moved silently across the gap to the dome. Both of them were invisible in the darkness – to anyone without specialized optical equipment. 
 
    Maric saw Mosha boost the short, solid figure of Hendrik to the top of the metal grating. Hendrik held himself there while he examined the bolts properly. Satisfied with what he saw, he lowered himself to the ground. 
 
    The two of them rejoined Maric.  
 
    Hendrik picked up his kit and sorted through it, until he came up with half a meter of what looked like white cord. It would melt through the bolts easily. There’d be no noise, but he couldn’t do anything about the bright light the cord generated. 
 
    Maric thought about it. Hendrik’s approach would do the job, especially if they pulled the grating back into place behind them. If anyone saw the light through the trees, the ventilation shaft would look normal when they came to investigate. And he figured light wouldn’t travel far down the twisting passageways on the other side of the grating. 
 
    Sometimes you just had to take chances. 
 
    He set Hendrik to work on the grating, and signed Russo to move up. The three of them waited patiently until they saw Hendrik twist the timer and scurry back to join them. Switching off their night goggles they turned their faces away from the entrance, missing an extraordinary display.  
 
    A faint spider web hung in the air for a moment, as instantaneous detonation lines radiated out from a central point. A circle of bright stars blossomed across the rock face like an improbable circle of fiery mushrooms. Red-hot metal ran like candle wax from a dozen waning points of light. 
 
    Well, that’s a giant-size calling card, thought Maric, as the display reflected off the trees around him. In one way it was good. The squad were committed now. There was no going back. 
 
    He hurried across the open space and lifted one side of the grating out from the rock. The edges were cool to the touch if he held the metal away from where the bolts had been. The other squad members hurried through, walking more cautiously once they were in the passageway. Maric had impressed upon them how easily sound transmitted along rock walls.  
 
    The major pulled the grating onto place behind him, and the team moved forward into a mild breeze. It was laden with the warmth and smells of human habitation. 
 
    Maric took point. When a faint glow appeared ahead he motioned to the others to pack away their night goggles. Hearts pumping, forcing themselves to breath slowly and deeply, they moved forward. 
 
    The tunnel opened out into a much larger area. Edging cautiously along the last few meters of rock floor, Maric found himself looking into a cavernous, open space. It was faintly lit by reflected light that made its way in from the rest of the complex. It took a while for his brain to comprehend what he was looking at. 
 
    A vertical wall tumbled away below him. Across the way a similar rock face was laced with walkways cantilevered out from the rock, connecting a labyrinth of mine openings.  
 
    How deep the massive lava cave in the volcano had once been was impossible to say. A mountain of tailings from the mines had filled it to a level some forty meters below the walkways. That explained why none of the tailings had shown in the satellite photos.  
 
    The nearest of the walkways was twenty meters below him, and ten or so meters to his right. Maric indicated they would rappel out of the tunnel and onto the walkway below. He pointed to a spot on the wall where he wanted the line anchored. A crack in the rock would take some of the piton, but Mosha would have to drive it in further.  
 
    Hendrik placed himself next to Mosha to provide a noise-absorbent cushion. Mosha wound material around the device and hammered it in with light, irregular taps. 
 
    Looping the line around one arm, Maric worked his way across the rock face with his feet. He made it onto the walkway in less than a minute. The others followed.  
 
    Hendrik tied the line off on the safety rail. It wasn’t ideal. They could end up trying to climb up to the tunnel while being shot at. But it gave them one escape option. 
 
    Moving quickly round the walkway, the squad found ladders that took them higher. It wasn’t long before they were level with the main part of the complex. They stepped off the top walkway onto the floor of a gallery that brought several passageways together. 
 
    Three corridors had been cut into the rock directly ahead of them, and Maric paused. It was 0410, and they needed to keep moving. 
 
    He signaled Hendrik to lay a number of diversionary charges. Then Mosha to take the corridor on his left. Russo would cover the middle corridor with the grenade launcher. It had the most signs of frequent use. Maric would take the single right-hand corridor. 
 
    This was the crucial part of the operation. They needed luck to stay on their side for a little bit longer. Once they were discovered it was a turning point. A game-changer. Making ground under fire became a protracted affair. The chances of injuries, even in the most protected of positions, increased.  
 
    Maric hoped they could find the prisoners before they were discovered. Everyone in the dome appeared to be sleeping. He moved silently forward.  
 
    The first length of corridor remained in the same half-lit, murky darkness. It didn’t take long before Maric discovered another lava cave. A roughly hewn corridor led off that, and a smaller cave appeared to one side, used as storage.  
 
    At the end of the corridor he came across a T-junction. Here for the first time the area was lit. A single bulb hung from a wire that ran along the ceiling. It gave a weak light. Maric figured he was moving into the living quarters, where lights would run all the time. He figured there had to be an electricity generator on one of the streams nearby.  
 
    Choosing the corridor to the right, he followed it until it opened into a long natural gallery. He was half way along it when something changed in the background emptiness. The barely detectable crackle of reflected sound that underpinned all open spaces. It was time to hide.  
 
    He flattened himself into a shallow scrape in the wall of the gallery. The change in the background noise continued to increase. Someone was coming.  
 
    In an open space he could have told you how many, and how far away they were. But with every bit of sound bouncing off the rock walls he was reduced to guessing.  
 
    An older woman came round the curve of the rock. She was dressed in rough working clothes and looked preoccupied. She disappeared into a side corridor. Maric figured she was a servant from the kitchen, come to prepare the first meal of the day. 
 
    Her arrival looked like a low-risk opportunity to gather information, and he took it. He followed her into another lava cave, used as a storage area for food. He stepped quickly left, behind a roughly woven curtain that had been erected to divide one compartment from the next. 
 
    Unfortunately, that was exactly what the older woman had done.  
 
    The only thing that stopped her screaming was Maric’s military attire. He wasn’t Spetsnaz, but he was an armed soldier. She turned back toward the entrance and froze at his appearance.  
 
    Thank God for the rough ways of the Spetsnaz, thought Maric. The poor woman was terrified. 
 
    His hand shot out and closed off her windpipe. He could have made her unconscious in a moment, but he wanted to ask her some questions. She opened her eyes wide in alarm, and started to struggle, trying with both hands to remove Maric’s grip on her throat. He put a finger to his lips, and shook his head gently. 
 
    When he didn’t do anything more to hurt her, she stopped struggling. Maric leaned in and spoke a few words of Dayak. Then he put his finger to his lips again, and raised his eyebrows questioningly. She nodded, and he let her go. 
 
    She didn’t scream, and Maric relaxed. He’d been prepared to re-apply the hold if he needed to. 
 
    He leaned in again, and whispered a Dayak phrase he’d learned from Dick. It carried the same meaning as the European saying, “the enemy of my enemy is my friend.” She looked startled for a moment, then nodded hesitantly. He took her hand and guided her further away from the opening. Then he began to question her. 
 
    Had the soldiers brought in some prisoners? Vigorous nodding. 
 
    Three prisoners? One quick nod. 
 
    Maric felt a huge relief. At least the captured squad members were still alive. 
 
    Where were they held? A puzzled look. He thought maybe it was a language problem. Then she started to draw a map of the complex in the accumulated grit on the floor. He stopped her as soon as she’d shown him how to get to the prisoners. It was now 0422. He was starting to feel pressured for time. 
 
    His last question caused more confusion. In the end he had to guess at what her answer was. She appeared to be saying the armory was right next to the Spetsnaz sleeping quarters. That made things difficult. It would have been nice to arm the prisoners once they were free, maybe even get the PR7s back. But would the risk of entering the armory be worth the extra fire-power? 
 
    He left the question undecided, while he bound and gagged the woman. He secured her arms to a support with a generous loop of rough twine he found nearby. Then he sat her down and made sure she was comfortable.  
 
    She seemed to understand what he was doing, and why. He smiled reassuringly, and she smiled tentatively back. He vanished from the storage area. Two minutes later he was back at the walkway above the mine workings. 
 
    Hendrik gave him the thumbs up signal. The explosives were in place. Russo nodded when he questioned her, sending an all-clear sign. There’d been nothing from the central passage. 
 
    There was no sign of Mosha. It was unlikely he would be long. He knew how tight they were for time, just as much as Maric did. 
 
    The sounds of a brutal firefight, amplified in the closed space, shattered the silence. 
 
    The massive thumps and tortured screeches of superdense metal gouging rock had to be a PR7, amplified in a confined space. The rapid bursts of small-caliber ammunition that followed were a Spetsnaz reply.  
 
    Probably the Izhmash assault rifles that had replaced the Kalashnikovs in the 1990s, thought Maric. He was hearing nothing that sounded like the KS-23 yet. The rifled shotgun was a favorite Spetsnaz close-quarters weapon. It could do considerable damage, even through body armor. Maric figured the Spetsnaz didn’t carry them in the mine. They wouldn’t expect serious trouble from Iban hunters and workers. 
 
    The eruption of noise was coming from the left-hand corridor, the one Mosha had ventured down. Maric signed a sharp negative when Russo lifted the grenade launcher. She was ready to move down the tunnel and provide backup. 
 
    Maric had fought alongside Mosha before. His friend’s experience would lead him to the conclusion Maric had already reached. The squad didn’t want to get bogged down in a firefight in the tunnels. They needed to free the prisoners first.  
 
    Mosha would do better to hit them hard and beat a hasty retreat. 
 
    Seconds later the SAS man appeared at the mouth of the tunnel, taking care he didn’t leave footprints in sandy patches. Let them guess how many they’d met. 
 
    Maric smiled. The Spetsnaz wouldn’t have known what hit them.  
 
    Mosha’s little effort had pushed the Count’s security forces back, and bought the squad time. The PR7s would have shocked the hell out of them. That would make them supremely cautious in future encounters.  
 
    But they were professionals. They’d regroup and come on. Maric figured they’d probably rouse the mercenaries, and put them at the front of the next wave. 
 
    Mosha made signs he’d fired on four Spetsnaz, putting one down for good and leaving one too injured to fight. They were wearing body Armour., but the heavy PR7 bullets had gone through it.  
 
    The Russian special ops soldiers must have been alerted by something. Maybe the early morning domestic staff had seen one of the recon team. If the Spetsnaz were coming down the corridors toward the mines, it reduced the options left for the squad. He hoped they could free the prisoners before they were forced into a defensive position. 
 
    It was 0426 hours. Anderson and Hoist would be opening up on the main entrance in four minutes. Maric wished he’d brought them forward a few minutes, but planning was always a guessing game. 
 
    He signed a ‘single file’ command, and led the squad up the right-hand corridor. When they were through the first cave and into the long natural gallery he deployed them as an ambush force. There was reasonable cover for Russo and the grenade launcher behind a rock outcrop on one side, and the squad could retreat down the T-junction further in if they couldn’t hold there. 
 
    He signed for Hendrik to detonate the explosives when the security forces reached the walkway. Then he set him opposite Russo. What else could he do to slow the Spetsnaz advance?  
 
    Maric was hoping the rearguard defenses would give him time to free the prisoners. He set Mosha at the junction to listen for an attack from the left-hand branch of the corridor.  
 
    Then he disappeared down the right-hand corridor of the junction. Everything now relied on the map in his head provided by the Iban woman. 
 
    In the corridors he had the disadvantage of lighting. It meant he could be seen as easily as he could see. The faint sounds of running feet echoed from somewhere in the distance. He guessed the mercenaries were being mobilized.  
 
    The remaining Spetsnaz would also be converging on the mines. They’d have known at the first shot what was happening. Special forces could be at combat readiness in minutes. 
 
    Maric passed through another lava cave, closer to the area that was supposed to house the prisoners. Two Iban workers turned a corner just ahead of him. He had nowhere to hide.  
 
    His sudden appearance, and his military attire, froze them in place. That made his job a little easier. He dropped them both at the same time, each with a sharp tap under the ear. They fell without a sound. 
 
    Then he was in the corridor he needed. He could only hope the prisoners were still there.  
 
    There were no guards. The Spetsnaz would have thought binding and tethering the prisoners was enough. Certainly this deep inside the dome. Still, it would only be a matter of time before someone connected the attack on the dome to the prisoners, and came to investigate.  
 
    Maric moved swiftly along the corridor, looking for the storage rooms he’d seen elsewhere. It turned out there was only one lava cave. He came to a halt beside the entrance.  
 
    The corridor had the usual hanging bulb, producing a weak light. The room did not. He paused for a moment, but couldn’t hear anything from the cave. Then clothing rustled as someone moved.  
 
    Maric figured Jinks and Bert would be awake, maybe Menan too. The sounds of Mosha’s confrontation with the Spetsnaz would have alerted the prisoners. Even this far away. 
 
    He slipped through the opening, one of Bert’s throwing knives in his right hand. In the light from the corridor he could make out three shapes tethered to a bench along the far wall. Their hands and feet were bound.  
 
    Bert and Jinks slowly levered themselves upright. Maric was pleased to see they could move under their own steam. The dark smudges of bruises showed on their faces, and blood stained their clothing.  
 
    Jinks did a double take as he realized who it was, and nudged Bert with his elbow. Maric looked to the right. Menan was face down on the end of the bench, and seemed in a bad way. One leg was roughly bandaged above the knee, and blood had crusted over a long scrape on his back. 
 
    Maric pointed to Menan, and Jinks signed that his injuries were extensive. Then he made the sign they’d agreed on for Iban, and Maric understood. The Iban hunters had beaten the Kayan brutally, doubtless to settle old scores. 
 
    Maric came forward with the throwing knife to cut Jinks’ bonds. He’d finished with Jinks, and was freeing Bert’s hands, when he stopped in his tracks. A rough voice, speaking accented English, spoke from the corridor. 
 
    “Throw your weapons out, or we frag the room. Your choice,” it barked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 23 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Maric realized the Spetsnaz had been waiting. They’d set an ambush in case the attack on the dome included a rescue attempt. Maric felt a grudging respect for the planning abilities of their commander. 
 
    “Don’t try it,” said a voice in almost unrecognizable English on the other side of the opening. “You’re covered from both sides.” 
 
    Maric hadn’t been thinking of trying anything. ‘Get the facts before you act’ was a rule he’d learned early in his SAS career. He wanted to know how many of them there were, where they were standing, and what state of mind they were in. Maybe then he’d think about doing something. 
 
    Bert and Jinks shrugged resignedly and sat back on the bench. Maric saw them disguise the fact their hands were now free, and dipped his head briefly in approval. He slid his PR7, pistol and knives out into the corridor. 
 
    “Very good,” said the first voice. 
 
    Two Spetsnaz stepped into the room. One was a grizzled veteran, who Maric figured was a captain from the markings on his clothes. The other was younger. The easy camaraderie between them suggested they’d been through many tours of duty together. 
 
    He sized them up. He had ten years on them, at least. They were in good condition, but maybe his reflexes were a split-second faster. He hoped so. Every little advantage helped. 
 
    “Who are you?” said the older veteran, as the other patted Maric down. 
 
    “gray operation,” said Maric, “like you.” 
 
    The Spetsnaz captain looked unsure. 
 
    “Off the radar, unofficial,” said Maric, and that seemed to do the trick. 
 
    “Ah,” said the veteran. “Your government won’t stand up for you.” 
 
    He smiled, but there was no warmth in the smile. “So your goose – this is the right word? – is cooked.” 
 
    Maric nodded. They were at the mercy of the Spetsnaz. They were expendable.  
 
    The rattle of gunfire echoed along the corridor. The Count’s security forces had run into the rearguard Maric had set for them.  
 
    The other veteran laughed.  
 
    “We do a little ‘mopping up’, eh, and it is all over.” 
 
    Maric had a little trouble with ‘moping goop’, but eventually figured it out. 
 
    “Nice weapons,” said the captain, flicking the muzzle of his Izhmash assault rifle toward the corridor. “Where you get them?” 
 
    “Made them in my garden shed,” said Maric, looking the captain straight in the eye. 
 
    For a moment the captain didn’t understand, then he saw he was being made fun of. He roared in anger, and smashed Maric across the side of the head with the stock of his rifle. Maric collapsed onto his side, and made weak attempts to get up. 
 
    Both the Spetsnaz laughed. 
 
    The older one was about to repeat the question when there was a rolling wave of thunder, and the floor rocked under them. Hendrik had detonated the charges along the walkway in the mines.  
 
    The Spetsnaz turned to look into the corridor. As soon as their attention was elsewhere, Maric struck. 
 
    Wrapping a forearm lock round the captain’s ankles, he drove his left leg forward into the other Spetsnaz’ ankles. At the same time his right leg cannoned backward behind the man’s knees. The scissor effect slammed the Spetsnaz face first onto the rock floor. There was a sharp crack as bone gave way. 
 
    The captain realized what was happening. He swung his rifle down to cover Maric, but the major moved lightning fast to pull himself up. He tucked the muzzle of the weapon under his arm. Grasping the weapon higher up he used the leverage to drive his fist into the captain’s groin. Twisting, he came to his feet as the man doubled over. He laid him out with a hand-edge blow across the back of his head. 
 
    The two men lay sprawled on the floor, unmoving. 
 
    “Was baiting the Spetsnaz just a little act?” said Jinks incredulously. 
 
    “No,” said Maric, rubbing the side of his head, where blood was already seeping through his hair. “That bloody well hurt. 
 
    “However,” he said, taking a little bow. “We try to entertain.” 
 
    Bert held out her feet for the bindings to be cut. Maric walked back and picked up one of his throwing knives from the corridor. He returned and set her free. 
 
    To his surprise, she took the knife from him. She walked over to where the second Spetsnaz was lying in a slowly spreading pool of blood. 
 
    “Broken nose,” she commented icily. “Not good enough.” Before Maric could stop her, she rolled the man over and stabbed him under the rib cage. The knife went up and through his heart. He convulsed once and lay still. 
 
    For a moment Maric didn’t know what to say, then opened his mouth to ask a question. 
 
    “He was being a dick, with his dick,” she said flatly, forestalling him. “It was the violence that annoyed me. So I decided to do something permanent about him. 
 
    “Now it’s over. Thanks for the opportunity to settle the score.” 
 
    Maric guessed the prisoners had been interviewed separately. Maybe the Spetsnaz commander didn’t known what his underlings got up to. Maybe he didn’t care.  
 
    It didn’t seem to matter now. It had sorted itself out. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow in an ‘are you okay’ manner, and she laughed harshly. 
 
    “I’m all right. I knew what I was getting into when I trained for this line of work. Some things have always been a possibility. 
 
    “Don’t go soft on me, major, we’re just here to do a job. I’ll do mine fine if you get on and do yours.” 
 
    Bert was coping. That was all Maric could ask of her right now.  
 
    And she was right, they still had a job to do.  
 
    He checked the time. It was 0435 hours. Anderson and Hoist would have been making the main entrance a ‘no go’ zone for five minutes now. He hoped it would take some of the pressure off the rearguard he’d put in place.  
 
    It was likely the sniper team would be over-run in another ten minutes, and have to retreat to the main ridge. Then the full force of the Count’s military might would be concentrated on his four-man squad.  
 
    Six-man squad now, he corrected himself. Plus Menan. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Anderson focused his sniper rifle on the mine entrance one more time, and read off the telemetry. 714 meters. The new L96 had been designed for a first-round hit at 600m. He would have to do better than that. 
 
    The stillness of the night was in his favor. As was the heavier 8.59mm bullet he preferred for the rifle. Less chance of a deflection in flight. And the large open area in front of the entrance gave him a clear shot. 
 
    Against him was the fact he was shooting by starlight. The night goggles showed targets as fuzzy outlines when viewed through the 12X variable scope. His best chance of success would be when the target was moving. Then it took a more definite shape against the background. 
 
    Hoist sat down heavily beside him, trying to quieten his breathing. The big man was still far from a hundred percent. Still, Anderson was able to watch his back. Working the sniper rifle took all his concentration. 
 
    ‘Perimeter set’, signed Hoist, and Anderson felt better. At least they’d know if they were about to be outflanked. The Iban hunters were going to be the biggest problem.  
 
    The forest was their home. The thought of poisoned darts whispering out of the darkness and into his skin made Anderson feel uneasy. As if the darts were an unfair advantage. All it took was a scratch in the neck, and you found you couldn’t stand up. If the Iban left you alone your breathing slowly shut down. If they cut your throat, breathing wasn’t going to be a problem. 
 
    Give him something that went bang any day. 
 
    He flicked the time function on his electronic tablet. 0429 hours. One more minute and he could open fire. He squinted carefully down the scope. He was trying to locate figures standing watch at the main entrance to the dome.  
 
    A human form moved into the frame of the scope from his right. Probably a sentry returning from taking a leak in the forest. The outline of the figure was perfect in the scope. 
 
    What the hell, it was close enough to 0430, reasoned Anderson. He squeezed off a shot, and the figure dropped to the ground. Then it levered itself up and staggered toward the entrance. 
 
    Dammit! swore Anderson. He knew that had been a clean shot. The man must have been a Spetsnaz with a bulletproof vest. 
 
    A figure moved quickly from the other side of the opening and took shelter just inside the cave entrance. Unfortunately it had given itself away. Anderson had a clear outline against the deeper darkness of the cave. He squeezed off another shot. The sentry dropped and stayed down. 
 
    Mercenary, or Iban, muttered Anderson to himself. 
 
    A squad of figures arrived from inside the main entrance at a run. It was a moment before the Spetsnaz inside the cave alerted them to the danger of sniper fire. Then they turned back, taking cover inside the cave.  
 
    Anderson took his chance. He fired as fast as he dared, without losing accuracy. Two shots straight into the middle of the retreating group. Then at some figures that had moved away to the left of the entrance. One of his targets, then another, crumpled into an amorphous mass in the scope. They faded out of Anderson’s vision as they ceased to move. 
 
    That was a result, thought Anderson with satisfaction. Anything that took pressure off Maric and the others inside. 
 
    Now it got tricky. Anyone coming out of the entrance wasn’t going to be hanging around. Hitting running targets was more difficult. Still, he scanned the entrance repeatedly with the scope. He was rewarded with a shape on the edge of the forest, preparing to make a run for the entrance. 
 
    The fuzzy green shadow had just launched itself forward when Anderson fired, but it crashed to the earth just the same. Bit lucky there, muttered Anderson to himself. 
 
    Now the Spetsnaz were getting organized. Figures were leaving the entrance at staggered intervals, some heading left and some right, running as hard as they could. 
 
    It was frustrating. Anderson stitched a pattern across the face of the entrance as fast as he could fire the arctic rifle with single shots. There were no hits, but the exodus of fighting men stopped for a few minutes. 
 
    There were almost a dozen of them in the forest below him now. They’d already be looking for the source of the sniper fire. It wouldn’t be long before he and Hoist would have to retreat to the long ridge.  
 
    Anderson took deep breaths, and mentally calmed himself. He needed his body to be as relaxed as possible. His heart as slow as possible. It was part of his training to fire between his heartbeats. 
 
    It was hard to concentrate when his position would be over-run in a matter of minutes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Binding and gagging the Spetsnaz captain, Maric gave the man’s weapons to Bert. Jinks took the weapons of the dead man on the floor. Both of the Spetsnaz were a bit light on ammunition. Still, the two squad members felt more useful now they were carrying weapons. 
 
    Maric handed Bert the second of the two throwing knives she’d made for him. He motioned for her to keep them both.  
 
    “Nice work you do,” he said, smiling. “They’re beautifully balanced.”  
 
    Bert smiled. Just handling her favorite weapons made her feel better. Together, they went to look at Menan. 
 
    He was hard to rouse, but came around enough to realize where he was. Jinks checked him over quickly. No concussion, but a lot of pain. Mainly due to several broken ribs. And severe dehydration. 
 
    Maric managed to get Menan drinking from his water bottle. Then he signed for Hendrik and Bert to carry him. They moved fast as they headed back the way Maric had come.  
 
    The sounds of battle from the mine area were now a steady roar. Moving quietly was no longer necessary. 
 
    When he came back to the cave where he’d met the two workers, Maric found them gone. Perhaps one had come round and dragged the other away. It didn’t matter now. The Spetsnaz were all too aware the recon team was inside the dome.  
 
    Maric hid Menan in a second, adjoining cave. He told him to keep sipping the water, and sit this one out. The Kayan smiled painfully, and gave a shaky thumbs up. 
 
    Negotiating a short piece of corridor and another lava cave, the others found themselves back among the rest of the team. Their arrival was a welcome relief to the hard-pressed defenders. 
 
    Bert hunkered down next to Russo. At the end of the lava cave she could see the corridor curving away to where it met the walkway above the mines. Or what was left of the walkway after Hendrik’s demolition charges had detonated. One body lay partly out of sight around the curve of the corridor. A mercenary by the look of it. No Spetsnaz uniform. As they watched, it was dragged away. 
 
    “I’m glad to see you!” said Russo. She was on high alert for signs of movement in the throat of the corridor. 
 
    “Mosha’s good on covering fire, but I need a straight line for the grenade launcher. I’m the first target as the attackers leave the tunnel. Can you keep them off my back?” 
 
    Bert nodded. They had a good position here. The only worrying problem was the numbers stacked against them. And the fact they would, eventually, run out of ammunition. 
 
    Jinks joined Hendrik on the other side of the lava cave, and just in time. A solid wall of mercenaries charged up the corridor, screaming and yelling. Mosha began pumping single PR7 rounds into the side of the corridor from his angled position. The noise of shattering rock was overpowering, and a fog of dust built up inside the corridor itself.  
 
    A rain of superdense shards and rock fragments scourged the oncoming men. As the survivors left the corridor, Jinks cut into them with his captured Izhmash on fully automatic. 
 
    The ones that got through ducked left and right, and found cover in the recesses on either side. Russo’s first grenade landed in the opening to the corridor, obliterating the stragglers, and the charge was over. 
 
    The cave was much darker now, and Russo glanced up to see that one of the lights hanging from the roof had been shot out. The one behind them still seemed to be working. 
 
    Two sets of muzzle flashes blinked from a rock outcrop to the left of the corridor. Another added its weight from a shallow hiding place to the right. The danger of being hit by ricochets became a real problem. The thrum of spent bullets around their positions became almost continuous. 
 
    Hendrik signaled for covering fire, and rolled sideways to end up behind a low upwelling in the middle of the cave. From his better position he was able to silence the muzzle flashes on the right of the corridor. 
 
    The mercenaries on the left were too well entrenched. Fearing another charge while the squad were distracted, Russo fired one of the last of her grenades. The explosion threw one of the mercenaries into the air. He landed on her side of the rock outcrop. Bert put a burst into him from the Izhmash to be sure. The last mercenary kept firing. 
 
    Bert signaled to Hendrik and Jinks. They kept the man’s head down while Bert closed in silently along the side of the cavern. She was pretty sure his ears would be deaf from the grenade blast, but she wasn’t taking any chances. 
 
    She did him the honor of knocking him out with a roundhouse kick to the head. Then she put two through his heart with the Spetsnaz pistol Maric had given her. She respected determination and courage. 
 
    At the other end of the cave Mosha and Maric were straining to hear above the sounds of the battle. Nothing had moved on either side of the T-junction, but that wouldn’t last much longer.  
 
    The Spetsnaz would open up a new front, and soon. It was the logical next step once their attempts along the corridor from the mines proved unsuccessful. 
 
    Their wait ended when the heavy thump of Spetsnaz rifled shotguns thundered down the corridor toward them. Ducking behind cover they waited the barrage out. Solid and scattered shot caroomed off the floors and ceiling, spiking the air with rock splinters and flattened lead. 
 
    The barrage didn’t stop, and it was coming closer. 
 
    Maric realized the Spetsnaz intended to over-run the recon team’s position, coming in behind a continuous hail of bullets. He shook his head. It was a risky gambit. It was supposed to keep target forces pinned down until the Spetsnaz were right among them. But that didn’t work with seasoned troops. 
 
    The Spetsnaz had made their first big mistake. 
 
    Maric signaled his intentions to Mosha. Mosha smiled happily. He approved. It would feel good to strike back. People shooting at you got annoying after a while.  
 
    The two men had done this maneuver countless times in the field. It was a one – two – one approach that brought results. Mosha checked the outcrop of rock between him and the firestorm for a good, low, firing position. 
 
    Maric gave the signal, and Mosha rolled into place. 
 
    Maric fired first, Mosha second – to distract the Spetsnaz from Maric’s position – and Maric fired again. Then they both snapped back out of the way.  
 
    The massive thumps of the PR7s boomed over the whirr of Izhmash assault rifles and rattle of Kalashnikovs. Maric assumed the older rifles had been issued to the mercenaries. 
 
    For the first time the PR7s were able to work as they’d been designed. All three shots hit targets, shredding bulletproof vests in two cases, and exited their targets as a perfect rosette of heavy metal death. Tungsten shards cut through body after body, only stopping when they hit another vest, or the rock wall. 
 
    Silence descended on the corridor. 
 
    Mosha risked a look. The bewildered survivors were staring uncomprehendingly at the carnage at their feet. Maric called out from his position to Mosha’s right. 
 
    “Take your dead and wounded away. You won’t be harmed.” 
 
    Rifles snapped up at the sound of his voice. Someone issued an order in Russian. The mercenaries among them shouldered their weapons and dragged the wounded and dead out of sight along the corridor. The Spetsnaz backed up behind them, shotguns trained on Maric’s position. Then they were gone. 
 
    It was good to hear silence at both ends of the elongated lava cave. Even if the team didn’t know how long it would last. 
 
    “I think we can tell H&K their prototypes work,” said Mosha laconically, the tension draining out of him. He didn’t expect the Spetsnaz back any time soon. 
 
    Maric nodded. The recon team had done better in an out-numbered situation than he’d expected. Much of that was down to the new weapons.  
 
    His first preference had been to find the prisoners and get out of the dome. Then tie up the security forces in a careful retreat that led them away from the airfield. But since the team had been forced into a defensive position inside the dome, the rearguard action had gone better than he’d hoped. They were certainly keeping the bulk of the Count’s forces away from the landing strip. 
 
    Still, a breakout to put lights on the airfield was going to cost them heavily. He knew that. Though it would be easier now they’d made a sizable hole in the security force. 
 
    “What’s the body count?” he asked Mosha. 
 
    Mosha voiced a question to Russo at the other end of the cave. Then he did the sums. 
 
    “Dead or wounded seven that end of the cave, five here, plus the two you dealt with when you freed the prisoners. What’s that, fourteen?” 
 
    Maric nodded.  
 
    “Our initial estimates were thirty-two Spetsnaz and mercs, plus a handful of Iban hunters. But I think we can count on a lot more mercs than that.” 
 
    Mosha looked thoughtful. Despite their initial successes, it was still a decidedly unwinnable situation. They must be outnumbered five to one. 
 
    Maric checked the time again. O446 hours. Later than he’d thought. 
 
    He felt his stomach tighten. The recon team were going to be late lighting up the landing strip. If the transport coming in above didn’t get the signal, the squad would be left to fight this battle on its own.  
 
    They’d been lucky so far, he realized, but it wouldn’t last. This was rapidly becoming life or death, however you looked at it. He had to get out to the landing strip and bring the main force in.  
 
    His mind moved into overdrive. 
 
    “Has to be you,” said Mosha, reading his mind. 
 
    Maric shook his head. His place was with his troops. They needed to know someone dependable was in charge. 
 
    “Russo’s a major. I’m an experienced captain,” said Mosha. He said the last part with added emphasis, so Maric would get the point. 
 
    “We’ll be okay. But you’re the one that thinks best on their feet. It has to be you.” 
 
    Maric considered what Mosha had said, and reluctantly nodded. It was one of the problems of being in charge. You thought you were indispensable. Maybe he wasn’t.  
 
    For a moment he thought about the grizzled Spetsnaz captain. The man without any warmth in his voice. Was that what he was going to end up like? Had he thought he was indispensable? Then he thought about Russo. That was just as confusing. 
 
    He turned back to the problem at hand. 
 
    Jinks came over when Maric called, and settled in beside Mosha. These two had worked well together during training. They’d do well here too. 
 
    Making his way to Bert and Russo, he motioned Hendrik over. Then he explained his plan to them. 
 
    Russo grabbed his arm. 
 
    “The odds for you are not good,” she said urgently. “There must be other way!” 
 
    “I’ve run through all the possibilities in my mind,” said Maric grimly. “This is the only option. 
 
    “Besides,” he said conspiratorially, bending his head down to hers, “you’ve given me something to come back for.” 
 
    Before she could move away, he kissed her briefly on the mouth. 
 
    Then he was gone. 
 
    Bert was the first to recover. 
 
    “How come I don’t get some of that good stuff,” she hissed after him. 
 
    Hendrik raised his eyebrows. “Mad, completely mad,” he said, shaking his head. 
 
    “Which one?” said Bert. 
 
    “Both of them,” muttered Hendrik. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 24 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    The squad watched him go. If he didn’t make it to the landing strip on time, the future looked bleak for them all. Still, there was something about Maric you felt you could trust. There were his considerable physical skills, and his sense of fair play. And an innate oneness that led the team to trust his leadership. 
 
    The major ghosted down the corridor toward the shattered remains of the walkway. He became one with his surroundings. A moment later he disappeared round the curve in the rock. 
 
    The squad members in the lava cave prepared themselves for what the Spetsnaz would throw at them next. Somehow, they had to hold on while Maric planted the airfield lights. And the main force landed. Every minute was going to seem like a lifetime. 
 
    At the end of the corridor, Maric slowed. He knew there’d be sentries up ahead. The problem was, where exactly?  
 
    He was carrying wide, flexible LED strips around his waist, and under his camouflage jacket. They would guide the main force in. Apart from that he’d dumped everything except his weapons, and a minimum supply of ammunition. 
 
    Speed was his only friend now. 
 
    He heard lowered voices before he saw the sentries. He stopped for a moment and considered. Maybe this was a job for the USP pistol and his combat skills. Spetsnaz further away in the tunnels wouldn’t be too concerned about conventional weaponry. Probably deduce the recon team were on the receiving end. That might buy him time to clear the walkway and climb back out the ventilation tunnel. 
 
    He unholstered the pistol, checked the clip, and eased an extra bullet into the chamber. He was going to get one chance to make this work, and no time to reload. He parked the PR7 in a long gouge in the wall. 
 
    Maric closed his eyes, and listened intently. Two men were discussing something, then a third spoke. So, three at least.  
 
    But the voices were too flat. There was a lot of sound absorption in the space around them. Material, soft surfaces, bodies breaking up the sound waves. Even allowing for kit set on the floor while they rested, it had the feeling of six to eight individuals. That wasn’t good. 
 
    Still, did he have a choice? 
 
    Maric felt his heart speed up, and his nervous system accelerate. He forced himself to breathe fast and shallow, muffling the sound with his hands. Then he started lunging forward and back, like a sprinter on the starting line. At some unconscious point of readiness he shot forward. 
 
    He was in the middle of the security forces before they realized he was there. He avoided looking directly at any of them. He was letting his peripheral vision do the work. It was a much more instinctive system.  
 
    Maric was already turning as he hit the center of the group. Before they could respond he’d worked his way round the ones that were standing, putting a bullet through the heart of each. Anyone sitting would be slower to free up a weapon. 
 
    The last one was drawing a pistol as Maric turned toward him. The major dropped to one knee as a bullet went over his head. Someone fast enough to draw a pistol in these circumstances meant Spetsnaz. Maric didn’t bother checking for a bulletproof vest. He put two bullets in the man’s throat. 
 
    One of the soldiers had been knocked back against the wall by the earlier attack, and now he came forward again. He had to have a vest. That meant Spetsnaz again. 
 
    Maric ducked under a hooked arm that intended to take him in a headlock. He hit hard with an elbow and dodged behind him. He put a choke hold on, one that allowed him to keep the pistol pointing forward.  
 
    Two mercs that had been sitting on the floor were rising now, bringing Kalashnikovs to bear. They hesitated, not wanting to shoot one of their own. They changed their minds when Maric put bullets in them. They were flesh wounds. The Spetsnaz was proving hard to control, and his struggles were spoiling Maric’s aim. One of the mercs finally went down to a better placed shot. 
 
    The Spetsnaz stopped trying to pull Maric’s arm off his throat. A hand shot up and twisted the pistol out of his grasp. The Spetsnaz dropped and twisted, pulling Maric over him and onto the ground. This guy was good.  
 
    Maric got one leg under him the instant he hit the ground. The other kicked at the USP pistol, now held by his opponent. The man was too quick. The kick forced him to snap the weapon vertical though. And Maric was already back on his feet. 
 
    A roundhouse kick caught the Spetsnaz’ shoulder and threw him off balance. As he tried to bring the USP to bear again, Maric feinted left before snapping a hook sideways. It drove his knuckles hard into the back of the man’s gun hand. 
 
    The pistol flew out of his grasp, and clattered across the rocky floor of the corridor. 
 
    Maric sensed something behind him, and spun away as one of the mercenaries fired a short burst. Bullets chipped rock off the wall, and whined shrilly as they sped away down the corridor. The noise distracted the Spetsnaz. 
 
    Stepping in smartly, Maric threw the man sideways over an outstretched leg. He scooped the USP up from the floor and rammed it into the Spetsnaz’ ear as he struggled to his feet. The man slowly raised his hands. He said something to the merc. The Kalashnikov dropped to the ground. 
 
    Maric’s breathing started to slow. Part of his mind was surprised he was still alive. Maybe fortune did favor. the bold. Maybe his feelings for Russo were keeping him alive.  
 
    Whatever it was, he was one lucky SOB. 
 
    He motioned for the mercenary to go ahead of him. Then he herded the two men toward the mining area. Little of the top walkway remained. He pushed them toward the shattered remnants. 
 
    All three of them took a quick look over the edge of the massive lava cave at the heart of the dome. The top three levels of the walkway hung in shattered pieces. The mine entrances they served were now bare holes in the rock wall.  
 
    Further down, the wooden planking seemed to have survived the blast. 
 
    Maric motioned for the two men to drop down onto the surviving platform. They went hand over hand down the wire stays that had held the upper levels in place.  
 
    When he said “jump”, the Spetsnaz feigned misunderstanding. Maric put a bullet through the walkway beside him. The man swore solidly in Russian, then launched himself into space. He timed it correctly, and rolled as he hit the slope of tailings. It was a good ten-meter jump. 
 
    The merc started to jabber in some language Maric didn’t understand. He raised the pistol and pointed at the man. The man made the sign of the cross and jumped. He landed awkwardly. His knee bent unnaturally, and an agonized howl echoed across the cavern. 
 
    Maric shrugged. He was still alive. He should be grateful. 
 
    Retrieving the PR7, Maric raced along the rocky shelf toward the ventilation tunnel. Then he got his first look at the far end of the walkway. 
 
    It had collapsed when the top levels had come down. All that was left was a thick wire rope hanging between metal poles drilled into the cliff face. At the end of the last pole the rappel line was still attached to the wire, where Hendrik had tied it off. 
 
    Dammit, he swore, that was one hell of a climb! 
 
    He hid the PR7 at the back of the nearest storage cave. That left him with the LEDs round his waist and the USP. The less weight he carried the better. 
 
    Maric lowered himself off the edge of the cliff to the full extent of his arms. It still seemed a long way to the wire rope below. If he stopped and thought about it he’d probably never do it. Time was of the essence, so he just let go. His hind brain galvanized into frantic action as his fore brain screamed in alarm. 
 
    Twisting in the air he positioned himself to catch the wire. It came up blindingly fast. He managed to take it cleanly in both hands, and the slack along the line slowed him nicely. He hauled himself along, hand over hand, until he came to the end of the wire rope. Then he pulled the rappel line tight and tied it off on the last metal pole. 
 
    That left the line at a sharp angle to the ventilation tunnel. It was bit steep for a Tyrolean traverse, but Maric’s arms were already exhausted. With the Tyrolean he could bring his legs into play. 
 
    He swung one leg over the wire rope and levered himself upright. He crooked his right leg so it lay along the top of the wire. He started to drag his body forward and onto the rappel line, using his arms and right leg. His left leg hung below the line for balance. 
 
    Progress was steady, but the line got steeper as he got closer to the ventilation tunnel. Suddenly the Spetsnaz at the bottom of the cavern started yelling in Russian. Moment’s later Maric heard voices at the rock ledge above the mines. 
 
    He pressed steadily on, avoiding the trap of putting in a frantic burst that would leave him weak and trembling. A pistol opened up on him, and then several Kalashnikovs. They weren’t built to be accurate at that sort of range. 
 
    Then the sharp crack of an Izhmash on single shot opened up. A bullet hit the wall beside him, scattering rock chips. They drew blood.  
 
    That wasn’t good. The Izhmash was a much better weapon at distance. 
 
    The lip of the tunnel was now only a few meters away. Maric worked his arms and right leg twice more, breathed deeply, and moved on to repeat the process. A bullet went cleanly through the calf of his left leg, where his leg hung below the rappel line for balance. 
 
    The impact almost unseated him. For a few moments he swung on the line, desperately trying to stay upright. Maybe now was a good time to put in a burst for the top after all.  
 
    He used both hands to haul himself upward, flailing his hooked leg in an attempt to keep him moving and keep it on top of the line. 
 
    The Izhmash cracked again, and Maric tumbled over the lip of the opening and into the safety of the tunnel. He didn’t have time to recover from his exertions, and pushed past the burning in his lungs. He drew the pistol and shot out the piton that anchored the rappel line. It snaked past his feet and into the depths of the cavern. 
 
    His calf didn’t appear to be bleeding badly. Maybe it would last as far as the landing field. He’d tourniquet it after that.  
 
    Still, it was going to be hell to walk on. 
 
    Maric checked the time. 0451 hours. The recon team was now officially late. 
 
    He scrambled down the tunnel and out into the cool of the early morning. It was still dark. He figured if he kept the looming shape of the dome on his left he must hit the landing strip soon. 
 
    He ran along the track for a while. The lighter color of the tracks gave him something to follow in the gloom. He kept his hurt leg straight, and did most of the work with the other.  
 
    When he was half way to the main entrance he turned, and veered away through the forest. This was harder going. He wondered why he was developing a stitch, and such an oddly painful stitch at that. 
 
    He started to run half doubled over, massaging the stitch in his side. He pulled his hand away when his camouflage jacket felt wet. It was blood. The smell of salt and iron was unmistakable. It was his own blood. That last Izhmash bullet had got him! 
 
    Then he thought of the two LEDs around his waist. Goddammit! A bullet in the right place could have broken a vital connection. But he didn’t have time to check them. They’d either work on the landing strip or they wouldn’t. He pressed on. 
 
    Maric was beginning to feel light-headed when the landing strip finally appeared through the trees. He wondered how much longer he’d be able to keep going. His wounds didn’t feel so bad yet. 
 
    He was about to set the two LED strips the regulation twenty meters apart on the rough grass, when shadowy figures rushed him from the trees. He managed to hit two of them with bullets from the USP. Then a fierce blow hit him across one of his kidneys, and he sank to his knees in blinding pain. 
 
    When he’d recovered a little, he looked up to see shadows moving against the starlight. Then he saw a circle of makeshift spears. Iban, had to be. With knives tied to the end of their blowpipes.  
 
    He wondered why he wasn’t already dead. The Spetsnaz must have told the Iban to bring him in alive. 
 
    Three things happened then, in quick succession. The wet thump of a high-caliber bullet hitting flesh was followed by another, and more figures poured from the edge of the forest. 
 
    Maric knew what the first sound was. Sniper fire. Anderson and Hoist must have made it back to the long ridge. Anderson had night goggles and a 12x scope, and he was using them to good effect. Maric had directed him to support the main force when they hit the landing field. And he could use a little help before the main force arrived. 
 
    He had no idea who the second wave of fighting men were, but they outnumbered the Iban. They cut the Iban down in a sudden surge of bloody fighting. There seemed to be no quarter asked or given on either side. 
 
    “Hantu panjang terluka,” said a familiar voice. Pejuang! The Kayan must have run into a hunting party of his people. Somehow, he’d managed to bring a relief force back to the dome in a little over twelve hours.  
 
    Maric laughed at Pejuang’s words. Yes, the ‘long ghost’ was wounded. He’d heard the Kayans call him that before. They might be right. He was beginning to feel more ghost than real. 
 
    “Aku butuh bantuan anda,” he said quickly. He could use their help. 
 
    While the Kayans spread out and secured the area, Maric set up the LEDs. Pejuang dragged two dead Iban off the landing strip. 
 
    The specialized sets of millimeter thick lights contained a flexible battery built into the underlying fabric. The lights themselves were made of hundreds of slightly offset lasers. Clustered together into compound ‘eyes’, they were visible from anywhere above. Even from the heights a transport flew at. 
 
    The first one worked the second he activated it, but the second one didn’t.  
 
    He swore. He needed both to work, and both to send the same signal. Otherwise Davies wouldn’t send the main force tumbling out of the transport above. 
 
    Not this, not now! He checked the time again. 0457 hours. He was already seven minutes late. He didn’t even know if the main force was still up there. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At thirty-three thousand feet the dawn was already a brilliant crescent behind the plane. Davies checked the time again. In two minutes they’d be over the drop zone. Maric’s LEDs should be visible any time now. 
 
    The 141B Starlifter was US military. Cal had considered several options for the air drop. None of the US clandestine agencies had been high on his list. They weren’t covert enough, and prone to asking for unpalatable favors in return.  
 
    In the end, the Starlifter had been one of the few options that could be ready in time. Pressure had also been put on him by one of his commercial backers to choose the US option.  
 
    Cal had finally agreed. He tried to think of the good they were doing, and not the politics behind it. 
 
    An Australian Hercules had lifted the main force out of New Zealand’s Ohakea air base on the previous day. They’d arrived at a remote Australian air force base when it was already dark. In less than an hour they were airborne again in the US Starlifter. 
 
    The hold of the Starlifter was enormous. It could hold 155 paratroopers fully laden. The 37 members of the main force were spread out over the middle of the extensive space. The men were already in their glider suits, and attached to the 50kg drogues that would leave the plane with them. 
 
    The three final members of the liaison group had arrived at the training camp with little time to spare. There were no women this time. Davies had assigned each of them a number of ‘buddies’. Men whose job it was to keep the liaison group alive in the days ahead. The new personnel had settled in quickly. 
 
    That lifted the 34 of the SAS contingent to 37. 
 
    The commander made his way to the forward cabin. The co-pilot turned at his approach, and acknowledged him. Then turned back to his instruments. He’d just finished running check-lists for the drop. 
 
    “Looks like your boy’s a ‘no show’,” said the navigator. 
 
    Davies stepped over to stand beside him. 
 
    “See for yourself,” said the navigator, and relinquished the viewfinder. 
 
    There was nothing showing in the darkness below them. Switching to night vision made no difference. 
 
    The commander flicked his hands apart to indicate he wanted a wider view. The navigator complied. 
 
    The faint glow of the Iban village of Tumbangmiri now showed to the south-east. Nothing showed in the direction of Bukit Baka Bukit Raya. The national park ranger station must be just off the screen. Otherwise the viewfinder’s scan of the jungle below revealed nothing. 
 
    Davies looked at the digital reading at the top of the pilot’s instrument panel. Twenty seconds to go. The time passed agonizingly slowly. Nothing came to life far below them. 
 
    “That’s it, then,” said the pilot, as the last second ticked past. “Turn the plane around?” 
 
    Davies shook his head. 
 
    “Give them a bit more time. Fly a bypass for five minutes, then do another final approach. That gives them ten minutes. If nothing’s turned up by then we’ll head for home.” 
 
    “Not regulations,” said the pilot. 
 
    “What’s it going to achieve?” said the co-pilot. “Ten minutes isn’t going to help your people. Your man knows the rules. If he could have been there at 0450 he would have.” 
 
    Davies’ face set hard. 
 
    “You’re not flying under US regulations. You’ve been requisitioned under a non-disclosure agreement for a gray op. In that situation there is no higher rule of law in the field than the commanding officer.” 
 
    The two pilots looked at each other. The co-pilot shrugged.  
 
    “Okay,” said the pilot. “Five minutes bypass and return. Don’t think it’ll make any difference, though.” 
 
    Davies didn’t care what the pilot thought. The overweight pansy had probably never been under fire in his life. Or had other people’s lives depend on his actions. 
 
    “Good,” he said firmly, and left the cabin to update his men. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Maric looked around desperately. There must be something he could use to replace the damaged LED. His night vision had kicked in, but it was hard to see by starlight. At least the night was clear. 
 
    One LED wasn’t enough. There had to be two of them, and they had to be a regulation 20 meters apart. Maric also had to choose the right laser pattern. There were dozens of them pre-coded in the LEDs. And of course they had to be active at 0450 hours, or somewhere close to it.  
 
    Anything else suggested the recon team had been compromised. It probably meant the recon team had been captured, and their captors had figured out how to use the LEDs. Or tortured the information out of the team. 
 
    If everything wasn’t absolutely right, there was a good chance the main force would end up dropping straight into an ambush. 
 
    A faint white glow caught Maric’s attention a little further on. Along one side of the landing strip was a maintenance box.  
 
    He stood quickly, and his injured leg gave way beneath him. Pejuang grabbed him as he fell. Maric draped his arm about the Kayan’s shoulders. He shook his head. He was getting weaker. 
 
    “Membukanya. Cara apapun anda dapat!” he forced out, as the two of them moved erratically toward the box. The Kayans rushed to obey. They rocked the maintenance box back and forth until the wooden cover ripped off entirely. The contents piled up in a mess on the base plate, and trailed off in the direction of the cover. The Kayans were now ripping that apart barehanded. Most of the pile on the base plate looked like emergency stuff. Useful to a Cessna with engine trouble. 
 
    Maric scrambled through the pile. Looking for he knew not what. Then he came across a bottle of cleaning spirits and an old tarpaulin. An idea came to him. He turned to Pejuang, who shouted orders to the other Kayans as fast as he received them. 
 
    Picking up the cleaning spirits, Maric doused the rest of the pile. One of the Kayans lit it. Others spread the tarpaulin on the grass nearby.  
 
    Pejuang held his spear over the LED that was operating correctly. He watched the flashes on the blade until he understood the pattern. It took a few repetitions. Then he slowed it down in his mind, and fed it back to his people. 
 
    The tarpaulin ran across the fire at head height, then back, on the outstretched hands of Pejuang’s men. One of them suggested an improvement.  
 
    The system started to work a little faster.  
 
    A moment later a coded message was heading skyward in a most unorthodox fashion. Maric could only hope Davies was still there – and would accept it.               
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 25 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Davies got something in the viewfinder half way into the return pass.  
 
    He hunched over the eyepiece. Unable to trust the navigator when he thought lives were at stake.  
 
    The faint, but growing, point was an LED signal. But, was it sending the right code? And why weren’t there two of them?  
 
    On the plus side, the coordinates were the right ones. Something was happening in Maric’s neck of the woods. That didn’t mean it was the recon team.  
 
    The commander noticed an indistinct smudge next to the LED. It was hardly registering in the range and modulation associated with a laser signal. He switched to night vision, and a more distinct outline took shape. 
 
    On a hunch he switched to infrared, and a ball of fire flared into life. It was so strong it overpowered the LED signal next to it.  
 
    Then the infrared signal vanished.  
 
    Davies blinked a couple of times, subconsciously thinking there was something on the lenses of his eyes. 
 
    The infrared was there when he looked back a second later. Then it vanished again. This time he waited, and it came back.  
 
    When this happened a few times he could see there was a pattern. 
 
    What in God’s name was Maric up to? Deep in his guts the commander felt certain this was Maric’s doing. The major had that practical kiwi ability to make anything work, and he had it in spades. So, what was he up to this time? 
 
    Davies wracked his brains. Nothing came to him. He turned to the navigator. 
 
    “Does the LED code match?” he asked. 
 
    “127A on the machine and on the page,” said the navigator, confirming the signal he was getting was the same as that designated for the op. 
 
    Something triggered an idea in Davies brain. 
 
    “What’s the pattern for 127A?” he said abruptly. 
 
    “Does it matter?” said the navigator. “They match.” 
 
    “Get the goddamn code!” roared Davies, and the navigator grabbed a thick folder where he’d set it to one side. The codes were one of the few things too high-risk to be committed to a computer. 
 
    “Hurry, man!” prompted the commander. 
 
    The navigator swore, and fumbled over the last page. 
 
    “Point, double point, point, point, gap, triple point, . . “ the navigator began. 
 
    “Slower, slower,” commanded Davies. If he was right, he was going to have to pick up the pattern mid-stream. 
 
    “Got it!” he crowed triumphantly a minute later. 
 
    “Point . . . triple point . . . gap . . . triple point,” he continued slowly, taking over from where the navigator had left off. 
 
    “That’s right!” said the incredulous navigator. “How did you know?” 
 
    Davies snatched his eyes away from the viewfinder to look at the digital reading at the top of the pilot’s instrument panel. 
 
    Mother of God, one minute and they’d be over the landing strip. He spun toward the pilot. 
 
    “One minute for hold depressurization!” he snapped at the man, cutting off any argument. 
 
    “But you can’t . . . that’s suicide!” spluttered the pilot. 
 
    At 33,000 feet the air outside the plane was steady at minus eighteen degrees Celsius. The wind chill factor, as the men tumbled through it, would subtract another twelve degrees. Not that an unprotected person would feel it for long. Leaving the plane more than a thousand meters above the death zone for climbers on Mount Everest, they’d lose consciousness in seconds. 
 
    Davies could have ordered a more normal deployment, at ten thousand feet, but that would take time. He had the feeling every second counted for the team on the ground. 
 
    “Remember your non-disclosure agreement,” growled Davies, and the pilot and co-pilot looked at each other. Finally the pilot nodded. 
 
    By the time the commander was back in the hold the hiss of equalizing pressure could be heard by everyone. The men were looking intently at him for orders, some of them unnaturally pale.  
 
    “Sorry to do this to you, men,” he shouted over the hiss of depressurization. They knew what was coming. 
 
    “Breathing kit!” he commanded. The men slipped neoprene hoods over their heads and into place. Now only their eyes showed. The mouthpieces recycled their breath through a chamber that surrounded their necks. Gas-sensitive crystals took the CO2 out of the cycle and boosted the O2.  
 
    It was good for maybe five minutes before air quality deteriorated. By then they’d be on the ground. 
 
    “Thirty-eight seconds!” shouted Davies. “Thirty-seven!” 
 
    The men joined in, and the entire force counted down as one man.  
 
    “Gloves!” bellowed Davies, as the men continued counting down. 
 
    “Harness check!” a few moments later. 
 
    “Readouts!” he bellowed, and the men around him activated luminous dials on the underside of their wrists. The altimeter function would be all they saw as they plummeted toward the ground, faces protected from the cold by gloved hands.  
 
    “Drogues!” continued Davies, then “Form up!” 
 
    The men moved toward the two rear paratrooper doors, hooking the ‘tail’ of each teardrop-shaped drogue over their shoulders. The floor juddered momentarily as the pilot trimmed the rear ailerons to adjust for the changing center of gravity.  
 
    “Twelve, eleven, ten, nine . . .” synchronized Davies as disembarkation drew closer. 
 
    “Go, go, go!” bellowed the captains standing to the side of each line. Twin streams of human cargo fell away behind the Starlifter. The men automatically assumed the most aerodynamic shape – head down with the drogue a few meters behind – and quickly reached terminal velocity. That was over 350 kph in the thin air, though it reduced to 200 kph nearer the ground.  
 
    At five thousand feet they’d stretch out their limbs and start using the glider suit. Then they’d be able to follow the LED signal to its source. 
 
    It meant they’d cover the ten thousand meters to the landing strip in just over two minutes. They intended to deploy their para gliders near the end of that long fall. The landing strip was at 520 meters, and they’d deploy at 800. 
 
    The dials on the altimeters whirred downward. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Maric moved back into the shelter of the trees. The Kayans did the same. If any of the security forces came looking for them, they didn’t want to be an easy target against the firelight.  
 
    Taking off his camouflage top and shirt, Maric examined his right side. He could feel an entry hole in his back, just under his ribs. There was no exit hole in the side of his stomach, where it hurt. That meant the bullet was still in there. 
 
    He ran his hand over his stomach more carefully, and felt a hard lump under the skin. The LEDs had slowed the bullet on the way in, and stopped it from exiting.  
 
    There was no medical reason to extract it immediately, but he wanted the damn thing out.  
 
    It took him a while to cut a hole to it. After that the point of his knife excised it easily enough. If he’d been lucky there was no internal bleeding. And the bullet hadn’t nicked his intestines.  
 
    The two small holes in his side would stop bleeding eventually, but his leg was another matter. He rolled the material of his camouflage trousers above his knee. 
 
    It didn’t look that bad. Perhaps he wouldn’t need a tourniquet after all. Ripping the bottom off his shirt he fashioned several long strips. Complete with tails for tying them off. Then he got to work. 
 
    When he’d finished, he admired his handiwork. The bandage was tight, and overlapping for strength. His skin looked unnaturally white below it. That was going to be a problem. He’d have to loosen the bandage now and then, but at least he could move more freely now.  
 
    The only difficulty now was his light-headedness. What he wouldn’t give for a liter or two of blood plasma straight into his arm.  
 
    Failing that, he’d have to let his body replace the electrolytes and blood pressure naturally. He said something to Pejuang, and a water bottle materialized from among the Kayans. He emptied it greedily. It tasted of leaves and mud.  
 
    He figured the Kayans could drink anything without getting ill. But for him, the antibiotics he was taking for malaria should keep the bugs from doing him any harm. 
 
    Maric had been trying to avoid thinking about the success, or failure, of the mission. It hurt too much. The signal had finally been sent, but had Davies seen it? And understood it? If he hadn’t, the recon team and the Kayans were all deep in a pile of the worst kind of excrement. And that was a polite way of putting it. 
 
    He checked the time. 0503 hours. His heart sank. There was no sign of para gliders deploying above the landing strip. And he’d left the recon team nearly fifteen minutes ago. They’d be taking a hammering by now. 
 
    As he wrestled with his emotions he heard a faint snap, like a twig breaking somewhere in the forest. Then another, more clearly this time. It couldn’t be para glider chutes opening – could it? 
 
    He looked up. Something moved across the darkness of the sky, blotting out the stars. Another one materialized beside it. Then he saw movement to his left, and a formation of three shapes dropped quickly toward a spot further down the landing strip. 
 
    The main force had arrived! Davies had understood his cryptic message.  
 
    Maric didn’t know what to think. It felt like a last-minute redemption from a hanging. 
 
    Pejuang turned toward him, and the Kayan pointed toward the new arrivals. Maric had told him what to expect if all went well. The rest of the Kayans backed away nervously. Maric wondered if there were any sky gods in their view of the world. 
 
    Pejuang said something to them, and they straightened up. They shook their weapons over their heads in unison, like an ancient mirage at the edge of the firelight. 
 
    The first arrivals from the sky grabbed combat gear from drogues and fanned out. The big men with black hoods, night goggles and battle webbing awed Pejuang and his companions. The men were wearing SAS camouflage gear. Cal wanted the Count to know that killing retired SAS soldiers to cover up his diamond smuggling brought SAS retribution. 
 
    A surveillance and electronics center sprang up on the edge of the forest. Each of the SAS men snapped a brief reply as their radio headsets came on line. The remains of the burning maintenance box were quickly scattered and extinguished.  
 
    A minute and a half after the first man landed, the main force was operational. The captains reported in for their squads, and Davies took over command. Maric levered himself up and made his way to the commander, limping a little on his damaged leg. 
 
    “What took you so long?” said Davies briskly, as he snapped orders to a succession of officers coming and going. Squads were already leapfrogging each other along the edge of the landing strip toward the dome. They were securing the area. 
 
    Maric smiled at the commander’s directness. He finished saluting. 
 
    “We got rumbled,” he said. Davies eyebrows lifted fractionally in surprise. Maric’s recon skills were among the best. The commander said nothing. These things happened in the field. 
 
    “Anything I should know, Major?” he queried. 
 
    Maric explained the rescue attempt, and the current situation. 
 
    “Suggestions?” said Davies. 
 
    “Full frontal attack followed by auto-launch, Sir,” said Maric. “The recon team’s getting hammered in there. This way we can take the pressure off them with acceptable risk to ourselves.” 
 
    Davies thought about it. Attempting to rescue captives from superior forces was a questionable tactic, but Maric had been the senior officer on the ground at the time. A straight frontal attack on the dome wasn’t usually an SAS tactic either. It gave the enemy a chance to regroup. It was better to keep the battle lines fluid. 
 
    Still, there were three SAS soldiers and two members of the liaison group in there, and a local chief’s son. He needed to get them out in one piece. 
 
    “Agreed, Major,” he said. “What about Anderson and Hoist?” 
 
    Maric had already told him where the two men were. After a brief discussion Maric turned to Pejuang. He explained what he wanted. The Kayan took his men and disappeared into the jungle on the far side of the landing strip.  
 
    Anderson and Hoist could now stand down. Pejuang’s men would secure the long ridge.  
 
    Davies gave the order for the main body of men to follow the skirmisher squads forward. Maric got some attention from one of the paramedics.  
 
    A dose of antibiotic powder and a square of heavy tape closed off each of the holes in his side. The para left the bandage on Maric’s calf. But he wanted to look at it as soon as the fighting was over. He gave him something for the pain, and the loss of blood. 
 
    Maric began to feel light-headed. He figured he’d take a minute or two for himself. Then he found himself back in Afghanistan, reliving a memory.  
 
    A Taliban safe house had been identified in a village, and his squad had drawn the short straw for the take down. Fortunately the operation had gone well.  
 
    They’d cleared out the safe house in a perfectly timed operation. Maric and his lieutenant had taken prisoner the only two men of fighting age. They stood over them, rifles pointing at their hearts. The rest of the squad secured the immediate area. 
 
    A male voice called out something in Afghan from the edge of the village. Maric tensed. It could be Taliban relief forces. The lieutenant took a step toward the door, and his prisoner pulled a pistol from somewhere.  
 
    The lieutenant should have known better, but Maric didn’t hesitate to save his man’s life. His rifle traversed a quick arc to shoot the prisoner. Then he saw his own prisoner in the middle of drawing something from his chest pocket.  
 
    It was a split-second decision, but he put a bullet through him as well. 
 
    When he looked down, he saw the man had been holding documents. He felt a sinking feeling. Reaching down, he picked them up and read what they said. The man’s name was Habib Malik. He was a translator for the British forces in Afghanistan. As Maric read the words on the page he heard the last breath rattle from Habib’s throat. 
 
    How the translator had got caught up in a Taliban safe house, Maric didn’t know. But his papers were in order. He was in his home village, and he was on leave. 
 
    That was when Maric decided the SAS wasn’t for him. He never went back for a fourth tour of duty. 
 
    The memory faded. He looked around as the last of the SAS contingent moved out.  
 
    The incident didn’t seem as important to him now as it used to. Was it because Russo had made things clearer for him? Or had it just worked its way out of his system. 
 
    He was reminded of something Cal had said. “All that is necessary for evil to triumph is for good men to do nothing.”  
 
    The quote was a very pointed call to resist lawlessness. It wasn’t bad for a saying from the seventeen hundreds. Suddenly he understood what was being asked of him.  
 
    Doing something, even when it sometimes went wrong, was better than standing by while evil flourished. There was a bigger picture here. It wasn’t all about himself. 
 
    Reinvigorated, he hauled himself to his feet. He hobbled slowly after the SAS men. They stopped near the end of the airstrip, and he caught up with Davies again.  
 
    The main force was reconfiguring itself. One squad left to cover the ventilation tunnel at the back of the dome. Another carried on to the end of the airstrip, then moved through the jungle to cover the far side of the main entrance. 
 
    Davies, Maric, and the remaining men crossed the corridor of trees between the landing field and the open area in front of the dome.  
 
    As they settled into cover facing the main entrance, there was a crackle of automatic fire. It came from the forest to their right. A PR7 thumped twice in reply, followed by a smattering of pistol shots. One of the SAS men appeared. He gave the ‘all clear’ signal. 
 
    Davies passed Maric an odd-shaped optics set, and he replaced his night goggles with it. The interior of the main entrance leaped into sharp focus.  
 
    He blew a sharp little breath in amazement. This was something completely new. It was still a little cumbersome for use in the field, but it was a big step forward in night optics. He could see the entrance had been blasted through solid rock into one of the lava caves that riddled the dome. It was the same size as the door on a three-car garage. 
 
    The cave behind it was big. Maric had no idea of its height. The floor area was similar to the country halls he was familiar with back in New Zealand. 
 
    A low wall of rock fragments had been built along the back of it. Some sort of defensive position. Maric looked more closely. There was movement behind the wall. 
 
    “We’ve got takers,” he murmured to Davies, and handed the headset back. 
 
    A line of muzzle flashes erupted along the top of the wall. 
 
    “Thought they’d catch us in the open,” said Davies, as he and Maric took shelter behind adjoining trees. 
 
    “Let them waste bullets,” muttered Maric with a snort. Still, neither he nor Davies wanted to get bogged down in a firefight neither side could win. 
 
    Davies hadn’t given the order to return fire. Muzzle flashes showed the security forces where his men were. That was why the sound of single shots from behind him confused Davies at first. Maric looked round as well. 
 
    “Anderson!” he called across to the commander.  
 
    Anderson and Hoist hadn’t stood down as directed. They’d come back to the sniper hole on the adjoining hill. It gave them a view of the entrance to the dome, and they were making good use of the position.  
 
    Maric smiled. Anderson would cut the brightness back on his night goggles. He’d mark the muzzle flashes, one at a time, on the optics of his sniper screen. Then he’d make life hell for the mercs inside the main entrance. He wondered how long it would take the Spetsnaz to realize they were losing men.  
 
    It didn’t take long.  
 
    The attack stopped as suddenly as it began. Maric figured the mercenaries would be falling back into the dome as fast as they could. For a moment he visualized them wriggling desperately along the base of the wall on their hands and knees. 
 
    Risking a look with his night goggles, he saw the low hump of an auto-launch trundling toward the entrance. The Spetsnaz saw it too, and shots began bouncing off the top of the machine. They whined away into the darkness. Maric pulled his head back into cover. Ricochets were tricky little devils.  
 
    Finally a solid shot from one of the Spetsnaz’ rifled shotguns hit the machine, knocking it sideways. The solid lead mass whined off the thick metal cover like everything else had, but the auto-launch came to a halt. It might be almost indestructible on the outside, but the electronics could get jarred loose on the inside.  
 
    Maric wondered whether the electronic wizards at the surveillance center had lost control of it. After a moment it whirred forward again. Its relentless advance must be driving the Spetsnaz mad. They might not know what it was, but they’d have figured out what it was for.  
 
    The security forces retreated into the internal corridors of the dome. The SAS force began to move forward, squads providing cover for others as they drifted round the edges of the jungle toward the entrance. 
 
    The auto-launch made it as far as the middle of the cave, and stopped. Davies sent a code word on the common band, and his men took cover. One of the electronics specialists punched in a frag and smoke command. His captain authorized it with an electronic key. 
 
    The machine in the cave sprang open, exposing rows of canisters. Launched in groups, they arced across the cave, rolling into corners and up against walls. Moments later an enormous coordinated explosion filled the cave with grenade fragments. The area became an instantaneous death zone. 
 
    A moment later the next group of canisters landed, and smoke began to billow across the floor. A smokescreen would normally be pointless in darkness, but here it obscured the night goggles of both sides. 
 
    The SAS men moved forward, relying on their training experience in whiteout conditions. The single shots of the PR7s thumped through the smoke, raking rock walls and scouring the tunnels. They met little opposition, and the cavern was soon secured. 
 
    Maric had been feeling more and more uncomfortable about the recon team’s situation deep in the dome. Now he approached Davies. 
 
    “I think we’ve got a problem,” he said directly. 
 
    “I’m listening,” said the commander. 
 
    “The only real option for the Spetsnaz is to take the recon team hostage. Then they might be able to negotiate a way out of here. Maybe a plane to the landing strip. Something like that.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “They’re not going to try a forced march through the jungle. The nearest road is days away in this sort of terrain. They’re also not what you might call reasonable people. They’re not going to give up.” 
 
    Maric didn’t know how to convey the complete lack of warmth in the Spetsnaz captain’s voice. Or the man’s belief captives were cold-bloodedly expendable. Then there was the business with Bert. Which was her business, and wouldn’t go any further. 
 
    “They’ll know exactly how many soldiers in the recon team. They’ll know I’m no longer with them. I think they’ll take their chances trying to overrun the team members that are left. Ammunition must be running low for our people, and the Spetsnaz will think nothing of running the mercenaries in against them.” 
 
    “Run the security force numbers past me again,” said Davies. 
 
    “We figured eight Spetsnaz and twenty-four mercs, but our numbers were too low. When I left the dome, three of the Spetsnaz were dead, and twelve of the mercs, plus one with a busted knee. The Kayans have taken care of most of the Iban hunters. 
 
    “Your man Anderson got two mercenaries,” said Davies. “We found the bodies when we cleared the cavern.” 
 
    “He probably got a few more when he set up a diversion for us to enter the ventilation tunnel,” said Maric. 
 
    “Giving us?” said the commander. 
 
    “Maybe six Spetsnaz and fifteen mercs left,” said Maric. 
 
    Davies thought for a moment. Then he decided to share some ‘need to know’ information. 
 
    “It’s worse than you think,” he said somberly. 
 
    Maric’s mind sharpened up at this. What hadn’t he been told? 
 
    “Remember the Paris bombings three years ago?” 
 
    Maric nodded. The work of Jukka Salo, a Finnish national who hired himself out to terrorist organizations.  
 
    A soldier in the Finnish army, he’d made NCO and paratrooper early. Then his career went sour. He was turned down by the Utti Jaeger Regiment, the Finnish special forces. That was when his obsession with terrorist cells began. It must have found a home with one of them. 
 
    After two minor terrorist successes, and a spectacular Paris blast, he’d finally made a mistake. But he’d escaped the net the Paris authorities had put around him. EAPC and Interpol had combined their efforts to find him. They’d turned up nothing for a year now. 
 
    “Bases himself on Carlos the Jackal,” said Davies. He was referring to one of the earliest periods of terrorist activity, 1973 to 1982. The Jackal was now spending two concurrent life sentences in a French prison.  
 
    “He says he’s fighting for a Palestinian homeland, same as Carlos. The evidence says he’s just a gun for hire.” 
 
    Davies turned to look at Maric. 
 
    “The latest from the NATO undercover group says he’s here. Working as part of the Count’s diamond operation. It’s somewhere for Jukka to lay low until the heat passes. That suggests the Count has closer connections to Al-Qaeda than the NATO group first thought.” 
 
    “But the psych profile on Jukka says he’s mentally unstable,” said Maric. He’d kept abreast of terrorist activity, and special force movements, when he had time. 
 
    “That’s putting it mildly,” said Davies. “Narcissistic personality disorder doesn’t even start to describe him. Prone to periods of mania that would have made Hitler proud.” 
 
    “So, no chance of negotiation with this one,” said Maric. 
 
    Davies shook his head. 
 
    “And if he knows he can’t win . . .” 
 
    “ . . . he’ll choose to go out in a blaze of glory,” finished Davies. 
 
    “And take as many of us with him as possible,” said Maric. 
 
    “Which means the recon group,” said Davies. “They’re the weaker opponent for him at the moment.” 
 
    Maric shook his head in frustration. If Davies put pressure on Jukka and his cronies they’d over-run the recon team and kill every one of them. Then fight to the death themselves. If the SAS main force backed off, the recon team would eventually run out of ammunition. They’d be used as hostages, and almost certainly be killed further down the track. 
 
    He had to get back in there. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” said Davies 
 
    “I don’t know yet,” said Maric, “but I’ve got to get ammunition to the recon team.” 
 
    “And some numbers,” said Davies. 
 
    “No,” said Maric sharply. “Just me. Maybe I can get in, but a larger force wouldn’t. They’d end up stalemated in a corridor somewhere, just like the recon team is now.” 
 
    Davies thought it through. He didn’t like it, but it made sense. 
 
    “You can’t use the ventilation tunnel again,” he said at last. 
 
    “No, they’ll be watching that. I’m going to have to find another way in.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” said Davies. “You’re exhausted. You can hardly stand up straight. Why does it have to be you?” 
 
    Maric shrugged. 
 
    “My team? I’m the only one who knows the layout in there?” 
 
    Davies shook his head. If he hadn’t had previous experience of Maric’s capabilities, he’d have thought the major was balmy.  
 
    He called a paramedic over. 
 
    “Make the major battle ready. He’s got to function normally for thirty minutes. After that time he’ll either be dead, or he’ll be rescued along with his people. 
 
    “Thirty minutes,” he told Maric, waving three fingers in his face. “I’ll try negotiating with the bastards. Then maybe waste a bit of ammunition on them. I’m hoping we can provide a distraction. But the real work will be up to you.” 
 
    Maric nodded, wondering what he’d just volunteered for. And why. His brain didn’t seem to be functioning that well any more. It felt like his gut instincts were working fine.  
 
    He sat down while the paramedic strapped his leg to give his calf muscles more support. He told the man his weight, so the para could calculate the dosage needed to help him function a little bit longer. 
 
    He finally got the liter of blood plasma he’d been wanting for some time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 26 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    “What’s the ammunition count?” whispered Mosha. 
 
    Jinks did the rounds. Russo had one grenade left for her grenade launcher.  
 
    “I want to take out two or three of the bastards together,” she said curtly. “Whenever that will be!” 
 
    It was a disgrace in special ops circles to have people die when there was ordnance left. As if a soldier hadn’t tried hard enough. On the other hand the squad didn’t want to run out of options. And a grenade was a pretty formidable option. 
 
    “Had to use Hendrik’s USP extensively,” she continued. “Bit over one clip left.” 
 
    Jinks nodded. He passed over one of his own USP clips. This end of the cave had taken most of the heat of the mercenary attacks. 
 
    He looked over at Hendrik. The explosives man had taken a burst of automatic fire across his kevlar vest. While most of the burst had just bruised him, one bullet had made it through the armhole of his vest. He was pale and sweating.  
 
    Jinks knew, without needing to take his pulse and confirm it, that he was bleeding internally. Maric had better arrive with the main force soon. Otherwise things didn’t look good for the explosives man. 
 
    Jinks got ammunition details off Bert. She was very low indeed. He passed her some of his own Izhmash rounds. He’d just turned back to Hendrik when a long, low rumble reverberated through the corridors. 
 
    “That’s not high explosives,” said Hendrik weakly. He was still aware of what was going on around him. Despite the fact his blood pressure was low, and dropping steadily. 
 
    “There was no shock wave through the rock to go with it.” 
 
    Jinks checked Hendrik’s PR7 ammo. It was low. About the same as Mosha’s. Jink’s own reserves of Izhmash ammunition were about the best – and that wasn’t saying much. He figured the recon team might hold out against one more concerted attack. Then they were finished. 
 
    “Hendrik says it wasn’t explosives,” said Jinks, as he slid in beside Mosha. 
 
    “I think it was an auto-launch,” said the captain. He was a comms man, and had been trained to re-wire the auto-launch machines in the field.  
 
    He’d been present when the new technology had been trialed. The technicians’ job had been to piece the auto-launches back together. They took a fair amount of damage when they detonated their canisters. 
 
    Mosha found the situation funny. In the sixteenth century gunners were occasionally blown up by their explosives at the walls or gates of a town. Such a gunner was ‘hoist with his own petard’. The auto-launch was a modern equivalent. It did the job, but it got fairly well fragged itself in the process. 
 
    Jinks shot a look at the captain, taking a moment from his vigilant sweep of the corridor. 
 
    “An auto-launch means the main force has made it,” he commented. 
 
    Mosha checked the time. 
 
    “0512 hours. Timing’s about right. Landing strip 0500 maybe. Remember Maric was already late with the LEDs when he left here. 
 
    “Allowing time to secure the outside area. Then set up a frontal attack.” 
 
    Jinks nodded. A half-crazy smile appeared on his face. 
 
    “We might just make it after all!” 
 
    “Maybe,” said Mosha. He had too much experience to buy into hope, or despair, once he was in the field. 
 
    They’d been spared attention from the Spetsnaz, and the mercs, for a good five minutes now. That had to be due to the main force opening up a second front at the entrance to the dome. 
 
    Long may it last, thought Mosha. If the Spetsnaz had kept up the pressure the recon team wouldn’t have lasted this long. 
 
    Mosha got another seven minutes of blessed inactivity, and then a mob of howling mercenaries rushed down the corridor at him and Jinks. They were pushing a loaded metal trolley in front of them, as some sort of shield. Mosha could hear the more methodical shots of Spetsnaz weaponry at the other end of the cave. 
 
    That was the last chance he got to keep track of the overall situation. He knew it wouldn’t be long before the situation deteriorated into a frantic struggle for survival.  
 
    The PR7s obliterated the trolley, but by then the mercenaries were on top of them. He felt a bullet tear across the top of his leg. Then he and Jinks were being pushed back.  
 
    They were forced together with Russo and the rest of the team in the middle of the cave. In a few moments it had turned into a last ditch stand. Knives and pistols only. 
 
    “Goddammit, the Alamo all over again,” grunted Jinks. “How I hate that movie.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The left corridor off the entrance is clear,” said Davies. “It ends in an open area. There could be another corridor at the far end of that but we don’t know. It would be easy for the Spetsnaz to stop us cold with a couple of snipers. Or maybe it’s a dead end. 
 
    “Anyway, they don’t seem bothered about letting us have it.  
 
    “The right corridor splits into two. The left side of it opens into a storage area, the right side runs on for fifty meters and turns right. Both sides are heavily defended.” 
 
    Maric looked past the commander to the line of gray that now illuminated the eastern sky. Dawn was half an hour away. The darkness was beginning to soften. The shapes around him had begun to stand out in shades of gray. Despite this, most of the SAS force still relied on their night goggles. 
 
    The latest position of the surveillance and electronics center was minimally lit. It was concealed round the side of the dome.  
 
    “What are the casualties so far?” asked Maric. 
 
    “One dead clearing out the main entrance,” said Davies. “Lucky merc shot to the throat. Two with minor wounds. Lead bounces around inside this damn rock. And one dead from a snake bite at the edge of the jungle.” 
 
    Davies looked annoyed. 
 
    “Anti-venom didn’t seem to work,” he said. “Or we got it to him too late.” 
 
    “Two-step snake,” said Maric. 
 
    “What?” said Davies. 
 
    “Never mind,” said Maric. “Get the men to fall back the second they think they’ve been bitten. Tell them to take no chances. Have the paramedics following up. The anti-venom has to be administered immediately for some of the local nasties.” 
 
    Davies nodded. Maric was good on local knowledge. 
 
    “How are you getting into the dome?” he queried. “We can push them out of the storage area on the left side of the corridor for a while. You might get into a tunnel from there if you’re lucky.” 
 
    “No,” said Maric quickly. He didn’t want good people putting themselves at risk for him. “I’ll take my chances with the deserted left corridor.” 
 
    “Might be a dead end,” said Davies. 
 
    “Then I’ll have to try something else,” said Maric. “But I’d better get moving. The recon team is running out of time.” 
 
    “Good luck,” said Davies. “One of the comms officers has adapted something into a loudhailer for me. I’ll try to negotiate with Salo as soon as you’re in.” 
 
    Maric grunted. He didn’t think negotiating with the terrorist would amount to much.  
 
    He settled a heavy belt around his waist. It carried ammo for the recon team. He hefted his PR7, and decided it was too awkward in a confined space. He put it down and took out his USP, then strapped on an ankle knife. He regretted leaving the two throwing knives with Bert. He’d have to get much closer with this one to do any useful work.  
 
    On impulse he asked for Davies’ USP as a back up. He stuck it in the back pocket of his pants, under the super-light camouflage top. His final decision was to leave his night goggles behind.  
 
    He took a headband instead. The LEDs across his forehead would synchronize with his eyes to provide him with light wherever he looked. For now the headband would go into his pocket. 
 
    Davies clapped him on the shoulder, a gesture meant to wish him well. Maric made his way to the main entrance, and slid into the left corridor. At the end of it he passed two SAS men set as sentries. 
 
    “Are you sure, sir?” said one of them. He was distinguishable only by his movements in the dark. “This area hasn’t been cleared.” 
 
    He sensed them more than saw them. They must look almost alien with their night goggles and prototype weapons. Their very human concern made Maric feel better. 
 
    “Recon op,” he whispered. “Wish me luck.” 
 
    Then he went left from the doorway into the dark, sensing where the wall was. He paused for a moment, building up a picture of the storage area from the tiny differences in the sounds around him.  
 
    Moving silently across the floor, he began to close in on a faint glow of light. It probably meant there was a corridor at the far end of the open space. He paused again. He couldn’t detect any danger in the darkness.  
 
    Where were the Spetsnaz sentries? 
 
    The corridor, when he got to it, was bereft of life. It curved away in front of him, a montage of rocky walls and deep shadows. Some of the feeble lights along the roof were out.  
 
    Still, he could see well enough. And that meant he could be seen. Pushing his senses to their limits, he made his way forward. It wasn’t long before he came across the answer to a number of questions.  
 
    An intersection loomed, and Maric sniffed the air carefully. Cooking smells carried to him from his left. The sharp yet sweet cooking smells of Indonesia’s cities. 
 
    The confined smell of a military camp issued from his right.  
 
    He sampled the air to his right once more. The traces in the gentle breeze were faint. Still, the sour smell of bunk rooms and the metallic hint of gun oil and cartridges were clear enough.  
 
    Maric figured air from the ventilation tunnel dispersed inside the honeycombed space of the dome, and much of it recombined here. Then it flowed back down the corridor to the main entrance. 
 
    A boot shifted with a crunch of grit from the corridor on his right, followed by a quickly stilled curse. Sentries. The Spetsnaz had pulled back to a reduced defensive perimeter. They now had two points on the right corridor off the main entrance, and this one. Three ways in to the heart of the dome. All of them heavily guarded. 
 
    It was a good tactical move. It freed up troops for other purposes, like overrunning the recon team. As if he needed a reminder. 
 
    Maybe he could make the defensive set-up work to his advantage. It certainly gave him some freedom to explore this side of the dome.  
 
    He slipped left into a large storage cave that had been set up as a dining area. From there he made his way toward a makeshift kitchen at the far end. Pipes carried water in and out of the area. Chimneys drilled through the wall carried the smoke of wood fired stoves outside. More feeble lights hung from the roof. 
 
    Now, where were the Iban workers? 
 
    Maric saw an opening on the other side of the kitchen. He slipped through to investigate it. A small storage area contained tin plates and simple utensils on rough shelves. Then he stopped.  
 
    The way ahead was dark, and he wanted to give his eyes a second or two to adjust. There was a new, deeper tone in the background sounds. That meant a large, open area lay ahead.  
 
    It was lined by something that sucked up the echoes. If he’d been back in New Zealand, he would have said it was a barn containing hay, or wool bales.  
 
    Another possibility was people. If it was people, they were staying remarkably still.  
 
    They could be Iban. People of the forest knew how to sit perfectly still while hunting or fishing. They also knew how to kill. As his senses went to high alert, Maric walked forward into the darkness of the room. 
 
    Something moved on his right, and he felt intent to harm. His long right arm drove his curled fingers solidly into a body on his right. Something else moved ahead of him. Another beside it. Maric spun and drove the edge of his foot into someone’s stomach. A weapon flashed through the space where his head had been. 
 
    A hanging light came on, casting its weak glow across the lava cave.  
 
    The Iban workers near Maric backed away. They were holding makeshift weapons, sharpened poles and kitchen knives. Two of their number were picking themselves up off the floor. 
 
    “Selamat datai, aya Tuai Rumah,” said Maric. Hoping the ‘respectful greeting to an Iban headman’ he’d learned somewhere would calm everybody down.  
 
    The Iban men stopped trying to kill him. That was a start. One of the women was doing something with a wire along the wall. Maric figured she’d tripped an electrical connector. Something they could use to allow themselves some darkness – and privacy – when it was time to sleep. She must have thought the men had the intruder, and turned it on. Which hadn’t turned out the way the Iban had planned. 
 
    There were close on fifty men and women here, predominantly women, and they wore the simple clothes of poor villagers. Their few possessions lay stored against the walls on every side. Maric scanned the room quickly, looking for the older woman, the kitchen hand. The one who’d told him where the recon team prisoners were. 
 
    He thought he recognized her. 
 
    “Teman saya akan berbicara untuk saya,” he said, and pointed toward her. ‘My friend will speak for me.’  
 
    He hoped they understood his West Kalimantan Dayak. And he hoped she would, indeed, speak up for him. There was a burst of whispering among the Iban. It seemed they knew the story. How she’d been tied up, but otherwise well treated. 
 
    She didn’t say anything.  
 
    Maric figured that was a cultural thing. Perhaps she didn’t have authority to speak on important tribal matters. He repeated the Dayak phrase Dick had taught him, the one he’d whispered to her. ‘The enemy of my enemy is my friend.’  
 
    The Iban seemed to understand. Even if it wasn’t perhaps a saying of their own. 
 
    “Apa yang anda inginkan?” said one of the nearest men. He was speaking in the ‘government’ Indonesian that all the tribes seemed to know. He was an older man. Maric thought he might be acting as ‘headman’ of this unofficial village. At least his question was a start. ‘What do you want?’ wasn’t a flat ‘no’. 
 
    Maric explained. He wanted a way into the Spetsnaz-held area. He wanted to come out close to the recon team.  
 
    There was a long silence. Maric hoped this meant they weren’t keen to disclose secrets, but were thinking about it. One of the older Iban nodded his assent, then another. The ‘headman’ turned to the man next to him, speaking so rapidly Maric couldn’t follow. The older woman rose from her seat and came forward. Two others joined her. 
 
    “Go with these,” said the headman, speaking slowly for Maric’s benefit. “They will show you the way.” 
 
    Maric let out the breath he’d been holding. His ‘long shot’ approach had paid off. He didn’t know why the women were to be his guides. Maybe the men weren’t allowed deeper into the dome.  
 
    He thanked the Iban people, bowing as he pressed his hands together. He turned and followed the three women. 
 
    The four of them left the living area, its weak light receding behind them. The women moved quickly through two elongated caves and a short corridor. They seemed able to find their way through the darkness from memory.  
 
    When the women finally stopped, he turned on his LED lights. The Iban seemed used to the soft glow. Maric figured the Spetsnaz had them as well. One of the women pointed toward the ceiling, way above her, and spoke a few words. 
 
    Mengembara had hidden there.  
 
    The women had told him the story along the way.  
 
    The young man had stolen a lighter from one of the mercenaries. When his misdemeanor was discovered, he’d been tied up and beaten. Escaping from his bonds, he had hidden deep inside the dome, making a hideout in one of the remote, little-used, caves.  
 
    Mengembara had been able to hear the noise of the mines from his hiding place. That meant it had to be close to the area the recon team now fought desperately to hold.  
 
    Maric asked what happened to the boy. His guide looked sad. She said the Spetsnaz threatened the headman, so the people eventually turned the boy over to them. He was never seen again. 
 
    Maric took the speaker’s hand and patted it. He hated the misuse of power. He didn’t have time to explain that Jukka and his henchmen were about to pay for that action. And a host of other crimes he could only guess at. 
 
    He looked up. There was a ledge up there, and there must be a cave behind it, but it was going to be one hell of a climb. He was glad he’d left the PR7 behind. 
 
    The women said something in Iban he didn’t catch, and hurried away across the cave. Maric spread-eagled himself on the wall, searching for every bit of purchase he could find, and worked his way upward. One very difficult minute later his skin was starting to get  raw on some of his fingers, but he was resting on a fair-sized ledge near the top of the cave. 
 
    He looked behind him, and saw the ledge was the lower part of a crack in the rock face. The fissure wasn’t terribly wide, but he could feel a faint breeze playing across his face. That meant it had to connect to some other part of the dome. 
 
    That was just great. It was time to wriggle into a passageway far too small for him. Maric was not a great fan of confined spaces. 
 
    He undid the ammunition belt around his middle, and tied it to his bootlaces. That thinned him down a bit. Then he wormed his way into the elongated slash in the wall. 
 
    The fissure seemed to run out after a few meters. But when Maric got to the end of it he saw another opening on his left. This flared out into a bigger area. The corner was a bit of a tight squeeze, but he made it round. 
 
    It had been hard to move quietly, and now Maric lay still while he listened. He couldn’t hear anything, and there didn’t seem to be any reaction to the noises he’d made.  
 
    He wriggled forward to the edge of the opening, and risked a quick look downward with the LED lights. He was a meter off the floor. The opening led into a bubble in the rock the size of a small room. He slid down to the floor, the ammunition belt tumbling after him. 
 
    It took him a while to find another way out of the room. He could feel air moving through from somewhere, so he knew there had to be another opening. In his search he discovered an old blanket, and a discarded crust of bread in one corner. This confirmed that the cave had been the Iban boy’s hideout. 
 
    The way onward turned out to be another slash in the rock face, hidden behind a fold in the wall at the far end of the room. As Maric approached he heard the distant murmur of voices. They were jumbled by their passage along the narrow gut. He couldn’t tell whether they were friend or foe. 
 
    This time the passageway gave him a little more room. The ammunition belt was the noisiest problem, dragging along behind him. He fished around with his hand and hauled it up beside him. Then he retied it around his middle. 
 
    The passage ended near the roof of another cave. There was some light, though not much. He figured one of the sparsely lit corridors must be near by. He listened for a few moments, but couldn’t hear anyone in the cave. Maric crept to the very edge of the opening and looked down.  
 
    It took him a moment to recognize the place. It was an extension to one of the larger caves near the mines. The very place they’d left Menan. 
 
    It took him a minute to locate the Kayan. He was motionless in a patch of shadow behind a rock pillar. Maric smiled. If the Dayaks didn’t want to be seen, they were devilishly hard to spot. 
 
    Menan was a lot more alert than when Maric had seen him last. He must have kept sipping at the water they’d left him, and his dehydration had passed. Still, his body would be a mass of bruises. Every movement must be excruciatingly painful. 
 
    “Tinggal di mana anda berada, Menan,” he called softly. 
 
    The Kayan jerked his head in the direction of Maric’s voice, but said nothing. As Maric had asked him too. 
 
    The major lowered himself from the cleft near the ceiling until he was hanging by his fingertips, then dropped the last few meters to the floor. His knees absorbed the impact. He stayed motionless in that crouch for a few seconds, trying to locate the voices he’d heard earlier. They were silent now. 
 
    He made his way to Menan’s rock pillar. The two men clasped forearms. A whispered exchange disclosed that the recon team were still in the chamber ahead. “Much shooting” added Menan. Maric nodded. That’s what he’d expected. 
 
    When Maric went to move on, Menan pulled him back. 
 
    “Biarkan saya membantu,” he said. He wanted to help. He needed to help, to do something.  
 
    Maric considered this. Whether it was revenge for his beating, or desire to help the recon team, he couldn’t tell. Maybe both. Maybe Menan understood in some way that he was fighting for his country. 
 
    Still, he hesitated. The Kayan would probably be a liability in a modern firefight. Yet his awareness of what was happening around him in the jungle was impeccable. And he seemed to be moving better now, despite his bruised body. 
 
    He handed him his second USP. He took the safety off, and explained what would happen if he touched the trigger, even gently. Menan nodded. He knew about the small-bore rifles the more settled Dayaks used for hunting.  
 
    Maric told him to ram the muzzle into his opponent’s body at belt level and aim upward. Then he could pull the trigger. It was one way to avoid the bullet-proof vests, and to use the pistol without hitting the recon team. 
 
    He tilted his head and listened. The voices had started up again, and this time he recognized them. The first one was Mosha, and maybe Bert was answering. He nodded to Menan, and the two men started forward. 
 
    As they started across the cave they could hear the mercenaries come howling down the corridor at the T-junction toward Mosha and Jinks. Then they heard the Spetsnaz assault rifles start up as well, coming from Russo’s end of the cave. 
 
    Maric scrambled forward, Menan running painfully behind him. 
 
    The scene that met Maric’s eyes as he burst onto the scene was one of complete bedlam. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 27 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Bert and Russo were ringed by Spetsnaz, their backs to the wall of the cave. Jinks and Mosha were at the center of a group of mercenaries nearby. Hendrik was lying against the wall on the other side of Russo. He looked unconscious. 
 
    The security force was trying to take the recon team members alive. Which was proving difficult. Maric figured the Spetsnaz were looking for hostages to bargain with. That little fact improved his odds considerably. Maybe he’d get the recon team out alive after all.  
 
    Whether they were taken hostage or not made little difference. Maric had no doubts the terrorist would kill them all, as soon as the security forces had escaped from the dome.  
 
    He pulled on the quick release of the ammunition belt as he ran into the cave, and it dropped to the floor. The situation had changed. More ammo wasn’t going to help them now. Then Maric surged forward. 
 
    He burst into the mercenaries around Jinks and Mosha. He took out one of them with an elbow strike to the man’s temple. The others drew back at the appearance of a new threat, and Menan moved in. He used the pistol to kill two of the mercs from behind in quick succession. The short, wiry Kayan was hard for them to pin down. Then a rifle butt alongside his head stretched him unconscious on the floor.  
 
    Maric felt a moment’s guilt at letting him take part, but the Kayan had been insistent. 
 
    There was chaos everywhere. Knives flashed and rifle butts swung in sharp little arcs that were intended to break bones. Bodies dodged and weaved. 
 
    Leaving Jinks and Mosha with the odds a little less against them, Maric moved across the cave toward Russo and Bert. Half way to the other side his battle senses told him something was about to hammer his kidneys. He weaved deftly to one side. As he did so a rifle butt scraped across his side. He kept going. He didn’t have time to retaliate. 
 
    Maric dropped a merc with an open-handed strike to the side of the man’s jaw. He spun left and crippled one of the Spetsnaz, tearing muscle from bone with a side kick.  
 
    The two men had the misfortune to stand between Maric and where he was going.  
 
    He found himself in a momentary vacuum behind the fighting. It gave him time to think. His mind was working desperately, trying to find a way to change the course of events in favor. of the recon team. 
 
    Russo had one of the Spetsnaz in a choke hold. The man was unconscious. She was using him as a shield while she worked her knife with the other hand. Her back was to the wall, but several attackers pressed forward on front and side.  
 
    The toll on her damaged shoulder was enormous, and she looked exhausted. One of the Spetsnaz got a grip on her forearm, and it looked like the fight was over for her. 
 
    Maric was about to even the odds when he saw a figure stagger forward, and realized it was Hendrik. The SAS man stabbed downward, and Russo’s attacker fell with Hendrik’s knife behind the man’s collarbone and down into his heart. Other knives slashed out, and the SAS man toppled backward. This time, Maric knew, he wouldn’t be getting up. 
 
    He felt an immense regret, but he pushed it down. He would mourn him later. 
 
    Russo recovered her footing, but the end for the recon team was near. Maric looked to his right, and saw Jinks’ head snap sideways from a rifle butt. Then Jinks went down under a combined attack from two of the Spetsnaz. Mosha beat them back, but Jinks didn’t rise.  
 
    Maric turned back to what was happening in front of him. 
 
    Bert still had one of her throwing knives, and was cutting and thrusting fiercely with the lethal, double-edged blade. She was covering for Russo wherever she could. None of the Spetsnaz looked keen to come near. Maric knew the other knife would be in the throat of one of the bodies on the floor. 
 
    Bert sliced one of the mercs across the side of the neck, and he staggered back. His hands came up and pressed desperately against the wound to staunch the blood. A tall, oddly white-skinned fighter stepped in to take his place. He was fighting in camouflage gear Maric didn’t recognize. 
 
    Jukka Salo! It had to be. The weak electric light made his pale face look sallow, unhealthy. There was a brief bur of weapons, and Jukka stepped back, breathing heavily. Maric could see the Finnish national was evenly matched against Bert. That was saying something. Bert was the best knife fighter he’d ever seen.  
 
    Jukka’s exceptional knife skills were something Maric hadn’t expected. Still, he had to follow through with his plan. He’d been working on it since he left Davies at the entrance to the dome. Now his mind spun desperately, trying to include this new information. 
 
    The terrorist relinquished his place to two of the Spetsnaz, who went in together. They attacked in turn, trying to catch Bert off guard. Jukka left them to it. He hadn’t lived this long by taking unnecessary risks.  
 
    Maric had expected the terrorist to be older, counting forward from his first appearance in the media. But he must have started very young. Short black hair partly covered his ears, as if he’d started with stubble and had no interest in getting it cut in the jungle. 
 
    His forehead was prominent over deeply recessed eyes, and a small nose topped thin lips. A jagged scar ran from behind his right eye back into his hairline. Someone had been faster than him. Maric hoped it was one of the ex-SAS men the Count had ordered killed.  
 
    There was something cold and calculating about the way The Finn’s lips turned up slightly at one corner as he concentrated on staying alive.  
 
    Maric’s side kick caught him completely off guard. The terrorist leader had thought all the recon team were accounted for, and he hadn’t expected this.  
 
    Jukka staggered, recovered, and turned to face his attacker. His knife hand flicked up to a defensive position. Maric knew he gained nothing by killing the terrorist, even if he could best him. The recon team would still be exhausted and heavily outnumbered. He needed Jukka’s cooperation to get a better result for his people. 
 
    “What’s the matter, Jacko?” roared Maric. “Not so hot when you’re not blowing up women and children?” 
 
    He was needling the terrorist on purpose. An angry man was a distracted fighter.  
 
    The swirl of battle around the cave slowed and stopped. The Spetsnaz spoke English as part of their training. And Jukka would have English as one of his languages. It was almost a prerequisite for Europeans.  
 
    The sudden challenge to the terrorist boss gave his men a chance to recover their breath. 
 
    Jukka’s eyes narrowed.  
 
    “And you are?” he grunted, in English slightly accented by a Nordic lilt. 
 
    “Major Maric, New Zealand SAS. Hunted you down. Called in the troops to root you out of your rat hole. 
 
    “Everything you and the Count wanted to achieve. All gone. All because of me. 
 
    “You want me bad, don’t you. You Finnish bastard.” 
 
    Jukka slashed sideways, then turned the move into a thrust. Hell’s teeth he was fast. Maric backfisted the knife hand with his knuckles, knocking it up and away 
 
    He had seconds, and less than seconds, to change the course of events in the cave. The stand-off that had developed among the fighters wouldn’t last for long.  
 
    Russo had swapped her knife for her pistol, and was covering a Spetsnaz who’d drawn his own weapon. Mosha had lifted his PR7 to cover the mercenaries directly in front of him.  
 
    Weapons were drawn in a number of places, ‘in case’ they were needed. Maric wondered if Russo actually had any ammunition left, or whether the pistol was just for show. 
 
    It didn’t matter. He knew what he had to do. And sweeping in to draw an attack from the Finn, he did it. 
 
    The terrorist’s blade slashed to Maric’s left, probing the supposedly weaker left hand side of a right-handed fighter. Then it stabbed straight toward his heart. Jukka didn’t know Maric had trained equally hard with either hand, and now he turned his left shoulder in with perfect precision. 
 
    Jukka’s blade went through Maric’s bicep and stuck in the bone of his ribs. Maric’s right hand snapped over to hold his opponent’s hand firmly against his arm. Jukka’s eyes flickered wide as he realized he couldn’t retrieve his knife hand. He tugged at it again, and in that moment of indecision Maric struck. 
 
    His left hand came up and drove into the back of Jukka’s elbow as his right hand closed around the other’s wrist and twisted it forward. His left leg swept back as he dropped his shoulders. Jukka got horizontal for a moment, and was driven head-first into the solid rock of the floor. 
 
    Maric hauled him to his feet. Jukka had blood streaming from a cut on his forehead. He was clearly dazed.  
 
    Pulling Jukka’s knife out of his arm, Maric pressed the edge against the Finn’s throat. He grabbed the terrorist’s hair and pulled his head back with the other hand, until he was looking at the roof of the cave. He didn’t want the Spetsnaz reading any unspoken commands in Jukka’s eyes. His left arm hurt like hell, but at least he could still use it. 
 
    One of the Spetsnaz pulled a pistol on Maric as he saw his boss go down. Russo figured he was another terrorist and shot him in the throat. His bulletproof vest left her with few other effective targets.  
 
    More Spetsnaz started to move, and Maric sensed the moment to make a deal was slipping away. 
 
    “Tell them to stop fighting,” he hissed in Jukka’s ear. The terrorist didn’t seem to hear him. Maybe he was concussed. 
 
    “Tell them to stop fighting!” he roared, pushing the point of the blade into Jukka’s throat until the blood ran. 
 
    “прекратите,” croaked the terrorist boss. 
 
    “Louder!” roared Maric. 
 
    “прекратите!” managed Jukka. The Spetsnaz looked reluctantly at Jukka. One of them said something to the mercenaries. 
 
    “Hostage taken!” yelled Maric, and the recon team reluctantly lowered their weapons. It was a field operations code they knew and had used before. 
 
    An uneasy calm descended over the cave. 
 
    “This is the deal!” roared Maric. “The fighting stops. You surrender your weapons. My paramedics fix up the wounded on both sides. 
 
    “The Iban get you to a river, and you make your way to the coast. 
 
    “You don’t get your weapons back!” he roared, as the Spetsnaz started to protest. 
 
    “You can’t win against the numbers attacking the dome, you know that.” He was trying to reason with them. “Our orders forbid negotiating with terrorists, so taking hostages won’t do you any good. 
 
    “You might be Spetsnaz, but Jukka’s on the terrorist list. So you don’t get the benefit of ‘rules of war’. That’s what comes of associating with the wrong people!” 
 
    “What about Jukka?” said one of the Spetsnaz in passable English. Maric suspected the Finn controlled the finances. The Spetsnaz wanted to be paid. 
 
    “Jukka’s mine,” said Maric.  
 
    “There will be no arguments on that one!” he roared, as the Spetsnaz started to grumble. 
 
    “No more time for discussion,” he said firmly. The muttering subsided. 
 
    “What’s it going to be, boys?” he queried. 
 
    The Spetsnaz looked at each other. Maric knew the decision rested with the special ops members. The mercenaries would do whatever they were told to do. He could allow the Spetsnaz a minute at most to make a decision.  
 
    He had the upper hand right now, but that advantage would soon slip away. Waiting for that length of time was a risk. But he had to take it. The Spetsnaz had to make the decision for themselves. 
 
    Fortunately, he didn’t have to wait long.  
 
    “Why should we believe you?” said one of the Spetsnaz. Maric had been expecting the question.  
 
    “Because I’m New Zealand SAS,” he said. “Because I did two tours of duty in Afghanistan.” 
 
    He looked at the Spetsnaz as if he doubted the man’s sanity. 
 
    “Some of you must have heard about us,” he added. “Hell, even the Taliban admit we can be trusted.” 
 
    The Spetsnaz next to the questioner nodded.  
 
    “What do they say?” said Maric, pushing the soldier to say something.  
 
    “New Zealand SAS keep their word,” admitted the man, grudgingly. 
 
    Jukka sagged, then struggled to stand upright. He muttered something unintelligible, slurring his words. Maric tightened his grip. The Finn had taken a bad knock to the head. 
 
    One of the senior Spetsnaz looked at another older man for confirmation. Maric figured they were both captains. When the second one nodded, the first looked around the rest of the Spetsnaz for dissent. There was none. 
 
    “You’ve got a deal,” he grunted. He was making no secret of the fact he didn’t like it. 
 
    “Take their weapons,” said Maric.  
 
    Bert and Mosha started to make a pile in the middle of the floor. Most of the security force dumped their weapons on the pile of their own accord. It was less humiliating than having their weapons taken from them. 
 
    “Everything,” said Maric. “Knives, the lot. You can have the knives back when you head into the jungle. You’re going to be patted down when I call the SAS soldiers through from the main entrance. Don’t let yourselves be embarrassed when they get here.” 
 
    More metal rained down on the growing pile. 
 
    “What are you going to do with Jukka?” said one of the two captains. 
 
    Maric had been thinking about that too. It had taken him all of a split second to reach a decision.  
 
    Let more terrorists spring Jukka from a high security compound so he could kill again? Let him be freed in a political deal? Let him kill and maim dozens packed into a tourist spot in Paris, as he’d already done?  
 
    And worst of all, let him spawn followers. In the same way Jukka modeled himself on Carlos the Jackal? 
 
    Not if Maric had to make the choice.  
 
    It was also important to have witnesses. The Spetsnaz and mercs would spread the truth far and wide. No cover story by the Count would be able to keep the threat of Jukka Salo alive. 
 
    In the end it was an easy decision to make. 
 
    Jukka was unconscious, which saved Maric the bother of putting the terrorist leader out of it. He folded his arms about Jukka’s neck in a choke hold, his right arm behind the terrorist’s head, and moved to one side. Then he exerted a sudden pressure.  
 
    The sound of Jukka’s neck snapping carried clearly through the cave. Maric let the body fall to the floor. 
 
    Everything went deathly quiet. Maric could see his own people hadn’t expected him to do that. It was equally clear the Spetsnaz had suspected he might. It was a decision he was going to have to live with, but in his heart he was already felt it was the right one. 
 
    “Mosha, you want to start triaging the wounded?” he said, turning toward the paramedic. Then he saw Mosha’s leg covered in blood. 
 
    “Okay, you’d better start on yourself, then.  
 
    “Bert, tell Davies we need paramedics, and we need them now. Tell him we have prisoners and a deal has been struck. He’ll need to see me before he makes any decisions about the prisoners.” 
 
    He waved her through. 
 
    “Follow the lights down the left corridor at the junction,” he said, pointing to the far end of the cave. Then he turned to the senior captain among the Spetsnaz. 
 
    “You have defensive positions around the main entrance,” he said. “Better send someone to tell them there’s been a change of plans.” 
 
    The captain nodded, and indicated with a tilt of his head that the other Spetsnaz officer should go with Bert. 
 
    “Take a weapon,” said Maric, addressing Bert.  
 
    Russo offered the pistol in her hand, and Bert took it. She kept one of her knives in the other hand. Maric figured she’d rather use the knife than the pistol. She acknowledged his orders with a salute, and headed down the cave with the Spetsnaz in tow. 
 
    Maric noticed how pale Russo was. He started to worry when she gingerly let herself down onto the floor. When he got to her he noticed how shallow her breathing was. She was going into shock. 
 
    “Bastards shot me,” she mumbled. 
 
    Maric was about to ask her where she was shot when her head slumped forward. Then she toppled onto her side. Now he could see that the back of her camouflage pants was covered in blood. 
 
    He ripped off his camouflage top and cut it into long strips with his knife. He tied them into one very long bandage, working as quickly as he could. 
 
    He bound her from the waist to the top of her legs. The bandage was as tight as he could make it. He was hoping it would completely shut off the blood supply to her buttocks. By the time he’d finished, the compression of the bandage seemed to be doing its job. 
 
    He wanted a damn good army surgeon present when the bandage was removed. And all the equipment on hand to find the severed arteries and repair them. Plus as many liters of blood for a transfusion as she might need. 
 
    The paramedics arrived, and Maric turned his attention to Menan. The courageous Kayan was at least breathing regularly. Maric explored the ugly bruising on the side of his head. He was going to have one hell of a headache. A quick check showed him free of any other new injuries. 
 
    Maric breathed a sigh of relief. It looked like the chief’s son was going to be okay. 
 
    It didn’t look so good for Jinks. The paramedic working on him shook his head. He flicked his hands down, to make a valley between them. Maric nodded. Part of the skull had been pushed inward.  
 
    That was always dangerous. Even moving Jinks was going to be risky. When evac arrived they’d probably put him in a coma, and encase him in ice for the ride home. 
 
    Maric figured the evac vehicles would be choppers. The dome was within reach of warships in the straits of Malacca, or maybe the Java Sea. The Indonesian government would raise a stink about it, but Cal and his backers would make it right.  
 
    The government would roll over, as long as they looked good in front of their voters. Cal would make certain they kept the SAS out of it. 
 
    That left Maric with a letter to write. One for Hendrik’s next of kin. The thought of it hit him hard. It was every senior officer’s most difficult task. His hands started to shake, and he figured the drugs Davies’ paramedic had given him were starting to wear off. 
 
    Hendrik wasn’t married. But there were family and friends who deserved to know how he died. Maric’s ‘official’ letter wouldn’t go into the details, but he’d visit the family in person. And answer every question as best he could.  
 
    Maric was looking for a place to sit when Davies arrived. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ll ever understand how you talked your way out of this one,” said Davies. A mixture of admiration and bewilderment showed on his face. He looked at Jukka lying on the floor, and turned back to Maric. 
 
    “Stray bullet,” said Maric, poker-faced. 
 
    “That’s odd,” said Davies. “Not a mark on him, and it looks like his neck’s been broken.” 
 
    “Yep, those stray bullets can be weird sometimes,” said Maric. 
 
    Davies eyebrows went slowly up. 
 
    Maric’s eyebrows matched his. 
 
    Davies grinned. “That look of innocence doesn’t work very well on you, major,” he said. “Not to anyone who knows you.” 
 
    Maric kept his mouth shut. 
 
    As Davies moved away, he dragged his aching body over to where Russo was being loaded on a stretcher. 
 
    “Will she be all right?” he asked the paramedic. 
 
    “Lost a lot of blood,” said the para. “Doesn’t appear to be any bone damage, but too early to tell for sure. She’s strong. There shouldn’t be any problems.” 
 
    The medics carried Russo away, and Maric sank onto a rocky outcrop. Mosha hobbled over to join him, leaning on a Russian Izhmash he’d commandeered as a crutch. 
 
    “I think we can call this one a whole tour of duty in itself,” he said, gritting his teeth as he sank down beside him. 
 
    Maric smiled. Mosha was one of the best. Nothing fazed him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 28 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Maric managed to be there when Russo came out of surgery. The surgeon’s painstaking work had taken a long time. Not only had the torn muscle in her buttocks been knitted together, but she’d been through a complete shoulder reconstruction. 
 
    The liaison team leader had been given a liter and a half of plasma on the ground at the dome, plus painkillers and antibiotics. The paras had been pleased to see the bleeding had stopped. Maric’s bandaging had been judged good enough for the ride home. With a few improvements.  
 
    Now though, she seemed more like the victim of a building collapse than a seasoned special ops fighter. He was pleased to see she had a hospital room to herself. Her left shoulder was heavily bandaged. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be at a de-briefing?” she said drowsily. 
 
    “Probably,” he said. Cal had okayed a temporary leave of absence. “Had more important things to do.” 
 
    “Like what?” she said. Then, “oh,” as she figured out he’d rather be with her. 
 
    “You’ve already been through your de-briefing,” said Maric, putting on a poker face. Russo looked puzzled. 
 
    “You had everything removed for your surgery,” he quipped. 
 
    “So what,” she snapped back. “You’ve seen it all before.” 
 
    He smiled.  
 
    “Pity about your backside,” he said. “It was your best bit. Everything else is just, well, average.” 
 
    She swatted at him weakly with her good arm. Kiwi men were not European men, that was for sure. But there were compensations. 
 
    “Any word from the Indonesian authorities?” she said, changing the subject. 
 
    “Nothing in the media,” said Maric. “And Cal’s backers might be able to keep it that way. The Indonesians should be grateful. Their government’s going to inherit a very lucrative diamond mine.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    He thought for a moment about the Aikido master in Pontianak. If there was nothing in the papers, maybe he owed him some idea of what had happened. It was a professional courtesy. His mind turned back to Russo. He didn’t like seeing her so damaged from her work.  
 
    “What’s left of the Count’s security forces is on its way down the Kahayan River,” he said abruptly. “Once they make it to the sea there’s a short hop along the coast to Banjarmasin. They can make arrangements to get back to Europe from there. 
 
    “Pity we didn’t get the Count, though,” he added. 
 
    “You didn’t expect to,” she said, not wanting him to detract from a very successful operation. 
 
    “NATO covert ops will have to take it from here,” agreed Maric.  
 
    “I’ve got a surprise for you,” he said, taking her hand. “To make up for everything. Having to put up with me. Getting shot in the butt.” 
 
    “I don’t think you were responsible for me getting a bullet in my backside,” she said, smiling. Maric put a finger to his lips, and she shushed.  
 
    “I’ve got a friend in Sri Lanka who owns a tea plantation,” he said. “He’d be delighted to have us both as guests for a couple of weeks.  
 
    “Think about it. Servants. Best tea in the world. Four species of long-tailed parakeet that come and sit on the railing during afternoon tea. A pet bird that sits on your shoulder and talks to you.” 
 
    Russo didn’t say anything. 
 
    “At the top of the plantation there’s a natural seepage that has medicinal properties. The women go up there to put mudpacks on themselves, make themselves beautiful. 
 
    “Not that you need to be more beautiful,” he added quickly. He wasn’t sure what he thought about her looks. He guessed she was beautiful in a dark-haired, Italian sort of way. He just knew she’d had the courage to tell him things he needed to hear.  
 
    She smiled. It was nice to know she meant something to him. 
 
    “You sure you want this?” she queried. “You said couples don’t last in this business. What good is a long-distance relationship?” 
 
    “It’s better than what I’ve got,” said Maric decisively. She laughed. He was honest, and she liked that. She would think about it. 
 
    “How come you know someone in Sri Lanka?” 
 
    “Military. He fought the Tamil Tigers until they were defeated in 2009.” 
 
    There was a pause. 
 
    “He’s one of us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was always a lot of cleaning up after military ops, noted Maric, as he entered the hospital with Russo. 
 
    The report for Heckler and Koch on the PR7s had taken him a week to write. Cal had rejected his first draft, and insisted on more detail. Maric had ended up making a number of suggestions on how they could be improved, citing practical examples in the field. It was hard work for a man not used to a desk job. Cal had beamed at him after he’d read it. 
 
    “They’ll be offering you a permanent job testing their weapons!” he said with a laugh. 
 
    Maric squirmed a bit but accepted the compliment. Things were so much different now. He was back using his skills. He was the man he’d always thought he could be. It felt good. 
 
    Hendrik’s send off had really been something. He had liked the man. There was his generous, supportive nature, and his ever-present reliability. When he’d met Hendrik’s friends, parents, and two brothers, he could see the background that made him that way. 
 
    In the end they had made him feel better about the loss of one of his men. He hoped his speech at the funeral had done something similar for them. 
 
    The hospital reception directed them down a side corridor. The specialist in charge of the ward wanted to see Maric before he went into Jink’s room. That didn’t sound good. 
 
    It took a while to find the poky little room. 
 
    “The effects of brain damage are hard to predict,” began the dark-skinned Hamana, once Maric and Russo were seated. “You might not be able to count on a full recovery for your man. 
 
    “Outwardly the signs seem reasonable. Graham’s misplacing the occasional word – very common in these situations – but that’s about all. Unfortunately that’s no indication of what’s happening on the inside.”  
 
    It was sobering stuff. 
 
    Russo was surprised to hear the quirky Jinks referred to by the more mundane ‘Graham’, but pushed on to ask a question. 
 
    “How long before you know something definite?” 
 
    “Head injuries proceed at their own pace,” said the specialist, with a shrug. “That’s a major part of the problem. Things could improve unexpectedly, or take a turn for the worse. And we never know when either one will happen.” 
 
    He seemed a bit unnerved that the course of Jink’s recovery was out of his control. Then he stood. 
 
    “I think you should see Graham now. That might answer a lot of your questions. 
 
    “And it’s okay to correct him when he uses the wrong word. All part of the re-learning process.” 
 
    Maric realized they were being kicked out. That suited him. He’d seen soldiers heal before. The most important part of that healing was the determination of the individual soldier. 
 
    “How did Jinks get his name?” said Russo, as they walked down the corridor. 
 
    “Short for ‘high jinks’,” said Maric.  
 
    Jinks was typical of a certain type of soldier, useful for their problem-solving capabilities but otherwise a misfit within a military organization. At least Jinks had committed his worst escapades out of uniform, and well away from base. It had saved him being thrown out of special ops on more than one occasion. 
 
    “I could tell you stories that would curl your hair,” said Maric with a smile. 
 
    “Why, because I’m a woman?” said Russo belligerently. “I could tell you stories about Bert to straighten out yours. Except I think you will be embarrassed.” 
 
    She’d been like this since they got back from Sri Lanka. The time at the tea plantation had been glorious, and he couldn’t figure out what was bugging her. It seemed the closer they got, the more she wanted to move away. Maybe it was just her. Maybe she was upset because it was happening with someone from ‘work’. He didn’t know. 
 
    He took her hand. After wriggling her fingers around for several steps, she finally left it in his grasp.  
 
    Her other arm was in a sling. The surgeon didn’t want her to over-use her shoulder for a few more days yet. Otherwise, Russo seemed to have recovered fully. It had been a number of days since she last sat gingerly and complained about pains in her backside. 
 
    “So the stories about you two are true,” said Jinks, as they entered his private room. There was a slight stutter on the ‘stories’.  
 
    He was connected to more machines than Maric had ever seen in a hospital room. His head was bandaged on one side, with a kind of cap over it to stop any pressure.  
 
    Cal’s backers could afford the very best for the wounded. 
 
    “Thought you’d have more sense than take up with this plum ol’ hayseed,” he said, once they’d taken stock of his room. 
 
    “Dumb,” said Maric. “I’m a dumb ol’ hayseed.” 
 
    “I didn’t take up with him,” said Russo, pulling her fingers out of Maric’s grasp. “He was just so . . . so . . . nice to me,” she said in frustration. “It was a sneaky trick.” 
 
    “Bit of a secret weapon you’ve got there, major,” said Jinks. “Bet no one else ever thought of that!” 
 
    The two men laughed. 
 
    “Anyway,” interrupted Russo, “he’s not dumb. That’s just another of his little games.” 
 
    Maric’s mind went back to the first day in her office, in the safe house off Auckland Domain. What had he said? “I’m just a dumb country boy.” 
 
    She hadn’t bought it then, and she wasn’t buying it now.  
 
    It had made her smile back then. She’d said: “We both know that isn’t true, Captain Maric.” And she’d been pulling him up on any deviation from the truth ever since. He realized she was like an external version of his conscience. Which should have driven him nuts. But it didn’t. 
 
    “How’s progress?” said Maric. 
 
    Jinks shrugged, but it was clear the uncertainty and frustration of his situation weren’t easy for him. 
 
    “Take your time coming right,” said Maric. “There will always be wars, sad to say. You can sit out a few and it won’t matter.” 
 
    “I don’t row if I want to go back soldiering,” said Jinks suddenly. Maric figured he meant he didn’t ‘know’ if he wanted to go back soldiering. He looked at Russo. He’d had a few heart-to-hearts with his men at times, and this felt like one of those times. But she was the psychologist. 
 
    Russo gave an imperceptible nod, and reached behind her to drag up a chair. Maric did the same. 
 
    “Hey, it’s your call,” said Maric, settling back and hooking a foot on the frame under Jink’s bed. “Whatever floats your boat,” 
 
    “You’ve had a revelation,” said Russo, matter of factly. 
 
    “Yes! That’s it,” said Jinks. “But I didn’t see it like that for a while.” 
 
    Maric was impressed. Russo was good. 
 
    She nodded encouragingly. 
 
    “You know how sometimes you keep doing things because you get something out of it, but it never seems to settle the restlessness inside?” continued Jinks. 
 
    “Well, maybe you personally don’t,” he said, casting his eyes down. 
 
    Russo laughed. “We are all like that inside. Behind front we put up.”  
 
    Maric noted that Jinks misplacement of words got less as his mood got more intense. That was a good sign. It suggested the impediment was due to battle fatigue as much as brain damage. 
 
    “What have you worked out so far?” continued Russo. 
 
    “I need to get things that are more . . . enduring, into my life,” he said. He was struggling to find ways to put his understanding into words. 
 
    “Instead of?” prompted Russo. 
 
    “Um. Instead of taking big risks and going for the big score,” he managed. 
 
    “Which does not last, when you get it,” added Russo. 
 
    “That’s right!” said Jinks. “That’s exactly, sort of, it.” 
 
    Maric didn’t think something could be exactly sort of anything, but he understood what Jinks meant. 
 
    “Enantiodromia,” said Russo. “Entrance of the opposite.” 
 
    The men looked at her like she was speaking Greek, which in this case she was. 
 
    “From ancient Greek tradition,” she said. “The best turning points in a life come from love following hate, fear following confidence, and so on. First written about by Carl Jung in first half of last century.” 
 
    “Curly who?” said Jinks. 
 
    “Carl Jung. Swiss therapist. He gave us introversion and extroversion, and other words. You should read more.” 
 
    Maric didn’t know any special ops guys who read enough to know that. 
 
    “It is same in the human unconscious,” she continued. “Too much of one thing triggers the opposite. It is natural way of making balance. Of increasing functioning level of individual.” 
 
    Maric thought about this. “You mean, ‘there’s no puritan like a rake reformed’?” he said. 
 
    Russo looked at Maric oddly, like he didn’t have the right to know that. It felt good to Maric. He figured he needed to be one step ahead of her some of the time. 
 
    “Yes,” she said at last. “Rather odd way of saying it, but that is the idea.” 
 
    “So, what am I supposed to do?” said Jinks, looking from one to the other. 
 
    “Exactly as you are doing,” said Russo. “Always best to listen when the unconscious speaks to you.” 
 
    She waited until he nodded, as if she wanted him to remember that. 
 
    “Follow where your feelings lead you,” she finished. “Make changes in life to meet new rules. You will be pleasantly surprised.” 
 
    Jinks didn’t look happy. Maric was about to prompt him when he blurted out something else. 
 
    “I can’t see me being happy with an approach like that. When I’m someone important, and make everyone laugh, I get a bit of interest from the ladies. Without it, I think I’d be a lost cause.” 
 
    Russo laughed. She got up from her chair and sat on the bed. 
 
    “You are silly boy,” she said, smiling at him. “Thinking too small. The truth is: when we change, the world changes.” 
 
    Jinks looked confused again. 
 
    “There are plenty of women perfect for special ops guy like you,” she said. “With a strong mind, achieving high, playing sports. But they will not approach you while you are always at the party.  
 
    “They don’t want to be ‘center of attention’. They are more sensible. They want quiet time with you. Do you understand?” 
 
    Jinks was thinking as hard as he could, Maric could see that. 
 
    “Um, I think so,” he said cautiously. 
 
    “Good enough for now,” she said, giving his shoulder a squeeze. “Excellent progress for first session.” 
 
    Maric could see she’d slipped into psychologist mode.  
 
    He found one thing odd. She was short on day-to-day empathy, but long on insight. The opposite of what he’d expected. But her approach was working for Jinks.  
 
    She must have spent most of her life trying to understand her own problems. In the end it had made her an expert on the problems of others. He wondered why she couldn’t apply the same sort of reasoning to herself. Didn’t she want to be happy? 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been three months since Maric last saw Russo. She had transferred back to Italy when her assignment in New Zealand finished. Italy was a long way away, and even if they took turns flying halfway round the world, they’d only be together occasionally. 
 
    It wasn’t good enough. But what was Maric going to do about it? 
 
    Plans for closing down the Count in Dalmatia were now well advanced. This time the operation would be funded by NATO. The Europeans had been impressed with the SAS work in Borneo, and invited them to send a contingent.  
 
    Maric had an idea. It took him half a day to find a secure line and phone Cal. Then a week for EAPC command in Europe to give him the okay. 
 
    “You don’t sound happy,” he said, as Russo came on the line. Her voice sounded flat. It was always hard to tell if she was having problems at work or was annoyed at him. 
 
    “We’ve got to put an end to this,” she said flatly. “You’re taking my mind off my work, and there’s nothing we can do about it. We live at other ends of world.” 
 
    Maric thought they’d done quite well in the last month before she’d flown out. He’d practically lived at her place. When he wasn’t catching up on a few bits of farming work. She’d had her prickly days, but he’d teased her out of those. The good days had been magnificent. 
 
    “That’s why I’m calling,” he said.  
 
    “You called to tell me it’s over?” said Russo. She might have come to the conclusion an ending was inevitable, but she didn’t like the idea. And she wanted to be the one doing the ending, on her own terms. 
 
    “Of course not,” said Maric cheerfully. He found it best if he just ignored her negative thoughts, and concentrated on the positives in the situation. 
 
    “I’ve found you a job.” 
 
    “I’ve got a job,” she said warily. “And it’s in a civilized part of world. No one’s shooting at me, at least for the moment.” 
 
    Maric smiled. He could understand her feelings. 
 
    “Ah,” he said. “This job carries a promotion to Lieutenant-Colonel.” 
 
    There was a long silence. 
 
    “What are you up to,” she said suspiciously. “This better be good!” 
 
    “A thank you would be nice,” he said. 
 
    There was a long hiss of exasperation from the phone. 
 
    “Your people are going in to clean out the Count,” he said. “Overt op, NATO led. I’m in, along with an SAS contingent, and you’re going to be working on strategy.” 
 
    Russo wasn’t impressed. 
 
    “I like cities, you’re the one for field work!” 
 
    “You once told me you like promotion. Well, here it is. And you won’t be in the field, you’ll be somewhere behind the scenes.” 
 
    “Sure, waiting for phone call say you’ve been killed!” she said angrily. 
 
    Oops. Maric hadn’t thought of that. 
 
    “But we’ll be together,” he offered. 
 
    “This is extreme step, just for occasional sex,” she snapped. 
 
    Maric hoped it wouldn't be that occasional. But he was getting annoyed. When would she realize there was something worthwhile between them? 
 
    “Admit it,” he growled. “We should be together. What are you afraid of – that you might feel something?” 
 
    “Yes, your hands on my backside,” she retorted, and hung up. 
 
    He didn’t know whether to laugh or write her off as impossible. From his experience she was always pleased to find his hands on her backside. That wasn’t the problem. 
 
    But she could get quite snaky sometimes. Luckily an apology usually followed. Maric wouldn’t put up with her if it didn’t. 
 
    Still, she’d take the job, he was sure of that. Promotion. Prestige. These were things that mattered to her. 
 
    He turned back to the dossier he had compiled on Dalmatia. There were coastal cities, and a barren, mountainous hinterland. That was where the Count had his stronghold. In the middle of a wilderness. That suited Maric fine. 
 
    He would be working with the best NATO had to offer, and Russo would be there. 
 
    Life didn’t get better than that. 
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    CHAPTER 1 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    The MH-53 Sea Dragon settled into a clearing that had a rough gravel road running through it, and an old railway line coming in at an angle. Maric’s SAS team hit the ground at a run, closely followed by a US Marine squad of two fireteams and a corporal. Point and flank took up positions seconds later, and the attack force moved off at a steady jog toward the end of the railway line. 
 
    It was late morning, and the occasional cloud disturbed an otherwise fine autumn day. Maric had turned down a dawn raid, weighing the hours in the air and the time needed for his people to get ready, against a good night's sleep. They were highly trained assets, and he wanted them to be at their best today. Death was not a good look. 
 
    The helicopter lifted off behind the attack force, and Maric waited until the sound of it had reduced to a distant whumping before he started the trek in along the railway line. 
 
    The lines themselves had been lifted up many years before, and some of the sleepers had started to rot away. During the briefing the day before, he’d been told this was an abandoned lead mine. It was a typical low-tech effort from the pick and shovel days, and the miners never found the pay dirt they were looking for. 
 
    When the attack force reached the first bend in the track, he could see that the railway lines from here on had been left intact. The heavy metal lines sagged along the rotting sleepers, and just managed to stay the same distance apart. Maric was surprised that time, and the Croatian sun, hadn’t done more to them. 
 
    He knelt down and examined the line closest to him. There was less rust on the top of the rail than along the sides, and in places he could see a few shiny spots. So, he thought, some sort of lightweight cart that the unknown operatives up ahead used to transport goods. That was disappointing. It suggested low-level contraband, and not the organized crime syndicate he was seeking. 
 
    The attack force dropped into the trees on either side of the railway line when they saw the mine in the distance. The tall man took out an advanced military nocular and scanned the entrance. Two guards were holed up in well-constructed positions above the mine, and one of the lightweight carts waited outside the opening.  
 
    At least the intel had been correct on that score. Something was being picked up, or dropped off, today. Maric sent Davies forward on his side of the railway line, and a whispered command to the squad leader on the other side sent one of his troops moving up through the trees as well. All of the attack force were miked. 
 
    Davies moved silently through the trees and up the scant cover above the mine before taking out the first guard cleanly. The Marine, though, was a little slower. The second guard got off a strangled cry before he was silenced. Maric could feel the tension rise in those around him. Operations like this depended on the element of surprise.  
 
    Davies and the Marine climbed down and took up positions either side of the main entrance. Then they peered cautiously in.  
 
    A quick hand signal told Maric there were no hostiles in the initial tunnel. The tall man studied the cart, and decided he could make use of it. While the rest of the force moved up outside the main entrance, Maric and Dusty, the squad leader for the Marines, made some changes to the cart. The big African American soon got the idea of what Maric wanted. 
 
    Ten minutes later the cart rolled sedately out of the confined spaces of the tunnel, and into a decent sized cavern a hundred meters further in. It bumped to a stop against another of the carts. Groups of people were busy moving boxes around, and it looked like any warehouse where a large order was being made up.  
 
    The amount of stuff piled along the sides of the cavern was prodigious. Whoever was running the show was into contraband in a big way. Maric figured there had to be big money involved. The area was brightly lit, and the steady whine of a generator sounded from another space off to one side. 
 
    It took a few moments for the cart to be noticed. Men in combat uniforms rushed for semi-automatic weapons they had placed nearby. The worker bees had clearly thought the guards out front would be enough to protect them – or at least give a warning.  
 
    Maric noticed the different nationalities represented by the uniforms, and shook his head. Mercenaries or hired muscle, at best. Then he noticed the number of women and older men working in the cavern. They were in civilian dress, and must have been brought in from a nearby village to help.  
 
    People were funny like that. It was ‘just a job’, regardless of the harm they were helping to inflict on others. He noticed with some satisfaction how quickly the civilians disappeared into the shafts and galleries that led off from the main area.  
 
    Davies was the smallest on Maric’s team, and that was why he was lying on his side in the back of the cart. He had enough protection around him to stop the 5.56 x 45 mm standard NATO ordnance that Maric was expecting to be used against him.  
 
    Flash-bang grenades launched in several directions from the cart almost simultaneously. Then the cart took a hammering from multiple points of incoming fire. Moments later the shooters had their ears and eyes effectively put out of action by the grenades. 
 
    The attack force chose their targets well. Short bursts on semi erupted out of the shadows behind the cart, and dropped a number of the shooters. The rest were surprisingly quick to realize what was happening, and they scrambled for a gallery at the far end of the cavern.  
 
    Maric signaled caution, and the soldiers closed in behind the fleeing figures slowly, using every bit of cover along the way. When Davies scouted the exit they had taken he found a long sloping ramp that opened onto the top of the range. A circle of rocks framed blue sky. 
 
    Maric sighed, and consulted the map in his head. Where would the hired muscle go, and what would they do? He decided they wouldn't run. Their lives would be forfeit to the warlords running the show if they just gave up the goods in the cavern, and that was a big incentive to stay. They would also have figured out by now how few the attack force was in number. 
 
    He decided the shooters above them would have set up lines of fire covering the top exit, in case they were followed, and then they would have started to think how they could win this. Maric lifted an eyebrow ironically. It was always possible to win a situation, until it wasn't. When it wasn’t, the losers didn’t come back to tell other idiots to have more sense. But he let that thought go.  
 
    These were men, and the occasional woman, who had never really left behind the wars that had torn this part of the world apart twenty years ago. Now they took risks for money, and hired themselves out. For a moment he was tempted to use the phrase ‘a lost generation’, but it was used too often. Then he sent out scouts to look for other exits. 
 
    It turned out the cavern had another exit on the other side of the hill above them. Maric sent Dusty and his squad of Marines to block any attempt to escape on that side. The corporal found a way into the trees not far from the exit. He would lay the trap further down. 
 
    Maric took his SAS team back to the entrance to the mine, and up the steep slope above until it leveled out in an area of grasses and low scrub. They got within throwing distance of the defenders before they were spotted. Then the game of hide and seek began.               
 
    A burst of automatic fire stitched across the rocks next to Maric. He knew where it was coming from, and it didn't bother him. 
 
    Something plucked at his leg, and he looked down to see a neat slice across his battledress. That was one thing about this type of country, it gave new meaning to the word ricochet. The limestone shards from a stray bullet could draw a decent amount of blood if you were unlucky. That and the glare were the problems, at least when the sun was out. Maric adjusted his optics. 
 
    He looked across to the line of rocks hiding most of the shooters. Nothing was moving up there at the moment, and that suited him fine. He was hunkered down on top of a small knoll some distance from the top of the rise. It was almost too much to call the unimpressive lump a hill, but it was the highest point around.  
 
    It wasn't surprising that the hired muscle had headed straight for it. Normally it would have been a simple matter to round them up, but there was cover everywhere in this limestone country. It was taking time to winkle the defenders out.  
 
    Maric’s attack force was somewhere north of the Ucka National Park, in northern Croatia. It was wasteland and forest for the most part, but here on the tops of the ranges there were limestone outcrops everywhere, and that made life difficult. It reminded Maric of clearing an enemy force out of a house room by room. 
 
    A single shot smashed into the rock he was sheltering behind, and he moved a little more to his right. It would be a very good idea to keep the rock between him and that particular rifle. Whoever was on his extreme left flank had moved, trying to get a better angle of fire.  
 
    The map of his surroundings, the one he kept in his mind on situations like this, changed subtly to accommodate the shooter's new position. The shooter didn’t know it, but he was already running out of time. Mosha was working his way across the outcrops to deal with him, and Davies was ready to deal with the idiot with the shotgun on Maric's extreme right.  
 
    As if to reinforce Maric’s dislike, another thunderous blast echoed across the rocks from his right. The shooter was completely ineffective at that range, and the shot was a sign he was panicking. The way Maric and his team had dealt so efficiently with the shooters down in the mine might have something to do with that. 
 
    Mosha and Davies would roll up the flanks until Maric and Anderson could panic the dozen or so shooters in the middle into fleeing in the opposite direction. The squad of US Marines Colonel Brightwater had assigned to the mission back at Sigonella air force base were further down the valley, waiting for the shooters to run straight to them. 
 
    Maric checked his internal map once again. Then he nodded. His plan was flawless, and he had the position of the shooters and the fields of fire worked out perfectly. It was time to put it into action. 
 
    His trainer Cal had been impressed when Maric started keeping a mental record of his surroundings during operational exercises. Cal taught proximity awareness, but what Maric did took it to a whole new level. He would look at a detailed map of a given area, commit it to memory, and then factor in each combatant and their advantage over every other combatant, using elevation and natural cover.  
 
    It was like a 3D map with moving dots that he kept in his head. It was even color coded. Green for friendlies, red for enemies, and blue for non-combatants. And every movement, every shot, updated it. 
 
    Cal was back in New Zealand, and Maric would keep him abreast of the day’s events when he got back to the air force base in Sicily. So far, though, the most important piece of information they were looking for was missing, and that was frustrating.  
 
    These weren't the people NATO intel had thought they might be. Drug runners maybe, smugglers perhaps. The traffic of goods into and out of the EU was unstoppable these days. 
 
    When Maric got a better look at the contents of the mine below him, he would know for sure what these people were up to. Whatever that turned out to be, he would bet his last bottle of water crossing a baking-hot desert they had nothing to do with the Count, and the cold-blooded murder of three retired NZ SAS soldiers a little over two years ago.                                           
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    A few moments later, Maric got a terse “flank secure” from Davies, echoed a minute later by Mosha on the other side. 
 
    “Let the games begin”, muttered Maric, and slid sideways around the rock he had been using as a shield.  
 
    A series of counts whispered into his headset. “Two at three”, and then “five at twelve”. His two flank men were telling him what they were seeing, from their positions. Two combatants at three o'clock and five combatants at twelve o'clock. Maric changed the map in his head to accommodate the new information. It allowed him to see exactly how the opposition had arrayed themselves. 
 
    “Left flank ten left”, “right flank six forward”, he said quietly, and his two flank men re-positioned themselves. Maric looked back, and saw that Anderson had his M4 carbine settled nicely in a hard-to-access position between two rocks. Anderson would have preferred his Arctic sniper rifle, but his carbine would do at such close range. 
 
    Maric eased his own carbine around the rock in front of him, and sighted on his target. He carefully lowered his head until it was out of the line of any returning fire, and triggered short bursts in the direction of the defenders. He left longer and longer gaps between the bursts, until eventually one of the opposition shooters couldn’t stop himself from popping up to return fire.  
 
    Anderson nailed him immediately. Then the flanks took one each and slipped away to new positions. The top of the hill erupted in gunfire as the hired muscle defending it opened up with everything they had, firing wildly at what they thought were the attackers’ positions.  
 
    Maric let them waste ammunition for as long as they wanted. When they quietened down a bit he started the same process again. Short bursts from his carbine with gaps that became increasingly longer. It was a ploy he had used many times before.  
 
    Once you got inside the opposition’s heads you could work them like a sheepdog working sheep. In this case he didn't have to wait long. The almost instantaneous demise of three of their number, as if by magic, and the return of that distinctive pattern of fire, had the desired effect. As the time between his bursts increased, the tension built, and suddenly the defenders on the top of the hill were running away. 
 
    Maric worked his way carefully toward the top of the hill. When he’d cleared the area he gave a low whistle. Half a minute later the others appeared at his side. They barely had time to admire the view from the top of the range when a crackle of small arms fire sounded further down the slope in front of them. After that there was a lot of shouting, and no more shooting. 
 
    “Looks like they’re surrendering”, said Mosha. 
 
    Maric nodded. He didn’t really care if the hired muscle surrendered or not. These sorts of people were addicted to a mercenary lifestyle. Given the chance to settle down and lead a productive life, nine times out of ten they would reject the offer. It was a fact of war, that those who were mentally damaged by years of conflict would be a problem to the rest of the world for at least another generation. 
 
    It didn't take the four men long to discover the top end of the access way into the mine. It was concealed by rocks, but once you knew where to look, entrance was easy. You slid between two of the taller rocks, holding your gear above your head, and then descended down the long gallery into the mine proper. 
 
    “Time to call the civilian authorities?” said Mosha, and Maric nodded. He took out a cell phone and touched a contact number he had been given. It dialed itself through. There was a burst of Croatian at the other end, which stopped abruptly when he began to speak English. Once his identity was confirmed, and the right code words had been given, he was assured two black vans with tinted windows and a good supply of body bags were on their way. 
 
    The four SAS men dragged the three bodies off the tops and down into the mine. They laid them out in an orderly fashion, on their backs, and added the four that had been killed in the initial engagement. Mosha knelt beside one of the four, and checked for signs of life. 
 
    “This one’s still breathing,” he said, rather surprised. 
 
    “Could be a couple of hours before he makes it to hospital,” said Maric. “Any chance he’ll survive that long?” 
 
    “The big problem is a head wound,” said Mosha, “but if I can stop the bleeding from elsewhere there’s a fair chance he’ll pull through.” 
 
    Maric didn’t look convinced. There was more blood on the man than on any of the others. On the other hand, Mosha was a paramedic. He knew what he was doing. 
 
    “Patch him up then,” said Maric dismissively. 
 
    Davies was eyeing the bodies with something more than idle curiosity. He looked at his boss, then back at the faces sprawled on the floor of the mine. 
 
    “Tall buggers,” he said laconically, “and they look a bit like you.” 
 
    Maric didn’t comment, but his breath quickened. Mosha was the only person to know his reasons for coming in pursuit of the Count were not entirely professional. Maric was of Dalmatian descent, and his ancestors had migrated to New Zealand at the end of the 1800s. 
 
    That made him Croatian, at least in part after the mixing of blood that had occurred since. Like most members of the human species it seemed, he had some type of mythical attachment to a vaguely described ‘homeland’. 
 
    His people were few and far between in New Zealand, though they made the effort to keep in touch with each other. Maybe he felt he was missing out on something. Whatever it was, this mission, so close to his ancestral homeland, had a special significance for him. 
 
    Mosha was right about the people here being tall, though his number two wouldn’t have known why. Maric did. The people of the limestone mountains that stretched down the eastern side of the Adriatic sea from Italy to Albania, the Dinaric Alps, were unnaturally tall. Maybe it was something in the limestone that affected the ph of the water, but the men had an average height just under 190cm, around six foot two. They were officially acknowledged as the tallest race in the world. 
 
    That fact had helped Maric come to terms with his own unnatural leanness and height. It might also explain his baby-faced looks and, so far, eternal youthfulness. He would have to find out. He looked forward to meeting his relatives – if he could find them. So far he had a location near the Dalmatian coast to go on, but that was about it. 
 
    Maric opened some of the boxes along the wall. Cigarettes and top shelf alcohol. Maybe class C drugs in some of them, probably knock-off electronics as well. Contraband, nothing more. These were not the people Maric needed to talk to about the Count, that was certain. 
 
    He and Anderson headed for the mine entrance, intent on bringing in the two guards from the prepared positions above it. One of the guards was still there, but the other was gone. Maric smiled to himself. Davies, it had to be. The SAS man had laid the guard out cold, disarmed him, and left the job at that. 
 
    Davies often had discussions with Maric about the ethics of war. Maric welcomed the exchange of views. The guard had not yet shown intent to kill, and may in fact have surrendered, so Davies had cut him some slack. If the man had opened fire, he would have signed his own death warrant. 
 
    The guard had come to, found he had no weapons, and seen the body of the other guard. He had then made a very sensible decision to scarper. Maric had no problems with that. 
 
    Anderson dragged the body of the remaining guard down the steep slope and into the mine. When all the bodies were laid out in a row, Maric felt an old memory stir. He was back on Ninety Mile Beach, in Northland, not far from Kaitaia, and the fishing had been good.  
 
    His grandfather and his uncle, who he’d been visiting, had provided the young Maric with a rod and shown him the basics. A friend of his grandfather’s, an old Maori man, had accompanied them. 
 
    Back at his grandfather’s shack, the day’s catch had been carefully laid out, just like this, for the obligatory photograph. Photographs were big back then, and cell phones hadn’t yet reached New Zealand. 
 
    His grandmother had been there – one of his few memories of her – and she had been deciding what would be given away, what would be put into an old European recipe for their dinner, and what could be kept for a few days. 
 
    Was that what these missions were becoming for him now, a chance to see how many ‘fish’ he could bag? He shook his head. He didn’t think so.  
 
    It didn’t feel like that. Not yet, anyway. It would be time to leave the military life if it became nothing more than a tally of bodies for him. He would have a long talk with Cal when this mission was over, just to be sure. 
 
    It took a while to organize the extraction of the bodies, and the prisoners the Marines had taken. There was a gravel road on the other side of the mine, and it was closer than the one the attack force had landed on that morning. Despite the easier access, it still took several trips to bring the right number of body bags up to the area, fill them, and take them down to the waiting vans. 
 
    There were eight prisoners, and two village policemen to each van. It wasn’t ideal, but Maric would see the prisoners had their hands properly restrained, and the vans were lockable from the outside and partitioned from the drivers on the inside. 
 
    Maric waved Dusty over to the other end of a body bag he was ready to take down the slope. The two men picked it up and slung the unfortunate inhabitant between them in a kind of hammock.  
 
    With a standard pack, and a rifle slung over the other shoulder, it was hot work in the bright sun of the early afternoon. The two men got to talking as they covered the long kilometer and a half.  
 
    “How long you been at Sigonella?” said Maric. 
 
    “Too long,” said Dusty, smiling a little sadly. Maric understood. Most of the soldiers he met at different places around the world didn’t have a choice. If you accepted army pay and conditions, you went where the army sent you, and you stayed there for as long as they said.  
 
    He was surprised at Dusty’s reticence all the same. There was plenty to like about the Mediterranean climate, and the Sicilian people. 
 
    “African Americans are treated okay here,” said the squad leader, “but we’re lumped in with the Algerians and Tunisians who keep trying to cross over into Europe, creating all sorts of trouble these days.” 
 
    Maric almost smiled. Dusty had swapped being a Black in the States for being an unwanted African in Europe – not quite the freeing experience he might have hoped for. He felt for the man. 
 
    “You got a first name?” he said, and Dusty nodded. 
 
    “Abraham Dusty,” he said proudly, and his unstated Southern Baptist roots were all at once on display. There wasn’t much of an accent though. 
 
    “Ljudevic Maric,” said Maric, and the two men managed to reach across the body bag between them and shake hands. 
 
    “You got a good team?” said Maric, and the corporal nodded. He was a little surprised at the New Zealander’s friendliness, but accepted the warmth in the right spirit.  
 
    Maric was genuinely interested in Dusty’s background, but there were other things going on as well. Once the fighting was over Maric always wanted his team nearby. His calm and relaxed manner, his quiet comments, reinforced the idea the team was just doing its job. Nothing unusual to see here. He wanted them to let events that might have upset them leach away, before they became a problem. 
 
    It wasn’t a skill he had been taught, it came out of the man that he was. Now he was extending the same mental management skills to Dusty, and maybe even through him to his squad. 
 
    “They're a new bunch though,” said Dusty, “and I'm still sorting them out. But they've got promise.” 
 
    “Mine have been with me for two years now,” said Maric, “with a few changes. It's a good feeling when we're all extensions of the one body. It's saved lives more than once.” Dusty nodded his understanding. 
 
    Two of Dusty’s squad had already delivered their first body bag to the waiting vans, and they hurried back up the slope to help Maric and Dusty. Maric was impressed. Grunts didn't normally help officers unless they were ordered to do so. 
 
    “I see what you mean,” he said to Dusty, and the Southern man smiled with justifiable pride.                             
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 3 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Maric was still thinking about the policemen driving the vans when the Sea Eagle cleared the coast and started tracking down past Croatia. Interpol was supposed to take over the scene after special forces had neutralized the threats, but four local policemen didn’t seem like an adequate response. 
 
    On the other hand Ucka National Park was in a remote area, and the intel had come in at short notice. Maybe that was all they had in the area. He settled his mind with the hope a strong Interpol contingent would soon be taking over from the drivers in the vans. 
 
    Maric had made sure his own team were comfortably settled early on, and Dusty’s squad were all immersed in some form of electronica. He discouraged it himself. He believed in talking to people if you wanted to live a satisfying life. A soldier’s proximity awareness kept him alive, and leaving this world for a fictional one – and he included social media – wasn’t going to help that. 
 
    Zadar came up on Maric’s left. He recognized the promontory more than the city. He had added the maps he’d been given into his growing understanding of the terrain, and could plot most points on the ground from their surroundings. 
 
    Maric settled back and thought about his team. They were the best weapons in the field he had, and he needed to keep them performing well. He looked after them even better than the small arms he carried himself.  
 
    His team had been reunited for this mission. Mosha had been pulled off his own team at Maric’s request, Davies the same, and Anderson removed from active deployment in a peace-keeping force. 
 
    Mosha had trained with him in the SAS under Cal. His parents had been refugees. Some of the first to arrive when the New Zealand government committed itself to a set number of refugees each year. 
 
    Their first son had been born in New Zealand, and was fiercely proud of his new country. His parents had been similarly proud of their middle-eastern homeland. Mosha had taken the traditional route into the SAS. His diligence in the army got him a try out for the elite New Zealand SAS force.  
 
    By contrast, Maric had been Cal’s best student in a mixed martial arts club in the small town where he lived, and Cal had lifted him straight into the SAS. It was highly irregular, but so was Maric. The earnest young man had been floored when he learned what his instructor really did for a living. 
 
    Mosha was lean, like Maric, but a lot shorter. His darker skin seemed at odds with his round face and innocent features. The effect was made slightly cartoonish by the tight curls common among his people. Maric suspected the bullying he got growing up had led to his interest in self-defense. And his desire to lead, and not be taken for an insipid mummy’s boy. 
 
    Like Maric he had never married. Both had command of a troop by their second tour of duty. There was an element of friendly rivalry between them. 
 
    Davies was always a surprise. The man had looked least likely to make it into the attack force in Kalimantan six months ago, and Maric had wondered why he was even in the training camp. Then Cal had turned up beside him. 
 
    “Davies,” he’d said, indicating the mud-splattered specimen.  
 
    “Very average as far as height and weight goes, but the toughest mental attitude I’ve ever seen on a soldier. Be glad he’s on our side.” 
 
    Maric had been dutifully glad, and Davies had led from the front in the hellish battle for control of the Count’s South Kalimantan diamond mine. 
 
    Anderson had enough experience to be put in charge of his own team, but he preferred the shadows. Literally. In all matters of camouflage and sniping skills he stood above anyone else in the NZ SAS, and that was saying a lot. But Anderson was a team player, and Maric could trust the man in everything he asked him to do. 
 
    After Maric had gone over his team’s performance in his mind, and made a couple of notes – things he would follow up with them later – he turned his thoughts to why they were here in the Mediterranean. What was a NZ SAS team doing as part of a NATO operation against a man accused of funding terrorism around the world? 
 
    Three years ago, two retired SAS soldiers had died in suspicious circumstances, one in Japan and one in Singapore, where they had built new lives. Six months later an SAS instructor was stabbed to death in Kabul, without any reason and not apparently Taliban-inspired. 
 
    That’s when Cal got involved. All of the dead men had been part of a task force that raided a Taliban compound in 2003 and appropriated a great deal of information. What was obvious intel was acted on, but most of it was just stored. 
 
    At the time of the more recent assassinations, Eurocom – American forces in Europe – had started feeding data on terrorist activities into a modified super-computer. They were running a new type of AI program that was seeing trends and making predictions the best human operatives hadn’t been able to match. 
 
    The many successes using the AI program must have spooked some underground group into action. Whether it was a warning, or wanting to tie up resources chasing down assassins, they’d hoped to keep the NZ SAS too busy to go searching through those Afghanistan records. But it hadn’t worked.  
 
    It appeared the Taliban commander was a mule, bringing goods up from somewhere further south and delivering them to a destination in Eastern Europe. He may have been funded as a Taliban warlord just to provide this link in the smuggling chain. 
 
    The goods going north were diamonds from a rich and previously unknown site in Kalimantan, in Indonesia, and they were going to an enigmatic figure known only as the Count. The man was selling the diamonds and using the proceeds to fund different terrorist activities.  
 
    Maric had taken a small team into Kalimantan to get better intel, and then an attack force had parachuted down to the mine in a HA/LO drop at dawn. 
 
    Maric had killed one of the men responsible for the retired SAS members’ deaths, Jukka Salo, and now NATO was closing in on the Count. 
 
    It had taken a lot to get a NZ SAS team onto this operation. Cal must have pulled in every favor he was due. Maric’s boss had left the SAS some years before to start his own organization, a private force funded by wealthy individuals and companies who didn’t want to see world trade disrupted by piracy or terrorism. 
 
    Rather than the ‘Black Ops’ units who were part of a recognized defense force but were disavowed, Cal’s people were part of what was becoming known as ‘Grey Ops’, forces not attached to any government, and privately funded, who put out fires in international hot spots. 
 
    Cal had managed to get Maric’s team reinstated as part of the SAS in New Zealand so they could legally work with NATO. Maric smiled. The man was a wizard at that sort of thing. Or he had some serious arm-bending skills. 
 
    The Count had somehow caused the deaths of three retired SAS members, and it was right that an SAS team was here to avenge them. There was a justice deeper than that found in legal systems, or the wranglings of governments. 
 
    Maric’s thoughts were interrupted by a call from the Sea Dragon’s pilot. 
 
    “You guys want to see this?” said his voice over the comms system. 
 
    Maric shrugged, and headed toward the front of the craft. A few others crowded in behind him. There was nothing to see, and then the huge underbelly of a USAF KC-10 Extender lowered itself ahead of them. 
 
    Maric got it straight away. The Sea Dragon was refueling. Not surprising when it took the giant helicopter more than four hours for this trip, one way. 
 
    Watching the pilot slot the pipe at the front of the helicopter into the hanging cone was quite an experience, and then the thirsty aircraft was replenishing its tanks. 
 
    Maric returned to his seat to get some rest, and he was still dozing lightly when he opened his eyes and saw Split coming up on the Croatian coast. 
 
    He felt that slight increase in his breathing again. The only thing he knew about his ancestors was that they came from Cisto Provo on the coastal strip on the seaward side of the mountains. The place was tiny, and it was 85km from Split and 80km from Makarska, the port further down the coast. 
 
    He wasn’t sure how he would get there yet. A mission like this didn’t have ‘holidays’. Once immersed in the ‘kill or be killed’ of an active mission, it would be suicidal to let himself get distracted. 
 
    Maybe when this was all over, when the Count was dead, before he was transferred back home to New Zealand. The official NATO stand was that the Count should be captured alive. Maric was ambivalent about that. He was ambivalent because he didn’t want to look at his true feelings. They weren’t ambivalent at all. 
 
    He was woken an hour and a half later by a squawk from the comms system. It was a request for someone to come up the front. He looked at Dusty. The African American shrugged his shoulders. Maric got up resignedly and headed for the cockpit. He felt, more than heard, Dusty fall into place behind him. 
 
    “You boys want a look at Mt Etna?” said the pilot, and Maric looked at Dusty. The corporal nodded. 
 
    “What’s involved,” said Maric cautiously. 
 
    “We’ve got permission to cut across the boot of Italy,” said the pilot, “so we’ll be passing close by the mountain. If we want to ‘accidentally’ pass right over it, we’ll have to turn off course now, while they can’t pick us up on Sigonella radar.” 
 
    Maric smiled. The army made rules, and the rank and file worked around them. Order, of a sort, was preserved. 
 
    “That would be right fine,” he said, and the pilot nodded. 
 
    “That’s the top, ahead of us,” said the pilot fifteen minutes later as the Sea Dragon climbed the last of the mountain’s slopes. It was an impressive sight, one of the few times Maric wished he could take a photo to record it. The soldiers were crowding the windows now, and looked like they’d been offered a day at a fun fair. 
 
    “Etna’s 3300 meters high,” added the pilot. “If you look directly beyond the mountain top you can see the runways at Sigs. It looks close, but its 45 klicks further on.” 
 
    There was nothing much about the rounded hump that signified the highest point, but then they passed over it, and the great, steaming crater lay directly below them. 
 
    Maric didn’t have a fear of heights, or a fear of falling, but his stomach clenched at the thought of plummeting into that hellish mouth. 
 
    The pilot listened to something in his headphones, and Maric could hear the tiny voice asking questions. The pilot explained contritely that he had been doing additional training with the co-pilot, and they had lost track of their exact whereabouts. 
 
    He veered the Sea Dragon to the left, and a few minutes later turned right to begin a more officially sanctioned run in from the sea. Maric gave the pilot the thumbs up, and headed back to his seat. 
 
    Ten minutes after that the heli was on the ground at Sigonella air base, one of the most potent reminders of US military power in Europe.               
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 4 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    The Ops room at Sigonella was like a hundred others Maric had seen. Colonel Brightwater was seated at a desk at the front of the room, with an overhead display to one side. 
 
    As well as Maric and his team, Dusty and two of his men were present, along with a more senior Marine. Maric identified the man as a staff sergeant from the pips on his shoulders.  
 
    A man and a woman in plain clothes entered the room and sat at the back. Maric had no trouble identifying them as spooks. Agents providing the intel Colonel Brightwater was working from. Maric wasn't expecting a larger group of field operatives to be involved for a while yet, not while the operation was still at the reconnaissance stage. 
 
    The Colonel got up from his desk and signaled to an aide at the back of the room. A map of the northern part of Albania came up on the overhead display. 
 
    "Welcome to the meeting gentlemen, and lady,” he said, walking across the front of the room until he was next to the display. 
 
    “We’re still pulling the various parts of the reconnaissance team together, so I had better do some introductions. 
 
    “Major Maric, and Corporal Dusty,” he said, pointing to each in turn, “are at the sharp end of the operation. Some of their team members are also present. Corporal Dusty's superior, Staff Sergeant DuBois, is sitting in on the meeting as well.” 
 
    Maric figured the staff sergeant was another soldier from the southern states of the US, with a name like that. 
 
    "At the back of the room we have agents Greaver and Whirrel,” said Brightwater, “who have been amassing information on our target, the Count, for some time now. " 
 
    The Colonel hesitated, as if he was working out exactly what he wanted to say next. 
 
    "The mission north of Ucka yesterday yielded no new information about the Count, unfortunately. It was a low priority raid, but it gave the two halves of our reconnaissance team the opportunity to work together, and they did that very well. They will need to function just as flawlessly in the days ahead if they’re to come back alive from the work ahead of us. 
 
    “I might also add that the Ucka raid generated a lot of goodwill with the Croatian government.” 
 
    It was quite a speech, and Maric was pleased to see that the Colonel’s attitude had changed. It hadn’t been like that in the beginning. Maric had barely sat down in the Colonel’s office, after flying half way round the world, when he was put through the ringer. 
 
    “I want you to know, Major,” said Brightwater hotly, “that I do not believe in vigilante action. There are no such things as private armies that do any sort of good. There are only military and police forces recognized by governments, and other forces that create almighty messes government forces have to clean up.” 
 
    Maric didn’t like authority at the best of times, and he was tired, but he knew what was happening here. The Colonel had just been told what Grey Ops teams were, and how they worked. Then he’d been told one of them was coming to his base. 
 
    The man had immediately felt threatened. Sidelined even. As if the hard work of military men and women wasn’t good enough, and he was being replaced. Bypassed by something better.  
 
    Maric waited for the Colonel to wind down. He decided he would be selectively deaf. 
 
    “I’ve been told you’re going to be part of our operations here for a while,” said the Colonel, “and orders are orders. I can’t do anything about that.  
 
    “But if any damn civilian causes military personnel to be killed or wounded, he won’t see anything but the inside of a cell for a very long time! Are we clear on that!” 
 
    Maric stood, and waited until he had the Colonel’s full attention. 
 
    “I’m no more a civilian than you are,” he said softly, “and it’s my men who’ll end up dead if we can’t work together. 
 
    “Count us out of your little turkey shoot.” 
 
    Then he turned and left the room. 
 
    It didn’t take long for someone higher up the military food chain to speak to the Colonel, and a chastened Brightwater requested Maric’s presence later in the day.  
 
    What followed wasn’t an apology, but Maric’s team were to be ‘given the opportunity to prove themselves’, and there would be ‘a full and total commitment to working with you and your men.’ Maric had nodded, and left the Colonel’s office. 
 
    Then Maric’s attention was back in the Ops room at Sigonella, and he was listening to the Colonel talk about the reconnaissance mission. 
 
    “One of the main problems with stopping the Count,” Brightwater was saying, “has been getting reliable information about him and the nature of his operations.  
 
    “Whoever he is, and whoever is helping him run the military side of his organization, they run a very tight ship. 
 
    “However, there is good news as well.  
 
    “Things are moving ahead at last. We now have the go ahead for a combined NATO and US special forces mission to find and terminate the Count’s organization.  
 
    “This will be called Operation Overdue. A task force is currently being put on standby, waiting for the reconnaissance team to be inserted and come back with reliable data.  
 
    “A NATO control team will arrive within a week to co-ordinate and manage the task force when it does arrive. It will be headed by Lieutenant Colonel Jacquette Russo.” 
 
    Maric smiled to himself. Russo had been part of the Grey Ops force that drove the Count’s private army out of the Kalimantan diamond mine that was funding his terrorist activities.  
 
    She had a prickly nature by any standard, but she and Maric had hit it off. On the few occasions he’d got her alone, he had not regretted the time they spent together. He had suggested to Cal that he put in a good word for her, and request she be part of the ongoing operation to bring down the Count.  
 
    It had worked, and she had been promoted as well. He wondered if she would be inclined to resume their brief, though tempestuous, affair. Then the Colonel started to talk about the reconnaissance team’s next target, and Maric snapped his attention back to the meeting. 
 
    "We now have reliable intel that there are old world war tunnels under the ruins of Drishti castle in northern Albania, and they’re sometimes used by the Count’s operation. It’s a medieval castle that is mostly in ruins, and there are old fortifications in the area going back to neolithic times. It’s a natural choke point for forces moving up or down the Kiri river valley.” 
 
    Maric looked up at the map on the overhead display. The castle was inland, and not far from a large lake. It looked like the ruins were situated on the edge of a major river valley. It was steep country, but not yet the gorges and abrupt escarpments of the mountains that lay further in. 
 
    The highest peaks of the Dinaric Alps rose to over 2,500m, and lay on the border with Montenegro and Kosovo. Much of the area was national park, and all of it was among the most inhospitable country in the world. It had served the Yugoslav partisan forces well as a base to launch attacks against the Germans in WW2. 
 
    Colonel Brightwater continued to provide the room with information on Operation Overdue, and Maric tried not to feel superior. His nightly conversations with Cal, in New Zealand, had already yielded a lot more information than this. But then Cal was plugged into the Grey Ops network around the world, and it wasn't surprising.  
 
    Maric had worked out that he wasn't quite on the other side of the world from his home country. If New Zealand were to pass through the middle of the Earth, it would turn upside down and land pretty much right across Spain. That meant that Sicily was a couple of time zones away from New Zealand’s antipodes. It also meant he talked to Cal when he was ending his day, but Cal was starting his breakfast. 
 
    “So that’s where the reconnaissance team will touch down next,” said Colonel Brightwater. “There will be agents on site to guide them in to the area, and pass on local knowledge. This is a populated area and the castle itself is on the edge of a village.  
 
    “The team will initially approach the castle ruins during daylight hours, and act as tourists. Once they get a better idea of what they might find there they can decide on their next course of action. 
 
    “Detailed orders will go out some time today, and you can expect to be on your way within 24 hours. You are dismissed!” 
 
    When the orders arrived, Maric and Dusty went over them together. There was a disparity between their capabilities they were both keenly aware of. Maric’s team were a true reconnaissance unit, while Dusty’s Marine squad were used to unusual terrain, but didn’t have the same skill set. 
 
    Brightwater had talked about the two teams working together, but that was just because NATO liked to include US forces where it could, and the reconnaissance team were currently using US facilities and US insertion capabilities. Dusty was almost apologetic. 
 
    “I’m not sure how a squad of Marines is going to look like tourists,” he said, “regardless of what the Colonel says. I think you’re better off going in alone.” 
 
    Maric smiled. “Since when has the feelings of the troops on the ground mattered to them what makes the decisions?” 
 
    Dusty chuckled. 
 
    “We’ll split off from your squad as soon as we’ve got independent transport,” said Maric. “Your squad can say they’re in the area for NATO exercises, and we’ll quietly disappear. Albania is a keen member of the NATO partnership now, so no one will question you on that. 
 
    “You won’t be far from us though. It’ll be nice to know the cavalry is there if we need you. The last time we were up against the Count’s private army he had ex-military special forces coordinating local mercenaries in play. This isn’t going to be easy.” 
 
    Dusty looked somber. He nodded. He wanted his squad to come back alive as much as Maric wanted his team to do the same. No officer wanted to write that god-awful letter to a family back home. 
 
    The two of them settled in to wait for the next part of the mission. It was part of a soldier’s life, managing to relax. They needed to conserve energy now, and their lives might depend on it in the very near future. 
 
    Maric headed for the base gym and a serious workout. On this occasion he figured he would have a day or two to recover while he and his team poked around Drishti castle.                             
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Davies pulled the coach in at the side of the road not long after it entered the residential area of Drisht. The few shops and offices of the village started 80 meters further on. His passengers got out to stretch their legs.  
 
    The reconnaissance team had entered the country through an Albanian port where the bags of military personnel weren’t searched, under a NATO agreement. The team wasn’t in uniform, so a phone call and a short wait were necessary before they were allowed through. They hired the coach once they were out in the town around the port. 
 
    It was autumn, which was fortunate. SAS and Marines alike were wearing loose, warm clothing that covered their well-developed musculature and military bearing. The SAS team had a few day’s worth of beard, and were looking deliberately unkempt. They were tourists on holiday, and not a well-kept, friendly sort of tourist. The disguise was intended to discourage interaction with the locals. 
 
    Maric looked at the side of the vehicle. It said in English, ‘Pegasus – the reliable company’. The sign was for the benefit of tourists. He figured the coach was almost as old as he was, and the claim was optimistic. Fortunately there were enough bush mechanics on board that he wasn't worried. 
 
    The village of Drisht was mostly ribbon development along the road beside the wide but shallow Kiri river, with a narrow lane of houses set further back. Maric saw the spires of a mosque on the far side of the lane, and told the others to take ten while he and Mosha met someone.  
 
    Dusty raised his eyebrows. This wasn't part of the plan, as far as he knew, but in his mind this was Maric’s show. The tall man was free to do whatever he wanted. 
 
    Maric crossed the main road, and saw how it had been built up out of foot-square slabs of limestone. Someone had done a good job, but it must have been hundreds of years ago. There were no footpaths, and there was dust everywhere. Dust, and goats, and every imaginable shape and size of rock.  
 
    Gardens were protected by fences of stakes tied together, and rickety gates, and the houses were all built out of local rock. Some of the walls had been whitewashed to a smooth finish. Roofs were mostly terracotta tiles, and sometimes thatch. Though those buildings might have been animal shelters. 
 
    Minutes later the two men were coming up on the mosque. The Albania population was more than half Muslim, thanks to the Ottoman Empire several centuries before, and maybe a quarter Christian. The official line was that the people were conservative, simply looking to enter the age of materialism and make their lives more comfortable. No radicals here. 
 
    It was probably true, but a number of terrorist organizations had set up bases in Eastern Europe during the chaos of the Yugoslav Wars. The fighting had mainly been in Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia and Kosovo, not in Albania, but terrorist groups did not respect national boundaries. 
 
    The Count’s connections with the Taliban during the diamond-smuggling days from Kalimantan suggested he was Muslim himself, or supported radical Muslim causes. If he hadn’t recruited from his radicalized brethren in Albania he would have brought them in from outside the country. 
 
    Maric was good with languages, but Mosha was better. Maric had been learning Croat, hoping to use it to talk to his distant relatives – when he found them – but he had set Mosha to the task of learning Albanian. The place had been isolated for much of its history, and the language wasn’t like any of those spoken in the countries around it. 
 
    Moments later the two men were entering the mosque. A quick look around told Maric there was no one there. On the way back down the steps out front, someone who looked like a farm laborer cut across to meet them.  
 
    A few pleasantries were exchanged, and then they seemed to discover they had friends in common, if anyone was listening. A few names were exchanged, and Maric nodded. He and Mosha follow their new friend into an alleyway next to the mosque, and into a handyman shed behind the building. 
 
    The farm laborer gestured to some benches and a table, and all three of them sat down. 
 
    "All right, you devious bastard, what have you been up to?" said Mosha, turning to Maric. 
 
    "Nothing,” said Maric innocently. "Cal offered to send us a little local expertise, and I took him up on it. Should I not have?” 
 
    Mosha smiled, and shook his head. 
 
    "Our new friend here is named Marko Horvat, and he's with the Croatian special forces," said Maric. “He knows this area well, and he speaks the Albanian language. Let's hear what he has to say." 
 
    "Thank you, Major," said Horvat, “and this must be Captain Mosha.” He reached across to shake Mosha by the hand. His English was good, but with a strong accent. Maric got him to repeat a few words, to make sure he got the story straight. 
 
    “There are tunnels under Drishti Castle,” said Horvat, “and they’ve been used for everything from hiding home-made spirits to escaping from from occupying armies, but you won’t find anything there.” 
 
    Maric raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “There are a dozen houses inside the walls of the castle – well, what’s left in the way of walls – and some of them are still occupied. 
 
    “The chance of booty being discovered is too high for it to be used for smuggling of any sort. And yes, I’ve been up there and talked to the families, and they weren’t hiding anything if you think they’re on the Count’s payroll. 
 
    “It’s a hell of a climb up there and back by the way. You can thank me anytime.” 
 
    Maric decided he liked the man. 
 
    “So we’ve come all this way for nothing?” he said, though he guessed there was more to the story. 
 
    “No,” said Horvat, “you’ve come to the right place. There has been something going on around Drisht for quite a while, and I’ve been down here several times trying to figure it out. 
 
    “I know the Imam of the mosque, and that’s why we’re allowed out the back here. I do a bit of maintenance work for him sometimes too.” 
 
    Maric nodded. A good insertion technique. It got the man a base, and a source of local news. Horvat may have been Muslim, for all Maric knew. It didn’t matter. Religion didn’t matter. Killing others to get attention mattered. Maric’s view was simple. The killing had to be stopped, by all and every means available. 
 
    “There is an Albanian Special Operations Battalion,” continued Horvat, “but our Croatian Special Forces are better trained, and equipped by the US as part of the US – Croatian special military relationship. That developed after Operation Storm repelled the Serb expansion in 1995.  
 
    “We train regularly with the US these days. Let’s just say we like to keep an eye on developments in neighboring countries.” 
 
    There was silence while Maric digested this, then it was back to more immediate problems. 
 
    “So you’re saying you don’t have any definite leads at this point?” said Maric. 
 
    Horvat was about to say something, but then he changed his mind. He tried again, and came up against another internal wall. 
 
    “No,” he said at last, “nothing that would lead anywhere in the next few days. Your people are on the ground here and now, and we need to deploy them. I can’t say where you could do that and get guaranteed results.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” said Maric. He smiled. “This happens a lot in recon work. Fortunately, there are ways around it.” 
 
    Both men looked at him. If you didn’t have leads, you didn’t have leads, and there wasn’t time to go out and scare some up. What was Maric suggesting? 
 
    “Get some detailed maps of everything within a 20 klick radius of Drisht,” said the tall man. “Mark in the centers of population, right down to individual houses. Every farm and every quarry and every place where there might be people. 
 
    “Mark in any route that’s regularly traveled – roads, donkey tracks, rivers, walkways, tramping tracks, hunter’s trails. And rouse up some hunters. Find out where they like to hunt, and where they would never go because the hunting’s shite. 
 
    “Lastly I want you to put all known partisan tunnels and bases on that map from the second world war. If the Count’s men don’t use them I bet they’ve built a base nearby. The partisans would have utilized the best, and most hidden, spots around this area.” 
 
    Understanding dawned on Mosha’s face. “You’re going to work backward. You want to find out where people aren’t, so you can guess where the Count’s forces are!” 
 
    “Sneaky,” he said to Horvat, “downright sneaky, sneaky, sneaky. I don’t think my mind is that bent.” 
 
    Horvat looked like he wanted to take notes. 
 
    “Hop to it,” said Maric. “I want both of you on this 24/7. The rest of us have to look like tourists, so we’ll climb the hill to the castle for a look see. Then we’ll go to Mes and look at the Ottoman bridge.” 
 
    “Nice work for some,” said Mosha, with a smile. 
 
    Maric slapped Mosha’s shoulder as he left the handyman shed. He would spend his time on the coach working his smart phone, and maybe even his sat phone. He would be working on a strategy that might help them. 
 
    Late that night, once the coach had retraced its steps to the city of Shkoder so the men could find rooms, he was on the sat phone to Cal. It took a few moments for Cal’s encryption systems to cut in. 
 
    “You got the photos I sent of Horvat’s maps?” said Maric, and Cal grunted a yes. 
 
    “Haven’t had long to work on it though. Only nine o’clock here,” said Cal. “I’ve got something for you, though.”  
 
    Maric’s boss had been a bear of a man once, though he’d lost much of that as he got older. There was still a low rumble in his voice today, something in his voice that lived in the wild. Maybe part of Cal always did.  
 
    He had told his martial arts students, which was how Maric first met him, that modern men and women had lost 80% of their jungle skills. Then he’d helped Maric regain most of that. 
 
    Cal had the largest library of unusual sightings and newspaper reports Maric had ever come across. Some of them went back to the first English tourists in the Victorian period, and the colorful articles they wrote for the London Times. 
 
    As his Grey Ops network had expanded across the globe, Cal had researched all manner of things that might be useful in theaters where his teams might be sent to restore law and order. 
 
    “There’s a park north of you,” he said, “Maranai by name. It was only formed a decade or two ago, and there are still a few roads and one or two monasteries inside it. Nothing there we would call bush, and a highest point of 1500m.” 
 
    Maric would have to explain the reference to the dense New Zealand forest to Horvat. 
 
    “There’s a desolate area in the eastern part of the park, and the old records talk of brigands working out of Prekal. That’s a one-horse town on the edge of the park. The Kiri river cuts past Prekal and carries on down to Drisht, where you are now. 
 
    “Whatever attracted brigands to the area – caves, isolation, transport, village help – might attract the Count’s organization today. 
 
    “It’s as good a place as any to start prizing information out of the locals.” 
 
    Maric acknowledged the information, and cut the connection. Then he looked at the map Horvat and Mosha had drawn up, and a wolfish smile played across his features.  
 
    The map had three ‘information holes’ in the geo-political reality of the area, and one of them was around Prekal. The recon team were closing in, and it felt good.  
 
    Whaddaya know, he told himself with a smile, the tourist coach would be full of people wanting to see some of the ‘old Albania’ tomorrow, somewhere like, say, Prekal?                             
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Maric was holding a meeting as the coach rumbled on towards Prekal. The road was at least sealed along this stretch, though it was a narrow lane between marginally raised concrete walls that defined its edges. 
 
    Hovart had acquired a table, no questions asked, and a seat had been unbolted from the floor on either side of the coach and tossed into the back. The table had then been lashed in place. The bus company would not have approved, but that barely registered in Maric’s busy mind. 
 
    "This is what Cal thinks,” he said, pointing to the map on the table. The others crowded round, some kneeling on the seats and leaning on the backs to get a better look. 
 
    "Whatever the Count is selling to finance his operation, it comes in along the Albanian Coast and takes one of these three roads to the interior.” 
 
    He pointed to the three main east-west routes across the north part of the country. The middle one, the one they were on, got the least use and was the most poorly maintained. That was a point in its favor, according to Maric. The occasional old car or battered truck trundling along a minor road was practically invisible. 
 
    "Whether it's something as small as diamonds, or truckloads of weapons, it makes sense to have an entry point somewhere around the Mediterranean, and then a sea voyage to Albania. I’m still thinking Asian or Middle-eastern in origin and shipped through the Suez canal.  
 
    “A freighter could drop off a small launch, which would slip into one of the many bays along the coast to unload. The Count might even own the farm, or farms, around the drop-off point. 
 
    "Assuming Cal’s right about the sea route – and it makes more sense than going overland through a number of border posts – we might be approaching one of the way stations for the route in. Prekal is halfway between the coast and the mountains on the Albanian border, which is one of our best bets for the Count’s main base.  
 
    "So let's pretend we’ve set up a station in this area, and we want to take something, a car or a truck, off road and into a hidden sanctuary. It might be once a week, or once a month, but the site will need guards, and food supply, and sleeping quarters. The vehicles will need to refuel, so pulling into a petrol station in one of the villages doesn’t draw attention to them.  
 
    “Where would you put the way station?” 
 
    Maric looked at the faces around him. They were all giving it their best shot, even the Marines, who weren't exactly trained in this sort of thing. 
 
    "Here,” said Anderson, pointing at a locality called Dacaj. Maric was surprised when he responded. It's always the quiet ones, he thought. The question and answer session was a little unfair, since Davies was up the front driving the coach, and Mosha was keeping quiet so the others could step forward. 
 
    "Why would they put a way station there?” said Maric, inviting them all to answer. 
 
    "Because it's the last place before the road crosses to the far side of the river,” said Dusty. "After that the road stays on the far side of the river until much further on, by which time it’s well away from the park.” 
 
    "And because there's already a turn off at Dacaj, heading up into the park,” said one of Dusty's Marines. He was examining the satellite image closely. 
 
    The Marine was right. A valley came down out of the park at that point, occupied mostly by the broad gravel bed of a small stream. There was enough land to the sides for some of it to be turned into paddocks, and there was a rough track that ran along beside the stream bed to service them.  
 
    The last patch of cultivation was no more than half a kilometer in, and the track seemed to stop at that point, though it would be easy enough to drive further up. 
 
    "That's our spot all right," said Maric, pleased they had worked it out for themselves. Anywhere along the side of that stream could harbor caves, or a lean-to covered in camouflage netting. 
 
    "Now we have to get in there without alerting anyone at the way station, or any of the locals. Then we have to get information on the Count’s network, and get out again without being seen.” 
 
    "Don't we always?” said Mosha, and Maric grinned at him. The two of them had been a very effective pairing in the past, along with some very good recon teams, but it always paid to be careful on missions like this. Maric always was. 
 
    By late morning they were fast approaching Dacaj, and the SAS team were gearing up. 
 
    Dusty held his hands up. “You don't need to say it,” he said. "We’re the cavalry. Just put us where we can cover your ass if you have to hightail it out of there.” 
 
    Maric nodded. The Marines started loading up with weaponry they could conceal. They had to look like tourists at the drop off and collection points, but they didn’t need to be sitting ducks. 
 
    The coach stopped a few klicks short of Dacaj, on a deserted stretch of road. Maric and Davies disappeared into the scrub beside the road in an instant. They worked their way up a south-facing slope of open scrub as the coach accelerated gently away.  
 
    Horvat had been disappointed that he couldn’t join them, but Maric had assured him there would be work for him soon enough. Horvat was officially there to develop his skills under the Croatia-US special military relations agreement.  
 
    The coach would keep moving, so it didn’t arouse suspicion, but Mosha was in contact with Maric by radio. The coach would have returned when Maric and Davies turned up beside the road again. 
 
    Maric had decided to make his way up the range of hills on the south side because the north-facing slope into the valley was more heavily wooded. The descent into the valley was the time he and Davies would need the most cover.  
 
    The reconnaissance team hadn't been able to bring body armor or heavy weapons with them, so the men were lightly armed and lightly protected. Maric led the way through waist-high scrub that grew into open copses of trees in places, while Davies followed behind.  
 
    Davies was carrying their electronic surveillance gear. If there was a cell phone, sat phone, or ham radio operator in the area Davies would know about it. Both men were miked, and had cameras on their helmets, so Mosha saw what they saw. But Davies had extra attachments operating from his helmet. There were other things, apart from radio waves, that they needed to know about. 
 
    The autumn temperatures were just fine for hiking, but the men were moving fast. They were breathing heavily by the time they approached the last rise to the hills above the valley. Davies reported a chirp that confirmed cell phone activity, somewhere ahead. It was confirmation of the station’s existence. Several more chirps followed in rapid succession.  
 
    The two men were just coming into the more heavily wooded area across the top of the hills when Davies got another reading, and snapped out a command to hide. A few more steps brought them to a cluster of waist-high shrubs, and they squeezed into the middle of it. 
 
    "Army quality drone over the valley," said Davies quietly, when Maric looked at him for an explanation. A drone was both good and bad news. The two men couldn't take the risk of moving too much closer, but it confirmed a substantial base, and an enemy that was vigilant. 
 
    Drones were the new weapons of war, both for surveillance and for missile strikes, and it was tiring work scouring the skies for them. One of the attachments on Davies’ helmet was a motion sensor, and if any part of the sky recorded by it moved against the rest of the sky, the program alerted Davies. 
 
    It looked like they had a new problem, how to knock out the surveillance so they could get inside the station without being noticed. Maric was already thinking of solutions, and he hoped Brightwater’s change of attitude extended to letting them borrow one of his toys. One of the new EA-18G Growler planes would effectively jam all comms and electronics in the area.  
 
    It would stop the Count’s guards at the way station getting off a message as they were overrun. Maric no longer wanted to slip in and out unobserved. The main attack force, currently on standby, needed reliable information. He would go through the station with a fine tooth comb for intel, and that took time. 
 
    Once the drone had been diverted somewhere else in the valley, following a daily pattern presumably, he and Davies moved to the front of the hill so they could look down into the valley. Davies made a number of comments, and Maric nodded.  
 
    There were too many tire tracks on the stream bed below them for a simple farming operation. The evidence was building up, and it all pointed in one direction.  
 
    Maric felt he could now justify an attack on the station, if he had to justify his actions later. The information they would gain might be essential during the attack on the Count’s base, when it finally came. Cal would understand his reasoning, but Brightwater was another matter. There was an uneasy alliance between Maric and the Colonel at the moment. It was changing, but both sides were short on trust right now. 
 
    Maric and Davies eased their way back off the hills, before descending rapidly down the southern side of the range. Maric radioed ahead, and with a few minor adjustments, the coach arrived with perfect timing. It appeared to make a toilet stop at the side of the road as Maric and Davies appeared out of the scrub and joined them. 
 
    Once the coach was moving, Maric dug his sat phone out of his bag. There was the usual ID and encryption wait, and then he was talking to Colonel Brightwater. The Colonel wasn’t prepared to make an immediate authorization for the EA-18G, and Maric tried his best to be understanding. The request would have to be kicked upstairs, and then no doubt it would find its way sideways to Cal. Maric smiled at the thought, though he didn’t let that smile show in his voice. Cal had all sorts of pull with all sorts of people. 
 
    If the Colonel could get back to him before nightfall, in anticipation of a strike tomorrow morning? The Colonel assured him he would have an answer well before then, and Maric disconnected the sat phone. 
 
    “Find us a place to sleep for tonight,” he said to Davies, who was back driving the coach, “and not too far away.” 
 
    Then he motioned to the rest of the reconnaissance team to join him around the table in the middle of the aisle. 
 
    “Way station confirmed,” he said briskly, and the level of tension in the coach went up several notches. Horvat looked ready to take on the station right now, and Maric almost smiled. He could remember being that young, and keen, and inexperienced – just. 
 
    “We’re going in at first light tomorrow,” he said, “over the hills so we bypass the houses down by the road. Now, this is what we’re going to do . . .”               
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    One of the Marine fireteams stayed with the coach, which would mysteriously have developed engine trouble if anyone came by during the day. It was still an hour to daybreak, and there was no one on the road yet.  
 
    The coach was pulled over where the narrow road widened a little, not far from where Maric and Davies had disappeared into the scrub the day before. 
 
    The SAS team led the way up the slope, while Dusty and the remaining fireteam followed behind. It was slower going in the dark, but the SAS team had night vision goggles and the Marines stayed close behind. 
 
    They reached the top of the hills to the south of the valley as the first light of dawn spread over the top of Maranai Park. The night goggles disappeared into back packs, and there was a short wait until the EA-18G arrived on patrol above them. The aircraft was too high to be seen, although Maric detected a faint murmuring on the wind.  
 
    A last round of instructions was dispensed in hushed tones, and then the reconnaissance team moved quietly through the trees to take up their allotted positions. 
 
    The Marines were heading for a spur that forced the meandering stream in the valley to take a loop around it. It was a natural block to line-of-sight from either direction. The Marines would stop anybody trying to escape from the way station, and anybody on more normal business coming up the stream bed from the tiny village below. 
 
    Davies confirmed that the drone was not operating yet. It wouldn't have mattered if it had, not with the EA-18G in position, but static from the drone feed might have given away the fact it was being jammed. The absence of the drone meant that everything was a go for the raid. 
 
    The way station, when they could see it more clearly, turned out to be hidden inside a cave. The entrance to the cave was a good-sized opening, masked by overhanging vegetation, and a number of buildings had been constructed inside it over the centuries.  
 
    Some had been reduced to ruins by time, and some were of a simple stone construction with roofs that had fallen in. A larger, squat building near the back had been prefabricated and constructed on site. There were no signs of sentries, or electronic alarms.  
 
    The SAS team dumped everything they didn't need on the edge of the trees. Since they didn't have body armor, they needed to be light on their feet. Surprise, and speed, were going to be their best friends today.  
 
    The SAS team had their Glock G17s, plus a few surprises, while Horvat had the Croatian forces Produkt HS2000, which was Croatian made. Anderson assembled a lightweight sniper rifle from what looked at first glance to be no more than a two foot length of metal tubing. 
 
    There was more cover on the right hand side of the cave opening, and they moved up along that side in carefully controlled bursts of activity, overlapping each position as they did so. Horvat had been teamed up with Mosha. The new man had been told to keep his head down, and do whatever Mosha told him. 
 
    Some of the buildings they passed were ancient, no more than ruins, and Maric remembered Cal saying that Prekal had harbored brigands long ago. This must have been one of their hideouts. 
 
    The sun’s rays hadn't made it as far as the valley floor yet, and wouldn't do so for another hour, but there was enough light to see well at the entrance. The inside of the cave was a little murkier, and Maric made sure his team took time for their eyes to adjust.  
 
    A short while later they were up against the large prefab building. Maric eyed the stone building directly opposite the prefab with suspicion. It was the only one with glass in the windows, apart from the prefab, and his instincts told him it was being used as part of the way station. The cave was narrowing by this point, and there was less than ten meters between the two buildings.  
 
    One of the ruins deeper in the cave was being used as a toilet by the looks of it. Maric figured it was a compostable unit with a handful of lime thrown into it every so often. When it was full they would build another tank and sit the existing throne on top of it. 
 
    There was a breeze through the cave, caused by natural chimneys in the rock no doubt, and it took the smell of the toilet away into the interior. A stovepipe above the stone building was probably for heating. The prefab would be better insulated. The cooking was likely to be reheats done on gas canisters.  
 
    Maric sent Mosha and Horvat past the prefab and deeper into the cave. Anderson found a broken-down ruin near the cave entrance with a wide field of fire, and Davies stayed with his boss. 
 
    There was no sense in attacking either of the inhabited locations while they contained men and weapons. The two buildings were in essence forts, and would be easy to defend. Maric would wait until he could get some of the hired muscle outside the buildings. 
 
    He wasn't averse to waiting. It had been his best course of action many times in the past, and it proved so again today. After a while the door opened and two men appeared, doubtless heading for the toilets at the back of the cave. Mosha and Horvat worked their way across, using the available cover, to intercept them. 
 
    The recon team needed to draw more of the inhabitants out of the buildings, and Mosha got to work on that. Horvat elbowed his man hard in front of one ear, knocking him unconscious. Mosha pulled his target’s arm back and slipped a hand around it and up so he had the man by the throat. It was an extremely painful hold.  
 
    Whispering, “you’re gonna die, fucker,” in Albanian didn’t help. The man yipped and squealed like he’d been stuck by a bayonet. After a carefully counted three seconds, Mosha laid him out with the edge of his hand under the back of the man’s head. 
 
    Maric wanted some of the Count’s men to interrogate, and that was two, so far. Mosha bound wrists and feet together with plastic ties, and pulled those ties together with a third. They had a little time. The hired muscle in the buildings were pulling on jackets and checking their weapon’s magazines. 
 
    Then Mosha and Horvat were gone, retreating further into the recesses of the cave. They split apart, and began to circle back, staying out of sight in the shadows. 
 
    A man burst out of the prefab, and called out something, probably the names of the two men. The door on the stone building opposite opened, and a head poked out. The man outside the prefab must have been the leader of the group, and he barked orders at the stone building. 
 
    Hurriedly dressed and armed, three men soon emerged. They began circling warily toward the toilets. Mosha and Horvat could see them against the dawn light filtering in from the cave entrance, and worked their way toward either side of the cave.  
 
    They would try to get a cross-fire organized. Team members didn’t fire on each other, and the rest of the team were somewhere near the cave entrance. Team members didn’t take risks either, and while Mosha and Horvat could almost certainly have taken the three men in unarmed combat, the third man could have been a problem. An armed problem.  
 
    That’s when they heard a whispered, “hold.” 
 
    The three men began to group together as they covered the last few meters to the toilets. That was their first mistake. Then their focus broke as they saw two of their comrades unconscious and hogtied between two low rock outcrops on the cave floor.  
 
    That was when they committed their second, and last, mistake. Two of them rushed in to untie the men, while the third stood guard, his handgun nervously targeting shadows one by one. A tall shape rose from a horizontal position behind one of the outcrops, and landed in the midst of them before they knew what was happening. 
 
    The man on guard didn’t feel the blade that slid under the base of his skull and severed his spinal cord. He was still upright when Maric placed his hand over the guard’s gun hand, and double-tapped the nearest of the two men on their knees freeing their comrades. The third looked up just as Maric used his head as a soccer ball. He went down and stayed down. He would be interrogated later. 
 
    “Would you stop doing that!” said Mosha in a hiss, materializing out of the shadows. “We had it covered!” 
 
    Mosha had a point. Maric was always talking about not taking unnecessary risks; but on the the other hand, the tall man liked to keep his skills fresh. 
 
    Horvat looked impressed, and Maric knew the young special forces man would want to run through those moves with him later. 
 
    Then the door to the prefab opened again, and the three members of the reconnaissance team melted away among the rocks and ruins of the cave. Maric explained in sign language what he wanted the other two to do, and they began to work their way around the outside of the cave toward the back of the stone building. 
 
    The man Maric could just recognize in the gloom as the station leader called out to the trio he had sent to investigate the noises at the toilets. There was no reply, and he hastily slammed the door of the prefab shut. 
 
    Maric grimaced. The easy pickings were over. The Count’s men would be arming up now, and may even be climbing into body armor. The operation to clear the way station was about to get a lot more difficult. 
 
    It took Maric a while to get back to the front of the cave, and to tell Davies and Anderson what he wanted now. A minute later the window in the stone building that faced the front of the cave disintegrated under a sustained attack. 
 
    The single shots of handguns replied, and then the mechanical rattle of AK-47s. Maric heard the soft purr of an Uzi, and stopped shooting for a moment. Where the hell had they got that? It sounded like one of the older, full-sized versions. It was only accurate at close-quarters, but a 32 shot magazine made it something to be avoided. 
 
    The door to the prefab opened, and more shooters joined in, one high and one low. Maric, Davies and Anderson were well hidden, and spread across the cave entrance, but it was getting decidedly hot out there. None of them had automatic weapons. 
 
    The sudden crash of a side window on the stone building got everyone’s attention. There was a moment’s silence, and then the methodical double taps of Mosha’s Glock and Horvat’s HS 2000. Maric counted three targets disposed of before silence descended again. 
 
    “All clear,” came a whisper over his mike, and he knew the stone building no longer contained active hostiles. That meant the Uzi was out of action, which improved his mood. Well, that particular Uzi was, anyway. The door to the prefab slammed shut once again. 
 
    Maric started weighing up the pros and cons of different plans in his head. How could the recon team deal with the Count’s forces in the prefab?  
 
    The walls weren’t bulletproof, but handguns alone would take a while to pepper the place, and might leave some of the opposition still alive to set up an ambush. 
 
    Maric searched his mind for a suitable strategy, digging through his many years of combat experience.               
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Maric was still trying to figure out a risk-free way of dealing with the prefab when he heard shots fired further down the valley.  
 
    Dammit, Dusty was supposed to be gently persuading any locals approaching his position to turn back, not starting a military action. Maric didn't have time to deal with that right now, so he pushed the sound of the shots out of his mind. 
 
    Then he sent Davies to work his way across the cave to Mosha and Horvat. It took a few minutes for Davies to make contact, and then the three of them started laying down suppressing fire from the sides of the stone building.  
 
    There was only one window on that side of the prefab. The three men shot it out, and then kept the heads down inside. Return fire was largely from weapons held overhead in a crouched position, and invariably went wide.  
 
    Maric retreated to the back pack he had dumped just short of the cave entrance. He wished now he’d brought some of the flash-bang grenades that had been so useful at the mine in northern Croatia, but the flare he carried would do a similar job.  
 
    He dug the compact cylinder out of his pack and returned to the prefab. Then he worked his way toward the only other window in the building, facing towards the cave entrance, and prepared the signal flare.  
 
    It was used if they had to be airlifted out in an emergency, and he always had it with him. When it was ignited it produced a long plume of colored smoke, and he was sure the inhabitants of the prefab would find the smoke decidedly unfriendly to their lungs.  
 
    Maric reached up and tore his shirt sleeve away at the left shoulder, and wrapped the material around his right hand. Then he grasped the flare firmly and worked his way to the corner of the prefab. It was a moment's work to ignite the flare and come around the corner, smash the window, and drop the flare inside.  
 
    As he ducked back behind the prefab an AK-47 poked out of the window and sprayed bullets over an area not far from where he’d just been. There was a distinctive report from Anderson’s lightweight sniper rifle, and the AK-47 dropped to the ground as its owner tumbled to the floor of the prefab. Moments later orange smoke boiled across the ceiling, and began to seep out of the two broken windows. 
 
    Now it was a waiting game. Would the mercenaries inside the prefab realize the situation was getting worse by the second, and surrender, or would they come out fighting? Nine of their number had already been taken out of the equation, and some of them with deadly force. Maric sincerely hoped he didn't have to go in there and drag the rest out. 
 
    It didn't take long for the men to reach a decision. Cries of “mos gjuaj,” and “ne dorëzohemi,” echoed through the cave as the door was thrown open. 
 
    "They’re surrendering!” called Mosha, and stepped out to confront the men with his Glock raised. Davies and Horvat kept their handguns trained on the group from their hiding places. Maric moved to the front corner of the prefab. Anderson had his sniper rifle trained on the window above him, ready to respond if someone tried to shoot his boss from inside. 
 
    Weapons tumbled to the ground as the men clustered outside the prefab, followed by ammunition pouches and several knives. The only exception was one solidly built figure at the back of the group, who didn’t appear to be carrying anything.  
 
    Maric had already figured him as the leader of the mercenaries. The man didn’t look as defeated as the hired muscle he commanded, and Maric began to get the feeling he still fancied his chances. 
 
    Moments later the man’s hand came up fast, and Mosha threw himself sideways. None of the three SAS men on the other side of the group would shoot through prisoners to get at a threat. That meant he had to rely on himself.  
 
    Two shots sounded simultaneously, and the Count’s man jerked once before collapsing. His shot had gone wide, and Maric’s bullet had made a small, round hole in his head just forward of his ear. 
 
    A handgun clattered to the ground at the same time as his body hit the floor of the cave. The remaining four men raised their hands very high, very quickly.  
 
    Once they’d been searched, the prisoners were allowed to sit outside the prefab until the orange smoke had cleared from inside it. They perched on the rock outcrops as best they could. 
 
    Then Mosha pointed out Anderson’s position near the front of the cave, and explained in very simple language how good Anderson was at what he did. Then he told them how quickly they would die if they moved more than a foot without clearing it with Horvat first. 
 
    Horvat had a reasonable command of Albanian, and Maric left him in charge while he and Mosha checked out the Marines’ position. Having Davies alongside Horvat was a kind of insurance for the new man. The best kind. 
 
    Dusty had made an effort. There was a firing position under the trees at the end of the spur, and a shallow trench fifty meters further out in the stream bed. Both of them were low key, but they weren’t invisible. Anyone down the valley and out for a stroll would eventually see something, and come to take a look. 
 
    Dusty had three men and an old woman under guard, and two shotguns leaning against the nearest tree. Maric tried not to let his frustration show. 
 
    “Më vjen keq që ju jeni arrestuar. Ne jemi pjesë e NATO-s.” said Mosha to the villagers. He was sorry for the inconvenience, and this was a NATO exercise. 
 
    “What happened?” said Maric, and Dusty shrugged. “They had weapons, and their English isn’t the best. They became agitated when we couldn’t answer their questions.” 
 
    It was understandable – if you were a Marine. It should never have happened, if you were SAS. Maric’s people knew how to be invisible, and they avoided leaving traces of their activities, like agitated locals, at any cost. 
 
    This had been brewing for some time. Maric had never thought the Marines would fit well with his reconnaissance team, but it was a political decision he could live with until he could change it. It looked like that change was going to happen sooner than he’d expected. It certainly needed to happen before the team were sent to scout out the Count’s home base. 
 
    Goddammit, he liked the man. Dusty was top notch, and his men were loyal, and they were disciplined. But the Marines weren’t SAS. They didn’t have the training, and they didn’t have the mindset. 
 
    “Ne kemi qenë duke praktikuar një situatë peng. Do të përfundojmë së shpejti.” said Mosha to the villagers. NATO had been running a hostage scenario in the caves. It was finished now, and the soldiers would be leaving soon. 
 
    If the detainees knew anything about the way station, they didn’t show it. Maric figured fear, or money, bought their silence, and it didn’t matter to him. He doubted they knew how to contact the Count, and the reconnaissance team would be gone by midday. The EA-18G would be leaving soon as well. 
 
    The problem right now was that Maric didn’t have an answer. He needed replacements for Dusty and his men, but the type of highly-trained irregular forces found in Grey Ops teams were extremely rare. He was going to have to do some serious thinking. 
 
    Maric had Mosha apologize to the villagers again, and then got Dusty to hand over a water bottle. They stirred restlessly when Mosha told them they would have to stay where they were until the sun was overhead. Dusty arranged for toilet breaks and a screened hole under the trees when Maric gave him the time frame. It confirmed the man’s heart was in the right place. 
 
    Maric clapped Dusty on the shoulder, and headed back for the cave. Once the smoke had cleared from the prefab, Maric herded the four men back inside it.  
 
    The lingering smell of smoke and the many bullet holes would keep the men on edge, and that was the right frame of mind when they were about to be interrogated. Mosha and Horvat collected the three men from the toilet area that were still alive. One of them was nursing a giant headache, and one was still unconscious.  
 
    The prefab was divided into a sleeping area with bunks, and a general purpose area with a long table and simple chairs, with a wall in between. The two men who weren't yet well enough to be interrogated were stretched out on the bunks, and the rest were told to find somewhere to perch until it was their turn. Then the first one was marched out the door and into the other room. 
 
    Maric put Mosha and Horvat into the sleeping area as guards, and stationed Davies behind the prisoner being questioned. The best interrogator Maric had was Anderson. The sniper expert had a completely poker face, and whoever he questioned couldn’t tell what effect their words were having on him.  
 
    He also had some excellent SAS training, and was very adept at catching people out in their own lies. The first man from the sleeping area was brought through and set down, none too gently, in the chair opposite Anderson.  
 
    Maric took himself outside while the man was being interrogated, and did a circuit of the cave. He was checking to see if there was anything he had missed, anything that was still a threat.  
 
    Satisfied that all was well, he turned his attention to the stone building. He found packages of reheatable food in one corner, inside a metal box that kept forest critters out. There was a gas canister and simple stove apparatus on the rough wooden bench next to it.  
 
    He put himself to work heating food for his team, and for the prisoners. It was important the captured mercenaries believed they might still get out of this alive – if they told Anderson everything they knew. Feeding them was a subtle way of encouraging that belief. If they were going to be taken out and shot, why waste the effort? 
 
    Two hours later, Anderson had completed his second round of interrogations. He had used the facts from one person’s story to try and open up holes in the next man’s version of events, but the prisoners had been consistent throughout. He came out of the prefab and find Maric, who was cleaning up in the stone building after feeding everybody. 
 
    "I don't think they know where the Count’s base is, or anything about his operation," said Anderson. "They must have been recruited for the sole purpose of keeping the way station operating, and told as little as possible." 
 
    Maric nodded. They would take the prisoners back to Sigonella all the same. Colonel Brightwater would bring in a professional team to extract anything the men might know, but it looked like they weren't going to get the information they wanted from the prisoners today. 
 
    A careful search of the prefab and the stone building had turned up very little. No computers, and no written records. The leader had a cell phone on him, but the rest did not.  
 
    Whatever the Count’s organization was transporting through this place, though, it was small. There was no storeroom, and no bulk handling facilities. Was the Count, somehow, still sourcing precious gems? The same way as he had in Indonesia? 
 
    Maric looked at the recent calls and address book on the cell, but everything was suspiciously blank. Now he turned it over to Anderson, who was the team’s electronics expert. He hoped Anderson would find something. Then it was time for some rather inevitable housekeeping duties.               
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 9 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    There were seven bodies that needed to be buried, and that was Maric’s first task. The bodies would be going into shallow graves in the wooded area up from the stream bed. It would be easier to bury them in the gravel across the stream bed, but he didn't want a flood washing the decomposing remains downstream to the village. 
 
    Maric rotated Mosha out of the prefab, and replaced him with Davies. Then he and his number two began the job of lugging the dead mercenaries to the nearest suitable wooded area.  
 
    After that it was a matter of scratching graves as best they could, with the limestone rock so close to the surface. Eventually they found a reasonable site, but it took a while to see the men properly interred. 
 
    Maric didn't exactly say a few words over them, but he reflected on the stupidity of the Serbian war, and the foolishness of those who chose a short but exciting life for what they thought was big money. It was the inevitable legacy of communities, and nations, that had broken down. Then he and Mosha headed back to the cave. 
 
    Anderson uncovered something on the leader’s cell phone an hour later. He’d set up his equipment on the bench where Maric had reheated food a short time before. He had first given it an almost obsessive cleaning. Food and drink and electronics did not mix well. Now he called Maric over to his new workplace. 
 
    "The cell phone will have kept a memory of its last call, if we’re in an area served by the same cell tower," he explained to Maric.  
 
    "I can make that call and try to get a directional fix on the location that responds," he said. "But that's about all I can do with the equipment I’ve brought with me. If we’re going to try this though, we need to try it here. If we try it at Sigonella, the return signal will be fainter and a lot further away.”  
 
    He shrugged apologetically. 
 
    "You would need two directional fixes to pinpoint the response exactly," said Maric, and Anderson nodded. 
 
    "I thought of that," he said. "In fact I thought of many things, like there being no cell towers around if the Count’s base is in the mountains, or this phone being rigged into a ham radio system at the other end. I think this approach is the likeliest one to get a result, and it would give us a piece of the puzzle." 
 
    Maric looked up at the ceiling for a moment. It was always hard to pass decision making on to others, but it was Anderson's call when it came to electronics. The problem was, Anderson didn't know the consequences of each decision he might make. That was Maric’s job. 
 
    "Give it a try," he said gently, and Anderson began to reconfigure the equipment he had on the bench. Maric left him to it, and collected Mosha before he made the trip down the valley to free the villagers, and bring the Marines back to the cave. 
 
    Once at the check point, he made sure the shotguns were empty and handed them back to their owners. Dusty would have already done the same thing, but it was surprising how a show of efficiency deterred people from acts of foolishness as they walked away. 
 
    Mosha apologized on behalf of NATO all over again, and then the villagers were sent back to their ordinary lives in the village down by the road.  
 
    There was no doubt the events of today would be the biggest news around the area for the next couple of weeks, but that wasn’t a problem. When the way station didn’t report in as usual, more of the Count’s men would be here in a few days. With all the mercenaries gone, they would be guessing at what had happened. 
 
    When Maric got back to the cave, Anderson had a broad smile on his face. It was rare for the specialist sniper to show that much emotion, and Maric decided the attempt to track down a response to the cell phone had been successful.  
 
    Anderson herded him excitedly into the stone building and showed him an electronic readout from one of his instruments. It had the direction of the response on it, and the strength of the signal. 
 
    Maric would have to check the details later, but from memory a direction almost exactly north-east of Krepal would go through the lower part of the mountainous Valbona National Park, and into the Gashi River area. Gashi was a natural wilderness, squeezed up into the top corner of Albania and bounded on one side by Montenegro and the other by Kosovo. 
 
    Valbona had too much recreational activity to hide anything like the Count’s operation, but Gashi would be a perfect place for a base. There were no roads into, or out of, the area, and that raised a rather big question. How was the Count moving stuff around?  
 
    Planes flying out of a registered airport had to submit flight plans, and radar was fairly extensive these days. It would also mean a landing strip near the Count’s base, and the spy satellite network covering Europe would see anything that big. Maric decided he needed more information on the area. A lot more information in fact.  
 
    He got Anderson to pack up his electronics gear, and Mosha and Horvat to prepare the prisoners for moving out. That included stringing them together with an essentially indestructible tether, so none of them could make a run for it on the way back to the road.  
 
    The team plus their prisoners had climbed to the top of the hills on the side of the valley, when there was a dull boom from the direction of the cave. It grew louder as it echoed up the valley. Maric smiled. The villagers were getting their fair share of excitement today. 
 
    He’d left a small charge of plastic explosive on a timer to flatten the prefab. It would confuse the Count’s men when they came to check on the way station. 
 
    Had one of the gas bottles exploded? Had the ammunition cache gone up? Where were the mercenaries? They would be scratching their heads all right. 
 
    ‘Confusion to the enemy’ was a common soldier’s toast, and Maric had obeyed it to the letter. 
 
    The coach pulled into the same narrow lay-by on the side of the road where the reconnaissance team had departed while it was still dark that morning, and Maric led the way out of the scrub a minute later. 
 
    The prisoners were soon settled in the back of the coach and the light, high-tensile line connecting them cut away. Then the coach headed for the coast. 
 
    The same port that didn’t check the luggage of military personnel on the way in, would have got rather excited if the recon team tried to exit with four extra personnel without papers. Maric spent some time on the sat phone, and had a solution by the time he disconnected the call. He smiled. It wasn’t going to be that comfortable for the prisoners. 
 
    Three hours later they were sea bound for Sigonella. There was always the attraction of good food and a hot shower when they got back to base, but Maric also wanted to feed the information the recon team had gathered into the overall picture.  
 
    The thrill of uncovering that information was the main thing he liked about SAS work. It helped that he was one of the first these days, as a field commander, to see the grand plan unfold. 
 
    The prisoners had been loaded onto a cargo ship aboard a van that had, to all appearances, been fumigated, sealed, and stamped with the appropriate NATO Food and Agriculture Planning Committee insignia. The cargo ship docked at Catania, a port not far from Sigonella, and cleared customs through military channels. 
 
    Once the prisoners were in Colonel Brightwater’s care, Maric was free to relax. He got a good night’s sleep, after a long discussion with Cal in New Zealand, and found he needed that rest the next day. He had a meeting with Brightwater, and it did not go well. 
 
    “Let me get this straight," said the colonel. "You think that this major terrorist organization, headed by a man known as the Count, has a base somewhere along the line on this map, because a random cell phone response is somehow related to the cell phone you took off the mercenary leader at the way station at Prekal? Have I got that right?” 
 
    Maric kept a straight face. When you were a field operative you had instincts, hunches, and a real feel for information, because you were there, on the ground. Brightwater was twisting the facts to make them look as inconclusive as possible. Maric decided the man had been desk-bound for too long. 
 
    "We’ll know more soon," he said helpfully. "A number of military satellites are passing over the area in the next few days, and they will be looking for certain things that may add more to the picture." 
 
    "Why haven't I heard anything about this?" said the colonel. "This is supposed to be a joint operation between the US and NATO, aimed at stopping terrorist activity under the general umbrella of Operation Enduring Freedom."  
 
    He tapped the desk impatiently with his fingers. Maric refused to be cowed. 
 
    "This is not standard military intelligence," he said. "This is more in the way of a few favors my boss has called in. He’s trying to help us in any way he can." 
 
    Brightwater was not pleased. "All details of this operation go through this desk," he said, thumping the desk with his closed fist for emphasis.  
 
    "NATO has command of the operation on the ground, and I have command of logistics and support from here. A joint operation, Major Maric, split along those lines!" 
 
    Maric decided not to tell the colonel everything that Cal had revealed the night before. Cal’s Grey Ops contacts extended to many of the wealthiest individuals on the planet, and some of the most powerful business organizations.  
 
    How Cal had done it, Maric didn't know, but a civilian jetliner fitted out with a new type of ground-penetrating radar would fly along the line Anderson had pulled out of the cell phone in the next day or two. It would tell the reconnaissance team exactly what was there.  
 
    Heckler and Koch were branching out into other military areas beside firearms, and this was one of them. The new radar could detect metals in any quantity to a depth of nearly 50 m, and Cal had been assured the readings would be crisp and clear in the Albanian mountains. Limestone conducted the new radar waves very well, and the area contained no substantial ore bodies that might confuse the readings. 
 
    Maric fidgeted a little nervously in his seat. There was one more thing, and he knew the colonel was not going to like it. For a man who was unnaturally calm on the battlefield, or in any situation that required quick thinking, he always felt unsettled when he knew the person being discussed personally. Feelings got in the way.  
 
    "Cooperation between my SAS team and corporal Dusty's Marine squad has been excellent, Colonel," he said, and he meant it.  
 
    "However, now that we’re getting closer to the Count’s base of operations – or at least we will be very soon – I need a support crew that has been trained to the same special force standards as my own team. You can understand that I hope?" 
 
    For a moment the colonel looked furious. Then he seemed to calm down, as if he’d thought of some way of making the situation acceptable. 
 
    "If those satellite photos are on my desk as soon as you get them,” he said, “we might be able to work something out.” 
 
    Maric couldn't understand the change of attitude. Where was this coming from? 
 
    “The US has a special forces contingent that’s training the best of the Croatian military," said the colonel, "as part of the US – Croatian special military relationship. If you volunteer to help judge the trainee’s performance, it will gain the US a lot of goodwill with the Croatian government.  
 
    “You know how it is, the US is often accused of going it alone. Having an allied country contributing to the training of other nations would be very helpful.” 
 
    It's a smart political move, you mean, thought Maric grudgingly. But if it got the colonel off his back, it was a small price to pay. 
 
    “If you do a good job,” said the colonel, “I’m sure the trainees would like some field work experience under your command. I imagine you could choose whoever you wanted.” 
 
    That clinched the deal for Maric. 
 
    "It sounds like the sort of thing we should be doing more of,” he said with a smile, "and it will take a while for my team to collate all the information we can dig up about the Albanian Mountains, now we have narrowed down the search area a bit. When do I start?" 
 
    "I'll let you know," said the colonel, and Maric found himself dismissed.                             
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 10 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    The tall man stepped off a routine military flight between Sigonella air base and Croatia two days later. He found himself on the one extraordinarily long runway at Udbina airport. It was in a wide, flat valley not far from a village of the same name.  
 
    The airport had been built to military specifications, with the help of US money. Special forces had already used it a number of times in their operations around the world. 
 
    Maric could see Udbina village on a low rise to the west. It was something of an historic site, and housed 1500 people. On the other side of the airport a number of ranges marched, ever more aggressively, toward the Serbian border. Udbina was inland from the busy port of Zadar, and out of the way, a great place for a special forces base.  
 
    A number of military personnel got off the plane at the same time as Maric. He figured they were here for the same reason he was. The last few days of training for the new Croatian special forces unit, and then its graduation. There was everything from a Major to a Brigadier General among the military personnel, and they looked smart in dress uniform.  
 
    Maric was dressed in civvies. He’d thrown his regulation major uniform in a suitcase, but he didn't think it would be getting much use. He wasn't here to represent his country by standing on a platform and taking salutes. He was here to get down and dirty with the best soldiers the Croatian military had to offer. He was here to see if they had what it took to be special force. 
 
    Much of the training had taken place further inland, in the wilds surrounding Ozeblin Mountain. That was where Maric was headed. 
 
    Two late-model sedans turned up after a while, and spirited the other officers away toward the village. Maric waited until a weather-beaten Humvee with no armor and no sign of attached firepower rolled to a stop beside him.  
 
    He got in without comment, and the driver turned toward the ranges and climbed up out of the valley. In an hour and a half Maric was at the special forces training base. 
 
    He thanked the driver, who snapped off a smart salute, and made his way up the steps to the admin office. The clerk behind the desk looked at him as if he was lost, which wasn’t surprising since he was out of uniform. 
 
    "Major Maric to see Sergeant Major Josip Yukovic," he said. The clerk looked surprised, but true to his military training he adapted quickly to the situation. 
 
    "Take a seat, Major," he said, "while I find the Sergeant Major. I'm not sure he’s on the base at the moment, there’s been a lot of activity around here lately." 
 
    Maric smiled. Special forces training certainly qualified as ‘a lot of activity’. 
 
    He took the proffered seat and waited. It wasn’t long before he found he was in luck. Sergeant Major Yukovic was in his office, catching up on paperwork. The special forces commander had his Staff Sergeant’s written comments on each trainee, but he had to bring everything together in an overall picture for the powers that be. 
 
    Yukovic was out in the field as often as he could, showing the trainees that ‘the old man’ was taking an interest in them, but the pile of paperwork seemed to get higher every time he came back to his desk. 
 
    “Major Maric, SAS," said the clerk, ushering Maric into the office. There was a moment while the man behind the desk searched his memory for which of the dignitaries attending the graduation that was, and then his face lit up. 
 
    "From New Zealand, if I'm not mistaken," he said, and Maric stepped forward to shake his hand across the desk. The Sergeant Major’s English was very good, though it held a noticeable American accent. That was not surprising with the close military connections that now existed between the two countries. 
 
    When both men were seated, Maric asked how the trainees were going. 
 
    “About as expected," said the Sergeant Major. "They’ve all reached the required level of physical fitness, and now it's just a matter of mental toughness. Sometimes the most confident of them can crack in the last few days of training, and that's like having your arm torn off when you've taken them this far." 
 
    "I'm pleased you’re an enlisted man, Sergeant Major," said Maric. The rank of Sergeant Major was the highest non-commissioned personnel could aspire to. Yukovic lifted his eyebrows. The sudden change of topic intrigued him. 
 
    "Commanders who come up through the ranks understand their men better than commissioned officers," said Maric bluntly. It wasn't a suggestion.  
 
    "I bet you a stack of gold sovereigns as high as your desk you've been out there every day keeping an eye on the trainees," said Maric. "Am I right?" 
 
    Yukovic laughed, slapping the desk with his open hand.  
 
    “I'm going to like you, aren’t I, Major?" he said with a laugh. "I take it you dragged yourself up through the ranks by your own bootlaces." 
 
    Maric thought about Cal for a moment, and decided that now was not the time to explain the strange path he had taken into the New Zealand SAS. 
 
    "Maybe, Sergeant Major, maybe," he said, smiling. "Right now though, I'm here to see what your boys and girls are made of, and that means getting my hands dirty.  
 
    “Do you have a battledress I can wear? No insignia, no signs of rank, same as what the trainees are wearing?” 
 
    Yukovic surveyed Maric speculatively. "So you heard we accepted women into this intake," he said, and Maric nodded. The New Zealand SAS had allowed women to apply for entry for a few years now. Two had got through the demanding course so far. 
 
    “Three women still in the running,” said Yukovic, “which has surprised me. They don’t have the same strength and speed, but they’re like terriers once there’s a job to be done. Persistent, too.” 
 
    Maric nodded. “I’ll treat them all the same,” he said. “No prejudice, but no special consideration either.” 
 
    “That’s all I can ask for,” said the Sergeant Major, and pushed a button on his desk. The sound of boots started up down the hall. 
 
    "Jamieson will sort you out for a uniform," he said. "I’ll be going out to the training camp to supervise a run through the obstacle course this afternoon. It’s pretty standard stuff, and they’ve run it before. If you want to wait around until then, you can accompany me." 
 
    "Can I borrow Jamieson?" said Maric. "I’ll need access to the trainees’ files, and the type of training you’re putting them through." 
 
    Yukovic looked at him with a certain calculating gleam in his eye. "If that's all right," said Maric hurriedly. 
 
    "I'm looking forward to what you come up with, Major," said the Sergeant Major. He turned to the door, where Jamieson was waiting. 
 
    “The Major has full access to our files," he said. "Give him every assistance. He’ll be going out to the Bravo One camp this afternoon.” 
 
    There was a brief pause. “Dismissed." 
 
    Jamieson saluted crisply, and then lifted his arm until it pointed down the corridor, showing Maric the way. Maric saluted the Sergeant Major just as sharply, and followed Jamieson out of the office.  
 
    He was sent to an adjoining building to be fitted for a combat uniform, along with a different clerk, and then made his own way back to the main office. The uniform was a little loose on him, but that was the story of his life. Manufacturing companies did army uniforms in every variant of tall except ‘and lean’. 
 
    It didn't take him long to memorize the faces of the trainees. There were 31 left, of an original 82, and the final special forces team was expected to be around 24.  
 
    Once the trainees made it that far, they would be split into four teams that would specialize in different areas. Difficult terrain, sea operations, urban threats, and biological and nuclear hazards. They would also continue with their general training. 
 
    Maric was more interested in the training methods the Croatian military had decided to use for their special forces. He nodded to himself as he went through the different situations the trainees had already been drilled in, and then the ones that were coming up in the last few days.  
 
    There were a few holes in the skill base he would have preferred to see closed, but overall it was sound. 
 
    The Bravo One camp was unnoticeable from the gravel road that wound its way toward the Serbian border. The Sergeant Major had Maric beside him, climbing gear in the back that took up most of the seat, and another clerk squeezed into the remaining space.  
 
    The Humvee was in better condition than the one that had brought Maric to the special forces headquarters, but not by much. The Croatian military was still taking thousands of landmines out of the ground where the Serbs had encroached on their borders, and the rest of the military had to make do with limited funding. 
 
    Maric rather liked the more basic approach. When soldiers came to rely on fancy toys, instead of their own physical and mental abilities, an army was in trouble. The Humvee came to a stop outside the barracks, in the middle of a clearing in the forest. Maric saw the start of the obstacle course. That was what he was here for. 
 
    The trainees were already assembled. They wore Croatian-made uniforms identical to the one he’d been issued with. They were camouflaged in a woodland pattern similar to other NATO nations. None of them wore insignia. They might have had different ranks in the regular army, but here they were all equal. 
 
    The Sergeant Major addressed the group briefly, emphasizing that speed and skill both counted on this occasion, that first out the other end did not necessarily earn the most points. He told them there would be an observer along with them today, as well as the usual observers at fixed points along the course. Then the group was told to stand at ease. 
 
    Maric left the veranda along the front of the barracks and joined the trainees. If any of them noticed him, they were too well-trained to react. Then Yukovic waved them toward the start of the course. 
 
    There was no mad scramble to get there. The trainees eased into the task, warming up sensibly, knowing the clock only went on them when they reached the rope across the entrance to the course. A minute later they had jogged up the slope and passed into the course proper, and it was all on.                             
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 11 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    The first stretch of the course was downhill, which suited Maric’s long legs very well. Trees had been cleared away for some of the obstacles, like climbing a rope net over a frame and crawling under barbed wire, but most of it was open forest conditions.  
 
    What with the trees and the occasional boulder, trainees were sometimes forced to make a choice between slowing down at a choke point, or hurdling a boulder and crashing through the bushes. Maric rather liked the hurdling aspect of it, and he soon built up a good position in the middle of the pack.  
 
    That was when his real work started. He was looking for personality types among the trainees. Those who instinctively helped others, and those who concentrated on the task at hand to the exclusion of everyone else.  
 
    He noticed the three women being given small advantages from time to time, but generally their gender was ignored. It was a deeply ingrained male thing to check that a woman was all right. It was interesting which of the women took advantage of that chivalry and which determinedly did not. 
 
    Cracks in the outer layers of the trainees’ personalities would show up as they became exhausted, and what was underneath would begin to leak through. That was always very revealing. 
 
    The trainees came to an obligatory crawl through a muddy ditch under barbed wire. Maric exercised his rights as an observer and ran around the end of the obstacle. He was not there to compete, and he was in no doubt how his body, pushing 40, would compete with 20 year olds who really, really wanted this. 
 
    The next section was uphill, and it was heavily crossed by deep trenches. Those who lost momentum often ended up in the trenches, and losing valuable time as they clambered their way out.  
 
    Maric had spent a lot of time in close-quarters positions like this around the world, and his long legs took him easily over the top of the trenches. It was the only thing that allowed him to keep up in the grueling climb towards the summit. 
 
    The top of the hill had a prodigious wall covered in rope netting for them to cross. Of course it did, just when the trainees were exhausted by the climb. Maric couldn't resist showing off. Courses like this were always something of a game to him. He had also avoided the energy-sapping special sections, so it wasn’t really fair. 
 
    He ran a little wide and then angled in towards the wall. Leaping as high as he could he grabbed hold of the rope netting and swung down before pumping his legs and catapulting himself up and over the wall. He caught the net again just above the ground on the other side, and then he was gone. 
 
    He heard a few muttered exclamations as he left the middle of the group behind and set his sights on the front runners, now 50 meters ahead of him. A labyrinth of culverts and shafts came next, as the trainees worked their way through an artificial ridge that had been built across the track. 
 
    The torture continued, with sprint tests over flat, open ground, and agility sections that required them to shimmy up trees, traverse a rope to another tree, and work their way quickly down. At one point that were wading through a waist-deep swamp, and all the time Maric was taking mental notes. 
 
    The Sergeant Major was waiting at the finish line, where a narrow track exited from the forest, and he congratulated each of the trainees on completing the course. Irrespective of the time they took, or the skill rating they were given by the observers, they had all achieved to a very high standard. The ones that would call it quits before the selection process was over, like the many that had already left, had nothing to be ashamed of. 
 
    When they were back at the barracks, the trainees had the mud and wildlife cleaned off them with a high pressure hose – cold water of course – and sent for a shower, change of clothes, and a medical. Maric declined all of those.  
 
    He managed to make it over to the veranda outside the barracks with some show of youthful sprightliness, and collapsed onto the hard wooden bench under the eaves. After a while Yukovic came over and sat next to him. 
 
    In the discussion that followed, it was clear they agreed on who the outstanding candidates were, and those who were likely to drop out of the course, though sometimes for different reasons. 
 
    Maric had seen enough to know which of the trainees he would like to include in his reconnaissance team for the mission ahead – if they accepted. When the chance of death was very real, he never made it an order. 
 
    He gave the Sergeant Major the names of his choices, and the commander passed them on to one of his clerks. The selected trainees were told to report to a specific interview room when they had finished their medical. 
 
    "Are you sure you're okay with this?" said Maric, meaning the field experience he would be offering the newly-graduated special force soldiers in a few day’s time. 
 
    "Couldn't think of anything better!" said Yukovic. "A lot of the trainees’ skills are new, and they need to be cemented into place under real-life conditions. Hell, I would have jumped at the chance to join you when I first made it into the Croatian Special Operations Battalion after the Serbian war." 
 
    Maric nodded. He knew that Colonel Brightwater had cleared everything with the Croatian government, and with the Sergeant Major, but he wanted to make sure Yukovic’s agreement was genuine. 
 
    Then he levered himself off the bench and walked stiffly off for a shower and a change of clothes. It would also give him time to think about the questions he would ask in the interview room. 
 
    A cup of coffee and a snack had restored Maric’s energy levels, but he was still glad to be sitting down as he interviewed the trainees in turn. The interviews themselves went pretty much as Maric had planned. Except for the one woman who’d made it onto his short list. 
 
    “Sit down, trainee Pavic," he said, as she came into the room and saluted smartly. She took the chair on the other side of the utilitarian desk from Maric. He was near the end of his mentally prepared list of questions when she interrupted him. 
 
    "Permission to speak freely, sir," she said, fixing him with a very straight look. 
 
    "Go ahead, trainee," said Maric. "There will be no record of this interview." 
 
    "When you asked me why I wanted to be in special forces," she said, "I gave you the standard answer. I wanted to see how good I really was, and with the wars in this region less than twenty years old, I want to make Croatia free and strong. 
 
    “I sensed that you were not entirely happy with that answer, and there wasn't an opportunity to elaborate.” 
 
    Maric was impressed. He knew how to keep his face impassive, and his voice steady, but this woman had been able to pick up something from behind that mask. It was probably a thing women were better at, but even so, she was damned good. 
 
    "Would you like to take this opportunity to tell me what you think I want to hear, trainee?" he said. 
 
    "I have no idea what you want to hear, Sir," she said sharply, "but the situation is this. I was five when rebels entered our village and killed most of my family.  
 
    “Those memories have never left me. I will do anything to see that war does not break out in this part of Europe again, and that’s what special forces is all about. But if war does break out, I will do everything I can to make sure it stays on the front line, and doesn't descend on innocent villagers." 
 
    Maric considered this. He was always impressed by the honest, and sometimes emotionally vulnerable, truth, whoever it was from. 
 
    “And one thing this is not about," continued trainee Pavic, "is pushing women forward in the workplace. Too many of my friends and colleagues do things for what they see as ‘the sisterhood’.  
 
    “I'm not political, so I guess I don't really understand their position, but for God's sake find out what you want to do with your life, and go out and do it, irrespective of what others think you should do.” 
 
    That, apparently, was it. She sat, ramrod straight, in her chair, and gave the impression she was daring Maric to contradict her.  
 
    He had no intention of doing so. An honestly expressed opinion was not about the facts it contained, it was about the person who held it. Their words were a window into their soul, and he took her declaration as such. 
 
    Maric went straight to his last question, which asked the trainees who they were closest to, and how the trainee’s injury or death in the field would affect those people. It was a very revealing question. If a trainee wasn't fully committed to a life in special forces, it showed now. 
 
    “Thank you for your input, trainee Pavic," he said briskly when she had finished her answer, and leaned back in his chair. He stretched, and that clicked a couple of vertebrae between his shoulder blades. 
 
    “Tough course today, eh, soldier?" he said, in a much more friendly tone. 
 
    Trainee Pavic looked confused for a moment. The interview was taking a decidedly unexpected turn. Maric leaned forward with this elbows on the desk. 
 
    "Once you've graduated into special forces, in a few day’s time," he said quietly, "there’s a position coming up on a reconnaissance team infiltrating the organization of a terrorist warlord in the Albanian mountains. Would you be interested?"  
 
    She was very interested. And she would keep her mouth shut about the offer until after graduation. The other trainees had been made to promise the same. 
 
    Two of the interviews didn't go to Maric’s satisfaction, and he didn’t make the trainees the same offer. One of the trainees declined to accept, and that gave Maric three new recruits.  
 
    The only problem now was training the old and new members of the team together. If he was lucky, he might get a week to put them through some intensive exercises. It was nowhere near enough, but it would have to do. 
 
    There was one more problem he was able to help Yukovic with before he left, and it was a pleasure. 
 
    Two of the trainees were tied for first place at the graduation ceremony. Would Maric do something with them – score them in some way – so there could be a first and second place? 
 
    It was all bullshit of course, an arbitrary decision to keep the bean counters happy. A ‘result’ that would have been released to the media if this was a standard army matter. Special forces, though, were always anonymous. If they were on a mission that might get them into the public eye they were always masked. 
 
    Maric laid out some thick mats and changed back into a new combat uniform. He had requested the two contenders do the same, and they appeared in the room a few minutes later. They looked at each other. What was this all about? 
 
    Maric bowed them onto the mats, and they got the message. Their unarmed combat instructor did the same thing.  
 
    First he set trainees Blazevic and Bozic against each other, and when they were starting to tire he took them on one at a time.  
 
    They were good. The Sergeant Major had said the Croatian special forces had gone with the Mossad training regime, and not the US Rangers or Delta Force training. That made them less knowledgeable about armaments, but more dangerous when it came to unarmed combat. 
 
    After a while Maric had worked out the men’s strengths and weaknesses. They weren’t holding back, and he could feel a few bruises coming up in his muscles. Then he started to push them, and that was when it got interesting.  
 
    Blazevic dug deep and tried harder with the same moves. The man was supremely fit, and had a will of iron. Maric couldn’t see him ever giving up.  
 
    He replaced Blazevic on the mat with Bozic, who started to try new things when he was pushed. If what he was doing wasn’t working, then he moved to something else.  
 
    Bozic came in close with a feint and a roundhouse kick before spinning to bring his elbow toward the side of Maric’s head. His spine was too exposed for Maric’s liking, but the move was economical and unexpected. 
 
    Maric leaned back as the elbow swiped past, and caught the raised arm with his right hand and twisted it down. He stepped in and trapped the arm against his chest, dropping his body so Bozic’s legs elevated and the man landed heavily on his back.  
 
    Maric brought his foot over so Bozic’s head had something hard to land on. The trainee was out for a moment, then his eyes flickered back to life. Maric called a halt, and helped his opponent up. 
 
    “That will be all, gentlemen,” he said quietly, and bowed them off the mat. 
 
    They would both be surprised when Bozic got the top honor at the graduation the following week. Special forces was about flexibility and teamwork. Blazevic was a born leader, and that was working against him. 
 
    Neither had been invited onto Maric’s team.               
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 12 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    It was around 300 km from the special forces training base at Udbina to Cista Provo, the small village Maric hoped would tell him something about his ancestors. He knew they had migrated to New Zealand from there in the late 1890s. 
 
    It looked like a nice drive down the Croatian coast, but it was a long way on public transport. He asked Yukovic to ask around for a ride for him. The commander’s interest rose when he learned why Maric wanted to visit Cista Provo. 
 
    Colonel Brightwater had no idea that Maric was extending his stay in Croatia to visit the tiny village. It was easier for Maric to find an excuse later, than to ask Brightwater in advance. Yukovic agreed to tell Sigonella he was needed in Croatia for a few more days yet, which was very helpful of him. 
 
    According to the internet, Cista Provo was a hamlet of some twenty houses, with a knot of twisting lanes that had no apparent main street. It was surrounded by several similar villages a few kilometers away. 
 
    Maric had to wait a day to get a ride, but eventually Yukovic fixed him up with an army lorry that was passing through from further north. It took a while for a Humvee from the training base to take Maric back to the Udbina airport, and then through Udbina village to a main road that ran down the coast. 
 
    The same clerk who had brought Maric to the training base snapped the same smart salute, and turned the Humvee back the way it had come. The time Maric had been given for his ride to arrive was only approximate, but within half an hour an army truck pulled to a stop beside him, and he got in. 
 
    Since he was in civvies, the driver assumed he was one of the many contractors that looked after the needs of the military bases in Croatia, and Maric saw no need to tell him otherwise.  
 
    The man's English was good, and he confirmed that all military personnel were expected to hold a conversation in English if required. Maric figured that was a combination of the European need to speak several languages, and the amount of time US personnel spent at Croatian camps during joint exercises. 
 
    The driver had a family photo on his dashboard, and Maric began to quiz him about daily life in Croatia. After a while he decided it was similar to the farming life in New Zealand that he knew so well. The Croatian government had been busy rebuilding infrastructure after the Serbian war, and the country had been a bit of a backwater before that. Tourism appeared to be booming. 
 
    The time passed pleasantly enough, and then the driver took a side road into the interior. 
 
    “Your destination is this way," said the man, and left it at that. Maric understood. It was the same in the rural areas of New Zealand. You helped each other out, and you didn't leave someone stranded. 
 
    When the army lorry trundled into Cista Provo, Maric wasn't sure what he was feeling. He wondered if everyone would look exactly like him, then told himself to get a grip. The street he was on was named Svetog Petra, which apparently meant Holy Petra. Maybe that was how they named streets around here. 
 
    The houses were different. He was used to Mediterranean-style houses, but the windows here were smaller, and the eaves hardly protruded at all. There didn’t seem to be anyone around, even though it was Saturday. It was early afternoon – maybe all they took a siesta after lunch. 
 
    He wasn't sure if the houses were two-story, or just taller inside than the ones he was used to. Everything was made of stone, and that made sense. The vast chain of limestone mountains running down the Croatian side of the Adriatic Sea was a short distance inland. 
 
    The driver let him out at a small post office, though it was apparently also a tobacconist, and served coffee. Maric figured the village was lucky to have a post office at all.  
 
    A short, round woman, well past retirement age, was doing something behind a long counter. Maric was disappointed. Part of him was hoping that everyone in the village would be over six feet. Once again he chastised himself. He didn't know why he was having these thoughts, but wanting to know about his ancestry was certainly affecting his thinking. 
 
    He waved, and got the woman’s attention.  
 
    Did she speak English? Yes, though Maric had to work hard to understand some of the words.  
 
    What did he want? Maric shrugged his shoulders helplessly. Was there anyone with a surname of Maric in this area? 
 
    She looked blank, and Maric wondered if she had heard him correctly. 
 
    "I'm looking for my relatives," he said slowly, and pulled out his passport with his full name on it, Ljudevit Maric.  
 
    She grabbed the passport out of his hands, and seemed interested in everything but his name. 
 
    "Zelanda e Re," she said excitedly, and Maric realized she must know something about New Zealand. He was suddenly hopeful she knew about the many Croatian men and women who had moved to his home country more than a hundred years ago. 
 
    “Do you know anyone here who has the same name,” he said at last, pointing to his surname in his passport. 
 
    She waved her hands dismissively. “Maric, vreshtari, Maric, kasapi, polic Maric, tre fermerët Maric, oh, dhe Maric mekanik i fermës. Ku dëshiron të fillosh?” 
 
    He looked at her blankly, and she switched into English, laboring each word as if he was hard of hearing. 
 
    “Maric the winemaker, Maric the butcher, Maric the policeman, the three Maric farmers, oh, and Maric the farm mechanic. Where do you want to start?” 
 
    A broad smile crept over Maric’s face. These people might not be directly related to him, but it was a start. 
 
    “Maric the policeman, I think,” she said, and headed for the phone on the wall. 
 
    “He looks just like you!” she added 
 
    Maric asked more questions about the village while he waited for ‘Maric the policeman’, whose first name was apparently Tomislav, while the woman chatted away gaily. Somehow she now thought of him as a ‘local’, and had launched into a high-speed version of English he couldn’t really follow.  
 
    A few minutes later there was a knock on the open door, and Tomislav stepped through. He did look like Maric, but he wasn't as tall. The two men eyed each other up and down while the woman spoke even faster in Albanian, if that was possible, presumably telling Tomislav everything she had picked up about Maric so far.  
 
    Maric was glad he had possession of his passport. She might well have hung on to it as a trophy of the time she had reintroduced a long lost son to his people. 
 
    Maric wasn't sure who these people were, not yet anyway, but Tomislav suddenly covered the distance between them, extending impossibly long arms, and enveloped him in a bear hug. Maric patted the other man's back, and tried not to let his feelings run away with him. 
 
    "You will stay with us, of course!" said Tomislav, in passable English. Then he seemed to reconsider his offer. "Unless you have already arranged a place around here?" 
 
    “I thought perhaps a motel, or a bed and breakfast," Maric mumbled, not wanting to impose, but not wanting to let this lead on his ancestry get away from him. He realized what he was doing. Damn his New Zealand sense of politeness, it was not helping. 
 
    "Nonsense!" said the not quite so tall man. "There's none of those around here anyway, and Ivana will kill me if I let you get away." 
 
    Maric acquiesced gratefully. 
 
    There was a car outside. An old car, like most of those in Croatia, but well maintained. A lanky youth was waiting behind the wheel. Tomislav introduced him as Ivan, his son, and the boy smiled awkwardly. Apparently he was learning to drive. The car hopped down the road until it got properly underway, and Tomislav smiled proudly. 
 
    The boy kept looking in the rear view mirror, trying to figure out why he looked even more like Maric than his old man did – until a sharp word from his father snapped his attention back onto the road full time. 
 
    The boy drove them less than a kilometer to a house out in the country, and Maric was introduced to Ivana, Tomislav’s wife, and a daughter, Marija. Tomislav’s English was good, but Ivana’s was excellent. That came into its own once she understood why he was in Cista Provo. It was a difficult matter teasing out relationships going back over a hundred years, and the meaning of each word counted. 
 
    “More Orehnjača?” said Ivana, and Maric accepted another slice of walnut cake. The whole family were seated around the kitchen table, and it was increasingly covered with photographs and artifacts going back a long, long time.  
 
    New Zealand was a young country, and Maric was surprised how many of these momentos went back seven and eight generations. 
 
    The call had gone out for information, and every so often another Maric, with a bit more of the family tree, would turn up and shake Maric’s hand. It was all very encouraging, but there were now several branches of the Maric family tree on the table, and most of them didn’t have much to do with this area. 
 
    Finally he saw something he recognized. It was a faded photograph that could really have been anybody, but the man was in a military uniform that was quite distinctive.  
 
    Maric dug a small memory stick out of his back pack, and asked for a place to plug it in. Then he ran through images of old photographs, and walls with photos hanging on them, and china cabinets with mounted photographs resting on them. 
 
    He stopped at a photograph of an old man in some sort of old military uniform. Everybody at the table craned their necks around to get a better look, and compared it with the ancient and faded photograph on the table. 
 
    It dawned on them one at a time. The photograph on the china cabinet in New Zealand was a copy of the one on the table. 
 
    Maric’s digital copy of his great-aunt’s photograph had “Joseph Makarska, 1921,” written on the back of it. It took a lot of phone calls to find out that the faded photograph on the table was Josip Babic, and to understand what must have happened. 
 
    Immigration in Wellington couldn’t pronounce Josip’s name, so he became Joseph from Makarska, the Croatian port down the coast from Cista Provo, where he must have boarded ship. He was in his late thirties when he arrived in New Zealand. 
 
    They had the connection Maric needed, but where exactly was his home, and who were his closest relatives?               
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 13 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Maric and Ivana made a fresh start on the family tree. Maric had been treated like a member of Tomislav and Ivana’s family from the moment he arrived, and he was thoroughly enjoying the experience. It did feel like he’d found part of his life that had been missing.  
 
    There was a brief discussion about church, but apparently Maric’s ancestry was more important. The tall man wouldn’t have minded accompanying them to their church. The idea of the whole village congregating together in one place for a purpose greater than themselves felt good. Maybe next time. 
 
    Tomislav was not the only Maric to have become a policeman, and there was a long history of Maric men serving in various armies. Maric wondered how much of that was to do with genetics. He would never have thought of joining the army if Cal hadn’t brought him into the SAS, but maybe it had been inevitable. Perhaps he would have taken up a military career sooner or later, regardless. 
 
    Unfortunately, by lunchtime the trail they were following had petered out. The only thing Maric could say with any certainty was that a daughter of the Makarska clan had married a Maric son at some stage in those early years in New Zealand, and he was descended from them. 
 
    Where those particular Marics had come from in Croatia remained unknown. Tomislav and Ivana commiserated with him over lunch, and asked him some questions about his life in New Zealand to take his mind off it.  
 
    When they learned he was a major in the New Zealand Army – all he wanted to tell them about his work in the shadows – they were sure his ancestors must have come from the Cista Provo area. It had a notable military history, and he fitted right in. 
 
    That afternoon Maric got a call on his cell phone from Yukovic, saying he couldn't stall Brightwater any longer. Maric took a chance on Brightwater’s generosity and stayed one more night in Cista Provo. He left the following morning after Tomislav headed off for work.  
 
    The tall man assured the family he would come back to see them soon. The two children were already happily calling him uncle. Maric and Ivana had swapped addresses and phone numbers, and talked about the modern miracle of Skype.  
 
    The family were a little puzzled when Maric said he wouldn’t be contactable for the next month or so, especially when he couldn't explain why. His assurance it was army business seemed to do the trick in the end. 
 
    Ivana dropped him off at a larger settlement where he was able to book an airline ticket for Sicily the same day. She was working part-time now, as the children got older, and wasn’t needed on a Monday morning. 
 
    Maric was back at Sigonella that night. Brightwater had been waiting to bring him up to date with developments on Operation Overdue, but he didn’t put any hard questions to the major about why he was a little late getting back to the base.  
 
    It turned out the US spooks had dug up a lot more information about the Count’s organization, and Maric was eager to find out the details. The next morning there was a high-level meeting of all the senior ranks involved in the operation. 
 
    Colonel Brightwater’s ops room was full this time round. The last two times Maric had been there the meetings had been much smaller, preparing the reconnaissance team for minor skirmishes.  
 
    Maric figured most of those present were liaison staff for the different parts of the task force that would be cleaning out the Count’s base. Brightwater didn't bother with a round of introductions. Maric figured he would later, when there were boots on the ground and the attack was imminent. 
 
    Brightwater introduced his intel agents Greaver and Whirrel, and they took over the meeting. 
 
    “We’re almost certain what the Count is trafficking," said Greaver, "and how he is getting the shipments to his base in the Albanian mountains."  
 
    A picture of a desolate river valley appeared on the screen behind him. 
 
    “This is the Kyzyslu river in Tajikistan. For those of you a little weak on geography, Tajikistan is a small country directly above Afghanistan and at the north-west end of the Himalayas. Diamonds are rare in the Himalayas, but not unknown. The geology of the Himalayas is still patchy, so major diamond strikes are possible. 
 
    “And yes, the Count has been funding his terrorist activities with diamonds from backward areas. They are gathered by local tribesmen who are little more than slave labor.” 
 
    It was the same modus operandi that the Count had used in Indonesia, and Maric wondered if the Count had more of these mines in operation. The way he was cutting the local tribesmen out of their heritage was another reason to stop his activities. 
 
    The Kyzyslu river was broad and shallow, split into a number of channels that wove their way through banks of gravel. There was a rough road along one side, though it looked from the detailed image as though it was used more by pack animals than vehicles. 
 
    "Somewhere along the river,” continued Greaver, “or its tributaries, there’s an active diamond mine, and the stones are finding their way to the Count to be on sold at a huge mark-up.  
 
    “The diamonds are smuggled out across Afghanistan, and then along the troubled Iranian-Pakistani border to the sea.  
 
    “From there they make their way through the Suez Canal and into the Mediterranean, then up to the Albanian coast to be dropped off. As you can imagine, diamonds are small and easy to conceal, even in large quantities." 
 
    Maric looked at Mosha, and lifted an eyebrow. Mosha nodded. They had been right in their assumptions about the route the Count was using, and the way station they’d uncovered had also confirmed its existence. 
 
    “The resolution on satellite photos has got a lot better since the last op I was on, Colonel," said Maric. "Would you care to update me?" 
 
    Greaver looked at Brightwater, who hesitated, and then nodded. 
 
    "This was taken by one of ours. The US has put up a new breed of stealth satellites," said the intel spook. "Once launched they go dark, change their orbit, and start taking pictures with a new generation of telescopic cameras. The computers we have now can take out all the atmospheric turbulence." 
 
    Greaver brought up a new map, this one of Eastern Europe. 
 
    “At the other end of the supply line, we have identified which members of the Russian diamond cartel the Count is selling to. We won't move against those individuals until we have captured his base and sifted the intel we find. We don't want to give him any reason to cut and run before we get there.” 
 
    Maric didn’t think the Count would cut and run. The man had an impregnable position in some of the most treacherous country on the planet, and the Russian connection would mean he had freelance Spetsnaz training his mercenaries.  
 
    Maric’s best guess on the mercenaries was Serbian paramilitaries. Whoever it was, getting the recon team in and out to find the base’s weaknesses was going to be difficult. 
 
    The lack of intel at the way station was now working in NATO’s favor. The Count probably thought the raid was a police action, Interpol initiating a drugs raid, but there had been nothing at the way station to tie the place back to his organization, or his base in the mountains. 
 
    Whirrel took over the briefing. 
 
    “A satellite analysis of the Gashi River area has not yielded any signs of a base. You’ve seen the quality of the images we can pull up, Major, and we have programs that look for any small changes hour by hour, and we’ve found nothing.” 
 
    The spook was being polite, but he was telling Maric the intel he had supplied about the Gashi River area was wrong. 
 
    “You will find signs of a base,” said Maric, “or rather, we will when the reconnaissance team goes in along the ground. If you can wait, I’ll have some very specific overhead data for you in a few days.  
 
    “You’ll get that information as soon as I get it.” 
 
    This last part was added hastily as Brightwater’s face deepened from a frown into a scowl. Maric had promised him satellite photos that pinpointed the Count’s base, in return for replacing the Marine squad with a newly graduated Croatian special forces team. 
 
    In fact, Maric would only be able to provide Brightwater with the coordinates Cal gave him, not photos. The fact the coordinates were generated by an advanced ground-penetrating radar was sensitive information. Heckler and Koch guarded their research and development projects jealously, and would ban Cal from any future favors if there was an information leak at Sigonella. 
 
    The next two weeks were very busy. Yukovic made good on his promise to ship Maric the new Croatian special forces soldiers he had chosen as soon as possible. The three of them came in on a military cargo plane two days after their graduation.  
 
    Maric greeted Ana Pavic warmly, and then Markovic and Juric. As soon as they’d settled in they were sent out with the rest of the recon team on exercises in the Sicilian mountains. Horvat would stay for as much of the training as he could, and help the new members of the team settle in. Unfortunately he had been recalled to the special forces HQ by Yukovic, and would have to leave in a few days. 
 
    The only problem with his team now, as far as Maric was concerned, was that Brightwater had foisted an official NATO observer on him. The woman was an FBI Special Agent, which might have been a good thing in a city, but the reconnaissance team was going into different terrain entirely. 
 
    The agent’s name was Sally Whitfield, and she understood the magnitude of the assignment her NATO bosses had thrown her into. She didn't complain, and she kept practicing with the team until she was competent in most of the basic field tasks they were expected to know. After two weeks Maric still hadn't figured out whether she was a hindrance or a help. 
 
    What frustrated him the most was repeated delays in the radar sweep over the Gashi River area. The Heckler and Koch modified airliner seemed unlikely to ever get off the ground. First it was the weather over the Albanian mountains, and then it was technical difficulties on the aircraft itself. Maric began to wonder when Cal would finally be giving him the information he needed about the Count's base.  
 
    Some of the higher-ranking staff on Operation Overdue had started to give him sideways glances at meetings. It was so annoying. There was nothing Maric detested more than a blowhard who didn’t keep promises, and that was what he was starting to look like. 
 
    Then Cal finally confirmed that the sweep had been done, but now there was a shortage of time on the H&K supercomputer that would make sense of the data the aircraft had gathered. At least Maric could see an end in sight. 
 
    Then he was handed another problem, though problem was not quite the right word for it. The Italian agent Jacquete Russo, who had been part of his reconnaissance team against the Count's forces in Indonesia, had arrived with her surveillance team. She would oversee the reconnaissance team on its final mission, and then lead the comms and control center for the main task force. 
 
    Maric was pleased to see she had been promoted to Lieutenant Colonel. He had wanted her in the background on this op, and suggested Cal arrange a promotion if she would take the job.  
 
    He was disappointed to learn she hadn’t brought her sidekick with her. The man was, for some reason, nicknamed ‘Hoist’, though Maric always thought of him as ‘The Gorilla’. He was a real, live Texan, and the tall man made a mental note to track him down sometime. 
 
    Russo had two other agents in her comms and control team, and they were from differing European countries. Apparently they had worked together before. 
 
    Russo’s team team would be overseen by another Italian, Brigadier General Giovanni Esposito. Maric was pleased Russo had a countryman to work with. Her job was going to be stressful. It was real-time work that demanded instant decisions, and she would need the Brigadier General to support her. 
 
    Russo had taken over Brightwater’s ops room, and now it looked like an electronics wonderland. Comms and control normally saw what the soldiers on the ground saw, listened in as officers directed their troops, and fed them the latest information about the enemy as it came to hand. It was the new face of warfare, and Maric didn’t like it.  
 
    His exceptional martial skills and heightened proximity awareness had developed because he hadn’t had that network to fall back on. He sometimes wondered if he was the last of his kind. 
 
    Russo’s appearance on the base wasn’t the problem, at least not directly. It was what Brigadier General Giovanni Esposito wanted him to do about it that was the problem.                              
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 14 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    The Brigadier General caught up with Maric in his private quarters, which was most unusual. Maric scrambled up from a small desk against the wall as Esposito entered, and at the last minute remembered to salute. 
 
    “At ease, Major," said his visitor. "This is an entirely informal call.” 
 
    Maric surrendered his chair to the Brigadier General, and swept the items on top of a small bedside unit onto the bunk bed next to it. He carried the unit over until he was opposite his unexpected guest, and lowered himself onto the hard, flat surface. 
 
    “What can I do for you, Brigadier General?" he said. 
 
    The Brigadier General seemed to be having difficulty finding a place to start. He twisted his fingers together, and then spread his arms wide, looking anywhere but at Maric. It was a very Italian thing to do, but a little odd for a Brigadier General in NATO command. 
 
    "This conversation is entirely off the record, Major," he said at last, and Maric nodded. 
 
    “In my country we have a way of looking at things," continued Esposito, "that I think you will understand." 
 
    “Once a man and a woman are, er, a couple in some way, the man is responsible for the woman, yes?" 
 
    Maric nodded, if a little uncertainly. Unless he was being sued for paternity by a gold digger he had never met, this was likely to be about Russo.  
 
    His brief affair with the NATO agent while she was seconded to his reconnaissance team in Indonesia had been exciting stuff, and the holiday they had taken in Sri Lanka after the mission was over had been very companionable. At least it had been both those things from Maric’s point of view. 
 
    “Of course a man and a woman are essentially equal,” said Esposito hurriedly, and Maric wondered where that piece of political correctness had come from. “But it is a from a deeper place that people so close care about each other’s well-being, yes?” 
 
    Fraternization among army personnel was generally frowned upon, at least where it could be seen, but fraternization among higher ranking officers was forbidden for a number of very practical reasons.  
 
    Maric and Russo had kept quiet about their little fling, but Maric imagined such things were looked on differently in Italy. That Russo had confided in her commanding officer was not perhaps surprising. Maric wondered how far back Russo and Esposito went on their NATO career paths. 
 
    "Lieutenant Colonel Russo has become, how to say, a different person since she arrived at Sigonella air base,” said the Brigadier General. “She is anxious and irritable now, and her decision-making capabilities have been affected. I am sorry to bring this to your attention, Major, but I feel the solution is up to you." 
 
    Maric wondered what Esposito meant, and then the full importance of the man's words struck him. It took a long moment for him to process the information. He was a stallion who was being ordered to mount a prize filly before an important race, in order to calm her down. He tried to keep a straight face. Was this how all Italians thought? 
 
    The problem though, was that Russo wasn’t interested. At least it looked that way. Maric’s attempts to keep things going after their holiday in Sri Lanka hadn’t been successful, and Russo had cut him short on the few occasions they’d met since she arrived at Sigonella. What, then, could he tell the Brigadier General? 
 
    “Leave it with me, Sir,” he said at last. He was just buying time, and he knew it, but he could try and talk to her he supposed, smooth the waters – if he could find out what she was actually irritable about. She was a prickly fish at the best of times.  
 
    Esposito shook his hand and clapped him on the shoulder, man to man, before he departed. 
 
    Maric was trying to think of a way to bump into Russo sometime when there was no one else around, when his plans were temporarily derailed. It was time to call Cal in New Zealand on his sat phone, and Cal now had the H&K results Maric had been waiting for. 
 
    He downloaded the data, and compared the results with a map of the Gashi River area. It was better, and worse, than he had expected. He got hold of Brightwater, even though it was after hours, and got him to schedule a general meeting of staff for ten o’clock the following morning. The information Maric had was dynamite stuff. 
 
    He ran through the results with Brightwater as soon as the Colonel was in his office the next morning. Brightwater appreciated the gesture, but the sticking point was the source of the data, and Maric wasn’t prepared to reveal it. 
 
    “If you would like, Colonel," said Maric, "I can call my superior in New Zealand and you can discuss this with him. I'm sorry I can't give you his number, since he’s not currently part of the New Zealand SAS command structure." 
 
    “The chain of command on this operation is quite clear, Major!" said Brightwater briskly. "You report to me, with one hundred percent disclosure of all relevant information. Is that clear?" 
 
    “I understand, Sir," said Maric resignedly. 
 
    There was a long silence. 
 
    "And?" said Brightwater. 
 
    “I am unable to disclose my sources, Sir," said Maric, stony-faced. 
 
    The Colonel was fuming by now, and Maric could see him weighing up his options. 
 
    “I have a good mind to put you on a charge, soldier," he said sharply. 
 
    “If it will help you decide your course of action, Colonel," said Maric, "this information comes from a respected and reliable company that manufactures military equipment. It is extremely loyal to NATO, and also to the United States.  
 
    “The data was generated by prototype equipment, and as soon as research is completed, with a final version tested in the field, I'm sure it will be offered to both NATO and the US." 
 
    There was another long silence.  
 
    “I don't like your methods, Maric,” said the colonel at last, “but you are the only person with any detailed information about what we are up against, and where our opposition actually is. I’m prepared to let this one instance of disobedience – bordering on insubordination – pass.  
 
    “That does not give you a ‘get out of jail free’ card in the future. Are we clear, soldier!" 
 
    Maric set up straight in his chair, and nodded firmly. He doubted he would ever be working with standard military forces again, which was some consolation. It was only his desire to finish what the SAS had started in Indonesia, and make the Count pay for the deaths of three retired SAS soldiers, that made the situation bearable. 
 
    He decided that, overall, Brightwater’s decision was a reasonable outcome. Now he had to change gears and get his thoughts in order for the briefing at ten o’clock. The data he would present gave the location of the Count’s base in the Albanian mountains. That meant it was now only a matter of days until the reconnaissance team would be inserted.  
 
    He knew the team weren't ready. Hell’s teeth, he never felt his people were ready, but there was still time for some last minute fine-tuning. He would need to get onto that straight away. Once the team were on the ground he would relax.  
 
    Once they were on the ground things were simple. They needed to see without being seen, and if necessary kill before they were killed. To Maric, beating the odds in the field was better than all the coordination of military elements, and goddamn paperwork, that went beforehand. He was looking forward to it. 
 
    "As you can see," said Maric, from the front of the room a little later, "the assessment of the Gashi River area returned three high interest targets." 
 
    Now that Russo had taken over the ops room as a comms and control center, the meeting had to take place in a training hall normally used by the enlisted men. At least it was bigger. 
 
    Maric had explained that the data he was presenting was classified, and the source could not be revealed. Brightwater had not contradicted him.  
 
    There were a number of minor readings showing on the screen behind him, and Maric had explained they were probably old metal items left in hideouts used by partisan fighters during WW2. Tins of bully beef and the metal frames of stretchers, weapons that had become unserviceable. Now he moved on to the three HITs. 
 
    "The two largest targets of interest have been run through a metallurgical program, and it's fairly certain that this one here," he said, and touched a point on the screen with his finger, "is an old dump of military supplies, again from WW2. There are high levels of oxidation, and a complete absence of aluminum, which supports the timeline for it. 
 
    “The tonnage at the dump is remarkable, for the time it was put there. It’s amazing how much ordnance the Yugoslav resistance was able to bring into the area in backpacks and on mules. 
 
    “The smaller of the three HITs is something of a mystery. As you can see, it is a long metal structure that spreads out at either end. 
 
    “The immediate conclusion would be that it is a bridge, but we’re talking about something 30 meters underground. These are limestone mountains, and natural weathering has produced extensive cave systems, so it’s not impossible that it is a bridge. 
 
    “Some of the caves are more than large enough to accommodate the structure. At this stage I’m thinking that the reconnaissance team will be inserted somewhere near this point. 
 
    “It’s about eight klicks from the largest target, which is likely to be the Count’s base, so a landing here is unlikely to be detected. The reconnaissance team will need to find a way to the base that allows us to move large amounts of personnel and materials quickly from the landing site for the main task force. 
 
    "The largest target, here,” he said, pointing, “is where we think the Count has his base, as I said.  
 
    "There’s enough detail to see living quarters,” he added, pointing at different parts of what looked mostly like a badly drawn painting in blacks and grays. “There is also an armory, and some large open areas. Our best guess is that much of it is built inside another one of the large caverns that can be found in the area. 
 
    “And that’s as much as my sources can tell us at this stage,” he said. “Any questions?”  
 
    There were a number of very sensible questions which Maric fielded deftly, and then he returned to his seat at the front of the room. 
 
    The tension in the room had gone up several notches as his briefing had unfolded. There was nothing like having a target you could see, and knowing you needed to be on your game if you wanted to come back alive, to get the adrenaline flowing.  
 
    Brightwater talked for some time about the readiness of the various parts of the main force, and began a provisional countdown for the main force to follow.  
 
    The final date would depend on the extraction of Maric and his recon team. They had been given six days to get in, and get out, alive, with the best intel they could gather.               
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 15 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Maric took the opportunity to talk to Russo the following evening. She ranked higher than he did with her recent promotion to Lieutenant Colonel, but she had the same single bunk room he had. He rapped on her door, and waited. She looked surprised when she opened it. He could see her debating whether to slam the door in his face or not. 
 
    “Esposito says we have to work it out," he said hurriedly.  
 
    The Brigadier General’s name had the desired effect. She opened the door with a look of resignation, and stepped back.  
 
    When she sat in the chair by the desk, he was left standing. He couldn't sit on the single bunk bed, because it suggested an intimacy that would annoy her, and he couldn't sweep her stuff off the bedside unit and use it as a seat. He shrugged. If that was the way she wanted to play it he would go along. 
 
    “It must be hard for you at Sigonella when we have a shared history," he said, trying to show he understood. 
 
    “Oh, so it meant nothing to you at all!" she said angrily. 
 
    “That wasn't what I meant," he said quietly, but she turned away from him to study some imperfection in the wall. 
 
    "I just want you to know I can't think of anyone better to run the comms and control center," he said. "I learned to trust you completely in Kalimantan, and I have every confidence you will do all you can to keep us safe, and the main task force, the same way you looked after us over there." 
 
    "You have a new team," she said guardedly. 
 
    “In part," he said. "Three new members who recently graduated from special force training in Croatia, and a NATO agent I don't really want, but it's a good mix. I still have three of my own." 
 
    "You have two pretty young women to play with," she said sharply, looking at him as if he somehow disappointed her. 
 
    "One of them is barely 20," he said defensively, "and the other one is I suppose closer to our age. But I don’t think being ‘pretty’ is a qualification required for a recon team. We have to leave that sort of thing behind when we go out on recon work, you know that. Anything that gets in the way of good teamwork can get us killed.” 
 
    God in heaven, now she was jealous of the female members of his team! How can she push him away one minute, then complain because there are other women in his world the next? 
 
    She said nothing, and her stubbornness got to him. 
 
    “You’re being entirely unfair!" he said angrily, and stepped toward her, trying to make her turn and look at him. She came up fast, grabbing his arm at the wrist and striking hard with the other one toward the side of his head. It was a simple disabling move, nothing that would permanently injure him.  
 
    He caught her hand well before it reached his head, and twisted her arm to lift her up on her toes. 
 
    "We've been through this before," he said quietly. "You are extremely well trained, one of the best, but I'm better than you. Did you think something like that would have changed over the past year?" 
 
    She moved her shoulder abruptly across and under to relax the tension in her arm, and twirled in his grasp, very much like a rock and roll move. Maric didn’t wait for the damage she would try and inflict on him next, and wrapped both arms around her while her back was to him.  
 
    He had buried his face in her hair before he realized he was doing it. The closeness shocked him as well as her. They didn’t move for a long time. The old chemistry was still there, and neither of them could deny it. 
 
    “Don't," she said, and Maric started to pull away, but she reached up and pulled his arms tighter about her. 
 
    "Don't go in with the rest of the reconnaissance team,” she said desperately. "Stay at Sigonella with me. Help at the control center. You would be very useful there." 
 
    "What?” said Maric, confused 
 
    "If you go on this mission there is a chance you won’t come back," she said, and fought to hold back tears.  
 
    So that was what she was upset about.  
 
    Maric knew she’d been through a very unhappy childhood, and a string of failed love affairs. It caused her to read too much, or too little, into every situation. She needed to either finish up with him and get on with her life, or get used to the fact his job was an extremely dangerous one.  
 
    He started to say something to her, but she turned in his arms and kissed him. Then she was wrapping herself around him. 
 
    Maric made the mental equivalent of a shrug. This would work. It had been the same in Indonesia. Once she understood they were a couple, she had settled down and got on with the mission. He hoped it would be the same here. 
 
    Anyway, he was just following the Brigadier General's orders, though that felt like a lame excuse. The truth was, he liked this woman, broken as she was, and he looked forward to spending time with her. Then he thought about the fact he considered her broken, and realized that said a lot about him. Were they two birds of a feather?  
 
    It was something he might think about later, if he remembered to, but his attention was very definitely somewhere else at the moment. 
 
    "Lock the door?" he said, and she stepped away for a moment to run the old-fashioned bolt home. Then she was back, and running her hands over him.  
 
    Maric would have liked dimmers on the lights, but the two of them were left with the options of on or off. She chose off, and he smiled inwardly. She didn't want her body to be compared to the 'two young beauties' on his team, apparently. It was strange what went on in a woman's mind.  
 
    Then she was naked, and he remembered how she had felt under his hands in Indonesia, and it was just as good. Oh yes, he thought, before thinking ceased altogether, it was very good indeed. 
 
    Maric slept extremely well that night – when there was time to sleep – and made his way back to his own room before the base came alive the following day. 
 
    He had his team back in the Sicilian mountains that morning. He was already finalizing details of the recon team’s insertion into the Gashi River area, and this was his last chance to tidy up a few operational details with them.  
 
    It was a surprisingly warm day, for autumn, and the air in the rugged valley where they trained was still. Body armor and full combat gear made it hot work, and by early afternoon Maric judged they’d had enough. 
 
    Pavic had a gash across the back of her neck, which had given Mosha a chance to check out Markovic’s medical training. Maric had fired a round into the rocks behind Pavic, to let her know her camouflage position wasn't that camouflaged.  
 
    A jagged piece of rock had found a chink between her body armor and her helmet. She didn't complain. It was a lesson well learned. The major was just trying to keep them alive.  
 
    The four new members of the recon team had all been trained in unarmed combat, but their skills had a broad base. Recon work was more specific. Maric trained them mercilessly in taking out a sentry, or an enemy soldier they ran into unexpectedly, quickly and silently.  
 
    He made the target – which was always the more experienced members of the team – act in ways that were more and more difficult to overcome, and most of the new members soon had bruises to show. 
 
    Markovic was going from strength to strength. He seemed to like the teamwork and personal touch Maric cultivated in his people. Juric seemed a bit lost in the new environment, and Maric wondered if he would be the weakest member of the team.  
 
    It didn’t matter if he was. Someone had to fill that role, and it didn’t diminish his fine skills. Maric would be careful to see that the tasks he set the man didn’t outstrip his skills, that was all. 
 
    The NATO ‘observer’ Whitfield hadn't needed correcting at all today, and that impressed Maric. She kept at the training doggedly, and had been getting better and better. Maric had told her she could write up as many reports as she liked after the mission, but during it she would be thinking about the survival of the team, and nothing else. She had understood. 
 
    The main thing was that the old and new members of the team were working well together. They were starting to see themselves as one animal that needed all of its parts to work perfectly when they were called upon. He had trained them in all of the offensive and defensive capabilities the team would need, and they could see what their own role was within that. They were coming to see how their role impacted on others.  
 
    The last thing the recon team learned, before they were airborne in the middle of the night, heading for the insertion point, was the identity of the Count. It was a fascinating story, full of twists and turns, and they found out about it in a last minute briefing.  
 
    Maric’s team was already packed and ready to go by late afternoon, so they could relax and enjoy an evening of camaraderie before the drop in the morning. That was when they were called to the enlisted men's hall now used as the ops room. 
 
    When Maric got there the room was filling up fast, and Greaver and Whirrel were standing up the front. That meant the intel spooks had some news for them, and that was always interesting. Shortly after Maric settled into his seat, Greaver began the briefing.               
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 16 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    "This is the best intel we have for the reconnaissance team before they leave tomorrow," said Greaver, who always seemed to lead the intel briefings. 
 
    "Much of it is still unsubstantiated, but if you know the sort of theories we’re working on it may help. Something you see, hear, or read once you’re on the ground might make a lot more sense." 
 
    Maric looked at Mosha, and wrinkled his nose unhappily. The name of the Count would be nice. Surely the spooks had found that out by now. This was the information age, wasn’t it? How could it be that hard.  
 
    He was surprised to have his question answered almost immediately. 
 
    "The city of Debar, just over the north Albanian border in Macedonia, was the capital of a large principality back in the 14th and 15th centuries. The principality was ruled by the Kastrioti family. 
 
    “They still have titles today, but they had no real power – until one of them found a way to make millions. We’re talking about an ambitious businessman called Conte Stefan Kastrioti, aka the Count. 
 
    “In the beginning he was no more than a shady businessman, laundering illegal earnings through his business, but then he teamed up with someone who was able to bankroll him into much bigger things.” 
 
    Greaver paused. He was clearly marshaling his thoughts.  
 
    “This is where the story gets a bit far-fetched, but the intel is from several sources, and it’s consistent. 
 
    "Some of the major players behind the many civil wars in Africa at the turn of the century are still at large, despite the condemnation of war crime tribunals, and the efforts of a number of intelligence agencies to bring them in.  
 
    “Most of them amassed a lot of wealth during the time they were in power, and managed to transfer that wealth out of Africa before they went into hiding. One of these war criminals is bankrolling Count Kastrioti through underground bankers.  
 
    “This has allowed him to boost his earnings, and local influence, to a whole new level. But make no mistake, Conte Kastrioti is the brains behind the outfit, not his business partner.  
 
    “Our best guess is the Count’s partner is one of the businessmen who were behind the genocide in Rwanda, or one of the younger members of that family who have now taken over control of the family wealth.” 
 
    Greaver checked his notes, and cleared his throat. 
 
    “Moving to a different aspect of the case, we thought for a while that the Russian Mafia controlled the Russian diamond cartel, and through them controlled the Count. It is now clear that we were mistaken. 
 
    "The Count has been very careful not to get involved in the internal politics of Russia. He appears to have limited all his dealings in Russia to dropping off diamonds and picking up cash. That’s a very smart move on his part.” 
 
    Maric was intrigued by the story. The spooks did seem to have most of the pieces of the puzzle now, substantiated or not. Then Whirrel took over. 
 
    "With the increase in communications capabilities around the world,” he began, “and the growth of the darknet side of the internet, We’re seeing more and more collaboration between key crime figures.  
 
    “We think the Count’s business partner introduced him to selling blood diamonds from Africa, and that helped him onto his recent growth path. We think he has been following the illegal diamond trade very closely for some time now, and has stumbled upon major fields that have remained hidden from common knowledge several times.  
 
    “That’s how he got into the diamond fields of South Kalimantan, until the New Zealand SAS put a stop to that, and how he found out about the new sources in Tajikistan.” 
 
    Several of the people in the room, who had been more fully briefed than the others, looked at Maric. They knew the Kalimantan work had been his doing. 
 
    "Although Kastrioti keeps a healthy distance from the Russians,” continued Whirrel, “he has no qualms about hiring ‘retired’ Russian special forces to train the mercenaries he recruits locally.  
 
    “After the wars in Eastern Europe at the end of last century, he can find plenty of ex-soldiers in their forties, and young wannabes in their twenties, to join his private army. If Spetsnaz are training his people, both the reconnaissance team and the main task force can expect a solid defense anywhere around his base in the mountains. 
 
    "Unfortunately, we also can expect the Count to have a good escape plan ready when we attack his base," said Whirrel. “The task force needs to do things right, people, or the Count will slip through the net and set up his operation somewhere else." 
 
    Maric already knew he was up against Spetsnaz and Serbian paramilitaries, and he had always intended a surgical strike that would behead the Count’s organization. There was nothing new here. But the next piece of information forced him to make some changes in his battle plans. 
 
    "Our source in Debar is one of our own intel people, and she has arranged for the reconnaissance team to be met by two guides who sometimes work on the fringes of the Gashi River area. They are professional hunters who take clients into the wilderness." 
 
    Maric went to protest about taking civilians on board, but Whirrel stepped in even as he raised his hand. 
 
    "The guides know a way into the underground structure your sources have revealed to us, Major,” he said. “They are familiar with some of the old partisan trails into the area from WW2, and you won't get far without starting at the right place and following the right trail. 
 
    “The whole area is criss-crossed with gorges, and rivers that disappear underground and then resurface right in your path. Your new rendezvous point is four klicks east of the structure you identified, and it's the easiest way in to that point.  
 
    “Once you and your team are there, you will find yourselves in an extensive gorge and cavern system that the guides tell us will take you pretty much anywhere you want to go. They will answer any questions you have at that point, and then you will be on your own." 
 
    Maric subsided. He could make that work. The guides would be in and out before there was any likelihood of trouble. 
 
    The big highlight after the briefing was the evening meal. It was packed full of the things Maric and his team might miss out on over the next six days, when they were living on lightweight rations. There were always a few treats added to give the soldiers a good send off. 
 
    “It looks like a condemned man's last meal!” said Davies cheerfully, before tucking in. Whitfield threw a fork at him, and Davies plucked it out of the air with ease. Maric smiled. This was how he wanted his team to relax, as they readied for the mission – completely at ease with each other. 
 
    Maric settled in to enjoy the evening with his people. Russo had told him in no uncertain terms that he was sleeping in his own bunk tonight. He was not abandoning her in the early hours of the morning to go and jump out of a plane with his mates. Besides, she was running last checks on the comms and control center until late that evening. 
 
    Maric had enough understanding of women to appreciate her point of view. Still, it made him smile all over again. When things were working between him and Russo, life was good. 
 
    "What are you so happy about?" said Mosha, stopping with a drumstick halfway to his mouth. 
 
    Maric’s face closed over. "Nothing," he said quietly, "just an old memory." 
 
    Mosha looked at him suspiciously. He had known Maric for a long time. When Maric was this happy, it usually meant a woman was involved, and Russo was on the same base . . .  
 
    Mosha turned his attention back to his food. Now was not the time to bring that up, if in fact there ever was a time to bring up what was private business. 
 
    There wasn't any alcohol allowed before a drop, something to do with dehydration when their flight altitude was already bad in that regard, but it was a happy band that settled in to socialize for the evening. 
 
    There was little point in turning in early and tossing around unable to sleep, so they stayed up to their usual times, which gave them around four hours sleep. 
 
    Maric was up first, and into his flight clothes five minutes later. The parachutes had already been loaded on the airlifter for them, and the team would grab something to eat once they were in the air.  
 
    He joined Davies and Pavic on the way out of the dormitories, and the last member of the team arrived at the hangers a minute after Maric did. It was pitch black away from the lights around the hangars, though a quarter moon would be rising in the east shortly. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” said Whitfield, as their ride was towed out in front of them. 
 
    “It’s an Atlas,” said Maric. “NATO must have sprung some real money for our ride in.” 
 
    The Airbus A400 Atlas was one of the more recent military airlifters. The US didn’t use them, which explained Whitfield’s confusion. The flight plan for the insertion called for the team to deploy at 3000 m, and avoid the HA/LO need for oxygen loading and frostbite protection at more than three times that height. 
 
    Colonel Brightwater came up beside him, much to Maric’s surprise. It was not traditional. 
 
    “Come back!” said Brightwater, as he extended his hand. Maric took it, and his opinion of the Sigonella operational commander went up a notch. 
 
    Twenty minutes later they were airborne. Two and a half hours after that the coast of Albania slid beneath the Airbus. Maric wouldn’t have known that, but he got a call to come up to the cockpit. 
 
    “We’re over land,” said the pilot curtly, then he handed over to his co-pilot. He motioned Maric to a seat that dropped down from the wall section behind the other pilot. 
 
    “You signed non-disclosure and confidentiality clauses when you were assigned to this mission, yes?” he said, just as bluntly. 
 
    Maric barely had time to nod when the pilot carried on. 
 
    “What you are about to experience, as you approach your drop zone, is highly classified. You will impress this fact on your men, and stick to it equally as firmly yourself. Do you understand what I have just said?” 
 
    “Affirmative, er, Sir,” said Maric, not sure what rank a pilot in NATO held. It was all a bit mysterious, but the pilot turned back towards the complex banks of controls in front of him, and the discussion was, apparently, over. 
 
    Maric was walking back to his seat in the hold of the Atlas when the floor tilted slightly forward, and the aircraft dropped and steadied, while the engines dulled to a gentle whisper. He regained his balance, and hurried back to his seat. 
 
    “What’s going on?” said Mosha, as he arrived. Some of the others weren’t taking the apparent loss of power quite so calmly. There were a few white knuckles on armrests. 
 
    “Some sort of acoustic stealth mode,” said Maric, since that was his best guess. “If anyone asks, we don’t have it. NATO doesn’t have it, the US doesn’t have it, and it’s a pipe dream still twenty years in the future, understood?” 
 
    There were some astonished glances, then a round of nods. 
 
    “And they’re trialing it on us?” said Anderson. 
 
    “Well, we’ve been guinea pigs before,” said Maric with a grimace, “but I don’t think this is the first time it’s been used in the field.” 
 
    No one said anything much after that, and then they were over the drop zone, and the loading doors opened. 
 
    “Follow the directionals in,” said Maric, running his team through the drill one last time as they stood. “Watch your helmet displays, and open at 800 meters above the landing site. See you on the ground.  
 
    “Now,” he said firmly. “Go, go, go!”               
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 17 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    The first few moments were pure exhilaration. You might call it a perk of the job. Where else did you get to throw yourself out of a plane in pitch darkness and tumble at terminal velocity for minutes at a time. Maric guessed that all of the special forces must be adrenaline junkies at heart. 
 
    He stabilized himself in a starfish pattern, and forced himself to concentrate on his breathing. Dropping from low pressure at altitude to the higher pressure at the Earth's surface was much the same as coming up from the ocean depths to the surface. It seemed odd, but the chances of getting ‘the bends’ were very real for anyone in a HA/LO drop. At 3000 m, his team would be safe, but they were all forcing their breathing on the way down, giving their bodies the best chance of catching up with the changing concentration of oxygen around them. 
 
    The Atlas had automatically locked on to the directionals placed out in a triangle pattern by the guides, and then adjusted for cross winds. Maric had to trust the system had done its job, and his people were on target. He had to, in the same way he had to trust the altimeter in his helmet visuals that would tell him when to open his parachute.  
 
    Then at last he saw the tiny lights of the directionals below him. 
 
    He adjusted the controls for his helmet visor until he had enough night vision capability to land safely. Each of the parachutes around him had a tiny transmitter built into the top of it, and his helmet was picking up the low frequencies they were generating. He pulled on his control lines, and veered away from another parachute that was lower and a little to his left. 
 
    Then he saw the ground coming up, and opened his chute a little to pick up speed. Judging it perfectly, he flared out and touched down. There were two figures ahead of him, and then another one came in on his left. They all hit the dirt and waited until the last of the team had come in over them. Night time operations were always difficult. 
 
    The first two down got their weapons operational as quickly as they could, and stood sentry duty while the others detached parachutes before wrapping them into a ball. Then someone took over from the sentries, who now had the chance to go through the same procedure. 
 
    The helmet visors got dumped with the parachutes. They would leave with the guides, so there was no trace of the recon team in the area. Once he had his night goggles out of his pack and on his head, Maric was able to scan the area more fully. It looked like they had landed in a broad valley, with a cliff a few hundred meters to the left. Maric oriented himself. That was west, the direction they needed to follow to get to the bridge structure in the cavern. 
 
    It was a good drop zone, an open area for landing but away from skylines. Then he spotted movement in a belt of trees to his right. 
 
    “Contact 150 m north-east, at the treeline,” he said crisply, and saw the others sharpen up as they heard his words through their helmets. 
 
    He didn't say anything else, and the team spread out and hunkered down automatically. Maric was quite happy for the figures at the tree line to come to him. The forest behind them was a great place to set up an ambush, and he wasn't going anywhere near it.  
 
    The reconnaissance team must have looked daunting to the two hunters who were to be their guides. They came forward with their hands up. When they had passed Whitfield and Anderson, who were the perimeter on that side, Maric rose from the ground and came forward to meet them. 
 
    "Maric, NATO recon team,” he said crisply, and waited for the two men to identify themselves. 
 
    "Besim and Vali Mehmeti,” said the older of the two men. “We are brothers.” His English was good, though his speech tended toward the round East European vowels. 
 
    Maric eyed them up and down. They were fit, that was clear, and while their gear was rough, it was in good working condition. They had high-powered hunting rifles slung across their backs, complete with telescopic sights. In their own way, they were snipers whose skill levels must be close to Anderson’s. 
 
    The two men reminded Maric of deer hunters he had known back in New Zealand. The older one sported a magnificent mustache and rather long hair, while the younger, Vali apparently, was clean shaven and more conservative. 
 
    “Thank you for your help, gentlemen!” said Maric, more warmly this time. “We need a place to hide our parachutes and visors, and I would like you to take them out with you when you leave.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Besim, “this has been explained to us. We have horses further back, behind the trees. There is an old abandoned farm there. The horses will be fine until we get back, and the extra baggage will be no problem.” 
 
    Maric nodded his thanks. Vali collected up the directionals – flat discs about the size of a Frisbee – and jogged off toward the treeline. Anderson helped Besim make one tight bundle out of the parachutes, and then Besim set off in the same direction. Maric figured the men would hide what they had in the trees, and pick it up when they returned from guiding the recon team to their first objective.  
 
    The two guides didn’t have the benefit of night goggles, but their night vision had been acclimatizing for long enough on the trip in to be at its best. The quarter moon had now risen, and that seemed to be enough for them. Maric was impressed. 
 
    He thought about making contact with the comms and control center at Sigonella, and decided against it. There was little that could go wrong with a LA/LO drop. He would wait until the guides had led the team to the bridge structure in the cavern. Once he’d seen that, he might have something worth reporting.  
 
    When the two Albanians got back to the group, he sent Mosha out on point, with Whitfield and Davies at flank further back. He had a few questions for the guides before the recon team went to silent travel, and he would discuss those with the guides now.  
 
    The remaining four members of the team dropped back 50 meters and brought up the rear. It was standard practice to spread out, in case of snipers or ambush. 
 
    Once they had crossed the low scrub and dry grasses of the valley floor, the recon team clambered up a slope of rough debris until they were right under the line of cliffs that had been to the west when they landed. Maric handed over point to the guides, and they climbed a steep pile of boulders before dropping down out of sight. Maric shrugged, and followed them.  
 
    When he got to the top of the boulders he found he was looking down into the start of a cave system. There were rusty steel pegs driven into the solid rock wall below layers of boulders, and he could see the remains of old ropes.  
 
    It was quite an experience for Maric to stand where the partisan fighters of WW2 had built themselves hidden trails, leading to temporary hideouts, so they could mount hit and run raids against the Axis powers. 
 
    His own SAS had developed out of the need for soldiers to function effectively in conditions like these, and he would have liked to show the partisans what their efforts had grown into today.  
 
    He lowered himself into the start of the cave system hand over hand. Then he was looking directly into the smooth bore of what had once been a large underground river. The rest of the recon team clambered down behind him. 
 
    There was some good-natured grumbling when two of the team had to give up their night scopes so the guides could be properly equipped. The two ‘blind mice’ would have a minder each, and a place of safety in the middle of the group. Markovic and Pavic accepted their new role with good grace. 
 
    A few more steps, and the recon team had left the outside world of night and day, and living things, behind. Maric adjusted his night scope for the light conditions along the dry watercourse. 
 
    In places the river had created sinkholes, and narrow paths had been carved out of the limestone around the sides of them. Every sound echoed along the smooth walls of the tunnel, and it took all the team’s skill to remain silent, or nearly so. 
 
    After half an hour they found themselves in part of the tunnel that supported small ferns and tufts of grass, and water lay in pools around their feet. Maric looked up and saw stars shining like bright city lights through his night scope. A number of smaller galleries made their way into the gorge, and it was clear the area had been heavily cut through by old stream beds. 
 
    Maric pulled the night scope off his face, and then he could see the edges of the gorge above him as they stood out against the stars. He remembered what he had read about this area. In some places the rock above the river beds had collapsed, and created spectacular gorges.  
 
    A little later, as the gorge formed a roof above them once more, Besim led them to a wooden ladder along one wall. It led to a gallery a couple of meters up, and it looked sound enough. More recent, thought Maric. Caving expeditions had left it there perhaps. 
 
    “Now we branch off,” said Besim softly. “If you don’t know these galleries you could die in here, so mark your way back or memorize it carefully.” 
 
    Maric didn’t intend to come back this way. If they had to evac at speed they would find a way to the surface to be picked up. He nodded all the same. Besim was just trying to help. 
 
    Half an hour later, after some tight twists and turns, the gallery dropped into a good-sized cavern. It narrowed as it dropped away below them, and the sound of rushing water could be heard in the depths. The path clung to the side wall, and it was slow going. 
 
    The old metal structure they had been calling ‘the bridge’ appeared as they rounded a corner. Maric worked out what it had originally been for. The pulleys must have held ropes and buckets, and that made sense. The water running through the limestone mountains these days had cut itself tracks a lot lower down then when it formed the cavern.  
 
    As he got closer he could see there were electric cables running down into the abyss below. The partisans had been generating electricity? It was in common use in the 1940s, but still. They must have been an ingenious bunch.  
 
    Then he saw the remains of a platform several meters lower down, and smiled. Latrine station. They couldn’t have human waste building up over the years they were here. 
 
    The metal structure probably had been used as a bridge across the cavern, though it looked a flimsy thing. It was built out of what could be carried in on the back of the partisans. 
 
    Two metal runners, about a meter apart, had been connected with lighter supports that zigzagged between them. Then it had been turned on its side for strength, and attached to spikes driven into the rock. Its various attachments hung off on either side. 
 
    “The bridge will take your weight,” said Besim, “with packs and all. We’ve used it before. To go due north you have to start from the other side of the cavern.” 
 
    Due north was where the Count’s base would hopefully be. Maric looked at the home-made structure once again. It appeared they didn’t have any choice. They would have to cross the bridge.               
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 18 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    There was a wide shelf on the other side of the ravine, and rooms that ran off behind that. Some of them looked natural, and some had been extended by hand, or perhaps they had been entirely excavated that way.  
 
    Maric could understand why the partisans had chosen the site as a permanent base. It could accommodate a large number of personnel, it had water close by, and it was easy to defend. He could only see two ways in, and they were both bottlenecks. 
 
    Then it was time to cross the bridge. Juric stared fixedly ahead as he inched his feet along the lower beam and clung tightly to the top one. Maric could see the man's fear of heights, but he could also see how Juric was controlling his feelings. That was a testament to his mental toughness. 
 
    It didn't take long for the rest of the team to make their way across. True to Besim's word, the flimsy-looking structure supported each of them and their packs, one at a time. 
 
    The two hunters had a final word with Maric. Then they handed back the night goggles and produced small torches from their backpacks. After that they headed back the way they’d come in.  
 
    There was nothing more that the hunters could do to help. When the time came for the recon team to leave, they would be airlifted out. Maric sensed that the NATO agent in Debar had chosen well. He was confident the guides would keep their mouths shut about what was happening here. 
 
    Maric looked at his watch. Dawn would be breaking outside, though it was impossible to tell down here in the cavern. He called a half hour halt, and gave the team time to look around the site. It was, indeed, an interesting experience. 
 
    There were a number of signs of the everyday life the partisans must have led. Cavers seemed to have respected the site, or it was simply too remote, and little had been taken as souvenirs. There were makeshift bunks in the caves behind the wide shelf of rock, and the rotting remains of benches. Even a few bully beef tins that hadn’t been opened. 
 
    There was an old German Luger in one corner, the barrel bent out of alignment. It was a captured item no doubt. There was no sign of other military items, but there was that second site up ahead, the munitions dump that Cal’s friends with their ground-penetrating radar had discovered.  
 
    It was full of metal, and whether it was a store room or an armory it would reveal a wealth of information about the partisans, and how they had lived. Maric intended to stay well clear of it. Old ammunition, and possibly a crate or two of decaying dynamite, were something best given a wide berth. 
 
    Some of the recon team started preparing a breakfast, and Maric could hear the hiss of self-heating packages. He barely noticed the noise as he pondered a problem. It was time to make contact with the comms and control center, but the rock above them made that impossible.  
 
    Then he had an idea, and spoke briefly with Mosha. The two men headed off in different directions, and didn't take long to find what they were looking for. 
 
    "Think this bloody thing will still work?" said Mosha. 
 
    "It's either this or you have to go up that shaft, Boyo," said Maric with a grin. 
 
    They’d found an old aerial that the partisans must have used. It was a heavy piece of wire strung out through a gallery running off the cavern at an angle of about 45 degrees. Maric assumed it ended at a more substantial metal rod on the surface. Whether that rod had survived the weather over the last 75 years was another question. 
 
    He called Anderson over, and the electronic specialist managed to get Maric’s sat phone patched into the wire. 
 
    "Not sure what sort of signal you're going to get, Major,” said the electronics man. "The aerial is badly corroded in places, and it may have microscopic cracks in it so the signal has to jump gaps. I think you'll be getting a fair amount of static." 
 
    Maric nodded. He would take his chances. It was either that or one of them was going to have to find away to the surface, and the team didn't exactly have a map of the underground cave system. They did have six days to scout around the Count’s lair, but he didn't want to waste too much time. Moments later he was through to Sigonella. 
 
    There was, indeed, a lot of static, more at his end it appeared than theirs. Comms and control had the technology to clean up the signal while Maric didn’t, but at least contact had been made.  
 
    Sigonella now knew they were on the ground, and proceeding as planned. Maric promised he would try to make better contact with them later in the day. Then he closed the connection. 
 
    Eight klicks north of his position, someone was also having problems with electronics. 
 
    "Well, where is this contact of yours?" said Zhuk, pushing his stubbled head past Nikolic's ear to look at the screen. He smelled of greasy food, and, possibly, vodka. Or was Nikolic imagining that? He didn’t think that Zhuk would drink on duty. Hot showers were limited at the base, and none of the security force washed as often as Nikolic would have liked. 
 
    “It was only there for a minute," he said – and you took your time getting here, he might have added in different circumstances. But no one crossed Zhuk. 
 
    The big Russian straightened up, and muttered something to a much smaller, worried-looking man who trailed along behind him. The smaller man departed. He had gone to get Lebed.  
 
    Nikolic couldn't even remember the smaller man's name. He had started his time at the base as the representative of the African who bankrolled Kastrioti, but the Russians had soon put him in his place. Now he was a gofer of sorts, nothing more. 
 
    Conversations at the base were conducted in Russian. Some of the Spetsnaz could speak Serbian, but generally they couldn't be bothered doing so. Nikolic was one of the few Serbs allowed to work directly with them. His Russian was good. 
 
    He wondered again how all this had come about. He had entered the Serbian Army in peaceful times, and worked his way up through the ranks. Then there had been the disastrous Serbian expansion.  
 
    He had always been a radio technician and political aide, fairly high up in the army, so he didn't see the atrocities committed in the early days of the expansion. He heard about them, but talked himself into discounting the allegations. 
 
    Then the Serbs were forced back to their original borders, peace was declared, and the hunt for war criminals began. Nikolic soon saw the writing on the wall. As a high-ranking aide he must have known about the atrocities, and therefore the war crimes tribunals would find him guilty. He was a pariah in his own country, so he worked for the Count now, and kept his head down. 
 
    Lebed strode smoothly into the room. There was a brief discussion with Zhuk, and Nikolic pretended to concentrate on his job. 
 
    "I don't like it, Lebed," said Zhuk. "First the attack on the outpost at Prekal, and now this."  
 
    Lebed nodded. "The attack on the outpost might have been the Italian Mafia,” he said, “but radio contact this close to the base is something else again.” 
 
    "If it was the Mafia at Prekal, they were too far from the coast for my liking," said Zhuk, "and they missed the shipment. It came through three days later, which makes it a strange sort of information leak if we have one. Besides, when the Mafia became a nuisance six months ago we killed a few of them. There hasn’t been any trouble since.” 
 
    “The Crane says the radio transmission was very weak, and it was poor quality," said Lebed. Nikolic flinched. He was called ‘the Crane’ because of his long legs and arms and slight build. He wasn’t a ‘real man’ apparently, like the Russians were. 
 
    "The problem is, a weak signal means it must have been nearby,” said Zhuk. 
 
    “Or it could mean the source is further away but the operators don't have very good radio equipment,” said Lebed. 
 
    “I don't like it," continued Lebed. "Send out some patrols, and have the wireless operators monitor for transmissions around the clock. We need to keep an eye open for the next few days.” 
 
    Zhuk saluted sharply, and marched out of the room. 
 
    Nikolic hadn't known what to make of the strange radio signal, but if the two Spetsnaz were worried, then he should be worried as well. The two men had come up through the Russian special forces together, and when they got too old for front line duty, had drifted into enforcement work in the public arena.  
 
    Then they were on the wrong side of a Mafia push for control of Stalingrad, and things were too hot for them in Russia right now. That was why they were down in Albania working for the Count. 
 
    The two Russians were aptly named. Zhuk in Russian meant ‘the beetle’, and he had so many muscles they kind of rounded him out into that shape. His nose had been broken many times, and never been set properly. There was a scar under his left ear where his jaw had been broken by a machete, and the wound had never healed properly. That wouldn’t be the only scar on his body. 
 
    Lebed on the other hand meant ‘the swan’, and he floated serenely above the devastation and violence around him. His mind was always working out possibilities, and what could be turned to an advantage. His knuckles protruded from the backs of his hands, large and calloused. Boxing was his first love, and he was fast. On the street, or in a military action, there wasn’t time to wrap his knuckles in gloves. He was just as fast with a knife. 
 
    They were the ideal team. Brains and brawn. They also reinforced each other’s complete lack of conscience. Nikolic felt grubby when they were around. 
 
    He looked at the array of electronics equipment on the table in front of him. Lebed had told him to get whatever he needed to stay in contact with the outposts, and the occasional contact further afield.  
 
    He had gone way beyond that, and the two Russians had asked him to explain why. He knew the cost wasn’t the issue, so he went straight past that to lay it out clearly for them. 
 
    “Who is the enemy?” he had challenged them. This was his field, and it gave him the courage to be outspoken. 
 
    “Interpol? NATO? Rival warlords?” he said. “US forces in Europe? You’re going to need the same surveillance capabilities they have, if you want some warning the bastards are coming.  
 
    “Whether you shut down the base and hide before they get a lock on us, or you want enough time to evacuate, this stuff will tell you something’s going on before it happens. Do you understand?” 
 
    Zhuk had glared at him. The big Russian had felt challenged in some way, but he couldn’t see how it was being done. Lebed nodded, and told him to go ahead and assemble the equipment, then test it. 
 
    Now it looked like the outlay in time and money was paying off. 
 
    Nikolic didn’t mind the work. He appreciated getting paid each week, and the Count had taken him in and given him a job. Those two things bought a lot of loyalty.                             
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 19 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Once the stop for breakfast was over, Maric led the recon team along the side of the cavern for another klick, and then turned east of north into a side channel. It got narrower and narrower, and the team eventually squeezed out of it at the bottom of a collapsed cavern. The round bowl wasn’t much different to a very large bomb crater. 
 
    A wall of debris climbed most of the way to the surface on one side, but there was still a good section of cliff near the top. This was as far as Besim’s directions went. Once they climbed out of the bowl they should be able to find the Count’s base, somewhere ahead of them. 
 
    Anderson took a little time activating his drone detection kit. It could only show movement in the section of blue sky directly above, but it read clear. The little party scrambled up the slope until they reached the cliff at the top. Davies was the most experienced climber, and he made short work of the cliff. He hammered a fixed point into a crack in the rock, and ran a rope down. 
 
    The rest of the team followed him up, and Anderson checked his electronic equipment again. It showed no sign of drones, and that was a big plus. The mobile cameras must be limited to a certain number of sweeps each day. 
 
    Maric led the team toward a ridge to the north that had some of the best cover. Once they reached the ridge they settled in to wait. The Count’s base should be no more than a couple of klicks ahead, if Cal's radar readings were correct. 
 
    Mosha scanned the ground on the far side of the ridge while Maric established contact with Sigonella. The comms and control center in Sicily came in loud and clear. His contact acknowledged that the recon team were closing in on their target, and should know the layout of the place by the end of the day. 
 
    The ridge lay in the middle of a broad plateau, and there was little in the way of vegetation. Rainfall ran straight off into the deep gorges Mosha could see on two sides, and again just in front of the ridge the team was on. Apart from those indentations it was rolling country with a few rocky outcrops.  
 
    The rest of the recon team made last minute adjustments to their weapons and their gear. From here on in there was no going back. Everything they needed to rely on had to work right the first time. 
 
    Just over one and a quarter klicks ahead of them, Nikolic had sat up sharply a few minutes earlier as he saw a strong spike on the screen in front of him. It told him there was a powerful radio signal close by, and he quickly established it was a sat phone signal. He lifted the hand piece used for communications within the rambling base, and Lebed appeared within a minute. 
 
    "What is it?" said Lebed, as he looked at the initial spike Nikolic had logged, and then the bouncing hills and hollows of ongoing communication that showed under it. 
 
    "Military grade comms, and it’s close by," said Nikolic. "I'm trying to get a fix on the location now." 
 
    The Serb had set up slave stations a few klicks out in all four directions. If anything got closer than 20 klicks, he could use the slave stations to pinpoint the signal to within a few meters. It didn't take him long to find the source of the signal, or to transfer the coordinates to a detailed map of the area. The signal died just after he had finished doing so. 
 
    "South ridge, just east of Molotov knoll," said Lebed, as he looked at the map. The Spetsnaz had named all the geographic features around the base to suit themselves. 
 
    "Where are teams one and three?” he said sharply, and Nikolic located them in moments by using the small transceivers that each team leader carried. He transferred their locations to the map. Team One was due east of the base, with rugged terrain between it and the intruders. Team Three was a fair way east of Molotov knoll along South ridge, and was by far the better choice. 
 
    “Get me Team Three,” said Lebed, and Nikolic moved quickly to make the connection. Lebed spoke harshly into the hand piece, and a gruff Russian voice acknowledged at the other end.  
 
    Lebed put the handset down.  
 
    “Drones?” said Nikolic, but Lebed shook his head. “If they spot a drone, they’ll know we’re onto them,” he said. 
 
    Nikolic didn't dare ask what was at the location his sensors had picked up, but Lebed told him anyway.  
 
    "Someone has sent a military team, and they are looking for us,” he said bluntly. “This is when we earn our pay.”  
 
    He looked straight at the Serbian radio technician for a moment, then hurried off to inform the Count. 
 
    The recon team were currently in a hollow that backed into the top of the ridge. There were a few rocks and some low scrub around the edges. That made it one of the better defensive sites along the ridge. Maric set up four of his team as a perimeter around the hollow, and left the remaining three in the center as emergency firepower if the situation called for it. Mosha touched his arm, and handed him an army nocular. 
 
    "The second hill,” he said. "The one with a few decent-sized rocks around the top of it, about two klicks out. Do you notice anything different?" 
 
    "It took Maric a while to see it. Then he twigged. An area on this side of the hill was just too flat to be natural. Sure, it had a scattering of stunted shrubs on it, but that was easy to fake. Camouflage netting and plastic ornaments would do the job easily. In fact it was overdone. There were too many shrubs, considering how barren the rest of the area was. 
 
    He patted Mosha's shoulder to let him know he’d seen the anomaly. There was no doubt he was looking at a helipad. He figured that night flying, instruments only, might work in this area. Still, it must be for VIPs, or emergency use only. The Count wouldn't want to draw too much attention to the base.  
 
    Then he looked down into the gorge that split the plateau just in front of the ridge, and saw a doorway recessed into the wall below him. It was a brilliant piece of work. It would take anything up to a truck in size, and there was no way anything flying overhead, from a surveillance plane to a satellite, would pick it up. 
 
    Now that he looked more closely, the bottom of the gorge was passable by a four-wheel drive vehicle. It might have taken a bit of work in the beginning to roll the larger boulders to one side, and smooth off a lip of rock here and there, but now it all looked natural.  
 
    The recon team was closing in on the Count’s base all right. Maric handed the nocular back to Mosha, and pointed down into the gorge. Moments later he heard Mosha's sharp intake of breath, and got his shoulder punched in excitement.  
 
    Mosha was his number two, and they had been together for years, but Maric wondered if he needed to remind him of the chain of command, and the penalty for assaulting superior officers. He knew he wasn’t going to do that. 
 
    "Do you want to set up shop here and collect intel?" said Davies, who was at the perimeter on Maric’s left, "or do you want us to split into teams and see what else we can find?" 
 
    Maric smiled. They were keen, and that was a good thing, but the job of a recon team was to stay hidden, and gather intel, not to engage. He wanted to do a circle around the helipad, keeping a klick out, at some stage over the next day or so, but there was no rush. There was still four and a half days until the main force parachuted in, assuming the recon team gave the go ahead. 
 
    Then his mind managed to tell him something his hearing had been panicking about for some time. It was too quiet. Not deathly quiet, but the background noise was a lot less than it had been five minutes ago.  
 
    Something was stalking something else, and every living thing sensed it. Goddammit, he could swear the ground itself whispered to him sometimes. The act of stalking a prey animal was a drama that had been repeated since time began, and Maric could sense it. He wasn’t going to let his team be a target.  
 
    "Ambush," he said quickly, and the others instinctively flattened themselves against the bottom of the hollow. Moments later Maric had devised a strategy for the situation. The first thing he did was send Anderson back the way the recon team had come in.  
 
    It would give his best sniper unit an angle of fire across the ridge, if only Anderson could get to a suitable place and set up his rifle. Then he sent Davies and Markovic down the slope below them.  
 
    There was reasonable cover at the bottom of the gully. The two men were to work their way east, using every bit of cover they could find. Maric didn’t know what was coming for them, but he knew it was coming from that direction. Davies and Markovic would know how to improvise when the shooting started. 
 
    Maric patted Mosha twice on the shoulder, and slipped out of the back of the hollow on the side nearest the gorge. He preferred to take his chances ‘in the wild’ so to speak, rather than being bunched up in one place and shot at. 
 
    Mosha knew what to do. The two pats on his shoulder put him in command. The first thing he did, oddly enough, was to pull the perimeter back into the center of the hollow. Then he had two of the team surrender their helmets, and prop them up on top of night goggles, in spaces between the rocks. The goggles looked enough like binoculars to fool at a distance, and it would be reasonable to imagine someone was scanning the area from the hollow. 
 
    Maric let himself down the slope carefully. It was steep. He had to be careful not to dislodge a boulder, or make any other noise. He rested for a moment, and slowed his heart rate. He was heightening his senses, and letting go of his thinking mind. His life depended on him doing so.  
 
    He had every faith in his team, and their ability to work in unison. The capabilities of the beast he had created were greater than the sum of its parts, and whoever disturbed his people would be hit by a massive response. Then he resumed his sideways crawl. 
 
    The first sign of the enemy was a grenade that was lobbed overhand into the center of the hollow. It was an excellent long-distance throw. It was also smart. A grenade launcher would have given away the position of the soldier behind it. It was amazing how much about distance and direction an experienced field operative could work out from a sound like that.  
 
    Mosha plucked the grenade out of the air, circled his arm once, and sent it on its way. It exploded two seconds later further west along the ridge. 
 
    Maric hugged the ground as bits of stone rattled around him. He had been more exposed to the explosion than he would have liked, but no action in a firefight was perfect. Anderson's rifle coughed once, and it must have stirred up the attackers. A hail of bullets swept Mosha’s two decoy helmets back into the hollow.  
 
    The other side had blinked first. Maric smiled, and pushed himself to crawl faster. There would be enough noise now to cover the sound of his progress. Back in the hollow, Mosha signaled a ‘no reply’ command, and the three members of the recon team left with him made no attempt to return fire. 
 
    Maric wondered if the opposing team would storm the hollow. If they did, it would be a sign of their inexperience. He dug into a side pocket and checked his Glock. He didn't need to take it out of his pocket to do that. He could disassemble and build it again in the dark. 
 
    It was the best weapon for close quarters work, particularly when the opposition was wearing bulletproof vests. Each shot had to take out an unprotected area. Something like the throat was best.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 20 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    He heard Anderson's rifle cough again, and wondered if the sniper was getting clean kills, or just raining rock fragments on the attacking squad. A quiet comment in his ear, ‘just winged one’, told him what was going on. The recon team had been trained to minimal use of the mikes. Maric wanted them concentrating on their senses, and their surroundings. 
 
    Mosha must have decided that the Count’s people were now close enough. Four carbines on semi-automatic slipped over the edge of the hollow and fired a number of short bursts. 
 
    Good, thought Maric, that should stir up a reply. With any luck he would now see where the bastards were, and how many he had to contend with. But when Mosha’s team slipped back into the hollow, and the air fell silent again, there was no return fire. 
 
    Maric grimaced. The attackers had been well trained, and that meant it was going to come down to a battle of nerves. Good. He was confident his team would win in that case. They were much better placed across the terrain, for one thing, and their mental preparation had been excellent. 
 
    Then he heard a small scrambling sound below him, further down the slope into the gorge, and saw part of a rock move.  
 
    He took his handgun out of his pocket very slowly, and waited. Then the rock moved again. But it wasn't the rock that was moving, it was something behind it. A soldier in Russian camouflage dress was out in the open when he looked up, and froze.  
 
    Maric triple-tapped him, and the soldier slumped back onto the slope. Then he began to slide away. It wasn’t long before the man was tumbling along, and the tall man was surprised at how quickly the body was moving. It went over a rocky lip lower down, and then it was falling into the gorge below.  
 
    Maric wondered which military organization the dead soldier had originally belonged to. His uniform didn’t tell Maric anything. Russian ex-military equipment was readily available, but it did point to the Spetsnaz involvement he was expecting. 
 
    Moments later there was a meaty thump as the body hit the bottom of the gorge. That’s one down, thought Maric with some satisfaction, and started to crab sideways for a nest of rocks not far from him. If someone came to investigate the pistol shots he wanted to be ready.  
 
    The appearance of the soldier on the slope below him had been a warning. The attacking team were trying to get their own flanking positions in place, and that said they were very well trained.  
 
    No one came to check on the unexpected shots on the gorge side of the ridge, which was disappointing. It would have been a chance to reduce the enemy numbers further. It looked like it was going to be difficult to pick the attackers off one by one, but there were other ways. 
 
    The map in Maric’s mind was getting more inaccurate as time went on. He knew where Anderson was, but the two dots in the gully were only an approximation now, and they wouldn’t break radio silence until they had something to report. 
 
    Mosha and the rest of the team would still be at the hollow, and that was the last of Maric’s team, but he didn't yet have a location for the Count’s fighters. He moved another twenty meters along the side of the ridge, and stopped to listen for a full minute. 
 
    He knew what Davies and Markovic would be doing. They would be almost directly opposite him in the gully, and starting to move up the slope. They knew that Anderson and Mosha would provide a diversion sometime soon, and they were on their way to the top of the ridge to take advantage of that.  
 
    That meant Maric had to move up on his side. He eyed the space he would have to cover to get to the next rock, and scanned the brow of the slope once again. Nothing moved up there, and he worked his way up to his next hiding place. 
 
    He heard Anderson's rifle cough again, and chips flaked off a rock along the top of the ridge. It was a little to his right, and he started to move sideways again. Anderson was lighting up the location of the attackers for the flanking movements.  
 
    That meant Davies and Markovic would be on top of the Count’s hired muscle in minutes at the most, and they needed support. Maric picked up speed as he headed for the top of the ridge. 
 
    Mosha had seen the telltale ricochet off the rock as well, and his group eased their carbines back over the edge of the hollow. Carefully targeted shots began to pick their way around and between the rocks further along the top of the ridge.  
 
    That got a response. The top of the ridge erupted in automatic fire. The shots from the hollow abruptly ceased, and Maric knew his people would be waiting out the fusillade in the hollow.  
 
    It was hard to tell with automatic fire, but Maric guessed there were maybe six or seven soldiers above him. That made sense. A Spetsnaz squad consisted of nine soldiers with AK-74M carbines and a leader. That was how the Spetsnaz would have trained the mercenaries, and it was a bigger group than Maric’s team. Ten less one dead and one winged left eight active shooters on the ridge above him. 
 
    There were the sounds of a startled shout, and a scuffle, and then silence. It came from somewhere on the other side of the ridge. It could be that Davies and Markovic had run into someone trying to outflank the hollow, and taken the soldier out.  
 
    Then at last he could hear the attackers. There were always small noises as a group of soldiers hugged the ground and tried to move forward. He could tell a lot from those sounds. This particular squad was spread out. They didn't have the advantage of a hollow to hide in, like the one Mosha and the rest of the recon team, so they were seeking individual cover.  
 
    That made the chances of a surprise attack from the flanks more successful, and Maric tensed as he slithered into a small dip in the ground. The only thing saving him from discovery was the fact the attacking forces weren’t going to lift their heads up much to check what was out there.  
 
    What he needed now was a diversion, and all he could do was wait until his team had worked themselves into a position to provide it. He didn't have to wait long before Mosha’s voice whispered inside his helmet. 
 
    “Lighting them up in three, two, one, go,” said Mosha, and the hollow erupted in rifle fire, while Anderson pumped out bullets as fast as his sniper rifle would allow. 
 
    “Overhead stuns after three,” said Maric, and pulled a handheld cylinder from his chest pocket. “Three, two, one, go!” he said softly, and launched the device high in the air. He saw it joined by two others, and then they were dropping toward the top of the ridge. He covered his ears and closed his eyes before he dropped his head to the ground.  
 
    The first stun grenade detonated short of the ground, but the next two were close to target when they went off. They were better than traditional grenades. A wounded soldier could still shoot at incoming figures, but a blinded and deafened soldier had much less of an idea about was going on. 
 
    Anderson ceased firing as Davies, Markovic and Maric swarmed the top of the ridge. They all wore body armor, but this was the most dangerous part of the operation. Mosha and the others were already out of the hollow and sprinting along the ridge, but they were three or four precious seconds away. 
 
    As soon as he felt the shock wave from the last stun grenade, Maric was scrambling up the slope to the top of the ridge. A large rock obscured his view of what was happening, and he hurdled it cleanly. Seconds counted.  
 
    The more time the recon team gave to the Count’s soldiers, the more dangerous the last phase of the attack would be. He used his forward momentum to drive his elbow into the throat of a man in front of him who had been blinded and confused by the grenades. The man went down hard. Then Maric ducked sideways as a knife sliced past his head. 
 
    The many bodies spread across the top of the ridge began to make sense in his mind. There were more of the Count’s hired muscle on their feet than he had expected. Someone had seen what was about to happen, and shouted a warning.  
 
    That would be the two members of the attack force who were already fighting back. The one with a knife in front of him, and the one that had similarly engaged Markovic. These must be the leaders, and most likely the Spetsnaz trainers.  
 
    Maric wasn’t going to wait for the rest of the Count’s team to recover, and his leg shot out, slamming his opponent’s knee sideways. It was enough to pitch the man forward and off balance.  
 
    Maric drove straight up with the heel of his hand under the man’s chin, rocking his head back. That didn't drop him immediately, so Maric slipped the man’s knife from nerveless fingers and finished him with a straight thrust. 
 
    He saw Markovic get cut, but the Spetsnaz over-extended his reach to do so. Davies went straight in, and a moment later the man stiffened, and then crumpled to the ground. There were three more who had now climbed to their feet, and looked like they wanted to make a fight of it. Maric shook his head, he hated unnecessary death, even when it was soldiers who had sold their souls as mercenaries.  
 
    A shape hurtled past him, and Ana Pavic hit one of them high, bearing him to the ground. There was a sharp crack as the man’s head hit a rock, and then her arm rose and fell, and it was all over. One of the other mercenaries pulled a pistol, and Maric had no choice. His Glock was in his hand and he double-tapped the man almost instantly. His target keeled over in slow motion. The last one surrendered. The ones still on the ground made no further effort to rise. 
 
    Prisoners! It was a recon team nightmare. It was the second rule not to break after getting spotted in the first place. While Davies and one of the others immobilized the prisoners, Mosha looked at Markovic’s wound and Maric made the choice that all recon team commanders didn't want to make. 
 
    Somehow, the Count had known they were there. That meant the recon team had lost the element of surprise. They also had one wounded to look after and four prisoners. Maric had learned early on that he couldn't kill prisoners in cold blood, so the recon team would have to take the men back with them. Taken together it meant he would have to abort the mission.  
 
    That, however, didn't mean it was all over. 
 
    If Kastrioti saw them leaving the area, it would give him a false sense of security. And it didn't necessarily mean all of the recon team were leaving. Maric had curbed his loner instincts over his years in the SAS, but they still called to him. It was very much against the rule book, but it was easy to convince himself there was more to be learned by going in himself. 
 
    The team would leave the Count to bury his own, and they would head back to the collapsed cavern where they could get themselves underground, where it was safer. The Count would have drones in the air anytime now, and that suited Maric fine.  
 
    He wanted the drones to see the recon team leaving. The fact they were taking prisoners with them wouldn't please Kastrioti. He would be worried about the information the prisoners carried, but he wouldn’t try to get them back. He would be in no hurry to test the recon team again. 
 
    When the site was secure, Maric called his people together to tell them what he had in mind.                              
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 21 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Mosha didn't like it. He knew it was against the rules as much as Maric did, and the rules were there to save lives. Unfortunately, they were mostly there for soldiers new to the reconnaissance game, and Maric had progressed to a higher realm than that a long time ago.  
 
    Still, there was a heated exchange, fueled mostly by loyalty and a long friendship. In the end, though, Maric was the boss and it was his life he was putting on the line, so it was his call. 
 
    He was doing it for three retired SAS members who had been killed in cold blood, and Mosha respected that. 
 
    The Croatian special forces recruits, new to life in the field, looked on in wonderment. They had just come out of a heavily structured, highly trained environment, and this was very, very different.  
 
    Maric had told them a flexibility of mind would be their greatest asset in the field, and now they were seeing why. All soldiers knew the old dictum, ‘no battle plan survives contact with the enemy’, but this really brought it home. 
 
    Anderson watched his electronics closely on the march across the tops back to the collapsed cave. Sure enough, a drone appeared about halfway along their journey, off to one side. A second drone appeared as they reached the lip of the cavern, out on the other side. The recon team ignored them. 
 
    The team’s descent into the underground system was rapid, and Davies lowered himself on a doubled rope, so he could pull it down after him when they were finished. The walk down the debris slope to the bottom was a little more tricky, but the team were soon back in the underground cave system. 
 
    The night scopes came out again, and the prisoners were each given a minder to guide them through tricky sections. The four men had given no trouble. Perhaps it was the way the recon team had so swiftly dispatched the rest of their people.  
 
    Maric wondered how Kastrioti ran his base. Perhaps the prisoners were looking at some very unpleasant punishment if they went back, for failing in their mission. He knew the Spetsnaz would be hard men. Whatever the reason, they seemed almost pleased to be out of the fighting. 
 
    It was here that Maric left the team, after taking the longest of Davies’ ropes. He left his carbine with Mosha, and a few other items. He always cut his weight to a minimum before doing recon this close to a target.  
 
    He would call in an airlift for the others with his sat phone when he got above ground again. They wished Maric a muted good luck, and pressed on. The silence after they left had an eerie, almost otherworldly feel about it. That was cave systems for you. The underground, the underworld, the entrance to Hades. 
 
    Maric spoke sternly to his over-imaginative mind, and took out a knife that had been lying on the ground after the fighting along the top of the ridge. It was going to be his marker pen, and he certainly wasn't going to blunt his own finely honed combat knife.  
 
    He adjusted his night goggles, and walked back towards the collapsed cavern, coming to a side gallery just before it. He could feel a flow of air, and that was what he was looking for. The distance through the plateau should be little more than the distance over the top of it. He made his first mark on the wall, and started along the gallery. 
 
    There was a tangle of passageways – spaghetti junction as he coded it in his mind – that could have taken him a lot of time to work out. Fortunately, the same flow of air was strongest from the right-hand tunnel, and that proved to be the one he needed.  
 
    The only problem, when he got to the gorge, was that the tunnel opened into thin air. There was a drop of twenty meters below him, and he was all too conspicuous to anyone looking from the doorway on the other side of the gorge, or drones as they did their daily rounds. He would have to wait till nightfall.  
 
    He looked up at the sun, already lowering itself in the sky, and settled in to wait. It gave him time to go through everything he knew about the Count’s base, and all the things he might come up against. He would need his responses to those things to be at his fingertips. Situations changed so quickly sometimes that everything he did had to be instinctive. 
 
    He put in the call he had promised for Mosha and the rest of the team to be airlifted out. He didn’t mention he wouldn’t be with them. There would be hell to pay for that, but then there was going to be hell to pay anyway. Then it was time to snatch a couple of hours sleep. From now on he would be moving around at night, and catching what sleep he could during the day.  
 
    Mosha and the others were back in the partisan base that had been occupied during WW2 when they noticed Juric was missing. 
 
    “Who saw him last?” said Mosha, concerned for the safety of the new recruit. 
 
    “I did,” said Markovic. “You set me as tail end charlie, and Juric said he was told to take over from me. Said it would give him time to think about a few things, which I must admit sounded a little odd. Then I came up here and took over his prisoner duty. 
 
    “This was about half way along the tunnels to here.” 
 
    Mosha did not look happy. He set the others a short break, before taking Markovic and Anderson and retracing the team’s steps. There was no sign of Juric, and there were no tricky bits where he could have got into trouble. By the time they got back to the partisan hideout, he had come to a conclusion. 
 
    “Juric’s gone to help Maric,” he said flatly, and the rest of the recon team looked startled. “I don’t know what’s going on in his mind, but all he’s done is endanger them both. Maric had a chance on his own, but now he’ll have baggage to look after.  
 
    “You all better learn from this. Experience means everything in this game! Don’t endanger others! Your time will come, but goddammit, not yet.” 
 
    It was a very quiet team that finally made it back to the broad valley where they had landed that morning. They settled in to wait. Something would be along to airlift them out soon enough. 
 
    The sun was low in the sky when Maric woke up, and he started watching the gorge again. He was particularly interested in the door that had been built into the cavern mouth across from him. There was little activity until a patrol came up the gorge at dusk, and went through a smaller door set into the large one. 
 
    That patrol must have been too far away to make it to the ridge line and join the attack on the recon team. Maric’s people had dodged a bullet there. They might have prevailed against the combined patrols, or they might not, but they would have very likely lost good men and women. Maric wasn’t so sure that ‘fortune favors the brave’, but fortune had sure looked after him a time or two. 
 
    There had to be other ways into the base apart from the front door, and he would need to find them. He thought about the possibilities and decided the helipad was a good place to start. On the rare occasions it was used, there had to be a way down into the base nearby. 
 
    Roughly an hour after sunset, Maric used the rope from his pack to lower himself down the cliff face. He used Davies’ trick to pull it down after him, and then he was among the cover along the bottom of the gorge.  
 
    There were rockfalls off the sides, and taller vegetation from the rainfall that ran occasionally along the gorge bottom. That would soon soak into underground systems that were even further below. Maric made good time along the bottom of the gorge. When he was well away from the main entrance to the base, he began to look for a way up to the helipad. 
 
    Eventually he found what he was looking for, and worked his way up a natural chimney out of the gorge. A cool breeze stopped him from getting sweaty. A careful circuit around the helipad, at a distance, convinced him there were no sentries and no electronic surveillance.  
 
    It made sense. This was the center of the Count’s stronghold, and he must believe intruders would be stopped before they got this far. There was no obvious entrance into the base from the helipad, and Maric began to work his way outward in ever-widening circles. 
 
    Then he heard voices. A pool of light played briefly over the rocky surface ahead of him, and then it was gone again.  
 
    Maric took off his pack, his webbing, and his body armor. Then he blackened his face and hands, and used what was left in the tube to put a couple of wide black lines across his uniform to break up his body outline.  
 
    His best chance was to remain unseen, and rely on his highly-trained senses. He slipped the Glock into a side pocket with a couple of spare magazines, and slid his knife and sheath into a long, narrow pocket on one side of his battledress that was made for it. Then he went to investigate what he had just seen. 
 
    There was a small door built into the rounded knoll that lay behind the helipad. There was always the chance that whoever had opened it, for whatever reason, may not have locked it behind them. Maric tried it very gently, and found it was locked.  
 
    He sighed. He would have to wait. It was disappointing, but that was what recon was all about. He settled on top of the knoll, which put him another two meters above the top of the door. It was the best place to be. People never looked up, but sound from below would travel well in the night air.  
 
    Then he went through a series of stretches, and spent time tightening and relaxing different sets of muscles in turn. It was what he did when he had to stay in one place for a long time. 
 
    Close to midnight, the door opened again, and two soldiers came out for a smoke. Maric grinned. He could always rely on the weaknesses of other people.  
 
    Smoking would be forbidden in the closed confines of the base below, so what did the common soldier do? He broke the rules. What was life without its little pleasures. So when they had the opportunity, the soldiers would sneak outside for a smoke. 
 
    Maric waited until the first soldier had finished his cigarette. If there was anyone else inside, perhaps they would also make their presence known. At least the two soldiers had closed the door behind them, and weren’t leaving a telltale light trace for satellites or surveillance planes that might pass overhead. 
 
    Maric dropped onto the one who had finished his cigarette, driving the man into the ground. Coming up fast he drove the heel of his hand up and under the jaw of the other one, one of his favorite moves. He heard the jaw break with a sharp crack, and then he laid the man out with an elbow to the side of the head.  
 
    The one on the ground wasn’t moving, and Maric had time to come in under the back of his head and sever the spinal cord, a process he repeated on the second soldier. It took a while to drag both bodies to a steep section of gorge and tumble them down into some dense undergrowth.  
 
    Then he came back and put on the gear he had discarded. He looked at the door. Now it was going to get interesting.              


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 22 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Maric went in fast, and found himself in a small storeroom. It seemed to hold mostly office gear, with some equipment that looked like electronics, and sections of a radio dish that might be two meters across when assembled. There was a sturdy stand for the dish.  
 
    The occasional helicopter would land just long enough to put someone down or pick someone up, but it must also bring in the more exotic supplies the Count needed. The radio dish would allow the Count to pick up signals hundreds of kilometers away. It seemed an odd choice though. A sat phone would be easier. 
 
    The helicopter wouldn't stay on the helipad for long. It was too much of a security risk, and Maric had already decided the helipad was only for VIPs. The Count himself, and possibly his bankers, or his top terrorist contacts. 
 
    Basic supplies, like food and ammunition, would come in every few days on a truck, winding its way up the gorge. He decided there must be a kitchen somewhere. If there were kitchen staff, brought in from outside, they would be a perfect source of information about the base. But for now, he needed to get a better idea of the layout of the place. 
 
    The two soldiers he had just dispatched must have been on sentry duty. Someone had to do regular rounds of the base, even if it was just to see that the foot soldiers weren’t breaking the rules or abusing the facilities.  
 
    He turned off the light, and descended down a long flight of stairs. He couldn't hear a generator, and wondered if the base tapped into one of the underground streams to generate electricity.  
 
    The uppermost level had been carved out of the limestone. There was one corridor with a T intersection at the end, and a dozen rooms. They were set up as a basic but serviceable class of accommodation. Maric figured this was Kastrioti’s home when he was away from his social life in Debar, and living quarters if any of his guests stayed for a length of time.  
 
    He dived into a side room when he heard footsteps, and a dark woman dressed as a military aide went past along the corridor, carrying papers. She was working late. Kastrioti could even be in his quarters at the end of the corridor right now, but Maric wouldn’t check that out. He had been in recon for a long time, and it was a matter of priorities. He needed to check his surroundings first, his entry and exit points. 
 
    After the woman had gone, Maric descended to the next level, and pulled back in surprise. He was high up on one wall of a vast cavern. More of the prefabricated buildings he had seen at the way station at Prekal had been set up here, as well as substantial buildings constructed from the rock of the area. They looked a lot older than the prefab ones. The Albanian mountains had been a great place from which to resist invaders for many centuries. 
 
    The stairs descended a few more meters, with a safety rail, and turned sharply back into the rock. The risk of being seen from the cavern as he traversed the opening was too high, and Maric retreated to the rooms above. 
 
    He found a storeroom that by its appearance must get little use, and hid the bulk of his gear in a cupboard at the back. He turned his battledress inside out, presenting a soft darkness of indistinct shapes to the world. It was Cal’s idea to add that feature to the NZ SAS battledress. It was another type of camouflage that worked extremely well in low light conditions or shadows. 
 
    Maric picked up a pile of blank papers and tucked them under his arm. They would add to his disguise. Moving at a leisurely pace, he plodded his way down the steps and back into the rock wall. There were no shouts of alarm, and it looked like he’d got away with it.  
 
    Most of the lights were out now, and Maric checked his watch. It was close to midnight. Conditions were getting better all the time. The base was moving to its lowest point of activity, and he would soon be able to move anywhere undetected. It helped that he was like a cat in the dark. He followed the stairway down until it ended in a short passage. 
 
    Maric was about to set foot on the floor of the cavern when an alarm began to blare, and lights came on everywhere. He pulled quickly back into the shadows. Dammit, the absence of the two soldiers on guard duty had been noticed. The passage he was in ran back into into the rock on his right, and he moved quickly down it.  
 
    He tried two rooms before he came upon a third that was no more than a rough cave with a wall and one door built across the front of it. It housed dusty equipment that must have gone back fifty years. Maybe it was the same age as the older rock buildings he had noticed in the cavern, and had been thrown in here to get it out of the way. It was the perfect hiding place. 
 
    Moments later there was the sound of running feet, and he could hear groups of soldiers moving to emergency stations. They had been well trained. Solitary figures were too easily picked off by someone like himself. 
 
    There was no activity along the corridor where he was hiding. Maric's ears reached out into the base. He now had a map of the place in his mind, and he could place each sound and where it was coming from. Further down the corridor, he could hear a strange metallic chiming, partially hidden by the commotion.  
 
    It sounded like a smaller bit of metal hitting something more solid. It was happening twice, and then a long pause and a repeat. The metronomic regularity of it caught his attention. Maric pushed the sound to the back of his mind while he got a better understanding of the rest of the base. 
 
    After a while the frantic activity of squads running to stations petered out, and then stopped. There was a long silence, and then another siren which sounded very much to Maric like an all clear.  
 
    He could guess what had happened. There had been no sign of intruders, but the two missing sentries had not been found. They would have been replaced, probably with a much larger force, and search parties would go out onto the surface in the morning. 
 
    A minute later there was the sound of boots returning along the corridors they’d used before, but much slower this time. The strange, regular clanging down the corridor caught Maric’s attention again. He heard shouting from that direction, and then something like a grunt of pain.  
 
    The clanging didn’t resume, and then most of the lights went out. The cavern returned to the semi-dark state it had been in before all the excitement. 
 
    Maric waited another half an hour. He was good at waiting. He worked through his stretching exercises, and then flexed and relaxed the main sets of muscles throughout his body. It kept him warm and flexible, and ready to move.  
 
    Then something came unbidden into his mind. It was an interesting thought, but was it significant? The double clanging he had been hearing was the letter M in Morse code. Dah dah, or long long, and that could be M for Maric.  
 
    It was a coincidence, surely. It had to be. Who would be trying to contact him inside the Count’s base? Who would even know he was here? 
 
    But if there was someone who knew him, they would also have realized the significance of the sudden alarm. That it had been an intruder alert, and that could have meant one of the recon team. He gave a sigh of frustration. Dammit, he was going to have to check it out – even though it increased the chances of him being discovered. 
 
    Maric eased himself out of the cave that had become a dumping ground for old equipment, and headed down the corridor. It was dark in this part of the base now, and he was at the limit of his ability to see anything. His night goggles were back in his pack up the stairs.  
 
    A faint light followed him down the corridor from the few lights still on around the base. Up ahead of him there was another faint glow, and he suspected it came from a T junction, with one arm of the T going back into the main cavern. 
 
    He made a conscious effort to switch to his hearing. It took a few moments to focus, then he felt an odd ‘presence’ an arms length away and knew it was the other side of the corridor. The faint sound source a long way ahead of him was the T Junction. He took his hand off the side of the corridor and walked on, trusting completely to his senses.  
 
    It wasn't long before he could feel a large space opening up on his right. Something ran across the front of it, and he guessed it would be steel bars. This had been part of his training with Cal, whole evenings in blacked out conditions exploring cave systems and abandoned warehouses.  
 
    He had eventually learned to see with his ears. It wasn't standard SAS practice, but it was part of the weird stuff that Cal tried to impart to his senior martial arts students. 
 
    Maric noticed that something in this open space was absorbing sound. Everywhere else was made up of hard echoes, but there was a hole in all those tiny reflections. He listened more carefully, and was able to confirm it was just one person. Their clothing diffused the tiny sounds of Maric’s breathing, of minute insects, and the hum of the base. 
 
    It wasn't an original way to get the person’s attention, but Maric said “pssst!” in a way that would have done him justice on a vaudeville stage. When that didn't work he tried again, a little louder. Then he heard movement, and somebody coming to the bars. That was a promising start. Whoever it was didn't want to be overheard. 
 
    “Why were you tapping on the bars?" said Maric, in his softest whisper. 
 
    The other person almost sobbed with relief. 
 
    "Thank God it's you," he said, and Maric recognized Juric’s voice. That was impossible, Juric was supposed to have been airlifted out with the rest of the recon team, around twelve hours ago. 
 
    "The armory," said Juric. “They've got SAMs in the armory. I saw them coming in. If the Count knows the main task force will arrive soon, he could blow the transports right out of the sky!" 
 
     Maric’s internal alarm bells went off all at once at the news. Something wasn't right about the base, and that feeling had been growing in his gut for some time.  
 
    The Count had too many soldiers for a warlord funding terrorist activities from the sale of illegal diamonds. On top of that he was too well-organized, and now it appeared he had very expensive and very modern weaponry. How could he have funded that on his own? 
 
    This couldn’t be just a hideout for the Count, and it was more than a base. Kastrioti couldn't hope to stand against the might of NATO once the position of his base was discovered, so what was he playing at? 
 
    Maric decided to leave that question for later. He believed in first things first, and the first thing to do was get Juric out of prison, then get them both to a safe place. He leaned in close and whispered instructions. Juric checked a couple of things to be sure, and then made his way along to the other end of the open space, where Maric assumed there was a door in the iron grille. 
 
    According to Juric, some sort of guard room lay just beyond the prison, and the three patrols that normally did sentry duty worked from there. The last time Juric had made a nuisance of himself, only one of the guards had come out to shut him up with threats of violence. Maric offered a quick prayer that it would only be one of the guards this time also.                             
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 23 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Juric started up the same ‘clang clang’ on the bars that had brought Maric to him, but kept it fairly quiet this time. It would be infuriating to the guard who had come out and gut punched him last time, but hopefully not annoying enough to bring out several of them. Maric was waiting in the shadows. 
 
    The tall man didn’t move until the guard had unlocked the door to the cell, and then materialized at his back. The sharp edge of Maric’s forearm damn near decapitated the guard as he dropped his hand into the crook of his other elbow, and flicked the free hand around behind the man's head. Maric dragged him slowly back along the corridor, as his struggles grew weaker and weaker. Juric followed silently behind, finding his way mainly by touch. 
 
    Maric dragged the now unconscious guard into his previous hiding place, the dumping ground.  
 
    "Sorry, Buddy,” he said softly to the unconscious guard, and twisted the man's head sideways. There was a moment when the neck gave, and he let the guard fall lifeless to the floor. He dug out his LED and pulled the strap over his head. He turned it on at the dimmest setting, and saw that Juric had already closed the door. The two men dusted off makeshift seats at the back of the storeroom and sat down. 
 
    With Maric keeping one ear tuned to any movement in the corridor outside, they caught up on recent events in whispers. 
 
    "How did you end up here?" said Maric. This was a story he was looking forward to. Juric hung his head for a moment, and Maric waited patiently. 
 
    “I followed you," said the new recruit at last, "but I lost you at the gorge. I set up a position further down the gorge where the vehicles come in, and managed to hitch a ride under a truck that was heading for the base." 
 
    Maric shook his head. "You've been watching too many goddamn movies," he said in frustration. "We never take wild chances like that. Didn’t they train you better back at camp?" 
 
    Juric lifted his head defiantly. "I got away with it,” he said, “and shortly after I made it inside the base I got a good look at the armory. 
 
    “Later I set up a hideout in a disused area behind the kitchen. I figured the kitchen staff weren't military, and I might be able to talk my way out of trouble if I was discovered. But a few hours later they did find me, and it didn't work." 
 
    Maric had to admit his thoughts about the kitchen staff had run along similar lines. It was a pity Juric hadn’t been able to talk his way out of it. The rest of Juric's story was self-evident. The LED light showed the bruises, and the dried blood, on the man.  
 
    He had doubtless been interrogated, but Maric didn't embarrass him by asking if he had given anything away. Juric knew nothing of importance, except that the recon team had left the area, which the Count already knew. 
 
    “When did you last eat?” said Maric, and Juric told him there had been some soup and bread given to him at midday. Maric handed him a ration bar and took the last one for himself. The rest were up the stairs in the storeroom, and he wasn’t risking that journey at the moment. 
 
    It took Maric a couple of minutes to tell Juric about the helipad, Kastrioti’s private quarters, and the two guards he had dumped in the gorge.  
 
    Then he got Juric to turn his battledress inside out, like his own. It didn’t take long to find some cloth items that could be cannibalized. A strip of dark material went around Juric’s hands, under the thumbs, and around one leg and his middle, and finally across his face. It broke up his outline nicely in low light. 
 
    Maric studied the young man while he camouflaged him. Whether he had some father-son fixation, or was simply a glory hound, Juric should never have followed Maric into the base. It was frustrating, and issues like this should have been picked up in the psych tests.  
 
    Then he shrugged. There was nothing he could do about it now. He hoped that Juric didn’t get them both killed during the rest of the mission. 
 
    “What's the range on those SAMs?" asked Juric suddenly, and that triggered a sudden realization. 
 
    "Shit on it!" said Maric vehemently. "The range for most types isn’t that far. If the main force were to come in LA/LO from 3000 meters we’d probably be safe. But I saw a big dish in the storeroom at the top of the base, and I've suddenly realized what it is. The poxy Count’s got radar-guided SAMs!" 
 
    “Like the one that took out that civilian jetliner at 33,000 feet over Ukraine?" said a horrified Juric. 
 
    "Exactly," said Maric flatly. "We have to get this information to comms and control at Sigonella.” 
 
    "Won't they wait on the full recon team report?" said Juric hesitantly. 
 
    "Normally, yes," said Maric., "but if they don't know about the SAMs, and Mosha has confirmation of the base’s location, they may think it’s a simple job and go ahead. The truth is, Kastrioti’s got a small army here, and they’re Spetsnaz trained. There will be more high-tech weapons like the SAMs too, you can count on it. This is no pushover. 
 
    “The other problem is that Brightwater will think I’ve deserted by now. The man’s got a short fuse to start with, and his problems with me will be enough to stop him looking at the picture fully and playing safe. If we don’t do something, he’s going to get a lot of good soldiers killed!” 
 
    There was a halt to the conversation as an uproar started down the corridor. The absence of the guard, and the open door to the prison, had just been discovered. Moments later the same siren started, and the same ‘all hands to emergency stations’ drill was repeated. While Maric and Juric were waiting for the base to settle down again, Maric told an old story. 
 
    “I was inside a garrison like this once – though it wasn’t underground – and I kept setting off their alarms all night. I got five of their soldiers in the end, hid the bodies away. People disappearing always puts the wind up the rest of them, don’t you think?  
 
    “In the morning, our allies on that particular ‘police action’ took the place without much of a fight at all.” 
 
    He smiled to himself at the memory. He liked the work he had to do, as long as it was for a good reason. He liked being invisible. He wondered what the psych tests said about that, not that it mattered to him.  
 
    The only real problem was making sure the ethics of the situation were clear to the bosses. Sometimes good men and women on the front line were used for someone’s political or business ends. That was not a reason to put lives on the line – or to take the lives of others. 
 
    Then he saw the look of worship in Juric’s eyes, and told himself to shut up. Was that what he was now? A role model for others? Goddamit, he wasn’t yet forty. Then he realized that was old for this business. 
 
    Eventually the base was quiet again. The discussion turned back to the SAMs. 
 
    “The problem is,” said Maric, "we don't have any charges to blow them up with. Ever since you mentioned the SAMs, I've been thinking about that old WW2 ammunition dump. The problem is, anything we find there will be unstable. If something detonates, then the whole lot could go up." 
 
    "We could take grenades from the armory,” said Juric, "and rig a pile of them around the SAMs." 
 
    "Too risky,” said Maric. "First off, some missing grenades will tell the Spetsnaz that we're still inside the base and looking to make trouble. If we lie low, they’ll think you overpowered the guard and left the base as soon as you could.  
 
    “The second thing is that even a pile of grenades wouldn’t blow a hole in all the SAMs. It only takes one of them to be still operational, and the main task force could be in real trouble." 
 
    Juric nodded. Maric’s experience in the field was so much greater than his own. 
 
    “Which brings us back to the WW2 dump,” said Maric, "as a place of last resort. Even if we are forced to take that option, we still have to find it. Cal’s radar map says it’s a few klicks northeast of here, and I’m wondering if we can reach it through the tunnels.  
 
    “The old stone buildings in the base, and the munitions dump, must have been built around the same time. It makes sense to connect them somehow if they weren’t already joined." 
 
    Juric looked up excitedly. "There's a gate in an iron grille on one side of the cavern, not far from the armory, and it closes off a tunnel. The tunnel is pointing in that north-easterly direction, and I could feel air coming through it.  
 
    “I think it's one of the ways this place is ventilated,” he added. “Air comes in through several inlets low down, and must be vented out somewhere near the helipad." 
 
    Maric thought about it. If they followed the tunnel toward the munitions dump they would eventually be able to find a way out into the open, and use his sat phone to call Sigonella. It made sense to combine the two operations and reduce the overall risk.  
 
    He wondered what to do with Juric. He would prefer to leave the new recruit here, but if Juric was discovered, he would tell the Count’s men that Maric knew about the SAMs and was about to warn the incoming NATO force. Everyone cracked under interrogation eventually, it was just how long the information could be withheld.  
 
    If Kastrioti knew what they knew, it would give him time to change his plans, and cook up something even more dangerous. It looked like Juric would have to come with Maric to the dump. 
 
    It took them fifteen minutes to work their way around to the gate and grille. Maric was painfully aware how exposed they were as he studied the ramshackle old thing. It wasn't a serious security effort, and the gate was secured by a loop of fencing wire.  
 
    He wondered why the security was so lax at this point, and then he saw the motion sensor. Dammit, he wished Anderson was here. The electronics expert would make short work of it. 
 
    "Get ready to make a run for it," he whispered softly to Juric. "The motion sensor may go to a control room, or it may trigger the alarms directly. We won’t know if I’ve disabled it or not. As soon as I drop my arm, you rip open the gate and head into the tunnel. I'll be right behind you. Understand?” 
 
    Juric nodded, and Maric carefully unscrewed the back of the motion sensor. It was an unfamiliar make, probably Russian, and he had to guess about most of the components. It was divided into two compartments inside, and he cut what he thought was a disabling wire in each one.  
 
    Then he dropped his arm, as he pushed his knife back into its sheath and into the side pocket of his battledress. 
 
    Juric had the gate open moments later, with surprisingly little noise, and Maric closed it behind him as he went through. He flicked the same wire loop around it in a makeshift way before following Juric into the tunnel. When they were a safe distance down it he lit up the LED again, on its lowest setting.  
 
    Maric still had the captured knife he had been using as a marker on his first visit to the gorge, and he started using it again. Since soldiers from the base might find his marks, he used a system to confuse anyone following. A small mark a meter away said to take the other tunnel, not the one indicated, and so on. 
 
    It was morning by the time they reached the munitions dump, and there had been a lot of backtracking and trying a different path. The ration bar they’d eaten a little after midnight seemed a long time ago now, but at least there had been trickles of water to drink.                            


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 24 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    After two klicks Maric figured they must be right on top of the munitions dump. Then he felt a breath of wind from a side passage, and the sounds of wind gusting across the surface outside. It was his opportunity to make contact with comms and control at Sigonella. 
 
    Juric stayed at the fork in the tunnel, looking for signs of pursuit from the base. Maric was out in early morning sun after fifty meters, ready to make two calls. He knew he was putting off the unpleasant task, but he decided to call Cal before he called Brightwater. Cal grasped the changing situation at the Count’s base immediately. 
 
    "I don't know how big this firefight is going to be," said Maric, "but it's going to be a lot bigger then the NATO forces are expecting. Could you see what the Albanian ground forces are prepared to do? Albania’s part of NATO now, but I don't know what their level of commitment is." 
 
    "I ran a mission down that side of the Adriatic sea in my early years,” said Cal. "If I can't get access to someone who can make things happen in the Albanian military, I know a few people in the area who can. Leave it to me." 
 
    Cal never ceased to amaze. The man had been everywhere, done everything. Maric wondered what had driven him on to do all these things. 
 
    "One more thing,” said Maric. "If I don't check in every 24 hours, assume the worst. You know how to contact Colonel Brightwater to offer help, but the man can be cantankerous. Whatever you arrange, it might just have to turn up on the day, with or without official NATO sanction." 
 
    “As if anyone in Gray Ops waits around to get an official okay," said Cal, with a laugh. “Our job is to get things done!" 
 
    When Maric had finished the call to New Zealand, he logged into comms and control at Sigonella. It took longer to get through this time. There were certain protocols that had to be observed, and the military level encryption had to kick in, but then he was talking to one of Russo's team. It took a few heated exchanges before he was talking to Russo herself. 
 
    "You know I don't like talking to you in the field!” said Russo. She expected to hear that he had been mortally wounded at any moment. He could understand her point of view, but her anxiety wasn't his problem.  
 
    He told her quickly what he had discovered. The battery of SAM missiles in the armory, the tightly run base, and the greater number of soldiers than he had been expecting.  
 
    He told her she might have to back him up when he talked to the Colonel, and then asked to be put through to Brightwater. He took a deep breath. This was not going to be pretty. 
 
    "It's a pity desertion isn't still a shooting offense, Major!" said Brightwater bluntly. 
 
    "Cut out the histrionics, Colonel," said Maric. "We have a situation here, and I need you to listen.” There was a growl of anger at the other end, and Maric raised his voice to speak over the colonel. 
 
    "Kastrioti is up to something, and I can't quite figure out what it is. But it's a trap, damn you! NATO’s being set up for something. The Count’s got radar controlled SAMs, and he’ll make mincemeat of the transports taking in the main task force if you go with the original plan." 
 
    Brightwater shut up when he heard about the SAMs, but then he came back derisively. 
 
    "Proof! I need proof, Major," he said. "You saw a few SAMs that could be 10 years old and inoperable, and a dish that’s probably bringing in porn channels for Kastrioti’s troops on their nights off. The op goes ahead as planned!" 
 
    "If you insist on being pigheaded, Colonel," said Maric, “you’ll send a lot of good men and women to their deaths! I've grown fond of Dusty and his team, and if one of them dies because of your stupidity, I will see you held to account.” 
 
    “Is that a threat, Major?” said Brightwater angrily. 
 
    “Take it any way you like, Colonel,” said Maric. “I think a man should step down when he brings disrespect to the uniform he’s wearing!” 
 
    That made Brightwater think. 
 
    “Now this will be a recorded conversation,” said Maric, “and you can make a big thing of it if you want to. If you come to your senses, I’ll be happy to accept your apology and leave it there.  
 
    “Talk to Russo, goddammit! I'm not getting through to you, and I’ve got a mission I have to get on with," he said, and ended the call. 
 
    Juric looked up as Maric stormed back into the main tunnel. 
 
    “Didn’t go well?” he said quietly, and Maric clapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    “Don’t ever take up a command position, Juric,” he said heavily, and led the way toward the munitions dump. 
 
    The dump was something of a disappointment. The high iron reading on the ground-penetrating radar was due mostly to lightweight steel supports, similar to those used in the bridge that had been built in the partisan hideout. Most of the containers for grenades, mortar shells and the like, were also lightweight metal. There were plenty of them around, but they were all empty. 
 
    There was nothing left in the way of weapons, and Maric assumed the partisans had cleaned out the area for useful items when they left. There was a lot of ammunition, but none of it would fit the NATO calibers of today and the primers would be unreliable at best. There were containers that still had a little oil in them, but it was viscous, heavy stuff. 
 
    The cavern was extensive, though the munitions dump was up at one end. It was slow progress working their way through what was left at the dump, especially with only one light between them. They worked opposite each other, a few meters apart, and Maric’s LED gave Juric enough light to see by. 
 
    There were a number of mortar shells, and they looked in reasonable order. They might be safe enough to use, but the problem with them was the same as for the grenades. They were designed to fragment, and might not punch holes in every SAM.  
 
    What Maric was looking for was a shock wave that would destroy everything within ten meters. He was near the end of the search when he came upon some wooden cases. The top one was filled with a red powder that he didn’t recognize, but assumed was an early type of ammonium nitrate explosive, something like modern ammofos. That wouldn’t do the job.  
 
    He and Juric lifted the top case gingerly to one side. There was another box underneath it, and a few sticks of sweaty dynamite lying behind that. He wasn’t going to touch the dynamite. Then he found something better in the second box, much to his relief. 
 
    "Gelignite, and in large chunks,” he said, and Juric came closer to have a look. "Eighty year old gelignite for sure,” continued Maric, “but I think it’s safe enough. Conditions down here are perfect for storing it. 
 
     “The partisans must have been using it like modern C4, for bridges and buildings. What we need now is a detonator to set it off. Keep looking." 
 
    They didn't find any detonators, and Maric’s attention turned back to the mortar bombs. They had a detonator in the base, but there was no way he was going to try and prize one of those free. On the other hand, if he had a rifle and could hit the end of the mortar bomb from a distance, it would detonate and set off the gelignite.  
 
    It was a plan, of sorts. He didn't have a rifle with him, but there was a base back there full of them. A smile curled his lips. Something could be arranged. 
 
    The case was only half full of gelignite, but Maric figured it would be enough. When he was doing his explosives training he worked out that twenty kilograms of low impact explosive like this would kill everyone within ten meters. There wasn't quite twenty kilos in the case, and to be on the safe side it should be placed within five meters of the SAMs, but it would do the job. 
 
    Maric consulted his watch. It wasn't far off midday, and it was too risky to attempt to enter the base during daylight hours. Apart from which they’d both been up all night. It was time to catch up on some sleep.  
 
    Special forces were trained to go days without food, but it was always a good idea to eat when you could. Maric’s mind was already thinking up ways he could get back to his pack, hidden in the storeroom. Ration bars weren't much, but they would increase energy levels and lift morale.  
 
    For now, though, it was time to sleep. Maric made the decision they wouldn’t take shifts, and they both soon dozed off. Maric set his internal alarm for eight hours, and when he woke he found Juric coming back with water in a container he had found. 
 
    “I didn't sleep much," said the Croatian soldier, and Maric understood. He hadn’t slept that well on his first few missions either. Both of them drank from the container, and Maric filled up his canteen. Then it was time to find a way into the base carrying half a case of gelignite. Not the easiest of tasks.  
 
    "Upstairs," said Maric. "We go in through the door by the helipad. We just have to hope that the patrols on their rounds don't arrive at the door at the same time we do." 
 
    “How do we get through the door?" said Juric, but Maric just winked conspiratorially. He scraped some of the red powder from the first wooden case into a container, and added a little of the dense oil. He mixed them together, and put the container into the gelignite case.  
 
    Before they headed for the helipad, Maric decided to check in with Cal. It might be a while before they had access to the outside again. They were soon back at the side tunnel, and he left Juric with the gelignite while he made his way to the end of the tunnel.  
 
    It was already dark, and there were stars out above him. He put the call through to Cal, and was pleased when it was answered immediately. Then he explained what he had in mind for the SAMs. 
 
    "I know what you mean," said Cal. "There's never a timer charge handy when you need one! What you’ve got in mind sounds risky, but you’re the man on the ground. Just stay out of trouble, you hear me?" 
 
    There was no mistaking the affection in the older man's voice. 
 
    "As far as the Albanian forces go, we've been lucky,” Cal continued. “Not the Albanian army, because they’re tied into the political system and getting approval would take forever.  
 
    “Fortunately for us though, fifty of the Albanian Special Operations Battalion served in Afghanistan about the time of your second tour, and they’ve heard good things about us.  
 
    “I managed to get through to the commander, and he could see the urgency of the situation. That was after he got over being really pissed off that this was happening on his turf, and he didn't know anything about it!” 
 
    Brightwater’s poor organization again, thought Maric. He should have cleared the Kastrioti op with the Albanians. Didn’t the word ‘allies’ mean anything to him? 
 
    “I think we've got no more than two or three days now," said Maric, "for a lot of reasons. The Count will be on the alert after the recon team came in and wiped out one of his patrols, and then disappeared again. He will know something's up.  
 
    “I've spoken to Brightwater, and the man just won't see sense. He's determined that the op will go ahead, even though I've given him all the evidence for a delay. 
 
    "I still don't know why Kastrioti is doing this, Cal. It bugs me. There's got to be a motive, a reason, or a plus for the guy in some way! Why else would he set up such a huge last stand like this? Is it just pride?  
 
    “Does he want to give a good account of himself before he disappears at the last moment, and starts up again somewhere else? He's had plenty of time to move anything valuable away from the base, so he can't be protecting that." 
 
    "I'm working on it,” said Cal. “I have some ideas, but I don't want to influence your thinking with them.  
 
    “See what you can hear around the base. Your man from the Croatian special forces should be able to speak languages from the area, right? I need more pieces of the puzzle before I can draw any conclusions." 
 
    Maric affirmed he would do his best to listen in at the base. Intel was always the most valuable of things. But two or three days wasn't long, and there was still so much to do. He closed the contact with Cal, and returned down the side tunnel to Juric.               
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 25 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    The two men took another side tunnel, halfway to the base, when they heard the sounds of wind gusting across the surface of the plateau. The tunnel opened into a gully, and from there it was a short hike up and over until they were at the helipad. Juric knew about the door into the knoll, and now he saw it for himself. 
 
    “So that's our way in?" he said quietly, and Maric nodded.  
 
    "I’m looking forward to seeing you magic that one open," said Juric, turning to look at him. 
 
    "Watch and learn," said Maric enigmatically, and the two of them closed the distance to the door. Maric took the container he had put inside the wooden box, and smeared the mixture on two places at the right side of the door. Juric looked at the door handle and the lock, and then across it what Maric was doing. It looked like his boss was working on the wrong side. 
 
    "How is this going to open it?" he said, mystified. 
 
    "It's an aluminum door," said Maric, continuing with his work. 
 
    "Combining aluminum with nitrate, and oil, makes a commercial explosive, but that's when the aluminum is ground into a fine powder. I'm hoping this mixture will be enough to melt out the aluminum hinges, if I can get a little combustion going.” 
 
    He pulled out his fire starter, a decidedly upmarket version of what might get used in a home. He set it going, and narrowed the flame down to a tiny, intensely blue point. It wasn't long before the door hinges gave off their first puffs of smoke, and then crackles of flame. It took time, but eventually both hinges were flaring nicely, and then they were burnt through. 
 
    Maric eased the right hand side of the door out, and then took it sideways until it was free of the lock. The large storeroom inside was dark, and it didn't take long to reposition the door behind them.  
 
    Unless one of the Count’s patrols came up to the storeroom to sneak outside for a smoke, Maric’s work on the hinges shouldn't be noticed. It took a few cautious minutes before they were back in the smaller storeroom in the accommodation section, where Maric had left his pack. 
 
    The ration bars tasted very good when there had been nothing else to eat for a full day. The two of them washed down the bars with the last of the water in Maric’s canteen.  
 
    Eventually, close to midnight, they started on a plan to get rid of the SAMs. Juric knew the way to the armory, but the view when they got to the exposed section of stairwell in the cavern wall told them that things had changed.  
 
    There were three army trucks parked just inside the entrance, and the SAMs were now installed on the back of one of them, ready for use. Mechanics were still working on the engine of one of the trucks, and Maric could hear the murmur of conversation from the front of the middle one.  
 
    The Count had brought in reinforcements, and that added to the strangeness of the situation. He couldn’t hope to win against NATO and the US, so what was this about? It seemed like he was hoping to win the first engagement, but what was the point of winning a battle and losing the war? Maric put the dilemma aside until he had more time to think about it. 
 
    He could see two groups of soldiers standing around at the back of the cavern, and he wondered whether he and Juric should wait until everyone except the guards was asleep.  
 
    But he knew that wouldn’t work. The new troops from the trucks were hyped up after a long day traveling, and they wanted to talk about what was happening at the base. That discussion might last well into the night.  
 
    By now the lights were off right across the cavern, except for the few that led to the latrines, and a couple of portables around the truck the mechanics were working on. It was risky to proceed, but just as risky to do nothing if they got discovered. Maric wanted to be in and out of the base as soon as possible. 
 
    The Count would be well aware there was a least one intruder around the base, and there would have been several searches.  
 
    Kastrioti, however, was not Maric’s main concern. The Spetsnaz knew how to deal with unwelcome visitors. Surprise searches, or traps that had been cleverly set up, were now very likely. 
 
    Maric motioned Juric back up the stairs, and the two men retreated to the storeroom in the accommodation section. 
 
    “Those trucks have brought reinforcements,” whispered Maric. “Kastrioti’s defenses are getting stronger all the time. It worries me what else he’s been bringing in. There could have been any payload on those trucks. 
 
    “We should go for the SAMs all the same. I’ll tackle positioning the gelignite, and I want you to listen in down at the guard room. Mercenaries are usually a mixed lot, so they should be speaking a common language. If you’re lucky that will be English, but your other languages are good?” 
 
    Juric nodded. 
 
    “And keep an eye out for a rifle with a loaded magazine,” said Maric, “preferably with a scope, but that might be asking too much. Understand?” 
 
    Juric was already on his feet. Maric could see how keen the young man was to redeem himself, and both men were feeling stronger now they had a little food inside them. 
 
    Maric let Juric go first. The stairwell down to the cavern below was in darkness, and it made it easy to cross the high section of stairway in the cavern wall. Even so Juric moved slowly, with frequent stops. The subconscious mind works with the peripheral vision to detect movement. It was a matter of breaking up the pattern, so what the people below saw never got as far as the conscious mind. 
 
    After a few minutes, Maric figured Juric had found a concealed position to listen in on what the guards were talking about. Then it was his turn. He repeated the process of carefully crossing the exposed length of stairway, and then made his way down to the cavern floor.  
 
    He had already worked out his route from the bottom of the stairs to the truck with the SAMs on it. It had been easy to see while he was high up on the stairway. Now he went through a careful process of visual disinformation as he made his way to the truck.  
 
    At one stage he had a clear section to cross, and even though the light levels were very low, he took his time doing so. He would push the box first, and then crawl up behind it, lying with part of his back exposed.  
 
    To anyone looking, having caught a glimpse of movement out of the corner of their eye, it was just a box and a sack lying in front of the main door.  
 
    Maric eventually discovered he had the third set of double wheels on either side of him. He never thought about where he was going, or gave himself a time limit. He just kept moving, and waiting, until he found himself where he needed to be. 
 
    An area directly behind the SAMs on the truck, close to the tailboard, was the darkest spot. It was also visible from the section of open stairway. He set up the box with the gelignite so the end of the mortar shell could be seen from the stairway, and started to ease his way back across the floor of the cavern.  
 
    He made a point of going even slower on the way back then he had on the way there. It was a beginner’s mistake to think the job was done at the halfway stage. 
 
    Maric was behind the second truck when a heated exchange began between the two mechanics working on the engine and an officer nearby. There was a sharp command from somewhere further over, and all of the voices dropped in volume.  
 
    Even so, Maric could hear what they were saying. They were speaking in Arabic, a different dialect to the one he had learned in Afghanistan, but still close enough for him to understand them. 
 
    He listened for a few minutes, but then moved on. He didn’t want to leave Juric by the guard room for long. Soldiers could be wandering around the base at night for any number of reasons, and they might stumble on either of the two recon men. 
 
    Maric was ghosting past the guard room door when there was a grunt at a corner up ahead, and someone fell heavily. He instinctively stepped back, and the guard room door opened right in front of him. It hid him from view as two figures came out of the guard room to investigate the sound. 
 
    They left the door open, and Maric shut it silently as he passed, closing in on the two men from behind. If there was anyone still in the guard room, he hoped they would think it was one of their own that had closed it. 
 
    He took the second of the two figures without a sound, has knife going up under the jaw and through the softer underbelly of the skull. He just had time to lower the man to the floor when there was a momentary scuffle ahead of him. He hurried around the corner to see Juric standing up with the first man prone on the floor. 
 
    Maric brought his hands together to make a kind of steeple, and Juric pointed to the wall of the guard room and held up two fingers. In answer to his question, there were two soldiers still in the guard room.  
 
    Maric thought quickly. Would it be best to take them in the guard room, or wait for them to come out looking for the other soldiers? He made a sign with his hand, showing his intentions, and headed back toward the door.  
 
    He meant to wait behind it until Juric was ready for a combined clean out of the room, but the door opened in front of him and he had to deal with one of the men right there. He was quick, but the remaining guard had time to trigger the alarm before he was silenced. Suddenly the cavern was ringing with the same siren Maric had already heard a number of times.  
 
    He picked up two rifles, and extra magazines, on one side of the room, but he couldn’t find anything with a scope on it. Then he and Juric dashed for the stairway. All the lights were on in the cavern now, and they were seen as they pounded up the exposed part of the stairs. They reached the safety of the enclosed part at the top, and then eased back to sight the rifles on the gelignite. 
 
    They snapped off a couple of shots each, and one of them struck the outer casing of the mortar shell, but not the center where the detonator was. The mortar moved under the impact, until it was at an angle that made a direct hit much more difficult.  
 
    "I've got this,” said Juric, and settled into a steady position. Maric saw him take up the absolutely still stance of a trained sniper. He was slowing his breathing, and preparing himself for the shot. 
 
    The first clatter of boots sounded on the very bottom of the stairway, and Maric shifted his attention to the corner of the stairwell below him. Two heads poked around the corner, high and low, and two rifles came up as they took aim.  
 
    Maric took them cleanly with two shots, which was a deeply satisfying result. He was no sniper, but at short-range he was pretty damn effective. He felt like telling Juric to hurry up, but he knew he mustn’t break the younger man's concentration. A number of rifles were firing into the open section of the stairwell now, and a piece of the limestone wall hit Maric in the leg, stinging momentarily.  
 
    Juric’s shot was hard to hear among the growing rifle fire that was pouring into the open stairway below them, but it was right on the mark. There was a thunderous roar as the gelignite detonated. Maric slapped Juric on the shoulder, and they turned and sprinted up the stairway until they were in the accommodation section at the top. 
 
    Juric hung back from the top of the stairway as Maric raced to pick up his pack. When he got back, the tall man counted the two of them down to an ambush. The clatter of boots was almost upon them when they turned the corner and emptied the magazines of both rifles down the stairway. 
 
    The first half dozen attackers collapsed backward in a pile on the stairs, and the rest retreated as quickly as they’d surged toward the top. Maric led Juric in a race to the storeroom inside the knoll, and kicked out the door they had compromised on their way in.  
 
    As they raced away across the limestone plateau, Maric looked at the rifle he was carrying. It was a modern Russian army AK-74M. The Spetsnaz had at least found decent weapons for the mercenaries. 
 
    The two men were already off the plateau and into the gully when they heard the sound of boots on the limestone outside the door. Moving silently, Maric and Juric made their way back into the tunnels they had left a few hours before.  
 
    Kastrioti wouldn't be using those particular SAMs against the NATO and US forces when they landed. It was a good feeling. The two men were doing their job.                             
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 26 
 
    _________________ 
 
      
 
    Maric chose a cave close to the munitions dump as a base for the rest of the night. The entrance was hidden from the main tunnel that led back to the base, and it wasn't far from a side tunnel that took them back above ground. They would use the side tunnel as a way out, if things got too hot in the tunnels.  
 
    Then it was time to look at the information they had picked up in the Count’s base. 
 
    “What were the guards talking about?" prompted Maric, and Juric tried to piece together what was important out of the scraps of conversation he had overheard. 
 
    "They talked about a ‘main event’ or maybe a ‘big event’," he said, "and they talked about it happening tomorrow. There was a lot of talk about pay – some sort of substantial bonus they would get if they stayed through the coming military action.  
 
    “I got the impression there was a time limit on their employment here. At a certain point they would retreat to a nominated place to be airlifted out. Those were the most important bits, I think." 
 
    Maric was silent for a long time, and Juric let him process the new information. Then the tall man roused himself, and told Juric what he had heard when he was placing the gelignite. 
 
    "The reinforcements that came in on the trucks are fanatics, some sort of religious fundamentalists. From what I could hear they're from a number of different Arab countries.  
 
    “I caught the same comments about an event that you did, but in this case they were talking about a ‘second event’. Some sort of happening that would bring thousands of new fighters to their cause." 
 
    “That would fit in with what I heard," said Juric. "The guards were making a lot of derogatory comments, but it wasn't clear who they were talking about. If the new fighters are fundamentalists, they’ll have a totally different agenda to the Serbian paramilitary, and both sides will be suspicious of the other." 
 
    “It's all there," said Maric in frustration, "but we can't see the big picture. The Count must have been been radicalized in some way, become angry about something. That's why he supports terrorism today. But what happened, and why now?  
 
    “Cal was saying the Count doesn't seem to fund any one group more than the others, so why suddenly favor some jihadist doctrine? The Spetsnaz and the mercenaries are just hired muscle though, I doubt they’re along for the ride because of deeply held convictions.” 
 
    "There were a few things that didn't make sense when the guards were throwing their opinions around," said Juric. "They talked about the formation of a state, something like a recently recognized government, and they kept talking about 1911. Kosovo is the most recent internationally recognized state, isn't it? And what happened in 1911?"  
 
    Maric went very still. He had slotted the pieces together, and now he was working out the details. Goddamn, this thing was far bigger than he had thought possible.  
 
    Eventually he turned to Juric. 
 
    "It's Islamic State!" he said, as the last pieces fell into place.  
 
    "They want a repeat of the AL-Qaeda attack on the twin towers in New York on 9/11. If countries who are enemies of the West see a similar event, and radicalized youth around the world are exposed to it, IS will get a huge increase in new fighters and a lot more funding." 
 
    "How?" said Juric. "Some small military scrap in the Albanian mountains would get news coverage for a week, but then it would be history. What's that going to do for IS?" 
 
    "The Count wants footage he can put up on websites around the world,” said Maric. “He wants to show Western military might being blown out of the sky, and Western forces on the ground being destroyed in large numbers.  
 
    “And I don't think it's the Count behind it. He's a mercenary bastard, just after the money.  
 
    “I think that one of the terrorist groups he’s been funding has offered him millions of dollars to do this. That's the only reason he has let his little diamond-smuggling operation be used for something else.  
 
    “It explains the huge amounts of money being spent on the defense of his base. SAMs don't come cheap, and it worries me what else is stored in the wings. My guess is that Islamic State will be throwing everything they’ve got at this. 
 
    “Good lord!” he said, as his mind went a little further with the idea. “They'll have news choppers in the air! They’ll have live streaming from their websites. They will want this defeat of the West, of a combined NATO and US force, to reverberate around the world. They’ll keep playing it, and replaying it, to bring in fighters and funding for decades to come!" 
 
    Now it was Juric's turn to be very still. He had suddenly realized the magnitude of the task ahead of them. He and Maric had less than 24 hours to do what they could to see that didn’t happen, and they still didn't know half of what the Count had planned for the following day. 
 
    “Kastrioti won’t be airlifting the mercenaries out,” said Maric slowly. “It doesn’t make any sense. Why pay the bonus? And it will look better for IS if the mercenaries are shown fighting desperately for their lives once they realize they’ve been betrayed. Martyrs for the cause make good news coverage.  
 
    “The Spetsnaz are a different matter,” he continued. “They aren’t stupid. They might appear to go along with the Count, but they’ll have a way out of this mess. They must have been very well paid to take this contract in the first place, and I bet they got the payment up front.” 
 
    Less than half a kilometer away, Lebed and Khuz were discussing exactly the same thing. They often used the radio room as a safe place to talk.  
 
    Lebed noticed the technician on duty was Nikolic, and mentally dismissed the man. Nikolic was no problem, in fact the Crane wasn't really much of anything.  
 
    Lebed could see that Zhuk was wound up about something, and he asked the big man to tell him what he was thinking. 
 
    "What are we going to do!" said Zhuk. "We have to fight well-trained troops very soon, and we’re surrounded by an undisciplined rabble. I wouldn't give a bottle of cheap vodka for the fighting skills of the Serbs, or the Arabs. There’s a good chance we’ll lose some of our own men to friendly fire tomorrow!  
 
    “Then we have saboteurs as well, and we haven’t caught them yet, despite two complete sweeps of the base. They could still do so much damage to our resources!” 
 
    Lebed nodded to himself. The West had unleashed its dogs of war, it’s very best, to pave the way for an attack. The main force couldn’t be far behind. If the Count was correct, it would arrive tomorrow. 
 
    “How are we going to slip out of the fighting,” said Zhuk, “and head back to our hidden base in Kosovo? There are too many foot soldiers now, and no warning they were coming. Did you know the Count was bringing in reinforcements?" 
 
    "No,” said Lebed, “it was a surprise to me as well, but that makes little difference, my friend. We still have options, and we will take decisive action when we need to, believe me on this." 
 
    Lebed had learned long ago there was no point in telling Zhuk to calm down. The big man was unstoppable in a firefight, but he had no grasp of strategy at all. 
 
    All the same, this whole situation was getting out of hand. The Count must have realized his defense forces weren't going to be all that reliable when it came to a full-scale battle. That was why he had brought in this new terrorist faction.  
 
    Lebed found himself almost admiring the guy. It was a masterful piece of strategy, and it solved a number of problems for the Count at the same time. 
 
    Lebed had originally thought the Count’s plans to take out a combined NATO and US force were a fantasy, until he saw the SAMs. That was when he realized the Count was better organized, and had deeper pockets, than he had thought possible. Now he was beginning to suspect there was someone else orchestrating things from behind the Count. 
 
    "We still have our Mil Mi-17 camouflaged in the gorge,” he told Zhuk. The Russian helicopter could take 24 personnel, and there were 14 Spetsnaz trainers who had signed on with Lebed and Zhuk.  
 
    “We just have to pick the right time to fight our way to it,” Lebed continued, “so we can get the hell out of here. We can't afford to have more than two of our number guarding the Mil at the moment, or the Count will get suspicious.  
 
    “We just have to pick the right time to cut and run, and it’s best if you leave the details to me. Look, my old friend, you know there's no problem I can't solve."  
 
    He looked up and grinned at Zhuk. The big man was already looking more relaxed, and he clapped Lebed on the shoulder. 
 
    “You are damn right about that!" he said cheerfully, and went off to disassemble and clean the Pecheneg machine gun that was his favorite toy. He always did that when he was anxious. Lebed left to talk over plans for the defense of the base with the Count.  
 
    He would talk about all the wonderful things the Spetsnaz and the Serbian paramilitaries we're going to do in the next 24 hours, but all the time he would be looking for bits of information. Something to tell him when his Spetsnaz troops could get the hell out of this madhouse, and not lose too many of their men. 
 
    Zhuk wasn't the only one who was anxious about coming events. Nikolic had enjoyed being a radio technician and aide to senior Serbian staff when he started in the army. It had kept him well away from the fighting. 
 
    But then the hunt for war criminals began in his country, and he had come down to Albania to get away from the threat of incarceration, or worse. He’d thought the role of a radio technician for the Count would keep him away from the fighting yet again. Now he was not so sure.  
 
    The gossip around the base said tomorrow was a ‘do or die’ effort, a chance to show the weakness of the Western powers and their sophisticated armies. A chance to make martyrs for the cause. Nikolic was beginning to wonder if someone would put an automatic rifle into his hands and push him into the front line. 
 
    Then there had been the radio messages over the last few days. He had finally understood they were from an old cargo ship out on the Adriatic Sea, a ship that had sophisticated weapons on board. Who had money to arrange things like that?  
 
    It was part of his job to relay messages back and forth between the Count and the captain of the ship. None of the messages had said what the role of the cargo ship was, but it felt to Nikolic like a situation that was about to go horribly wrong. 
 
    In his younger days, his Catholic mother had made sure he went to the local church. For a while he had actually believed he had a guardian angel. Then the destruction and stupidity of war put all thoughts of a caring God out of his head.  
 
    Now the old beliefs were starting to return. He was wondering if he did have a guardian angel, and if that angel would somehow get him out of this horrible situation. He couldn't think of any other way to extricate himself.  
 
    He was stuck here, and he knew it. One way or another, he felt destined to die here. That was when he noticed his hands beginning to shake.                            


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 27 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Maric decided that he and Juric should grab a few hours sleep before dawn. They’d been up most of the night, and the day promised to be every bit as eventful.  
 
    Both men dozed fitfully, doing their best to restore their energy. Maric took the sat phone outside a few hours later, catching the last hour of darkness to learn what he could from Cal.  
 
    There was no point in contacting Sigonella. He had given Brightwater all the information he had, and the Colonel would either change his plans to accommodate it, or ignore Maric completely. 
 
    The tall man put the call through to New Zealand, and waited.  
 
    Cal would be at the end of his day. Maybe he was trying to relax, read a book or something like that. Maric realized he had no idea what his mentor did in his spare time. There was a delay at the other end, and he was told staff were trying to find the Grey Ops leader. Then Cal was finally on the line. 
 
    "We got the SAMs, and we're still alive," said Maric jovially. He was still very pleased with himself, and with Juric, for that little bit of work. Then he told Cal what he had learned about Kastrioti's plans. He hadn't got far when his boss interrupted him. 
 
    “I've been expecting this,” said Cal. "I think most of the West’s intelligence services have been as well. It makes sense.  
 
    “Al-Qaeda, and it's new offshoot, Islamic State, need the publicity. They also need some successes to crow about. The ability of western nations to keep terrorist attacks to a minimum now is enormously frustrating for them. They need a big event to move their agenda forward. Something to bring in, as you say, more fighters and a whole lot of funding. 
 
    “I didn't expect it to be in Albania, though. I thought the big event would be an attack on a center of Western civilization. But then, as I just said, western nations are getting very good at minimizing terrorist attacks within their cities." 
 
    Maric passed on all the details he had, and the general feeling that an attack by NATO and US forces was imminent. 
 
    "Well, they’re absolutely right on that score," said Cal. "The main task force will be landing at midday your time tomorrow, and it will be landing some distance back from the engagement area. Most of it will come in by helicopters, flying at treetop level. As you say, we don't know what surface to air capabilities the Count might still have. 
 
    "Brightwater was going to ignore the information you gave him, but I replayed your conversation with him to the Senate committee that's overseeing this action back in Washington, DC. It's crazy how governments have got a committee for everything now, don't you think?" 
 
    Maric was astonished. "You monitored my sat phone calls?" he said in surprise. 
 
    "Only when I think you might be getting yourself into trouble, soldier,” said Cal sternly. It took a moment, but Maric realized he would have done the same thing in the Cal’s situation. 
 
    "I didn't know we had the technology to do that," he said weakly.  
 
    "We don't," said Cal, "but our allies do. Yes, the conversation was encrypted, but the spooks have the US encryption codes, so they were able to decrypt it. I put enough pressure on the system in high places for the spooks to want to do that. Brightwater had his mind changed for him by a much higher pay grade.  
 
    “I would have liked to be in the room to hear that happen," said Cal, and Maric figured he was grinning away to himself. The old master spy still had a sense of fun. 
 
    “Your recon team has already landed, well out of the area, and is now making its way in. They will be trying to link up with you soon.  
 
    “You will have the benefit of helmet transmissions for a few more hours, and then two EA-18G Growlers will be overhead.  
 
    “They should be able to jam everything coming out of the area, and that will put paid to Kastrioti’s plans to live stream the action. He’s too far from anywhere to have a copper line out, the only other alternative.” 
 
    “I hope my people have some decent food with them,” said Maric. “Juric and I have been living on one ration bar each a day, and that ran out last night!” 
 
    “I thought I trained you to see past your stomach,” smiled Cal, though he knew Maric wasn’t serious. “I’ll shout you as much fried chicken as you can eat once this is all over.” 
 
    Maric voiced his thanks, and then Cal had more news about the situation on the ground. 
 
    "You can expect the Albanian Special Operations Battalion to engage Kastrioti’s forces from the south, sometime this afternoon. NATO is trying to get a ring around the entire area.  
 
    “Nobody leaves with recordings, not even still photos. The War on Terror is about control of the airwaves these days," said Cal. "A far cry from when you were first in the field, eh, Maric?  
 
    “How's your offsider doing?" said Cal, changing the subject.  
 
    Maric had to admit the young man had redeemed himself. It would still take a lot to convince Maric the new recruit was firmly back on the rails. He would have to prove he wouldn't go off half-cocked in the future, but he might be getting a second chance. 
 
    Cal took Maric through a few ideas for the action ahead, and the tall man took on board what he thought he could use. They both knew the value of having a capable force behind enemy lines, and once Maric joined up with the recon team, he was going to lead that force.  
 
    "There’s one last thing,” said Cal. "The Turkish military lodged a standard NATO report recently that seems odd. It talked about a number of helicopters in close formation flying over the barren eastern parts of their country, a few hours ago.  
 
    “It's probably nothing though. The formation must be a thousand klicks from you, at least, and it’s heading north, not west. But I thought you should know." 
 
    Maric filed the information away in his memory, and ended the call. 
 
    A few hundred meters away, Nikolic was on duty in the radio room at the base. He waited until the call ended, and didn’t log it into the book he kept for intercepted calls. He also hadn’t sent for Lebed as soon as he picked up the call.  
 
    His equipment could only determine that there was a satellite phone transmitting nearby, and nothing else. If he had used the portable outlying stations he’d set up, he would have been able to work out an exact location, but he hadn’t done that. 
 
    Now he began to wonder why, and it didn’t take long to realize something inside him had changed. He might soon be dead, and that had made him ask what his true values were. His true values, he decided, weren’t more atrocities like the ones he would have been accused of if he’d stayed in Serbia after the war. Both IS and mercenary forces led, sooner or later, to atrocities committed on civilian populations. 
 
    Maric returned to the side cave near the munitions dump. He dug his helmet out of his pack, and checked its radio status. It was working properly, but it wasn't receiving anything this far underground.  
 
    Then he roused Juric from sleep, and they loaded up on water . Then they followed the tunnels north and west past the munitions dump. They were moving away from the Count’s base, and eventually found an exit point close to the deep gorge that ran along the north side of the plateau. 
 
    Maric tried to contact Mosha, but there was no reply. The recon team was probably too far away, with too much limestone in the way. 
 
    The two men moved quickly on. For a while they stuck to the top of the gorge, until Juric tapped Maric on the shoulder and pointed out something on the opposite side of the gorge. It took Maric a moment to see it, and then he drew on a sharp breath. 
 
    Camouflage netting had been draped against the side of the gorge, hidden behind cover from a few straggly trees. It seemed an odd thing to do, unless there was a cave in the wall of the gorge. Somebody had to be hiding something away.  
 
    Maric turned to Juric and nodded his thanks, and filed the information away. His third attempt with the helmet mike yielded a reply, and it was loud and clear.  
 
    "Where are you?" said Maric, and was told to look directly across the gorge. His high-grade nocular showed him a figure that slid out from behind a rock so it could be seen. 
 
    "There’s an object of interest at the bottom of the gorge, half a klick back towards Kastrioti’s hideout on your side," said Maric. "Could be worth a look." 
 
    “Could be worth waiting for the attack by the main task force," said Mosha. “They won't be far away now. Activity at the base will draw hostiles away from this area. With any luck we could investigate that camo netting without anyone knowing we’re here.  
 
    “After that we’re all yours. I take it you found us a back door, and that's our ultimate objective?" 
 
    “Affirmative,” said Maric. He and Juric settled down to wait for the main force to arrive, and an hour later they heard the rattle of small arms fire in the distance, punctuated by the heavier sounds of RPGs and the occasional burst of fifty caliber. Kastrioti’s base was under attack. 
 
    Maric figured the combined NATO and US force was putting down suppressing fire on the main doors at the bottom of the gorge. Flanking companies would have moved out on either side to find a way down into the gorge and up the other side, to gain control of the plateau above the base.  
 
    The gorge itself was a no-win situation. Both sides had snipers at the top of the steep sides near the doors, and any move to drop directly down into the gorge and cross the bottom was suicidal. 
 
    When Maric tried to contact Mosha again, he found his helmet mike was just a sea of static. It looked like the two EA-18Gs were doing their job. Kastrioti and his backers would be furious, but Maric didn’t waste time enjoying that small early success. With the money IS had put into the operation, he was expecting some nasty surprises to turn up before the battle was over. 
 
    Mosha must have discovered the helmet mikes were out as well, and Maric’s nocular tracked the progress of Mosha and the others as they backtracked along the top of the gorge. They found a narrow chimney in the side of the gorge and descended there. 
 
    Maric and Juric moved up toward the camo netting, as the other six members of the recon team slipped through the vegetation at the bottom of the gorge. Maric could see a guard in the shade of a tree to one side of the netting.  
 
    As he watched, a figure rose up from the other side of the netting and drew back an arm. A knife whistled across the gap and buried itself in the guard’s chest.  
 
    The man sprang to his feet, wounded but still very much alive, and then an arm snaked around his neck. It was all over in seconds, and the knife thrower had just been a diversion.  
 
    Two of the recon team eased behind the camouflage netting on either side, and disappeared. They reappeared after several minutes, and Mosha waved the ‘all clear’ sign in Maric’s direction. 
 
    It took a while to find a safe way to the top of the gorge on Maric’s side, and then the recon team was reunited. There were some odd looks in Juric’s direction, and some raised eyebrows, but Maric treated him like one of the team, so the others followed his lead. 
 
    “Mil Mi-17 in the cave,” said Mosha. “Prepped and ready to fly. I figure that’s the Spetsnaz’ way out of here. I wonder if Kastrioti will join them, or whether he has his own plans.” 
 
    Maric nodded. “Did you disable it?” he said. 
 
    “Does a hot curry taste good after a few beers?” he said, arching his eyebrows, and Maric grinned. There would be no running away for Kastrioti’s Spetsnaz advisors.               
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 28 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Cal stared at the screen in front of him with a sense of unease. Bulgaria had lodged a standard NATO report a few hours ago. It stated that a group of helicopters in close formation had just flown in from the Black Sea, crossing the coast and heading inland.  
 
    It had taken too long for Cal’s crawler programs to find the key words and direct the report to him. The aircraft tallied with the Turkish description of helicopters crossing their eastern airspace. It was more than a coincidence.  
 
    Cal’s mind worked quickly. The helicopters appeared to have originated in the middle of the area Islamic State had originally claimed. IS had been defeated, but what did that actually mean? 
 
    Any amount of supplies and equipment could have been left in remote mountain areas. Too many of the IS fighters had simply stored their weapons somewhere and blended back into the village population. It would be quite feasible to put together an airborne force for a strike like this.  
 
    If it was headed for Albania, the most secretive route would be across Turkey’s barren eastern flank, then west across the Black Sea, and then across Bulgaria, one of the least sophisticated members of NATO. 
 
    The helicopters could expect little or no resistance as they crossed the lower part of Serbia, and then Kosovo. It was a short hop from there to Kastrioti’s base. They would have to refuel somewhere, but they could do that easily enough on the ground in Bulgaria, or from an air tanker in flight. There was enough IS money going into Kastrioti’s little effort to ensure refueling was not a problem. 
 
    It was frustrating. Cal couldn't forward his suspicions to Maric while there was a comms blackout over Kastrioti’s base. The Grey Ops boss thought of getting NATO to take some form of action to stop the helicopters. Macedonia had the nearest NATO air base, and there was another one in the north of Italy, but neither was going to scramble a flight of jets every time a few helicopters went off course on a ‘training mission’. 
 
    Cal could only hope the strategists at Sigonella had thought of everything, including an aerial assault. Otherwise there were going to be a lot of NATO and US lives lost during Operation Overdue. 
 
    A lot closer to the action in Albania, the recon team had their own problems as they crossed the top of the plateau. Someone had made big changes around the Count’s base. Maric could see a number of machine gun nests and a belt of scattered mines further out, sitting on top of the ground.  
 
    The mercenaries wouldn’t have been able to dig the mines into the limestone, so Maric figured they would be using ones that could be remotely detonated. That way an attacking force wouldn’t need to step on them to activate the charge inside. 
 
    It looked like the base was protected on this side by around 30 soldiers. Maric did a quick calculation. From what he had seen the base had around 70 mercenaries, and a dozen or so Spetsnaz. Then the three trucks had brought in another 50 fundamentalists.  
 
    130 soldiers didn't seem like much of a force, but with modern weapons they would be extremely difficult to shift, especially when they held such a well-prepared position in difficult terrain. 
 
    He could see several aerials topping the knoll by the helipad. The fundamentalists were looking for video footage of IS successes, and of Western forces being destroyed.  
 
    Maric was confident that wasn’t going to happen, but whatever crumbs the cameras managed to record still wouldn’t be leaving the plateau. Not with the EA-18Gs above, and not with any of the defenders who were still alive at the end being stripped and body searched.  
 
    Maric could also see the radar dish he had discovered in the storeroom, and that made him uneasy. He had thought it was for the SAMs he and Juric had destroyed on the truck, but it might also have been for something else. He wished he knew what that other use was. 
 
    The recon team were almost at the tunnel leading to the munitions dump when Maric heard a familiar sound behind him. He looked back, and saw a formation of helicopters coming in from the far end of the plateau. The recon team were following a shallow gully across the plateau, and they had little cover from the air. 
 
    “Act like you belong, people,” he said quickly. “Kastrioti’s got all types here, and we’re showing a mix of New Zealand and Croatian uniforms. It should confuse them enough to think we’re a squad of mercenaries returning to base after a patrol.” 
 
    The helicopters didn’t give them a second glance. When they were directly overhead, Mosha dropped to his knees and fished a length of aluminum out of his pack. It had been modified in a number of ways. Markovic hauled an odd-looking missile so small it looked like a toy from his pack, and Mosha clicked the missile into place on the length of aluminum. He placed the end result on the ground, and two struts snapped down to hold up the front end. 
 
    When the helicopters started to slow over the helipad, Mosha touched something at the back of the missile and stepped smartly away. A moment later the light structure bucked as the missile streaked away, and curved in toward one of the helicopters. It hit dead center, and punched through the rear wall of the machine. There was a moment’s hesitation, and then both side doors blew out as the missile detonated. 
 
    It was a small charge, but it killed or disabled most of the soldiers on board. The helicopter pitched forward, and slammed into the plateau a few seconds later. Then the fuel tanks caught fire, and only two figures stumbled from the wreckage. 
 
    The machine gun nests were disoriented by the roar of so many helicopters flying overhead, but someone must have traced the flight path of the missile back in the direction of the recon team.  
 
    Bullets started to kick up limestone fragments some distance in front of them, and it wouldn’t take long for the gunners to get the range right. Maric led the way to a spur that lay across the gully just ahead. It protected them from the increasingly accurate machine gun fire. From there it was a matter of wriggling on their stomachs the last twenty meters to the tunnel at the head of the gully. 
 
    Maric had just ushered the last of his team to safety when he heard a dull roar as ammunition went up in the downed helicopter, and decided it was time the recon team were gone. There would be patrols around the entrance of the tunnel in a few minutes, and they would be coming in weapons hot. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” he said to Mosha, as he led the way at a steady jog along galleries he now knew by heart. All of the team had snapped LED lights in place, and they were keeping up. 
 
    “It’s called a Spike,” said Mosha, “and it’s the smallest missile in use by the US Marines. Two and a half kilos in weight and that includes the half kilo charge. It can penetrate anything up to medium armor before it detonates. 
 
    “I pushed hard for the main force to have these, and Brightwater eventually agreed. Cal put in a call to me at Sigonella, and said you had taken out some SAMs. It was part of a general update on your whereabouts. Knowing about the SAMs made me think.  
 
    “If Kastrioti was prepared to take out our air support, the best thing he could do after that was bring in some air power of his own. He would rule the skies, and that would keep our troops hunkered down under cover. We would find ourselves in a stalemate at best. 
 
    “I didn’t know what he was thinking of bringing in – drones with weapons mounted on them was my first guess – but I’m glad we brought the Spikes with us. The main task force will be using them to take out more of those helicopters right now.  
 
    “The problem is the Spikes have only got a three klick range. Once the helis realize that, they’ll stay higher up, and they’ve got some major firepower on board. I saw air-to-ground missiles and heavy machine guns as they passed overhead.” 
 
    The recon team came to a place where the gallery opened out and provided good cover along the walls. Maric positioned the team with good cover from the limestone columns, and open fields of fire toward the gallery where it entered the cave. The LEDs went out, and the recon team waited, but the silence drew out into minutes. 
 
    Eventually Maric decided they had to move on. He told them to bring up the lights again, and reformed the team in the middle of the cave. 
 
    “Stay sharp, people,” he said. “If the patrols didn’t follow us in at this end, they must have good defenses at the other end of the system. They will be looking for anyone trying to get into the base through the tunnels.  
 
    “Hand to your neighbor’s collar everyone, and lights out. Mosha will take lead, and I’ll freelance fifty meters ahead of him. I’ll be leaving you a trail to follow. 
 
    “Just follow the wall, and give your eyes a chance to adjust. There’s sunshine out there, and it filters down in places.” 
 
    Maric was thinking hard as he found his way by sound and memory through the cave system. There had been five choppers in that formation, and they could have been carrying another sixty fighters. Even if more of them had now been destroyed by the Spike missiles, they would have dropped off the troops they were carrying first.  
 
    He thought the new arrivals were IS, judging by the unkempt state of the helis carrying them, and the direction they’d come from. One IS contingent had already arrived, and another, from further away, made sense. It was IS who were funding the ‘big event’, and they would want to see it carried out properly.  
 
    Maric worked out there were close to 200 fighters defending the base now, more than half of them extremists, and there might be more coming.  
 
    The meetings at Sigonella had talked about an attack force of around 60, plus the recon team, and they were all special forces or valuable technical support. They were good, but they were now outnumbered three to one. 
 
    The only thing the recon team could do that would really help was find the head of the beast and cut it off. Where the hell was Kastrioti in all this mess? There had to be some place the orders were being issued from. 
 
    Maric had no doubt Kastrioti would be present. It was his home territory and he would be here to defend it. He may even have been told to be present in person by his terrorist paymasters. In all his time inside the base Maric hadn’t seen a control room, or anyone who might be in charge of anything. How was he going to find the man? 
 
    Then he heard a minuscule change in the background sounds of the tunnel, and a softness that always came with people. Skin and hair and clothing absorbed sound, rather than reflecting it. There was an ambush dead ahead.                             
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 29 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Maric ghosted silently back down the tunnel until he found Mosha, and then he led the recon team to a side tunnel even further back. He turned his LED onto it's lowest setting, and was about to start a whispered conference when the limestone of the cave system heaved underfoot, and a dull rumble followed straight after. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” said Anderson in a whisper. “Explosives?” 
 
    Mosha and Maric looked at each other. They’d seen and heard everything that modern warfare could produce, and it had to be a major missile strike. The NATO/US attack force wasn’t using them, so it had to be Kastrioti. 
 
    “Dammit!” hissed Maric. “That’s what the radar installation is being used for. Someone’s sending in cruise missiles, and they’re being radar directed when they get close enough. The Growlers above us can’t jam that!” 
 
    “How would IS get their hands on cruise missiles?” said Markovic. 
 
    “Hell, everybody’s got them,” said Whitfield. “Russia, Turkey and Iran have them, so there’s a possible source, plus buying or stealing on the black market.” 
 
    “Then it’s our people on the receiving end,” said Maric grimly. “They’ve got to be coming from somewhere, and the sooner we get into the base the sooner we find out. Then, somehow, we have to get word out so Sigonella can stop them.” 
 
    Maric put that problem away for later. The recon team needed to concentrate on more immediate things. 
 
    “There’s a defensive lineup ahead," he said, "and we have to get past it. A frontal attack would be too costly. Grenades within a closed system like this are too lethal, and there's no cover for us. 
 
    “Juric, you came through the back of the cavern with me, what do you remember of the cave system on this side of the grille?" 
 
    The new recruit thought for a while before he answered.  
 
    "You had the LED," he said, "but there was some light bleeding through from the cavern. I got an impression of a large open space immediately on our left, and then there was that tunnel a little further on the right. You remember, one side of it looked whiter than the rest of the limestone, as if someone had cleaned it." 
 
    That was what Maric remembered too. The reception committee would be set up in the chamber this side of the grille, and the small side gallery off to the side was too far up for a surprise attack. There had to be something else. 
 
    “There was an opening high up on the right, straight after the grille,” said Juric. “Or it might be an opening. It was just a dark hole as far as I could see. Do you think that’s worth a look?” 
 
    It was the only chance they had, so they rook it. Minutes later the team was exploring as much of the cave system as they could, investigating each of the galleries, no matter how small, that might lead towards the base. Pavic was the one to find it first. 
 
    “I could barely fit through the last bits of the tunnel in some places,” she said, “but it comes out high on the wall in that first chamber. I followed a faint hint of light and it got steadily stronger.  
 
    “I didn’t try for a look at their defensive positions, didn’t want to give any hint I was there. The light I was seeing was borrowed light from the cavern I think.” 
 
    That made things difficult. Maric had no doubt he could make it through the narrow gallery – his long, lean frame helped – but he wasn’t going to be able to to take much in the way of hardware with him, or body armor. A knife and his Glock would be about it. He realized that what he had in mind was going to take some very exact timing. 
 
    A few minutes later another massive percussion reverberated through the base, and the rock juddered under him as he crawled along. Maric hoped it was unsettling the soldiers defending the grille. It was the sort of diversion he needed. 
 
    Mosha actually bowled the grenades down the tunnel toward the chamber. The ceiling stopped anyone from lobbing them, and the greater speed they had as they left his hand the more times they would skip along the walls and across the floor of the tunnel.  
 
    He even took a short run up before each delivery, and returned to his starting point as he carefully fitted the next one to his hand. Davies almost expected him to rub the grenade on his trousers to give it a bit of spin.  
 
    There was about ten seconds between each one, and there were six of them. One minute for Maric to work his way at speed through the last section of narrow, winding gallery high above the defenders. 
 
    The soldiers in the chamber cowered behind the available cover as shrapnel whistled out of the tunnel and into the chamber. One grenade even made it the full distance, and set their ears ringing. They had no idea Maric was sliding out of the narrow opening above them and landing softly on the floor. Then the first soldier died.  
 
    The rest of the recon team had started running as soon as the last grenade was on its way. There would be long seconds before helped arrived, and Maric had to stay alive until then. 
 
    By the time he reached the second man, and blocked an ineffective swipe with the butt of a rifle, the whole chamber knew he was there. His attacker had gone down into a crouch to avoid Maric’s knife, and the tall man caught him under the chin with a snap kick. The soldier dropped to the ground senseless. 
 
    A quick glance told him there were another six fighters in the chamber, and they were well spread out. That made the decision for him. If they’d been grouped together, he might have used the Glock. Now he jumped to the top of a rock to his left and pushed sideways off the wall. 
 
    The third defender was lifting his rifle to open fire and Maric sailed over it. His knife went in at the collar bone and pierced the man’s heart. Some instinct told him to go left again, and a knife sliced past his ear. He could feel the location of each of the remaining fighters, and their generally confused intent, but there was something different about the man in front of him. 
 
    A sense of danger scratched at Maric’s throat, and he dropped as a knife sliced through the spot where his throat had been. This guy was burning with intent, which made him easier to read, but his skill level was too high to deal with quickly. Maric guessed he was one of the Spetsnaz trainers. The remaining four soldiers were getting organized now, and it was time to leave. 
 
    Maric pivoted and slammed his foot into his attacker’s center of mass, knocking him backward. Then he threw himself through the entrance that led to the grille, and the Count’s base. He pulled the Glock as he did so, and fired a couple of shots to discourage anyone following him. 
 
    That was the agreed signal that he had found cover, and seven M4 carbines on short bursts opened up as the recon team covered the last few meters into the chamber. The remaining defenders scrambled for cover, but Maric got two more from the entrance with his Glock, and then Davies was airborne, diving into the room. He rolled before he came upright at speed, and snapped a burst into another of the defenders. The rest didn’t stand a chance. 
 
    Anderson checked the bodies for signs of life while Whitfield took an unobtrusive look into the cavern. The grille was open, and there was no one on the other side of it, or elsewhere in the cavern.  
 
    That made sense. Every one of Kastrioti’s fighters would be out defending the perimeter. If there was anyone still in the cavern, they would assume the fire fight had been concluded in favor of their own side. Unfortunately for them, it wasn’t so. 
 
    Davies dragged the man Maric had kicked senseless to the grille, and tied his wrists together around one of the bars. Another was still alive, but there was little they could do for him. They needed to press on. Maric took his body armor back from Markovic, and put it on. 
 
    “Does that look like a command center to you?” said Mosha, pointing, and Maric nodded. Only one of the new prefabs in the cavern had a second story, and it was well lit while most of the others were not.  
 
    There was an outside stairwell, and a minute later Maric and Markovic were on the landing outside a door at the near end, while the rest of the team took up defensive positions around the building. 
 
    Maric tried the door handle, and it wasn’t locked. The two men went through fast, going left and right. They found a soldier in Serbian battledress, talking to a thin, angular figure seated in front of a long bench of sophisticated electronics. 
 
    The soldier started to say something and Maric was on him before he got two words out. The choke hold worked quickly, and the soldier slid to his knees. Maric slammed the edge of his hand across the base of the man’s skull to see that he stayed unconscious. 
 
    Mosha had his finger to his lips, and the angular figure in front of the equipment was frozen in place. The two SAS men moved silently to a door that led into the rest of the top story, and went through it in the same way they had the first door. There was no one there, and a door in the far wall was closed. It led, presumably, to another external stairway. 
 
    Once they were back in the first room, Mosha began talking to the man at the bench. They found a common language, and Mosha beckoned Maric over. 
 
    “Your Russian is better than mine,” he said, and Maric took over the conversation. 
 
    “All of your radio frequencies out?” he asked, and the man nodded. 
 
    “How does the radar guide the missiles in?” he said quietly, and his eyes never left the other man’s face. If the technician tried to tell him a tall story, Maric would know it. 
 
    The technician hesitated, and then his shoulders slumped in defeat. Maric watched as conflicting emotions worked their way across his face. Then he seemed to come to a decision. 
 
    “That’s not what you want,” he said heavily. “You want the GPS location for the cargo ship.” 
 
    It made sense. A cargo ship would be a great place to hide cruise missiles, and the Albanian coast wasn’t that far away. Maric did the calculations. At 1100 kph the missiles would cross the intervening space in twelve minutes.  
 
    Maric asked the man his name. It was Nikolic, and he didn’t seem to be in favor of Kastrioti’s new fundamentalist doctrine at all. He wondered what had changed for the man. His story would be a good one for later, if they both survived. 
 
    Nikolic pulled up a map of the Albanian coast with a computer generated cross on it near the coast. The latest coordinates of the cargo ship were printed underneath the map. 
 
    “Is it still here?” he asked, and Nikolic shrugged. “Nearby,’ he said flatly. 
 
    “That’s great,” said Mosha, “but we can’t get the intel to Sigonella to do anything about it!” 
 
    Another massive explosion shook the plateau. The top of the two story building swayed noticeably. It underscored Mosha’s concerns. Outnumbered and exposed to blasts like that, the attack force would be taking casualties and making little headway.               
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 30 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Nikolic hesitated once again, and Maric wondered what he was hiding this time. The electronics man smiled wryly, and Maric had seen that expression before. It was the equivalent of the old saying, ‘might as well be hung for a sheep as a lamb’. Nikolic was theirs now, completely. He would tell them everything he knew. 
 
    “There’s a copper line,” he said. “It’s an old line the partisans used for the villagers to warn them when the Germans were getting close. Kastrioti replaced it in the early days of internet, before wireless. It runs south along the gorge to a ham radio station in a tiny village thirty kilometers away.  
 
    “The radio station has been converted to cell tower status now, and the line was kept on as a backup. It’s the only way to get information in or out of the base with everything jammed now. 
 
    “Crank it up,” said Maric sharply, and Nikolic plugged a set of headphones into one of his pieces of equipment. 
 
    “No encryption,” said the technician. “We just use codes that no one else would understand, but if you wait a minute” - and he connected another lead into the same piece of equipment - “you should be able to dial out now.” 
 
    Maric got the coordinates of the cargo ship to Russo, and then Cal, as fast as he could. Fighter jets would be on the way within minutes, authorized by one or the other. 
 
    Then he thought of something else. 
 
    “The task force has got a helicopter problem,” he said, once he had called Russo again. “Get one of the EA-18Gs to drop lower and use its air-to-air missiles will you. Our ground forces are getting hammered down here.” There was a brief affirmative. 
 
    Then he had a question for Nikolic. “Did a second front open to the east and north a short time ago?”  
 
    Nikolic looked surprised. “Half an hour ago,” he said. “We weren’t expecting them. How did you know.” 
 
    Maric smiled. The Albanian Special Operations Battalion had arrived. Cal had come through for the recon team, again. Now they were only outnumbered a bit less than two to one, and that was much better odds. 
 
    Mosha suddenly stiffened, and put a finger to his ear. He’d heard something. He was heading for the door that led to the next room when it was flung open and two men came through fast, heading left and right. They were superbly focused, and Maric felt instinctively that these were the Spetsnaz team leaders. 
 
    One was built like a tank, and the other was lean and flowed across the ground like he was floating above it. Maric was envious. He’d thought he was the master of ghosting, but this guy had taken it to a whole new level. 
 
    The lean Spetsnaz looked at Maric, who still had the headphones on his head, and shot Nikolic center-of-mass twice. The gangly technician jerked, and tumbled out of his seat onto the floor. He looked up at Maric and smiled. For once in his life, he had made a decision and stood by it. He had done the right thing. Maric wasn’t to take any of the blame for his death. 
 
    The tall man knelt beside him, and clasped a hand to his shoulder. Then Nikolic’s eyes closed. 
 
    “Ruki, gde ya mogu ikh videt,” said the leaner of the two men. 
 
    Maric stood slowly, and held his hands out to the side, as the Russian had requested. 
 
    “He wasn’t a soldier,” he said, in the same language. “He didn’t deserve to die.” 
 
    “He wasn’t much of anything,” said the big Russian, “but he should have kept his mouth shut.” 
 
    “You the one that destroyed the SAMs?” said the lean Russian, and Maric nodded. 
 
    “That was exceptional work,” the man continued, “but we can’t leave a special force team to harass us while we make our escape,” and his finger tightened on the trigger of his pistol. 
 
    “The Mi 17 in the gorge?” said Maric innocently, and a look of alarm flashed across the Russian’s face. 
 
    “He’s having you on,” said the big Russian. “The Mil’s guarded by two of our own. Why would a recon team start a fire fight when their job is to find a way behind our lines and do damage there?” 
 
    The other man still didn’t look convinced. Maric had his poker face on, but inside he was getting worried. His team in the cavern had heard the shots, and they would be assessing what they could do about the situation, but he couldn’t stall the Russians for much longer. 
 
    The bullet that came through the window opposite the electronics bench hit the lean Russian in the upper arm. His fingers spasmed, and he dropped his pistol.  
 
    Maric was impressed with the shot. The nerves that control the hand run along the inside of the arm, and Anderson had taken them out nicely. He must have found a high point to shoot from, and got a partial target.  
 
    The big Russian turned and fired a flurry of shots through the window, shattering it. Maric took a quick step forward and kicked high and fast. The pistol spun out of the big Russian’s hands. 
 
    Mosha had started moving as soon as Maric did. He jabbed the big Russian hard in the face with his left hand, twice, while Maric swept the legs out from under the wounded one. The big Russian retaliated with a backhand swipe that was faster than Mosha had expected, and he staggered back, dazed. Then the Russian tucked the other man under his arm and was gone through the door into the other room. 
 
    The two SAS men were heading for the door when a burst of automatic rifle fire stitched across the wall from left to right. They dived for cover under the bench that held the electronics equipment.  
 
    Moments later the sounds of someone going down the external stairway at the other end of the building echoed through the cavern. It was followed by two shots that Maric figured came from the recon team. When Davies came in to see if they were all right, moments later, he told them the two Russians had got away. 
 
    "It doesn't matter,” said Maric. “We know where they're going." 
 
    "Yes, the helicopter in the gorge," added Mosha. 
 
    "They’ll take their people with them," said Maric. "They know the game is up now. They will suspect I used the phone link to close down the cruise missiles, and that will turn the battle in favor of the NATO and US attack force. The Russians will hope to escape in the confusion as the main doors are overrun, and the Albanian special forces close in from the other side.” 
 
    "That makes the Spetsnaz our responsibility?" said Mosha, and Maric nodded. The decision answered another question Maric had been pondering. If the Count wasn’t here, in the operational center, then he was up in his private quarters, and the tall man didn’t want him escaping. 
 
    The Count’s terrorist backers would have wanted him to stay with the base until the very last moment. The Spetsnaz were about to collect him on the way out. The mercenaries and fundamentalists were going to be left to their fate. It was the beginning of the end game. 
 
    Ten kilometers off the Albanian coast, fighter jets were closing in on the GPS position they’d been given. They were Strike Eagles, a US multi-role fighter that could handle a wide range of tasks. There were two flights of them, with four jets in each, and a squadron leader. 
 
    “Missile track confirmed, Squadron Leader,” said Flight Leader Blue. “The cargo ship Al-Maelim below us was the source. The name means ‘the teacher’ in Arabic.” 
 
    “Thank you for today’s language lesson, Flight leader,” said Squadron Leader. “I see activity on the deck, and that’s enough for me. If they’re trying to launch another cruise missile, we have orders to engage. 
 
    “Flight Red, you will engage first, Flight Blue, circle for a counter run.” 
 
    The two flights acknowledged. Red lined up on an angle across the missile platform that showed on the front deck, and began to drop lower.  
 
    They were closing on their target when several puffs of smoke appeared just under the bridge of the ship, and the thin trails of surface to air missiles sped up toward the approaching fighters.  
 
    They rolled abruptly away, and deployed flares and chaff to confuse the missiles. Two of the missiles followed the flares, and detonated harmlessly, but the third stayed resolutely on Red Leader’s tail. He managed an impressive display of aerobatics, to no avail, and ejected as the missile drew closer. Moments later the aircraft blew apart. 
 
    “Now that’s not nice,” said Squadron Leader, and changed channels. “SAMs fired from ship,” he reported, “one fighter down, pilot ejected, hostiles continuing activities, permission to engage with a LRASM.” 
 
    There was a long wait until the answer came back. 
 
    “Permission granted. Send them to hell, Squadron Leader.” 
 
    “Will do!” said Squadron Leader. Then he changed his operating channel back to talk to his teams. 
 
    “Blue Leader, you have permission to engage with LRASM. Technical, best of luck.” 
 
    “Acknowledged,” said the pilot of the Blue Flight jet that had been modified to carry a long-range anti-ship missile. The pilot circled away from the cargo ship, and began his run when his jet was a speck on the horizon.  
 
    Since the LRASM had a range of more than 300 km, getting close to the target was not a priority. The rest of the squadron had already climbed higher, out of range of any more missiles the ship might have. 
 
    Blue Technical dropped lower, and sent the LRASM on its way when the jet was just above the sea. High above, Squadron Leader watched the cargo ship start to turn ponderously away from the approaching missile.  
 
    The LRASM wasn’t a torpedo, and it didn’t matter what position the ship was in when it was hit. It seemed to take a long time for the missile to cross the intervening kilometers, and then it struck the side of the ship at an angle. It disappeared inside the hull, and then the middle blew out of the ship. The bow and stern stayed above water for another minute, and then they went down as well. 
 
    There was a round of cheers from the squadron, and some congratulatory messages for Blue Technical. 
 
    “Time to go home, people,” said Squadron Leader. “That should make things easier for our troops on the ground.” 
 
    The jets turned onto a heading for Sigonella. Dusty and his squad were well liked there, and the New Zealand SAS team had been a bit of a novelty as well. This had been personal.               
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 31 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    The recon team left their positions around the two-story prefab, and joined Maric and Mosha as they headed for the back of the cavern. The Spetsnaz wouldn’t want to be seen deserting this particular sinking ship by the others, and Maric figured they had a hidden side entrance they were heading for. 
 
    The recon team didn’t have time to find that entrance, so they raced past the grille an back into the tunnels. They passed the munitions dump and took the side tunnel Maric and Juric had used when they’d first tried to connect with the rest of the recon team.  
 
    It wasn’t long before they arrived at the edge of the gorge, half a klick from the camouflage netting on the opposite side. The Spetsnaz helicopter was in the cave that was hidden behind it. 
 
    Maric sent Davies and Markovic along the edge of the gorge away from the cave to find a way down. The rest of the team settled in to wait for the Spetsnaz team to appear. Anderson tapped Maric lightly on the shoulder, and the tall man shook his head. A good sniper could take out moving targets at this distance, but Maric wanted to leave the Spetsnaz until he saw what they were up to. 
 
    A figure appeared out of the undergrowth at the bottom of the gorge, some distance on the other side of the camouflage netting. Others appeared behind it. Then Maric saw puffs of dust and dirt as bullets landed around them.  
 
    The Spetsnaz were coming under fire from the NATO and US force snipers on the other side of the gorge. Several of the Spetsnaz took cover behind trees and boulders, and returned fire, while the rest moved at speed for the cave.  
 
    As they got closer to the camouflage netting, Maric could see a figure huddled in the middle of a protective ring of fighters. He took a closer look through his military nocular, and was surprised at what he saw. 
 
    The Count, and this had to be the Count, was a gaunt figure, with a desperate air about him. It was clear his interest in terrorism, and military matters, did not sit easily with him.  
 
    This was not a man who had seen his village destroyed by an attacking force, and would pursue a vendetta until his death. This was not a man deeply embedded in some cause or ideology. He had got into this for the money, and now it had morphed out of his control. 
 
    Kastrioti might be suffering now, but his many thoughts about furthering his own ends over the years had led to assassins being hired, and they had killed three retired New Zealand SAS soldiers. Somehow, very soon now, the Count was going to pay for that. 
 
    Maric wondered if the Count was some disgruntled aristocrat who wanted to return to the old days, when his family name had been feared for its wealth and power. He wondered if he would get a chance to ask him that before he killed him, and decided it didn’t matter. 
 
    Juric came up beside him, and seemed about to say something. Maric turned and looked at him. 
 
    “He means a lot to you, yes?” said the Croatian special forces soldier. Maric nodded. Juric had become even more fiercely loyal once Maric mentioned he also had some Croatian blood. 
 
    “He killed three retired SAS members, and there has to be justice,” said Maric quietly. “We look after our own.  
 
    “But that’s not your fight. Right now we have to stop Islamic State drawing more of the young and impressionable to their tyrannical rule. Democracy is a new thing, barely 500 years old, and it has to be defended.” 
 
    “Still,” said Juric, “you’ve made the three of us part of your SAS team. Your fight is our fight. I will be glad when Kastrioti is forced to face the consequences of his actions.” 
 
    Moments later the Spetsnaz reached the cave, and a little later Davies and Markovic returned along the edge of the gorge. The two recon team members had set up a rope descent further back, and it was ready for use whenever Maric needed it. 
 
    The tall man turned and nodded to Anderson. He was to stay. They arranged hand signals so Anderson would know what Maric wanted of him once the team were in position. Maric figured the team was ready, and they left for the descent into the gorge. Anderson began to set up his sniper position. 
 
    The recon team was still some distance from the cave when the camouflage netting came down, revealing the bulky presence of the Mi-17 inside. Maric had told his people to move up cautiously, and stay in deep cover. Mosha had disabled the helicopter earlier, and the Spetsnaz were about to find that out. Time was on the side of the recon team. 
 
    There was a raised voice from inside the cave, then a sharp command and silence. The Spetsnaz at the cave mouth spread out and established a perimeter. Maric set up five of his people in a scattered arc as covering fire, and told them to find the best cover they could. They were going to get shot at.  
 
    That left himself, Mosha, and Davies working their way steadily closer to the cave mouth. Once Maric was safely behind a section of dense undergrowth, he raised his fist slightly higher than his helmet and brought it sharply down. 
 
    His five sharpshooters began to pick away at the Spetsnaz defenses. Maric heard a sharp cry, and figured his people had got at least one of the defenders with the sudden attack. The rest of them would now take a lot more care to stay out of the line of fire.  
 
    Mosha was advancing ahead of Maric, with Davies a short distance behind. They were tucked in under the side of the gorge where cover was best. It also helped that it was mid afternoon, and they had shade on that side of the gorge now.  
 
    Maric could see sideways into one of the Spetsnaz positions, and he carefully lined up his carbine. Then he placed his free hand behind his neck, and lifted his elbow up, which was Anderson's call sign. He pointed towards the wall of the gorge next to him, which told Anderson to take out as many of the Spetsnaz as he could at Maric’s end of the perimeter line. 
 
    There was a moment’s silence, while Anderson worked out how much damage he could do before the Spetsnaz figured out where the shots were coming from. Once they knew where the sniper was, they would adjust their cover accordingly.  
 
    Then there were two meaty thumps close by, and the lighter sound of a bullet hitting wood. Maric followed immediately with a short burst on semi-automatic. He brought down the soldier he’d been aiming at. 
 
    The three SAS men were close to the cave mouth before the Spetsnaz realized what was going on. Then there was a sustained firefight as Maric’s advance group began to roll back the Spetsnaz perimeter.  
 
    Whitfield and Juric took the opportunity to move up in support, hugging the side of the gorge, and added their firepower to the efforts of the advance group. 
 
    It was beginning to look like the recon team had the upper hand, and then Maric heard the louder beat of a machine gun. It was a modern Russian Pecheneg, if he wasn’t mistaken, and that meant the cover his people had thought was cover, now wasn’t.  
 
    Each bullet weighed more than twice as much as a standard NATO rifle round, and it sounded like the operator was feeding 250 round belts into it. 
 
    Maric looked back as Pavic broke from her hiding place to drag an unresponsive Markovic to somewhere that was better protected. She stumbled, and Maric knew she’d been hit as well, and then she recovered enough to get them both to safety. 
 
    Only two of Maric’s team providing covering fire were active now, the ones who felt they had enough protection between themselves and the machine gun. Anderson was still firing from above, and getting the odd lucky break. The Spetsnaz were laying down a withering fire in return, and Maric knew he had to do something to break the deadlock. 
 
    Moments later he heard a sound that he had thought impossible. An explosive cough came from one of the big turbo-shaft engines on the helicopter, and then the other.  
 
    He looked across at Mosha, who lifted his free hand palm up in disbelief. Maric’s number two had pulled out a section of the fuel line, and smashed one of the fuel pumps to bits with a rock. It should have been enough. The engines were a kind of vertical jet engine with a compressor that turned the huge blades overhead. It was a simpler arrangement than a piston engine, and there wasn’t as much to disable. 
 
    The big rotor blades began to turn, and Maric wondered how the Spetsnaz were going to get the machine out of the confined space. There wasn’t much room above the Mil, and there was some solid vegetation in front of the cave. It would be hard, but the Russians had got it in there somehow, so they’d be able to get it out. 
 
    The rest of the defenders began to pull back towards the cave. The chatter of the Pecheneg stopped for a while, and Maric began to work his way forward in the relative calm. Then a burst of automatic fire erupted just meters away on Maric’s left.  
 
    He eased himself up into a position where he could see the shooter. He was just in time to hear the solid impact of a bullet finding it's target, and see the man sprawl backwards with his throat shot out. Anderson was clearly looking out for Maric, and the rest of the advance group. 
 
    The defenders began to pull back into the cave. It was always risky to pull back under fire, and two more Spetsnaz fell as the recon team increased their rate of fire. One of the downed soldiers got up and staggered into the cave. He must have caught a burst across his body armor. 
 
    Then the Pecheneg begin it's relentless chattering again, and the recon team were forced to keep their heads down. The helicopter blades increased their speed to a steady whir, and dust and grit began to billow out of the cave entrance. 
 
    Once the Mil was clear of the cave, Maric knew he would have lost the Count. The helicopter was a modern weapon of war, and it was armored, and all its working parts were protected. The recon team had nothing powerful enough to bring it down.  
 
    If Maric was going to do something, it had to be now. He began to work his way towards the cave entrance. The increasing dust from the cave was working in his favor. He saw a flicker of movement behind him, and figured Mosha and Davies were moving up as well.               
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 32 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    When Maric eased into the cave, there were half a dozen Spetsnaz taking cover on the far side of the entrance, and firing out into the gorge. They were the rearguard action for the helicopter. There was too much going on for them to see him ghosting silently along the wall of the cave, especially in the swirling dust.  
 
    The big Russian was screwing an engine panel back into place, and the lean Russian was inside the helicopter, at the controls. Maric could see him through the large front and side windows of armored glass. Someone had bandaged his wounded arm, but Maric bet he was still using his right hand very gingerly. A shadowy shape behind the Russian could be Kastrioti.  
 
    Then two shapes slid equally silently past him, and closed on the big Russian where he was working on the engine. Mosha and Davies put the Mi-17 between them and the Spetsnaz at the entrance, just as the Russian came running at them with a long knife in one hand and a wrench in the other. That suited them fine. They didn’t want to start a fire fight with the other Spetsnaz close by. 
 
    Maric slid round the back of the helicopter, and found the cargo bay doors wide open. He figured that was for the rearguard, who would cut and run for the safety of the helicopter once it lifted off. He jumped the short distance to the floor of the cargo bay, and moved quickly to the front compartment.  
 
    The door wasn’t locked, and Maric came through it fast. The lean Russian pulled a handgun with blinding speed, but he used his damaged right arm without thinking. He winced as the pain exploded up his arm, and it was enough for Maric to back fist the weapon hard, knocking it across the compartment. 
 
    A quick glance showed Kastrioti backing up on the other side of the co-pilot’s chair. Maric wasn’t expecting any resistance from him, but he was a random factor, and that was always worrying. 
 
    The lean Russian had an army knife in his left hand a moment later, as if by magic. Maric could see at once that he had trained for knife fighting with both hands. It didn’t take long to find out he was good at it. Maric snapped out a jab to the Russian’s elbow as the knife sliced past his face. It let the Russian know the SAS man was just as fast as he was. 
 
    When Maric made no attempt to pull a weapon of his own, it puzzled the Russian. The tall man could see the momentary confusion in his opponent’s eyes. But to Maric a weapon meant you were always thinking about the damage that weapon could inflict. If you didn’t have a weapon, you had a greater number of options, and a better sense of the possible spaces around you. 
 
    He dropped low as the Russian went high again for the side of his head. When he came up he was holding the small fire extinguisher that had been held to the floor by a spring-loaded clamp. 
 
    The Russian went right as Maric telegraphed his intent to fire the extinguisher at the left side of his face. That slammed the Russian into the pilot’s chair, as Maric had intended, and limited the movement of his knife hand. Maric went further right, and the Russian’s knife caught on the chair as he tried to put the knife through Maric’s throat.  
 
    It was a simple matter to catch his hand at the wrist and twist it to disarm him. He was already moving, diving for the handgun on the floor, and Maric’s elbow caught him in the temple with a sickening crunch. He crumpled to the floor, and didn’t appear to be breathing. Maric checked for a pulse, and found one. 
 
    The Russian had been caught out by his limited understanding. Every soldier knew where they were, and what they could do. Few of them knew where they weren’t, and that was where they could be forced into error.  
 
    Then Maric’s attention was taken by a life and death struggle taking place in front of the helicopter. He saw Mosha taken in a throw by the big Russian’s brute strength, and his head as it slammed against the side wall of the cave. He didn’t move after he hit the floor of the cave. 
 
    Davies just managed to get out of the way of a straight thrust by the Russian’s knife hand, but it gave the man an opportunity to hook his arm around Davies’ neck and pull him in close. A solid left punch thumped into Davies’ rib cage. If it hadn't been for the body armor, it would have winded him.  
 
    Davies reached up and grabbed the arm around his neck. Then he speared up with his other hand, driving rigid fingertips deep into the Russian’s armpit. It was enough to drive the man forward, and for Davies to slip out of the neck hold. The Russian continued forward and down into a crouch, one leg sweeping out to take Davies’ legs out from under him. 
 
    Maric heard Kastrioti running from the front compartment of the Mi-17, but decided the Count could wait. The life and death struggle in front of him would be decided in much less time than it would take him to run outside and get involved. He could only watch helplessly. 
 
    Davies landed heavily, and tried to roll away, but the Russian dropped onto him with his left forearm across Davies’ throat. Davies used both hands to push the Russian’s right shoulder up, as if he was trying to roll him away, and the Russian took the opportunity to bend his knife arm and drive it towards Davies’ throat. 
 
    When the knife was half way to its intended target, Davies’ hand came up under the hand that was driving the knife, and he added his own strength to the Russian’s. It was enough to lift the knife point by millimeters, so it missed his own throat, and he continued to drive it up and under the jaw of his opponent.  
 
    The force of the strike was more than either of them could have managed on their own, and the long knife went cleanly through the Russian’s skull and came out at the top of his head. For a long moment he stayed rigid, and then his body collapsed to one side as Davies rolled him over. 
 
    There was a sudden upsurge in the tempo of the fire fight at the mouth of the cave, with the sharper reports of the M16s used by US Marines, and Maric figured help had arrived. It didn’t take long before the remaining Spetsnaz were surrendering.  
 
    There were two last shots from the cargo bay of the helicopter, and the cave went silent. Maric hurried into the cargo bay to find Juric standing over Kastrioti, who lay on the floor with blood spreading from two holes in the left side of his chest. 
 
    “I saw the task force arrive,” said Juric, “and figured they would arrest him. After that there wouldn’t be anything you could do, and that wasn’t right. He killed three of ours, and now he’s dead. It seems fair to me.” 
 
    Maric put his hand on the new recruit’s shoulder. He had taken the idea of belonging to Maric’s SAS group to heart. Whether that was a miscalculation according to the rules of war, or the actions of a good soldier, would be something for Cal and the Croatian commander Yukovic to sort out, not NATO or the US.  
 
    Maric would support Juric’s story of self-defense, and turn the situation over to Cal and Yukovic later. He would abide by their decision. Whatever the result of that particular piece of head scratching, Kastrioti was dead, and that was a good thing.  
 
    Maric looked around the cave, at the bodies on the floor and the exhausted soldiers still standing. He knew this place. It was the end of the end game.  
 
    “Thought I might find you here,” said a cheerful voice, and Dusty stepped up to greet him.  
 
    “This is Staff Sergeant Dubois,” he added, pointing to the soldier next to him, “who’s in charge of the US Marine forces in the task force. When I heard there was a last stand down here in the gorge, I asked to tag along. Thought you might be involved.” 
 
    “Staff Sergeant,” said Maric, inclining his head. “I remember you from the briefings. Very glad you got here when you did.” 
 
    “Not a problem,” said Dubois. “I’m just glad this whole damn thing is over. We took too many casualties today, and I don’t know the full story behind that, but I hear Brightwater has been suspended ‘pending inquiries’.  
 
    “Blaming others won’t make it any easier to write letters to the families of the fallen back home, though.” 
 
    Maric nodded. It was every commanding officer’s most hated task. 
 
    “The boys would like to see you again,” said Dusty cheerfully, and led Maric away to catch up with his Marine squad.  
 
    “The tide turned when those damned cruise missiles stopped coming in,” continued Dusty. “I’m looking forward to seeing footage of the bastards who were firing them off getting hammered!” 
 
    Maric was too. And he was looking forward to some decent food, and a hot shower, and a soft bed, and maybe after all that to seeing Russo again. And there was one more thing. Whatever mission he was sent on next, he only hoped it didn’t have anything to do with conventional armies! 
 
    Dealing with Russo was going to be problematic, though. When this op was finally over, what was he going to do about her? 
 
    Two and a half weeks later, he found out. 
 
    “And this is Ivana,” he said, as he introduced Russo to his new family in Cista Provo. Ivana immediately latched onto Russo’s arm and practically towed her into the kitchen, away from the men. 
 
    “Thank God for Maric men, eh?” she said in a conspiratorial whisper that they were all meant to overhear. “My Tomislav is a wonder, and I’m sure Ljudevit is for you, too. So tall, and so skilled with his hands . . .” 
 
    Tomislav looked embarrassed, and Maric grinned like a schoolboy. 
 
    “Take the compliment, man,” he said, “she’s proud of you.” 
 
    Tomislav smiled sheepishly. 
 
    “So how would this work again?” said Russo, when they were alone later in the big double room. Ivana and Tomislav had decamped to the guest room, which seemed back to front to Maric, but apparently it was a high honor. 
 
    “I’ll be here more than anywhere else now,” said Maric, “learning about my people. I might even buy a house here. Then there’s you, just across the way in Italy – at least some of the time when you’re not seconded somewhere for NATO. 
 
    “Of course there’s my work as well, and Cal tells me there are situations he’s keeping an eye on that his backers want taken care of. But we’ll be in this part of the world at the same time quite often now. 
 
    “I mean, there isn’t that ‘half way round the world’ problem we’ve had before.” 
 
    She looked at him as if she was trying to work out whether he meant it. Ah yes, he thought, those trust issues again. But he always knew it would be uphill with Russo. 
 
    “Could do,” she said hesitantly. 
 
    “Could do what?” he prompted her. 
 
    “Could work,” she said, and that took him aback. 
 
    “Since when did you become agreeable?” he said with a smile. “It’s always ‘no’ to this and ‘never’ to that!” 
 
    She colored slightly. 
 
    “Esposito said I have to put up with you. He said that ‘no’ was not an option. He said I must not bring dishonor on my country, that Italian women always stand by their men.” 
 
    It was quite a speech for Russo. Esposito had really stood up for Maric, the old dog. He was Russo’s direct superior at NATO, and he must have a lot of influence with her. But this sort of thing could only happen in Italy! 
 
    “I will have to buy him a present,” said Maric, “or maybe find him a woman from my country.” 
 
    “We are not to be bartered like sheep!” said Russo indignantly. 
 
    “No, of course not, Dear,” said Maric gently. He could see a lot of peacemaking in his future, and he figured it was all worth it.               
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    CHAPTER 1 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    The trees were bigger here, and the undergrowth more open. Maric was moving rapidly, almost soundless on the spongy leaf litter beneath his feet. The conditions favored his long stride, and tall build.  
 
    The jungle had changed dramatically when the war party left the shallow-drafted klotocks at the first stretch of rapids on the Kapuas. The rapids were a thousand kilometers up the majestic waterway, and all traces of civilization had vanished far behind them.  
 
    The country above the rapids had never been logged, or cut over for the slash and burn farming practiced by the people of the Dayak villages. The trees were thick at the base, sometimes more than two men could join their arms around, but they weren’t tall. The war party was entering mountain country, and that meant colder climates, even in the tropics, and less fertile soils. They were on the outskirts of the Pegunungen Muller Range. Somewhere far ahead was the highest peak, Bukit Liangpran, at 2240m. 
 
    It was a far cry from the places Maric found himself when he was on one of his usual ‘Gray Ops’ missions. The combination of private funding and ‘retired’ elite forces personnel acted outside of any normal channel. Gray Ops had bases in a number of countries now, but it owed allegiance to no government. The personnel were well paid by their backers to keep the lines of commerce open, and that meant stamping out pirate nests and eliminating fundamentalist bases that were making a nuisance of themselves. 
 
    This mission was a favor to a friend, Well, a favor to a lot of Maric’s Dayak friends. A whole tribe in fact. The tall man was thinking he would spend a week in Kalimantan, and then he might be off to another problem area, this time in Kosovo. Neither of them were Gray Ops sanctioned, though his boss Cal was trying to get him support on the Kosovo one. 
 
    The high-profile businesses, and individuals, who paid for Gray Ops teams to keep commerce flowing were a tight-fisted lot. They didn’t want to pay for ‘good deeds’, or ‘justice to be done’. Maric had been asked for help by a Croatian special forces operative who had helped Maric’s recon team when they went into the Albanian mountains against a notorious figure funding terrorist activity. The operative’s name was Marko Horvat, and he had been with the Croatian Special Operations Battalion for three years now. 
 
    His sister had married an Albanian from Kosovo, and it turned out the only work he could get was in North Kosovo, an area still disputed by the Serbs. Marko had told her it was too dangerous for her to go there, but she was pregnant by then, and felt she had no choice. 
 
    Now the whole village had fallen off the map. The few messages that were getting out painted a grim picture, but no one wanted to intervene in such a politically fractured area. Peace was still fragile after the Balkan wars that had rampaged through a number of countries in the area, in the late 1990s. 
 
    Marko had turned to Maric in desperation, and the tall man was still thinking about his response. In the meantime, he thought, as he sidestepped the perfectly smooth trunk of a good-sized tree, he was going to enjoy the jungle fastnesses of Kalimantan once again. Sometimes it felt like his second home. 
 
    Maric could hear nothing from the warriors fanned out on either side of him, and that made him smile. He prided himself on knowing how to move quietly. In truth he was about the best at it there was – for a white man. But the Kayan were a nomadic tribe of Dayaks born to this wilderness, a sea of green in the middle of Kalimantan. They were without peer in their native environment. 
 
    There was a flash of movement to Maric’s left, and a lean, brown shape came into view among the trees, running strongly. The warrior angled in, until he was running alongside the tall man. He held up three fingers, then five, and then splayed the fingers on that hand as far apart as they would go. Maric smacked the back of his fist against the back of the man’s hand, which was the okay signal, and the runner angled away again to take up his former position. 
 
    The Kayan warriors had caught on to the hand signals Maric used in his SAS work quickly. He guessed the signals were similar to the ones the men used when they were stalking game. 
 
    Menan had just told him that all three of the groups on his left still had their full complement of five warriors, and they were spread out in the patterns Maric had drilled into them. 
 
    Moving at speed had its problems, from a twisted ankle to being bitten by a two-step snake, but Menan’s squad were all in good shape. Maric had expected no less. The small red and black two-step snake got its name from its supposed properties. If you were bitten you took two steps, and then you fell down dead. 
 
    Menan was the headman’s son. Though he had taken over most of his father’s duties, he would not spiritually be the headman himself until certain ceremonies were performed. For that honor he would have to wait.  
 
    Maric was struck once again by Menan’s grace and speed as he angled away. The nomadic Kayan were superb specimens. They were a tougher breed of Dayak than those nearer the coast, or those who had settled in the inland villages.  
 
    For one thing they were more independent, more self-possessed. A firm coating of muscle rippled under Menan’s heavily suntanned skin. It made both of them laugh that he came barely to the tall man’s shoulder. 
 
    Pejuang would report in from Maric’s right, sooner or later. He was acknowledged as the tribe’s best hunter, and was a popular choice to lead the squad on Maric’s other side. 
 
    The war party had been traveling through this terrain for two days now, living off the land. Whatever they caught each day, or gathered from the forest, was supplemented by a handful of rice at the one meal of the day. Each night the warriors built a long shelter that kept them off the ground. They did it in a surprisingly short amount of time.  
 
    Maric and the warriors on either side of him were close to their goal now, and that was why they were moving more quickly. The Iban village up ahead would have hunters of its own out and about, and people collecting firewood or gathering food from local sources. Maric had shown his men how to execute a silent and rapid take down, and then trained them hard in that skill. Keeping the element of surprise would give the war party the best chance of entering the village undetected. 
 
    The Iban had been the fiercest of the Dayaks, the most vigorous of the headhunters, but they were all settled in villages now. They’d been renowned pirates in the 18th century, and even today ran motorboats out of East Kalimantan with piratical intent. Sometimes they made world news as they drove the lightweight craft alongside marine traffic in the congested waters of Indonesia, demanding money. 
 
    There was a grunt and a scuffle to Maric’s right, then silence. He figured his men had come across a lone hunter. There hadn’t been enough noise for more than one, and the war party was still a long way from the Iban village. The warriors would have gagged him and trussed him, like the biggest of the game they caught, in thirty seconds. They would be back with the war party in less than five minutes. 
 
    The Kayan intel Maric had gathered suggested the Iban of the interior weren’t a problem. It was the people selling them weapons, and putting ideas in their heads, that were a problem. Maric didn’t want his war party killing more of the villagers than was absolutely necessary. Blood feuds were hard to stop. No deaths would be ideal. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Maric started to climb a long slope toward a crest. He had been prepped for this. The first of the Iban villages was on the other side of the ridge ahead. It was north-facing, and the cultivated areas lay below the village. That was good. There would be cover right up to the village itself. 
 
    Then Menan and Pejuang dropped in beside him, and Menan flicked his open hand in the ‘wait’ signal. Maric eased back to a walk, and then stood silently while they gave the outlying squads time to report in.  
 
    The sounds of the village seemed unnaturally loud, even at this distance. A stomp of feet on floorboards, and the dull clunk of wooden spoons inside communal bowls as meals were prepared.  
 
    The forest, by contrast, was unnaturally silent. That meant there were predators about. A good hunter would have known what that meant, but there were no signs of alarm from the village.  
 
    A runner came in from Maric’s right. He conveyed with a few hand gestures that a group of women had been collecting fern shoots not far from the village. They had been captured, and herded deeper into the forest under guard. Their presence might be missed by someone in the village at any moment, so it was time to move. Menan looked up at Maric sharply. The tall man nodded, and the three men set off to lead the attack on the village. 
 
    Maric came in among the roughly-constructed huts somewhere between the two bands of Kayan warriors. He ghosted through the mayhem as surprised villagers put up whatever resistance they could muster. An Iban swung a machete-like sword at one of the Kayans, who jumped quickly back. Maric stepped to one side and cracked the ribs under the man’s armpit with his bent knuckles. The parang dropped from the man’s fingers as pain radiated through his chest and he sank to his knees. 
 
    Everywhere Maric looked, the Kayan prevailed. His intensive training had shown them how to get inside the swing of enemy blades, and the Iban were shocked by an enemy who was suddenly so close. Then it took one hard strike to the right spot to take them out of the fight. Maric grinned in satisfaction. Unarmed beat armed every time. 
 
    Then he heard a shot, the last thing he wanted to hear on this mission. The villagers sometimes had old 22s for birds and small game, even this far from civilization, but the Dayaks usually considered it dishonorable to kill an enemy from a distance. 
 
    A Kayan burst through the woven back of a nearby Iban house, and scrambled away. Maric couldn’t see whether the warrior had been injured or not. The tall man took a short run up and jumped to the edge of the platform that supported the house. He landed soundlessly, noting the sun was on the other side of the dilapidated building. An outline wasn’t going to give him away. 
 
    A paunchy Iban in an old T-shirt and safari shorts stuck his head through the opening, with an ancient revolver thrust out in front of him. Maric didn’t recognize the make of the weapon, but the man had to be a trader from the coast. Maybe this was one of those stirring up trouble among the Iban, and making life difficult for the nomadic Kayan. Whatever he was, he had little battle sense. 
 
    Maric struck the man’s wrist sharply with his knuckles, and the gun went flying. 
 
    “Menyerah,” he said firmly, and the man looked toward him. His eyes went wide when he saw a tall white man in army camouflage. Rather than ‘giving up’ as requested, he ducked back inside the building. Maric sighed, and followed. Some people didn’t have the brains God gave a frog. 
 
    The trader stopped when he saw Pejuang and another Kayan in the doorway of the house. Then he turned back toward Maric, and the tall man almost smiled. A New Zealand SAS soldier was the soft option?  
 
    The trader stepped forward, and drew a knife. He drew it fast, and he held it right, pointing out. Overhead strikes were for short-lived knife fighters. Maric made a rapid reassessment of him. 
 
    Good quality knives were rare among the people of inland Borneo, and combat knives were unheard of. The villagers did almost everything with machetes, or the similarly sized parang swords. This guy must have once been a mercenary, or part of a pirate crew down at the coast. Whichever it was, he was foolish to try and relive his glory days.  
 
    Maric saw Pejuang lift his parang, and whistled a soft stop command. This was the tall man’s problem. The Kayans were to stay out of it. 
 
    The trouble with knife fights was you couldn’t guarantee who would win. There were too many ‘accidents’ on either side. And even when Maric did win, which he would, a bad cut along the way could cause real problems in the tropics. Maric was trained to stop knife fights fast, and that meant the attacker went down in the first few moves, and he didn’t get up. 
 
    He was still thinking this when the trader tried to slash him across the chest. He picked that the move was a feint at once, and moved a few inches to get out of the way. Then the trader reversed the knife and went in low, before attempting to gut him. Maric saw it coming and went sideways. Then he hit the trader’s elbow so hard he saw the man’s shoulder lift and slam into the side of his neck. 
 
    Desperate now, the trader brought the knife around in a short arc toward the side of Maric’s neck. The tall man brought one hand up inside the trader’s elbow, and re-directed the knife with the other. It sank into the man’s throat with a soft ripping sound, and then blood began to bubble out around it. 
 
    Maric removed the knife almost as quickly, and his attacker collapsed on the floor. Removing the knife was a mercy. As the blood flowed from the wound the trader’s blood pressure dropped, and he lost consciousness. Maric cursed, and lowered the body to the floor. He’d wanted to get some intel out of the man. 
 
    “Bugger,” he said again, more softly. It was a favorite swear word in Kiwi land. Maric had been brought up as a country boy in New Zealand, and there were plenty of opportunities to use that word in the course of an average farming day. 
 
    Pejuang beckoned him to the doorway, and they stood on the covered porch looking down at the assembled villagers. The Kayans stood around the outside of the assembly, in complete control of the situation. Some of them had cuts from the recent fighting that they’d tied off with a rough bandage. Maric couldn’t tell how many of the villagers had injuries of their own.  
 
    The war party had suffered minor wounds, all things considered, and the only person dead was the trader. That gave Maric a real sense of satisfaction.              


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    “Orang-orang pahangai panjang,” began Maric. Long Pahangai was a collection of eleven villages, unless another had sprung up in the last few months. It was always hard to tell. What he wanted to ask the ‘people of Long Pahangai,’ was what was happening in the other villages. Had anything unusual turned up in the lives of the people recently? Were there any strangers around? 
 
    He was using Indonesian, the one language the many races and sub-tribes of the interior used when they wanted to communicate with one another. Around the coast of Kalimantan it was English, with Chinese a close second. 
 
    Maric wanted to find out why the Iban were shutting down the traditional north-south routes for the nomadic Penan and Kayan peoples. The nomads traveled into the dense forests of North Kalimantan in the dry season, and returned to build grass and sapling huts in the more open south in the wet season. 
 
    Attacks on small groups along the way had started six months ago, and become more frequent since. In some cases individuals had been captured and sold into slavery on the more lawless coast of East Kalimantan. That was why Maric was here. To help the people who had helped him less than a year before. 
 
    When Maric’s ‘Gray Ops’ boss, Cal, wanted someone to lead a reconnaissance team into South Kalimantan, he recruited Maric, a retired New Zealand SAS captain.  
 
    Maric had often taken R & R in Kalimantan during his two tours of duty in Afghanistan. He would stay with an old friend, Dick, a plantation owner, and his friend’s Dayak wife, Maria, and their children. Maric already knew the language, and he was familiar with the jungle conditions. 
 
     The mission had been to locate a previously unknown diamond mine that was funding the terrorist activities of a shadowy East European figure. A man who was known only as ‘The Count’. Dick had brought in some of the nomadic tribesmen, part of his extended family, to act as guides. That was where Maric’s friendship with the nomadic Kayan had begun.  
 
    When word came that the Kayan were having difficulties of their own, he didn’t feel he could refuse their request for help. Cal didn’t have anything for him in the Gray Ops theater at the time, so here he was.  
 
    He was here to do good things, trying to put the world to rights. It was a pleasure to be part of a fairly straightforward case of ‘stop the baddies’, instead of the complexities that sometimes bedeviled Gray Ops work. It wasn’t always clear if a Gray Ops team was on the side of right in some cases. 
 
    Maric and his recon team had located the diamond mine, and brought in a large Gray Ops force to secure it, before it was turned over to the Indonesian Government. A few months after that he was part of a US/NATO force that had finally tracked The Count down to his lair in the Albanian Mountains and finished the man’s operation for good. 
 
    Maric had felt no regret when one of his team shot Conte Stefan Kastrioti at the end of the mission, rather than letting him go to trial. A trial would have promoted him as a figurehead who encouraged other idiots to follow him. In Maric’s view it was a good thing the count’s story never made it into the media. 
 
    There was some foot shuffling among the Iban villagers in front of Maric’s position at the front of the roughly-built house. This was followed by a few glances at their neighbors. Then it was back to downcast faces. 
 
    So, he thought, no one wants to say anything in front of the others. That told him the new influence in the area, whoever it might be, ruled by fear. And greed of course. Telling the Iban to keep other tribes out, to look like big shots in front of others, and then keep everything for themselves.  
 
    That approach probably worked for a while, until they began to realize what they’d actually bought into. 
 
    Maric sighed. Human nature was somehow worse than the ‘red in tooth and claw’ law of the jungle. At least something that wanted to eat you was honest about its intentions. Unfortunately, there were no rules and regulations this deep in the jungle, and that was a problem.  
 
    Fear of the law kept people honest, mostly. But the nearest police station was at Putussibau, on the Kapuas River, more than a hundred kilometers downstream. The town had a population of 14,000 and one telephone line, if it was working. Roads turned to potholed gravel well before the town, and became jungle tracks shortly after that.  
 
    It was the sort of situation that gave rise to warlords in remote places, and he hoped his war party wasn’t headed into a full-scale confrontation with an armed gang. He was used to it, but the Kayans didn’t have the training. 
 
    Maric had spent many hours learning interrogation techniques. Now he was sizing up the Iban, looking to see how he could turn their discomfort to his advantage. He strode back into the house, and pulled the dead trader to the door. Then he lifted the man’s upper body up by his hair. The jagged wound in the man’s throat opened and closed as Maric did so, and there were gasps from the crowd. 
 
    “Saya membutuhkan semua orang yang mengenal pria ini di dalam rumah ini. Sekarang,” said Maric sternly. Anyone who was known to spend time with this man needed to come into the house. Now. 
 
    It didn’t take long to get what he wanted. Several very reluctant men, and one woman, were pushed to the front by the others. Once they were inside the house – Maric left the body out on the front of the platform – it turned out they were several drinking partners of the trader, a noble who negotiated what the prices should be in the trading, and a housekeeper. Alcohol was rare this far into the interior, but it was one way the trader would have gained a foothold. Maric grimaced sourly at the thought, then started with the noble. 
 
    Was the trader working alone? Did he visit the other Iban villages? Why was he living here permanently? Maric deduced the permanence from the belongings he saw in the house, and the appearance of the housekeeper. 
 
    It appeared the noble knew nothing. He was elderly, and Maric knew the Dayak aristocracy sometimes held themselves apart from the rest of their society. It was a vain attempt to recreate the old days, when they’d wielded a lot more power. 
 
    When Maric turned to the three men who had, apparently, been the trader’s social group in the village, it was a different story. He had rarely seen men so nervous. Deciding to build on that fear he called Menan and some of the warriors into the house. Then he stationed them around the walls. Now the trader’s drinking buddies were terrified.  
 
    The Kayans had gone to war wearing traditional beaten bark clothing, pants and head bands only. Anything else was piled up back at the last camp site, with one of the war party standing guard. Maric had suggested camouflage paint at some stage, and they had used the colors they ground up for ceremonial dancing.  
 
    It was war paint on a grand scale, covering the face, shoulders and chest. It wasn’t really camouflage, but it gave the Kayan a tremendous sense of pride. In the end Maric said nothing, and let it pass.  
 
    Parang hung at each belt in a traditional wooden scabbard, and the Kayan scowled at the three men as they fingered the hilts of their swords. There were enough legends about the nomads, their lust for heads, and their supposedly supernatural abilities, to really unsettle the captives. 
 
    Fear held their tongues until Maric figured out what was holding them back. If two of the men could say it was the third who had talked – when the trader’s friends came looking – they might get out of this alive. It came down to which of the three was going to crack first.  
 
    Maric offered each man a small sum of Rupiah if they would all tell what they knew, and an hour to get their gear together. He didn’t expect them to have any family. Hangers-on like these usually didn’t have much else going on in their lives. He told the three men they should take this opportunity to get off the booze, and move to a part of Indonesia where no one knew them. 
 
    There was a lot of subdued discussion, which Maric pretended not to hear. The men looked nervously at the Kayan warriors around them, before they nodded their heads in agreement. Maric had to admit they didn’t really have a choice, but that didn’t bother him.  
 
    A few minutes later he had the intel he wanted. 
 
    There was a trader in each of the Long Pahangai villages now, keeping an eye on things. The center of operations, though, was in the next village over. The newcomers, Iban from the coast, had paid for the materials for a new longhouse, and lent a hand in the building of it. Then they’d set up an office in one end of it.  
 
    At first the villagers had been grateful, but now the true cost of the longhouse was becoming apparent.  
 
    The villagers were expected to guard the traditional paths the nomadic tribes used each year, and turn all travelers back. If threats didn’t work, some of the nomadic people were expected to disappear. If there were any real problems, the newcomers would step in with the military-style weapons they had brought with them.  
 
    The men tried to describe the weapons, and Maric came to the conclusion the newcomers had a number of 303s from the Second World war, and two of the older style AK 47s. Ammunition for both would be readily available, and cheap. 
 
    Then he tried to make sense of why the newcomers were here. The pressure on the nomadic tribes was a land grab, no doubt about that. It wouldn’t be over logging rights, because the Indonesian government was at last acting to keep logging out of the tracts of original forest they still had left. Many areas had already been turned into state forests. The government was enforcing its new rules about logging by clamping down at the ports, where tropical hardwoods were exported. 
 
    Long Pahangai was also something of an inaccessible place, and that would make it expensive to build a logging road in. Then Maric wondered how the materials for the longhouse had arrived. By river probably, a few pieces at a time, and hauled overland for the last few klicks.  
 
    When he asked about other possibilities, the men hadn’t heard anything like the helicopter noises he made, and they didn’t know of any portable sawmills that had been brought in. 
 
    That left oil or minerals. There were oil fields along the coast, and gas maybe halfway to the Pegunungen Muller range, but as far as Maric could recall the Schwaner and Muller mountain ranges in the center of the island weren’t conducive to hydrocarbons. So that left minerals. He remembered the diamond mine he had helped liberate a hundred klicks south of the village. So, diamonds maybe, or copper, or rare earths. 
 
    Someone must have sent an old airliner fitted out as an airlab over the area, and picked up enough in the way of magnetic anomalies to be interested. That’s when the politics would have started. Whoever it was probably had the Iban tribal council paid off already, and now they wanted to squeeze the other Dayak tribes out of the royalties split. 
 
    Maric shook his head. Bloody commerce. It made a few people rich, and ruined the lives of millions. People who had made some sort of peace with their environment, and still had a decent community life. 
 
    Still, that wasn’t his problem. The 303s and the AK 47s were. He would have to discuss it with the Kayans. He wanted to make sure they understood what they were up against, and what the stakes were. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
     
 
    CHAPTER 3 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Maric sat the Iban villagers down, and posted some guards over them. Then he gathered the Kayans together, and told them what they might be up against. 
 
    Their answer came back at him in a rush. They knew they were being driven off their ancestral lands, and they declared they would do anything to keep the ancient trails open. They were profoundly grateful that “Pohon Yang Tinggi,” was here to lead them into battle. Maric had heard himself called The Tall Tree before, a mark of respect, and he kept his silence as he heard it again.  
 
    They also said something about the gods demanding the Kayan take action, that came from their Animist, or possibly Catholic, traditions. Maric couldn’t tell which. Putussibau was a Catholic mission base, and had been since 1913. Though missionaries had been active in the area much earlier than that. 
 
    It was quite a speech, picked up and carried on by a number of the more important Kayan in turn. Menan drew the sword at his waist and held it up for everyone to see. It was his grandfather’s, a notable chief. There were three yellow club shapes worked into the back of the single-sided blade. They were brass, and signified that this sword had taken three heads. Once they tasted blood, as was well known, swords were always hungry for more. 
 
    “Karena nenek moyang saya berperang, saya di sini. Jika saya berkelahi, anak-anak anak-anak saya akan ada di sini,” he said.  
 
    Because my ancestors fought, Menan was saying, I am here. If I fight, my children and their children will be able to live in this land. Maric had to agree with the sentiment. Evil reigned unchecked when good men did nothing. 
 
    Pejuang had been questioning some of the Iban hunters as he worked his way round the outside of the crowd. They’d spoken freely to him as another hunter, and he believed them when they said they wouldn’t warn the other villages. Maric accepted Pejuang’s assessment of the situation, but he left the crowd with a stern warning not to travel far from their village during the next few days.  
 
    A few minutes later he gave the order for the war party to form up for another ground-covering run through the forest. It was barely midday, and they could be at the next village in two hours if they moved. 
 
    Unfortunately, the war party lost the advantage of surprise about a klick out from the next village. Two Kayans taking point, fifty meters ahead of the main body, took a path alongside a stream. Moments later they passed a group of youngsters, tucked in under the bank and hunting freshwater crayfish. The boys broke from cover, and then there were too few Kayans and too many boys. The youngsters were like a suddenly startled hover of trout, scattering in all directions. 
 
    Maric heard the noise, and grimaced when he was told the news. Civilians in a war zone were always a random factor, and it made him uneasy. His first idea, of advancing on a wide front alongside the stream until it entered the village, wasn’t going to work anymore.  
 
    Maric beckoned Pejuang and the two Kayans who had been out on point to come over, and they went over the landmarks around the village with him. The nomadic peoples had a photographic memory of the many trails and villages they’d traveled through in their lifetime. 
 
    Maric learned there was a hill to the left of the village from their current position, and that would provide an elevated place for covering fire. The undergrowth on the hill was thick, since the villagers didn’t use the area for anything. The cultivated fields were on the far side of the village, and there was jungle right up to the houses once again. 
 
    Maric was mulling over a new plan of attack when the Iban came pouring through the trees a hundred meters away. The boys’ description of painted bodies must have put the village on high alert. 
 
    Maric whistled softly, and the Kayans melted away into the forest. They wouldn’t go far. It was easy enough to avoid someone who was looking for you in the dense Kalimantan jungle. 
 
    The Iban were a ragged bunch, but they swished parang back and forth expertly. Maric almost smiled. Never underestimate someone who used a weapon like that every day of their life.  
 
    The villagers were warming up their muscles, though they didn’t know what for. Not yet. Among them taller figures waved 303 rifles from side to side. These were better fed specimens from the coast, and they were looking for something to shoot at. Maric counted four rifles, and two revolvers. The revolvers were similar to the one the first trader had owned, and they were jammed into the belts of two of the coastal men. 
 
    Maric had joined Menan behind a large rock with several trees growing around it, and he watched the Iban advance. The area was open, probably because it was close to the village and on level ground. The undergrowth would have been whittled away for the everyday purposes of the people. 
 
    When the Kayans didn’t reappear, there was a burst of conversation as the Iban tried to decide what to do. One of the newcomers barked something sharply and lowered his rifle to point at the ground. The rest of the group went quiet, and began to drift back toward the village. 
 
    Maric didn’t believe the Iban were just giving up. He gave them an hour before he sent scouts forward to investigate the village. The taller coastal Iban would be waiting for them now, and that was going to complicate things. He wondered for a moment if it was wise sending the scouts forward against rifles. Then he remembered the Kayan still hunted game as a way of life, and the Iban did not. His scouts would be fine. 
 
    When the scouts got back, he learned that the village looked as if it was deserted. He listened carefully to the scouts’ description of the place, including the position of the new longhouse in the middle of it. He nodded slowly. Someone among the newcomers had some tactical experience. The deserted village was there to draw the Kayan war party in. Then the prepared positions Maric expected to be in the surrounding jungle would cut them to pieces.  
 
    He remembered the trader from the first village. The man had shown some good knife skills, and that suggested he’d been a mercenary, or a pirate along the coast, in his younger days. The newcomers would all have a similar background. It was going to make things interesting for his war party. 
 
    The AK 47s were the Kayan’s biggest problem. If the weapons were nested, with a clear field of fire and other fighters in support, they would be hard to take out. Maric wished he had brought a light-weight folding sniper rifle with him, but he hadn’t anticipated the current situation. He had his Glock, but it wasn’t accurate at distance. The attack on the village was going to take some very careful planning. 
 
    Two of the Kayan men suddenly appeared beside Menan, breathing heavily. They dropped long canvas bags on the ground. The contents looked like a number of disassembled fishing rods, until Maric saw what they really were. Some of the legendary Dayak blowpipes. Menan smiled toward Maric, and made the palm up sideways movement that meant he was offering them as a gift. 
 
    The headman’s son must have sent men back to collect the weapons from the last camp site. The men must have left as soon as the trader’s drinking buddies had talked about the weapons at the new longhouse. Maric had just been wishing he had a sniper rifle, and now he had the local equivalent. 
 
    He wished Menan would let him know when he was planning these things, all the same. There needed to be one chain of command if casualties were to be kept to a minimum, but that didn’t seem to register with the Kayan leader.  
 
    The nomadic tribes had a system of hereditary nobility within them, and that was a chain of command Menan would honor as much as Maric’s military one. The tall man understood he was working in a very different culture, but he hoped it wouldn’t cost unnecessary lives. 
 
    Then it was time to do something about the apparently deserted village. Maric would need to work out some tactics to unsettle the defenders. But the last thing he was going to do was order a frontal assault. Not while the Iban had the upper hand in weapons. He would wear them down instead. 
 
    Menan was given the task of putting the first part of Maric’s plan into action, and he selected the men he thought would suit it best. Once the warriors had their instructions, they headed for the right side of the village. They would move through the jungle and appear on the tree line on the opposite side of the village to the hill. 
 
    A few minutes later Menan’s warriors made a dash across the short stretch of open ground around the village, using whatever cover they could find. They took up positions inside the first of the woven wall houses. The men were fast, and agile. They jumped cleanly onto the building’s more substantial wooden platform and disappeared inside. There was no reaction from the village, or the surrounding jungle. 
 
    After a few more minutes, another handful took up a position in the house next to it. In response a shot echoed out of the jungle on the hill, and kicked up splinters from one of the wooden platforms. That had been a 303 by the sound of it. Maric smiled to himself. Lack of discipline was already counting against the coastal newcomers. 
 
    He let the situation simmer, and then another handful of Kayan infiltrated the village. Five minutes later the defenders snapped. A host of villagers boiled out of the longhouse, where they had been silently waiting, and poured through the spaces between the houses. It was only the men. The women and children had left as soon as trouble threatened. 
 
    Menan’s warriors were out of the houses and covering the short stretch to the jungle at the first sound of movement. They had been a feint, an advance that was only intended to see what was there. 
 
    A rattle of rifle fire started up from the hill, and Maric noted the position of two AK 47s. They were close to the edge of the jungle, and the undergrowth around them had been slashed to allow a wide field of fire across the village. The heavier thump of 303s added a distinctive undertone, and dirt kicked up around the retreating warriors.  
 
    Fortunately the shooters didn’t get an opportunity to adjust their aim, and the targets were moving fast. All of the warriors made it to the jungle, and then were gone.  
 
    The Iban followed them, growing in confidence as they saw their quarry in full retreat. Once the bulk of the pursuers had passed into the forest, there came a sharp call, and figures burst out of their hiding places.  
 
    Some erupted from the ground, covered in moss and mud, and others dropped out of the trees. The retreating Kayan, reinforced by others waiting in the shadows, turned abruptly and set upon their pursuers. The Iban had been quickly surrounded. 
 
    As in the first village, the new combat skills of the war party spread terror among the Iban. Once inside the first wild swing of a parang, the Kayan warriors took control of the situation in moments.  
 
    Dozens of unconscious or cowed villagers were dragged deeper into the jungle and gagged and trussed. Maric had insisted that none of them be killed. It had been hard to get the message home to Menan’s warriors, especially when there were so many old scores to be settled between the tribes, but Maric didn’t intend to be responsible for any new ones.  
 
    An unnatural stillness returned to the jungle, and Maric was content to let it lengthen. It was as if the living forest had swallowed half the Iban village alive.                
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 4 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Taking down the coastal newcomers, though, was going to be more difficult. They would be wary now, and the thick undergrowth on the hill reduced the advantages of planning. You couldn’t see your enemy until you were right on top of them. 
 
    Maric started with the two well-entrenched AK 47 sites. It didn’t take him long to work out a plan for them. One of the Kayan warriors worked his way up through the village, keeping out of sight of the hill. The houses seemed empty now. Another one moved toward the second AK 47 site, staying inside the cover of the jungle. 
 
    Maric gave the two men plenty of time to get into position. It also gave the Iban defenders a little more time to sweat. Eventually Maric nodded to Menan, who gave an impressive rendition of one of the common creatures in the Kalimantan jungle. It sounded oddly like a chicken cackling. “Fer-rog,” said Menan, when Maric asked him what it was. Then Maric remembered that sound himself. He’d been introduced to the strange creatures when staying at Sanggau, with his friend Dick’s relatives. 
 
    He heard the whispering ‘phffft’ that followed moments after Menan’s strange frog call, but only because he was listening for it. A second whisper followed. Then an uproar broke out on the hill. The first dart had hit one of the Iban newcomers, crouched behind an AK 47. The second dart had hit an Iban warrior waiting beside the other assault rifle. 
 
    The men brushed the darts off quickly enough, but the poison was already in their systems. It was a type of carefully refined tree sap, and would normally kill whatever it struck. The warriors had brushed most of the poison off the foot-long darts under Maric’s instructions, but it was guesswork whether the two men would live.  
 
    One collapsed within thirty seconds. The other stayed on his feet, but he was very wobbly. Judging by the noise, the Iban around the two AK 47 sites were starting to panic. They couldn’t see where the darts were coming from, and they’d given up blowpipes themselves years ago. It was old 22s and food they traded for these days. The blowpipes were a legend from their own past, come to life! 
 
    Maric had told the hunters to count to a hundred between darts, and it was a while before two more raced through the air and claimed victims. At 50 meters per second, the threadlike missiles were almost impossible to see on the way to their targets. This time there was a burst of rifle fire in response. It was aimed in the direction the Iban guessed the darts were coming from, but all the shots went wide. 
 
    Behind the scenes, Maric was preparing for a final push onto the hill. He didn’t want to risk the lives of the war party in a hand to hand situation against bullets. Instead, he had the warriors whittling rough spears out of saplings. They might only have a wooden point, but enough weight behind them would drive the points deep into flesh.  
 
    Maric was beginning to think the coastal Iban might have to be killed outright, if they wouldn’t lay down their weapons, but he wanted the villagers kept alive. He reiterated that fact, once more, to the war party as they showed him the results of their work. Keeping the villagers alive was important for the end game.  
 
    The Dayak tribes of Kalimantan would have to cooperate if they wanted to keep loggers out, and get a fair deal for the resources under their land. If it was their decision to let those resources be exploited. The Iban, the Penan, the Kayan, and the smaller tribes, would have to give up centuries of enmity and distrust. 
 
    That wouldn’t happen overnight, and there would be a lot of resistance to the idea in the beginning. Maric already had part of the process planned. It would happen after the war party had opened up the nomadic trails once again. After that there would be a tribal meeting of the Kayan at the winter camp in the south.  
 
    Maric would wait until someone stated the obvious – that the tribes needed to work together to secure rights – and then put his support behind the idea. He couldn’t be the one who was seen to suggest it. The idea had to come from one of the Kayan. There would too much resistance to any idea that might come from a foreigner. 
 
    That was why he didn’t want unnecessary deaths today. He didn’t want any more excuses for blood feuds than there already were. Not with a political amalgamation of the tribes on the horizon. 
 
    Once the spears had been made ready, Maric gave the command to move out. His hands moving swiftly as he gave the orders, and others passed his ‘words’ along. From now on it would be hand signals only. Except for the one chance he intended to give the coastal Iban to surrender, which was going to happen now now. 
 
    “Taruh senjatamu! Para pendatang baru akan kembali ke pantai. Jalur nomad akan dibiarkan sendiri. Pikirkan apa yang akan dilakukan leluhur Anda!” 
 
    Maric’s voice rang out through the jungle on the hill. It was a long speech for him, and he hoped his Indonesian had been up to the task. He particularly liked the last bit, where he had urged the Iban to ask themselves what their ancestors would do in this situation. That was a big thing among the nomadic tribes.  
 
    The rest of his message was simple. Send the newcomers packing, and open the trails once again. 
 
    There was no reply. Maric assumed the Iban were thinking about his role in this. They’d heard his accent, and they must be wondering who had allied themselves with the Kayan. That should put some pressure on the defenders. 
 
    “Pikirkan berapa banyak orangmu yang akan mati!” came the reply at last. Maric read a lot into that voice. There was some desperation, but there was also the flat sound of someone who had nothing to lose. 
 
    He sighed. Maybe the coastal Iban had a criminal past, maybe there was nowhere else for them to run to. Maybe this was their last chance to make something of their lives. The reply – think how many of you will die – confirmed their stubbornness.  
 
    He always wondered about people when they chose death because they couldn’t get their own way. The ego was a slippery thing. Right now it was whispering to them that there would be a miracle, and they would somehow come out of this alive. Such thoughts seemed to contravene the evolutionary imperative to survive. Why would some people have an ego that guaranteed their destruction before they could pass on their genes? 
 
    Maric shut off his thinking. You went into battle with every one of your senses open to your surroundings, and every other part of your brain shut down. At least you did if you wanted to come out of the action alive. 
 
    The best of the Kayan hunters would be infiltrating the enemy position by now. It was a slow process, something that required every skill they had. In a few more minutes they would have discovered the weakest spots on the perimeter. They would be taking out sentries if any of them were stupid enough to be alone. Then they would spirit the Iban away as if they’d never been there. 
 
    Mostly, though, they would be preparing for the fight to come. Silently signaling those on either side about their next moves, how they might attack an Iban position in force when the call came. 
 
    A runner slid in beside Maric, now settled at the base of the hill on the other side from the village, and dropped into sign language. The Iban around the AK 47s had moved out from their positions to look for the source of the darts, so the hunters with the blowpipes had pulled back. 
 
    Maric nodded approval. He could see his assets and his enemies in his mind, advancing and retreating. He knew where every person was on the battlefield, as he always did. He had trained himself in that skill, and it had saved many lives. 
 
    He loved the SAS work, where skill counted for so much. It was just like the training Cal had given him when he’d completed his apprenticeship on the mats, when he had a Black Belt behind him, and joined Cal in the New Zealand SAS.  
 
    It had been a time of wonder, as skills he never knew he had unfurled from deep inside him. Cal had been right. Modern men and women had lost 80% of their instinctive abilities. Fortunately, the nomadic tribes of Kalimantan still had a good few of them left. 
 
    Menan dropped onto his haunches alongside Maric’s position, and there was a protracted conversation in sign language. When Menan looked up, Maric nodded. Menan was just looking for confirmation of the next part of the plan, and he was reading the situation perfectly. 
 
    Moments later the same ‘fer-rog’ cackled, and there was the faintest sound of movements, followed by grunts and choked-off cries. Then there was silence again. 
 
    This was the only dangerous part of the plan. The Kayan now controlled most of the hill behind the village, but a charge by the newcomers with military-style weapons would be costly. Fortunately the silence held. The remaining defenders were either confused about what had just happened, or unwilling to check on the outlying positions they had previously held. 
 
    Maric rose to his feet and climbed quickly up the hill with Menan at his side. They looked down through the trees on the other side, and into the dense undergrowth. It was marked here and there with the brown of the warriors’ backs, and the upright lines of the spears they held.  
 
    There was a chatter of fire from the base of the hill, and the sound of undergrowth being shredded off to Maric’s right, along the edge of the clearing. Then the silence returned. Maybe the defender behind the AK 47 had seen something, maybe he’d just succumbed to nerves. 
 
    About now the Iban would be realizing they should have cleared lines of fire behind them, up the hill, as well as down into the village. But the village had been where they’d expected the Kayan to appear. 
 
    One of the warriors below Maric jerked his head up, and turned sharply to look to his left. The dull thump of a 303 sounded on the left side of the hill, and the warrior tumbled backwards onto the ground. 
 
    He had sensed the danger. His proximity awareness had worked, but it had done so too late. He’d registered the intent of the man with the 303, but he wasn’t used to rifles. Maric would have been moving the instant he felt it. 
 
    The tall man cursed as he sprinted around the side of the hill, the undergrowth whipping at him and the occasional low branch threatening to take his head off. He was angry at himself, because he had failed the war party. He had known some of the coastal Iban had tactical training, and he hadn’t checked for an outpost that could provide crossfire. 
 
    The 303 boomed again, and he hoped the Kayan were all now under cover. Then he saw a cluster of trees ahead with a small amount of camouflage around it, and patches of brown inside. A taller figure in the middle shifted its attention to Maric, and re-positioned a rifle. A moment’s calculation told Maric he wasn’t going to make it to the outpost in time. The man lifted the rifle slightly, and squinted along the barrel, and his intent bloomed. 
 
    Maric reached up, and locked his hands around a branch above him. He levitated moments before the 303 cracked harshly once again, and the bullet passed below him. Then he was sailing through the air. The figure with the gun worked the bolt desperately, but it stuck for a moment at fully open. Then it closed. 
 
    When the figure raised the rifle again it was just in time to meet Maric’s full weight as his boot slammed into the middle of the weapon. He caught the man’s hand where it grasped the trigger. A finger snapped under the impact, and the rifle catapulted out of his grasp. 
 
    Another of the men swept forward, sweeping a parang back and forth at impressive speed. Maric snapped a boot up under his chin, and turned to drive an elbow into the side of the first man’s head. Both of them fell senseless. That left three Iban villagers, further back inside the stand of trees. 
 
    Maric heard the words “pohon, pohon tinggi,” and felt the eyes of the men upon him. Then they fled. Maric was a little puzzled. How long had he been called The Tall Tree in Kalimantan? Word must have spread a year earlier, when some of the Kayan warriors became part of his strike force at the Count’s diamond mine. 
 
    He trussed the taller Iban and made his way back up the hill. He would check on the Kayan who had been shot by the 303 later, but for now it was time to take out the last of the defenders. The war party was in position, and he only needed to give the word.               
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Menan took some of the Kayan warriors on a circular route to the other side of the village. They were to be a diversion. While the diversion force were traveling through the jungle, Maric did something odd. He walked back to the other side of the hill, and began to whistle a tune. 
 
    He was playing with the defenders’ minds. They would be expecting an order to attack them at any moment, and the whistling might be the command. Maric had used the technique before. In his mind he thought of it as something like hypnotizing the enemy. 
 
    When he finished the tune, and there was no attack, he could feel the tension around the village relax. Then Menan and the warriors with him came charging through the village from the far side, yelling and banging their parang swords against the sides of the wooden platforms. There job was to draw the defenders out. 
 
    The AK 47s and 303s opened up in frenzied bursts, and the Kayan melted into the cover under the houses. As soon as the first shot rang out, hiding any sounds they might make, dozens of warriors rose out of hiding and launched the spears they’d made. A moment later the warriors were back behind cover, and the deadly projectiles were raining down on the defenders’ positions. 
 
    Maric had given the order to target the larger build of the coastal Iban, if the Kayan could tell the difference, but he wasn’t averse to collateral damage. The people wielding the weapons had to be stopped, and the villagers weren’t blameless in all this. 
 
    A minute later Maric gave a low call, and the warriors moved up cautiously to see what they had achieved. There was no response from the defending positions. One tree looked more battered than the rest, bark chipped off it in a dozen places and spears buried in the ground around it. It must have been hiding someone on lookout, someone the Kayan had particularly targeted.  
 
    Maric sensed a movement ahead of him and slowed, his Glock slipping into his hand. Then an Iban villager stepped out from behind the tree, with his arms straight out to the side. Maric figured this was the jungle equivalent of raising his hands.  
 
    The man’s eyes were so wide with fright, and the pupils contracted with fear, that his eyes were nearly all white. It was the first time Maric had seen anyone that terrified. The villager collapsed slowly as his legs gave out. He ended up sitting with his arms locked straight, holding his shoulders up. Behind him lay a number of bodies, most with two or three spears lodged in them. Some were still alive. 
 
    Maric wished he had one of the paramedics from his SAS team with him. He did the best he could with the injured, but he had to dispatch one man with his Glock who would have died slowly and painfully. Then he committed three more to the care of those warriors in his war party who had dealt with injuries like this before. 
 
    Night was falling at this point, and the Kayan took over the longhouse, while the Iban made do with the rest of the houses. Menan said something in Indonesian, and it didn’t take long for the villagers to prepare a basic meal for themselves and their ‘guests’.  
 
    Menan posted guards for the night, but they weren’t needed. The villagers were a subdued lot now the inflated stories of the coastal Iban had evaporated. Then again, thought Maric, he shouldn’t say all of the villagers went along with it.  
 
    How many went along because some of the nobles did, or because it would have been disloyal to friends and neighbors to say no? Few people had an idea of right and wrong that went very deep. 
 
    In the morning it was time to deal with the bodies. Only one of the Iban newcomers had survived that long. It was the man Maric had laid out with an elbow, and trussed up at the outpost off the hill. He made sure the Kayan knew what he wanted for this one. He was to take a message back to his bosses on the coast. He was not to be killed.  
 
    The rest of the coastal Iban were beheaded, though the heads were then buried with the bodies. The beheadings allowed some of the Kayan to claim ancestral rights associated with the act. Menan in particular was looking forward to putting a fourth club-shaped insert into the back of his grandfather’s parang. 
 
    The burials were Maric’s idea. The Kayan would have left the bodies of the dead for the Iban to clear away, and the villagers would have dismembered the bodies, before leaving them deep in the forest for animals to take care of.  
 
    Instead, the bodies went into a common grave on the edge of the village. The Iban buried the bodies, and built a huge pile of stones over it at Maric’s direction. He wanted the defeat of the coastal Iban to be remembered. He wanted something left as a lesson to the greedy and corrupt. The villagers would see this every day, and remember.  
 
    Finally, the villagers took their own dead and stored them in caves for the customary rites of their tribe. These would be done when the Kayan were gone. 
 
    The last of the coastal Iban would be escorted to a place on one of the rivers where a klotock would take him down to the coast. Menan dispatched three of his best men to make sure this was carried out. The men would catch up with the war party before it was back in the southern lands with the rest of the Kayan people, if they moved fast. 
 
    It didn’t take long to clear out the remaining traders from the other villages of Long Pahangai. Menan split his forces into groups, so they could deal with all the villages at the same time. Half of the traders died resisting arrest – Maric had to explain the concept of arrest to the Kayan, where it caused much merriment – and the other half were sent packing. They were to give the same message to their backers as the one who was already on his way toward the coast.  
 
    When it was all over, Maric was pleased with the way the mission had gone. The Kayan had their customary rights back, and the nomadic trails for the summer migration were open again. There was still the thorny problem of forming a political body that could defend the rights of the nomadic tribes, but thank God that wouldn’t be a problem Maric had to deal with. 
 
    He was looking forward to the celebrations that would occur when the war party rejoined the rest of the tribe. It was always a grand time among the Kayan people. As long as he stayed clear of the lethal arak he would be fine.  
 
    Maric was a fan of the much gentler palm wine. He had seen containers fastened to the stumps of the palm tree flowers to collect their sap. A few hours of fermentation yielded a sweet wine around 4% alcohol content. Leaving it longer doubled the alcohol but gave the wine a more sour taste. Maric liked the sweet stuff. 
 
    The only surprise for Maric when the war party got back to the traditional southern lands was a present. The Kayan gifted him a tract of their land. He didn’t want to be included in their nobility, so they had given him a special place in the tribe. In true nomad fashion, the land he was given shifted with the tribe. It also included a house that would be built for him when they settled somewhere for more than a few days. 
 
    Maric was bemused at the honor, but accepted it anyway. The Kayan were saying he had a ‘home away from home’ anytime he wanted to stay with them. There were other privileges too, and he could have chosen one of the young women without a bride price being asked. He knew the bride price was a common practice for a relationship with a set period of time, but he hadn’t availed himself of the offer in the past. Menan didn’t ask him if he was interested these days. 
 
    That reminded him, what was Russo up to? Maric’s more of less permanent partner was an Italian NATO operative who now managed operations for NATO field missions. Stopping for a while in her home town on the way to Kosovo was quite an incentive to agree to Marko’s request. 
 
    The tall man was going to have to do some serious thinking about the idea. Going behind enemy lines in Kosovo, without support, was not to be taken lightly.               
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Cal preferred to organize Gray Ops missions from his training base on the edge of the Ureweras. It was not far from the tiny farming township of Motu. The Gray Ops organization owned the farm between the winding gravel road and the primeval forest, and took care to keep traffic to a minimum around the area. Security was tight. 
 
    Why the Gray Ops mastermind wanted to live most of his life in this remote place was a guess. It was rumored he enjoyed hunting the wild pigs in the area. They were fearsome beasts with tusks that could lay open a dog, or a man, in an instant if a hunter was careless.  
 
    It was also rumored he had a Canadian mistress in one of the four cities that lay within two hours drive. Many things were rumored about Cal, but no one dared to ask him a direct question. He would have denied everything if they did. Except perhaps the pig hunting. He seemed ageless, despite his almost 60 years. 
 
    The training base inside the ancient forest ran like clockwork. A truckload of supplies came in every ten days. Sometimes Gray Ops personnel took the ride in or out, hidden inside the back of the truck.  
 
    The vehicle would rumble into the farm’s large barn, built behind the house into a steep section of hill, and carry on into a hidden tunnel. That brought it out in an underground loading bay on the other side of the ridge. It was a way of making sure that nothing that moved in or out of the camp could be seen from the air. 
 
    Trees grew right up to the buildings on the base, and all the roofs were camouflaged. A square of green concrete, with a darker stripe through it, lay in the middle of the buildings. It was meant to look like a patch of swamp with a stream running through it, but it could be turned into a helicopter pad in minutes.  
 
    An aircraft flying over the area would be hard pressed to detect anything other than forest below it, and that included spy satellites. 
 
    Maric was looking at the GPS in his hand, and it was hard to believe what it was telling him. He should be right over the camp, but he couldn’t see anything in the rugged wilderness below. The gathering darkness didn’t help. 
 
    He checked the parachute, and the equipment he was carrying. The parachute was a new elite forces design, wide and narrow with a scoop at the back. It was designed to allow soldiers to land safely carrying their own weight in weapons and supplies. Maric was about to check it out for Gray Ops use. 
 
    The sun set as the small plane circled at GL+2000m, and Maric waited until three tiny lights appeared below him. The directionals were on. 
 
    “You sure about this?” said the pilot, seated beside him. The tiny plane was buffeted by turbulence, and the pilot’s attention went to his controls. When he looked back, Maric nodded. He was sure. 
 
    “Aint we paying you enough?” he said, with a smile. 
 
    The pilot shrugged. He did a lot of Gray Ops work across the North Island, ferrying personnel around or training the soldiers for their ‘wings’ badge. Still, bailing out into darkness, with the rugged forests of the Ureweras below, seemed like madness. 
 
    “Good to go,” said Maric, and the pilot angled the plane toward Maric’s side a little. The tall man opened the door, and held it against the steady pressure of the plane’s progress at 50 knots. The pilot was holding her a little above stall speed. 
 
    Maric swiveled his backside toward the door until he was sure his feet and equipment wouldn’t catch on anything. He winked at the pilot, and was gone. The door slammed shut behind him.  
 
    The pilot brought the plane back to straight and level, and shook his head. None of the jumps he had seen so far had been executed like that. Gray Ops guys got crazier by the day.  
 
    He was ex territorial himself, and understand the attitude of the elite forces. Then he smiled. He was proud of the skills his countrymen had. 
 
    Maric opened the big chute almost immediately. There was little chance he would be seen in the rapidly developing darkness, and he wanted to know what the chute’s performance was like at all levels. He checked his height, and saw that he was only now passing through GL+1800. He was impressed by that. He could feel the rush of air over him, and it was less than that from a standard chute, by a long way. 
 
    A breeze was dragging him north of his target, and he used the control lines to bring himself back over the directionals. Then he realized he was spending too much time in the air. Even on an LO, low opening drop, these chutes would expose the wearer to weapons fire from the ground for too long. Maric pulled on the control lines hard, and picked up speed as the outermost areas above him turned down to reduce his wing area, but it still wasn’t enough. 
 
    That would go in his report. Avoid using these chutes in hostile conditions, unless loaded to the maximum weight they were rated to carry. Next time, he would have to jump loaded with 100kg or more and check the sink rate. 
 
    He floated about for a bit, and began to get bored. It was too much like an armchair ride. He missed the thrill of plummeting toward the earth, and then the rush of opening the shut only to touch down half a minute later. 
 
    Some time later he lined up for the middle of the directionals. He wouldn’t be able to come in from the side and flare out at the last minute, because of the buildings around the helicopter pad. Buildings he couldn’t currently see. A vertical flare out was hard to judge, but he got it about right anyway – until the breeze that had dogged him all the way down lifted his chute and flicked him into a wall nearby. 
 
    Maric was swearing to himself, and doing a hurried dismount, when he heard chuckling in the shadows. 
 
    “Cal had that wall painted recently, and now you’ve buggered up the finish on it,” said the voice. 
 
    Maric grinned hugely. Mosha was as close as it came to him having a best friend in Gray Ops, and it was good to know his right hand man was at the training camp. He was darker, and shorter, than Maric. His parents had been refugees from somewhere in the Middle East forty years ago, and Mosha was intensely loyal to his family’s new homeland. The two men had gone through basic training together, and Mosha was an SAS captain with his own team now. 
 
    “Thought you had a job airlifting the staff out of a mine in Papua New Guinea?” said Maric, remembering the stand off between a rebel group and the government over the copper mine. The mine owners had bypassed the government forces and contracted Cal’s Gray Ops group to do the job 
 
    “All done,” said Mosha. “Straight in and straight out. Not a sign of rebels at the mine, but a few villages were burning as we flew over.” 
 
    They both shook their heads. The rebels could have easily been the good guys, gaining more of the mine’s productivity for the native workforce, but it never seemed to work out that way. Rebel groups always armed up, and started taking whatever they could lay their hands on by force. Most often it was from their own people. 
 
    “Any word on Kosovo?” said Maric. He’d shared Horvat’s request for help with Mosha. Marko Horvat had been part of Maric’s recon team in the Albanian mountains, and Mosha had spent as much time with the Croatian as Maric had. Mosha thought the request should be acted on too. 
 
    “Cal wants to see you as soon as you get in,” said Mosha, and that didn’t sound good. If he didn’t have Gray Ops support, Maric would be struggling to take any sort of effective action in the northern part of Kosovo. If a whole village was being silenced, it sounded like there were large numbers of oppressors involved. 
 
    “Good to see you, Maric, as always,” said Cal, waving Maric to a chair in his office. His smile was warm and welcoming. The SAS mastermind didn’t have any sons of his own, and for that matter Maric had very little family, at least in New Zealand. It probably was true that they looked after each other a bit more than military protocol dictated. 
 
    “No joy on the Kosovo front,” said Cal, his smile vanishing. “Nothing from our Gray Ops backers, anyway. I’ve touched base with my contacts in Eastern Europe, and their hands are tied. North Kosovo has been simmering for years now, but no one has the political will to do anything about it.” 
 
    He leaned back in his chair. 
 
    “Your best bet might be that Croatian Special Forces boss you met when LCol Brightwater sent you to Udbina. The sergeant major got you to write reports on his trainees, didn’t he?” 
 
    The two men talked about the issue a bit more, but Maric couldn’t see how the Croatian elite forces would be able to act in Kosovo. The Croatian government had been through one war twenty years ago, and wouldn’t want to risk another. NATO was saying it had to stand behind the United Nations resolutions on the area, which tied its hands. None of this was helping the tall man make a decision. 
 
    He organized an encrypted phone call to Russo through Cal, and turned up again that night. It was a time more convenient for her. She was just starting day shift, on board a US aircraft carrier in the Mediterranean. She was leading a comms and control center for an operation against piracy off the African coast. 
 
    “Oh! I thought must be you,” she said. The heads up notification had given her a secure room and a time, but nothing more. 
 
    “You must make up own mind,” she said, in her slightly jarring English, once she heard his story. “I will have down time in three more days, but if . . .” and she let the sentence trail off. ‘If you don’t want to come’, was what she meant. Russo was one insecure woman, for a NATO operative who was trained to kill in the line of duty, and sometimes had. 
 
    “Wouldn’t miss time with you for all the world,” he said brightly, and heard her breathing return to normal. 
 
    “But tickets be expensive at short notice,” she said doubtfully. 
 
    “Already booked,” said Maric, “or they will be first thing tomorrow. At least I’ll be able to talk to Yukovic in person, and Marko, and get a better idea of what’s happening in Kosovo.” 
 
    They talked logistics and capabilities for a while. 
 
    “Is your chair comfortable?” said Maric. 
 
    “Che cosa?” she said in Italian. “What?” followed by, “why?” 
 
    “You’re sitting on some of the best horseflesh in Italy, and I want to see you’re looking after it until I get there.” 
 
    “Stop talking like that!” she scolded. Then her voice softened. “At least until the lights are out.” 
 
    Maric had never understood her injunction that the lights had to be out before they got serious, but he figured it was more insecurity. At least she hadn’t asked why she was like a horse. He had almost walked straight into that one. 
 
    “Say hello to Esposito for me,” he said, and she said she would remember him to her commanding officer. Then it was time to say goodbye. He put the phone down slowly. 
 
    The Brigadier General was her commanding officer, and he had counseled her to stick with Maric, the only reason the relationship had got this far. His influence on her was an Italian thing Maric didn’t understand. But without it she would have followed her usual flighty habits, and been long gone. 
 
    Maric looked across Cal’s little office and took a breath. It looked like he would be going to Europe. He would know more about the situation in North Kosovo when he got to the Mediterranean, and did a bit of investigating. After he had spent some time with Russo, of course. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Russo lived in a moderately-sized city called San Benedetto del Tronto on the eastern seaboard of Italy. The name was as complicated as she was. It had something to do with Saint Benedict of the Benedictine Order. Apparently the monasteries specialized in turning out well-rounded monks. Not meaning those of the portly variety.  
 
    The city had around fifty thousand inhabitants, and stretched along the edge of the Adriatic sea. Russo had the top floor of a small apartment block one street back from the beach. As night came on the lights of the promenade, and those on the boats offshore, made quite a show. Russo had a small deck that gave her a grand view of it all. 
 
    Maric finally had her face down on the table on the deck. He hadn’t tried this in the first few days. She needed time to relax around him. And of course there was the ‘lights out’ rule, but tonight the deck was in deep shadows when he turned the inside lights out.  
 
    Then the coaxing had begun. He knew he would win, he always did. The trick was to keep up a steady pressure, but not get ahead of himself. He was sure her suit pants had taken him half an hour to remove, but it was probably only five minutes. 
 
    He kept telling her it was dark now, that no one would see. He reminded her that men expected these sorts of things. He did special things for her, didn’t he? And here he was, in the home strait. She was on her front on the throw cover from the settee inside, her legs wide, and up on tip toes. He didn’t know whether to faint or explode.  
 
    If there was any woman better for him than this, he didn’t know who it was. Maybe the need to breach the castle walls, talk her into it, was the reason. Who knew what made relationships work? 
 
    She was superbly fit though, with freckles so faint he could hardly see them in normal light, and dark, wavy hair to her shoulders. There wasn’t anything he didn’t like. 
 
    She seemed unsettled as he took his position behind her, reacting to his movements, but after a while she settled down. Then her breathing started to speed up, and he could feel her warming under his touch. He drove his hands down off her buttocks and up onto the middle of her back, savoring the waist that made her so female in his mind. She was melting under his hands, and that’s when he knew she would let him do anything he wanted. He could feel her total surrender, feel her go to some joyous place. It made him feel proud.  
 
    Then he abandoned his thoughts and accepted his male need for her. 
 
    Two days later, Russo took his cell phone off the dining table and brought it to him on the settee. He smiled as she handed it over, and kissed her hand. She looked pleased, and went back to preparing lunch. 
 
    “Marko here,” said the Croatian Special Forces man. He’d given Maric a week to ‘settle in’ before ringing him, as requested, and not bothered to ask what ‘settle in’ meant. 
 
    “Hail fellow, well met!” said Maric, and then regretted it. There was silence at the other end. The phrase wasn’t something Marko would have learned when he was being taught English idiom. 
 
    “I’m on deck at last!” said Maric quickly, hoping that made more sense. 
 
    “The Sergeant Major won’t budge,” said Marko, diving into their Kosovo concern. “It would mean his job as well as mine if I was discovered anywhere near the contested parts of the country. I’d give anything to go with you – if you decide to go in for a look around – but it puts too much at risk for everyone.” 
 
    Sergeant Major Yukovic headed the Croatian Special Forces. He would be sympathetic to Marko’s sister’s plight, but the situation was too politically difficult. It didn’t help that there was a US – Croatian special military relationship, something that had developed after Operation Storm drove the Serbs out of Croatia in 1995. Yukovic had to check everything with his US counterpart.  
 
    “But the Sergeant Major says he might have some ideas to discuss,” continued Marko. “Can you swing by and talk to him?” 
 
    The Croatian Special Forces base was in the Ozeblin mountains, almost directly across the Adriatic from Russo’s city. Maric shrugged his shoulders. Why not?  
 
    He looked up at Russo, busy in the kitchen. She didn’t have any assignments coming up in the field, but she would be needed back at the NATO base at Aviano soon. She would be off to the north of Italy to write up the details of her last assignment, and then some intelligence reports about risk factors along the African coast.  
 
    It was a good time to go, though he wanted to be back soon. He had promised Russo he would spend more time with her from now on. He also owed Cista Provo, a Croatian village full of Marics he had recently discovered, a visit as well.  
 
    He had one aunt in failing health left in New Zealand, but the name of a village in Croatia, and an old photo, had sent him into the Croatian hinterland before his last mission. And he had been lucky enough to discover a link to his ancestors.  
 
    The people in Cista Provo were the nearest thing he had to an extended family, though he couldn’t claim a direct blood link to any of them. Most had his height though, and many were police or army, and a third of them had his last name. It all fitted. 
 
    He made the call Marko had requested and arranged to meet the Sergeant Major, but he left it another day before telling Russo he was going. He made that last day as special as he could. 
 
    “So I’m to be an army wife then,” she said wistfully, as she waited with him at the airport. Maric knew what she meant. A partner who was called away for long stretches of time, and the chance they might come home in a body bag. 
 
    “Stop that,” he said gently. “You outrank me, so don’t give me that poor little wife stuff. Besides, if I was still here when you went to Aviano, I would be the one left behind.” 
 
    Cal had made Maric a Lieutenant Colonel before the mission into Albania, to give his recon team some independence of action within the NATO command structure. Russo had been an LCol when she ran the comms and control for that mission, but NATO valued her skills, and she had been made a full colonel since. She had the whole African side of the Mediterranean to keep an eye on now. 
 
    Wife though, that was a new one. He wouldn’t have picked Russo to be that traditional. He could see he would have to give the idea some thought. 
 
    “As soon as I lose my edge, I’ll stop field missions,” he said consolingly, when she had nothing more to add. “Maybe you can give me a job as a tea boy, or your official foot massager.” 
 
    She laughed at that, and he felt better. Goddamit, this being tied to one woman had all sorts of implications. It was still worth it though. The sight of Russo spread across her own patio table, in the faint glow from the lights of the city, was a compelling argument. 
 
    Yukovic’s office wasn’t that much different to Cal’s. Maybe it was the structure that grew up around command, maybe it was the sort of men who took on those jobs, but both offices were small and neat. 
 
    “You have some ideas for me,” said Maric, once he’d sat in the army regulation chair opposite Yukovic. The sergeant major nodded. 
 
    “Remember how Juric is stuck in a kind of no-man’s land?” he said, and Maric inclined his head to one side. This was interesting. Juric was one of three newly-graduated elite force soldiers Maric had borrowed from Croatian special forces for the NATO mission in Albania.  
 
    The young man had developed something like hero worship for Maric. The tall man had once explained to him that terrorists and others allowed to stand trial, and spend time in prison, became figureheads for other idiots who copied their actions. 
 
    When it looked like The Count was going to survive the attack on his base in the Albanian Mountains, Juric had shot him, ‘attempting to escape’. Maric had supported that story, as had Yukovic, but it hadn’t been accepted everywhere. The mission had been a joint NATO/US operation, and the US were pushing to have Juric dismissed. They hadn’t got the intel they wanted out of the Count, and now they were wanting someone to pay for that. 
 
    Fortunately the US – Croatian special military relationship required unanimous decisions where military action was concerned, so that proviso saved Juric. Since Yukovic was against dismissal, the new elite forces man was stuck between the two sides, and going nowhere. 
 
    “Juric really needs to be out in the field, consolidating his skills,” said Yukovic. “The time he spent with your recon team was ideal, but it needs to be built on. I haven’t talked to the man himself yet, but he could be part of your team if you go ahead with this Kosovo thing.” 
 
    “Won’t that stop him working for any country in NATO in the future if people find out?” said Maric. “Won’t the US spin it as desertion, something like that?” The Sergeant Major nodded. 
 
    “But he needs to be doing something, and it may be the best chance of a future he’s got.” Then Yukovic started to count off points on his fingers.  
 
    “He could be reinstated because your team makes a real difference over there, he could be picked up outside NATO because he will have a lot more experience, your boss could find a place for him in your organization, or he could get killed in action. Any one of those would be a step up from where he is now.” 
 
    Maric looked up at the ceiling. Juric was good, but he was too eager to please, not independent enough. On the other hand, this would get him out of his current pickle.  
 
    His file said he had no immediate family, and that was probably the cause of his jumpiness. A ‘family’ like the army was a good place for him. A little more training, and Maric could see the special forces soldier starting to steady up, become more mature.  
 
    “Let’s get him in and talk to him,” he said. The Sergeant Major nodded, and reached for the phone.               
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    “I was hoping you would ask me,” said Juric, looking anywhere but at Yukovic. Special forces were trained to be calm in any situation, but Maric could tell Juric was uncomfortable. It was understandable, with any career he might have in the military very uncertain at the moment. 
 
    Yukovic raised his eyebrows. “You knew we were looking at the situation in Kosovo?” he said skeptically. 
 
    “No, nothing like that,” said Juric. “I knew about Marko’s family problem, and of course no one’s likely to go into Kosovo, but if you wanted completely off the books you might talk to Maric. Sorry, LCol Maric, and then he might want expendables like myself. 
 
    “It was a wild guess really – just wishful thinking.” 
 
    Maric was impressed. Juric hadn’t been too wide of the mark. 
 
    “But, um, I’ve got some ideas too,” said Juric in a rush. “Novak and Radic quit special forces training about three-quarters of the way through. They’re gutted they didn’t make it, and Novak had some sort of virus most of the time. He figures he could have graduated. Radic’s tough enough, but he isn’t so good on logistics and strategy. The man’s an exceptional foot soldier though.  
 
    “They’re talking about leaving the army since they dipped out of the course, and taking up a trade. If you wanted them in on this, I think they’d grab at the chance. There might be an elite forces position at the end of it, there might not, but they would give it a go.” 
 
    Maric looked at Yukovic, who looked away. He didn’t want to give Maric his opinion in front of Juric, and that was fine. 
 
    “I’ve been trying to get intel,” said Juric quickly, not sure if his first point had scored him any marks. “There are a lot of Albanians in the north of Kosovo who served in the late 1990s against the Serbs. They’re aged forty now, or a bit more.  
 
    “I’ve put out feelers toward that area, and got a few positive responses. Some of these guys won’t rest until Kosovo is truly independent. The place is over 90% Albanian, and they’re all Albanian, so I can understand the motivation. Some of them just want revenge for things that happened during the war, but the rest are good soldiers.” 
 
    Maric wouldn’t take on men who just wanted revenge, because discipline would be a problem. But Juric was right, the older men were a group who had been through basic training, and had some combat experience. He felt the old tightening of his muscles, and the acceleration of his heartbeat. This was a doable mission. He could be back in action again very soon. 
 
    “We appreciate you coming in,” said Yukovic, more warmly this time. “There’s a lot more to be discussed, but we’ll let you know what we decide in a few days.” 
 
    Juric stood up and saluted smartly, then turned and marched out of Yukovic’s office. Maric closed the door behind him, and then the two men got down to some serious talking. What it came down to in the end was one name, Stanley Shehu.  
 
    He had commanded an army battalion in the early hostilities in Kosovo, and he lived maybe 70 klicks on rough roads from where Marko’s sister and partner had disappeared. If anyone could shed light on the area, and help form an underground task force, it would be him. 
 
    Maric would be going in alone. Juric, Novak and Radic would be at Yukovic’s training camp within a day – if they were interested in joining the op – and the sergeant major would be pushing them every waking hour to get them ready. They would join Maric when the tall man gave them a time and a place. 
 
    Both men sat back in their chairs and stretched. The plan, such as it was, appeared to be watertight. Maric had brought in the equipment he had stashed at Russo’s apartment from his last mission in Albania, and Yukovic would add more to it.  
 
    Travel within the EU with military grade equipment wasn’t a problem, but the EU border out of Croatia would be more difficult. Maric would be leaving from the long US maintained runway at Udbina, not far from Yukovic’s special forces base.  
 
    The sergeant major would arrange a civilian flight over some of the non-EU states. They were Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, Kosovo, Montenegro, Albania, and North Macedonia. Maric would go out on a ‘sightseeing tour’ over the Adriatic sea, and the impressive knot of limestone mountains further down the coast. He wouldn’t be returning. 
 
    Two days later it was dawn over Kosovo on a dull, gray morning. A small plane high above was already in daylight at GL+2000m, but long shadows covered the ground below in darkness. 
 
    Maric was ready for the drop. He patted the pilot on the shoulder, and the plane lifted up into an almost stalled position. Maric headed back down the aisle to the side door in the eight-seater, and forced it open against the wind. Moments later he tumbled backwards, and was gone. 
 
    The parachute was latest tech. It was practically invisible to anyone on the ground. Maric dropped out of the sunshine and into the darkness before he opened the canopy, and then he was flying on instruments. The altimeter gave him height, and the GPS gave him location.  
 
    He adjusted his position to stay directly over the drop zone. It was a field in a valley, somewhere along a range of hills. When he sensed a low, imposing mass on his right, he knew he had dropped below the hills on that side. Then the altimeter was fast approaching to GL+0, and he flared out. 
 
    Calibrating ground level off a map was always an inexact process, and Maric sensed something rushing up at him far too early. He pulled on the control lines hard, and lifted his legs until he was almost horizontal. He thought he’d got away with it, until his back started to skid along the ground, and then he was skating across the ground like a stone on ice. 
 
    When he picked himself up, his back was saturated. Great, he thought, he’d just found the one patch of swampy ground in the entire paddock. His military gear had been hanging in the lines above him, and now lay beside him. Fortunately it seemed to have avoided any damage. 
 
    Maric was hauling in the canopy lines when he felt something hard shoved into his back. He froze. He hadn’t picked up the intruder on his internal radar, which made him think the man, or woman, didn’t have the intent to harm him. The person had arrived far too quickly to have come in from the surrounding scrub. So, a camouflaged and prepared position near the middle of the field. Someone with experience. 
 
    The rustle of wind through the canopy, and the soft ground, had masked the footsteps. Maric figured it was a welcoming committee, of sorts. 
 
    “And whose side might you be on, friend?” said a gravelly voice, in very good English. 
 
    “If you’re holding the gun, then I’m on your side,” said Maric, and started rolling in the canopy lines again. There was something like a snort of laughter behind him. The voice was older, fifties maybe, and the man knew that English was Maric’s first language. The tall man thought he knew who his captor might be. 
 
    “Was told you were too smart to be caught napping,” said the voice, “was told you were the sort of man could be the tip of the spear,” and Maric understood what he meant. People that joined a cause needed to believe in the leadership. Before the man behind him, and his people, took orders from Maric, they needed to know why they should. 
 
    A split second later the man was bending over backward, his own pistol jabbed under his jaw and his finger pulling hard on the trigger. 
 
    “Now you’re probably wondering why you haven’t blown your own head off,” said Maric calmly. “Well, my finger is jammed behind the trigger, stopping you from doing that.  
 
    “The question is, should I remove that finger and let you blow yourself away?  
 
    “There would be no fingerprints but yours on the gun. ‘Poor old John Doe’, people would say. ‘He went out into the middle of a field at dawn and ended it all’. Goodbye cruel world and all that. What do you think?” 
 
    “I don’t think that will, ah, be necessary,” said the man, working hard to match Maric’s level tone. Maric flicked him upright, and went back to rolling up the canopy into a tight ball. He was impressed with the stranger’s response. Apart from a moment of uncertainty in the man’s eyes, the stranger had adapted fast to the changing situation. 
 
    Maric stood upright, the roll of canopy under one arm and the bulk of his equipment over the other shoulder, held up by several straps. 
 
    “This way,” said the man, and walked off into the darkness. The first of the dawn light was on the range of hills ahead of them now, and Maric could just make out a vehicle where the field turned into scrub. He trudged after the man, and it was only after they’d climbed into the battered old van, and tossed his gear in the back, that introductions were made. 
 
    “Lieutenant Colonel Ljudevit Maric, temporarily assigned to NATO?” said the stranger, as the van eased out onto a rough gravel road. Maric nodded.  
 
    “Though not assigned to anybody from the moment I landed on Kosovo soil,” he said. “If we take up arms here, we do it entirely on our own. There’s no one to help us out, and no one to tell our story to the world if it goes wrong.” 
 
    “Of course,” said the man bitterly. “All through the land grab wars in this region, was it ever any other way?” 
 
    Maric was silent for a while. The Western nations had let the atrocities in the Balkans in the 1990s go on for far too long, and it shouldn’t have done so. To their credit, NATO and the US had stepped in eventually. That didn’t help those who’d been robbed and raped and run off their land for years beforehand. Stanley was right to be aggrieved. 
 
    “Stanley Shehu,” said Maric after a while. “Kosovo battalion commander in the war against Serbian aggression twenty years ago. Much decorated war hero.” 
 
    Stanley’s waving hand told Maric what he thought of the war hero bullshit, but he nodded all the same, acknowledging his name. 
 
    They drove for about twenty minutes, and pulled into a small village of loosely scattered houses. Maric figured it was Remanic, a tiny place well off the beaten track. It was the right size and on the right heading from his landing place. Most of the land had looked like subsistence farming as they drove in.  
 
    Maric had done his homework. Agriculture was racing toward self-sufficiency for the country under US aid programs, but the north part of Kosovo had missed out. Most of the problems went back to the earlier war. Farmers had no deeds to their lands now, so they couldn’t officially apply for aid, and the poor state of the roads made it difficult to get produce to markets in the larger cities. 
 
    Stanley pulled in outside a large barn, and Maric got out of the van and followed him toward a rambling farmhouse, hauling his gear. They barely had time to settle in, with Stanley putting some breakfast on the table, when there was a knock at the door.  
 
    Two men about the same age as Stanley came straight in and stood at either end of the room, where they could see the approaches to the farmhouse. They ignored Maric.  
 
    This was getting interesting. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 9 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Two more men arrived in the next few minutes. They came in, nodded to Shehu, and went back to take up positions outside the door. Maric figured old habits from the war years died hard. These were clearly Shehu’s men, or they had been when armed gangs attacked the villages around here at will. Some of the gangs called themselves military, some didn’t even bother to do that.  
 
    The sun was less than an hour up in the sky, but all the men seemed to have had breakfast. Maric shrugged, and dug in to the simple, but filling, farmer’s breakfast in front of him. Yukovic’s file on Stanley Shehu mentioned that his wife had died of cancer a few years back. 
 
    Maric figured it was too early for Shehu to find a replacement yet – if the man eventually decided that was the way he wanted to go. The file also mentioned a son, but there was no sign of him in the house. 
 
    One last man arrived as Shehu was clearing the plates away. He got a frown from his old boss, and stood with one of the other men at the far end of the room, looking chastened. He was the first of the men that was obviously armed, a bulge in his side pocket pulling down his jacket. 
 
    Stanley’s English was going to be a godsend. Maric’s Croatian was coming along nicely, from his time in Cista Provo, the village that had adopted him. Unfortunately, Croatian wasn’t a common language in Kosovo. The main tongue here was Albanian, and it had little in common with the other languages around it. Mosha had picked it up for the recent mission against the Count in the Albanian mountains. Mosha was back captaining his own team though, and Cal needed that Gray Ops team elsewhere. 
 
    “Let me speak plainly,” said Shehu, when he sat down again.  
 
    “My generation has had its war. Many of us have children now, and all of us have extended families – or what’s left of them after the hostilities.  
 
    “There’s something like peace now, and we fought for that. We won’t do anything that brings the Serbs back into Kosovo.” 
 
    Maric nodded. He had hoped for more, but he could see the old commander’s point of view. 
 
    “Have you heard anything out of the ordinary,” he said quietly, “something that might give me a starting point. My sources tell me that it might be around Revatske. I have an old name for a small village, called Boluka, but it doesn’t appear on any maps now.” 
 
    Shehu looked at the man at the end of the room who’d arrived late. Some meaning passed between them, and Maric stepped in while he had the chance. 
 
    “You know something, I can tell,” he said. “The point of recon is to learn enough to make the mission safe for the main force. You know that as well as I do, Commander! I need to protect the lives of the soldiers who might be called in to deal with this problem.” 
 
    Maric was calling on Shehu’s time in the Kosovo military. The KLA commander would have been in Maric’s position at times, wanting information to protect his men. One of the others said something in Albanian, and then several of the men around the room spoke quickly to Shehu. It sounded to Maric like they were giving him permission to speak for them. The old commander looked up at Maric. 
 
    “We’re not proud of this, but the KLA cleaned out Boluka during the wars. It had an entirely Serb population. We packed them into trucks and took them to a forestry track on the border with Montenegro. Then we fired into the trees next to them until they fled across the border.” 
 
    Maric knew about the KLA’s activities. The Kosovo Liberation Army was the local response to the invasion of Kosovo – still part of Serbia at the time – by Serbian forces trying to move the Albanian population out. That was when the worst of the atrocities were committed in the Kosovo conflict. It looked like the Serbs didn’t have it all their own way. 
 
    “Boluka was just a location really,” said Shehu, “a cleared valley in dense forest at the end of a road. Unfortunately for the inhabitants, there were several airplane hangers, and a scattering of huts, at one end of the valley. A long stretch of level ground just beyond had been fenced off from livestock. I think it was supposed to be an airport, but that was never finished. 
 
    “It was all new, back then, and I believe the Serbs had been setting the place up as a forward base in advance of the war. That Slobodan Milosevic was a sly dog. The Serbian president played the West like a card shark whenever he could get a military advantage out of it, and this air base is the sort of trick he would pull. 
 
    “We couldn’t let a forward base like that stand, but when the KLA rolled in to destroy it we didn’t find anything except the civilian population. Work must have stopped while the construction crews were needed somewhere else. Then we discovered the civilian population was no more than Serb refugees from the war. They were living in the prefab huts they’d stumbled upon, and the dozen houses scattered nearby.” 
 
    Maric listened in silence. This information was a start. Then he told Shehu about Behar Sallaku and Mirjana Horvat, Marko’s sister and her man, and the way they seemed to have disappeared without a trace. 
 
    “There should be cell phone coverage at Boluka,” said Maric, “according to the intel I pulled out of the Kosovo government’s data base, but I haven’t been able to talk to anyone who works in the area. All we get when we try Mirjana’s cell phone number is an ‘out of area or switched off’ response.” 
 
    That was one of the reason’s Maric had taken the case. Marko was never out of touch with his sister. They were all that was left of their family after the wars in the Balkans. Behar had a bit of a wild side, but he checked in with his family occasionally, and he was an electrician, so he always had work. He seemed to be proud of his new woman, and there was a child on the way. It seemed strange there had been no word from him either. 
 
    “You came to Kosovo to look for two civilians?” said Shehu, his bushy eyebrows rising alarmingly. The question was clear. Elite forces didn’t have anything else to do these days? 
 
    “We look after our own,” said Maric firmly. He hesitated, then decided to speak. “As I said earlier, no one knows I’m here. The special forces connection is the woman’s brother.  
 
    “Which I can’t give you any information about,” he continued, as Shehu went to open his mouth. It was standard practice for all special forces to remain incognito as much as possible, wearing a balaclava or other form of disguise if they were in the public eye. That way a terrorist group couldn’t track down a soldier’s off duty place of residence, or next of kin. 
 
    Shehu called in the two men by the front door, and a discussion began in earnest. Maric listened to the Albanian bouncing back and forth with some intensity. His words must have touched the men, perhaps the desire to help a family rather than act from some political agenda.  
 
    Eventually Shehu sent the two men back to the front door, and the others went back to watching the approaches to the farmhouse again. 
 
    “This is what we think happened,” said Shehu diffidently.  
 
    “At the best it’s informed guesswork, at the worst it tells you about our overactive imaginations after the wars.” He looked across the table, and Maric nodded encouragingly. 
 
    “Those hangars and those huts are still there, at the end of a dead-end road, so they’d make a great base for someone up to no good. The north part of Kosovo gets little in the way of policing, because there are too many tensions between the Serbs and Albanians who remain in the area. There are no judges and no courts here, so justice has reverted to a, how shall we say, rather feudal form. 
 
    “The Serbian army stays on the other side of the 5km demilitarized zone at their border, and the recently created Kosovo army is small and stays out of the north as well.” 
 
    “In other words it’s a great place to move drugs, guns or slaves in from the rest of the world, before trafficking them through EU borders,” said Maric.  
 
    Shehu nodded. “Boluka was abandoned the last I heard,” continued the commander, “so if someone has taken it over then a lot of things would need bringing up to a minimum standard.  
 
    “They might have bought a building with three-phase power in Trevaske, or tapped into the lines around the village illegally. Once they’d done that it wouldn’t be hard to use existing power lines to feed power through to the old air base.” 
 
    “Which is why they would need Behar, the electrician,” said Maric, as the pieces of the puzzle started to fall into place. 
 
    “And a lot of others like him,” said Shehu. “Some trades people, but also a group of workers who would put in long days and keep their mouths shut.” 
 
    “Why would Behar have bought into this?” said Maric. “He was about to be a family man.” 
 
    Shehu looked at him like he was naive. 
 
    “Trapping people into slavery is far too common around here,” he said grimly. “Take away the rule of law, and some disgusting people rise to the top of the food chain. I think Behar’s new family responsibilities led him into this.” 
 
    “He saw an ad for an electrician,” said Maric, as he caught on, “somewhere respectable, and thought it was a Godsend. Housing provided I bet. Then there was extra money if he took a more isolated jobs inland, and that seemed okay.  
 
    “Somewhere in the contract there would have been a confidentiality clause, which didn’t bother him too much. But it only took a few months before it was clear his family were hostage to him keeping his mouth shut and carrying on. Goddamn, that is a nasty way of taking advantage of human nature!” 
 
    “Cell phone coverage is good through the north,” said Shehu, “rebuilt after the war. And cell phone coverage would have been part of Behar’s initial contract. But once a tower goes down in the middle of nowhere, and an armed gang scares the repair crew away, Kosovo Telecoms would put it in the too hard basket.” 
 
    “And that’s when the workforce notices there are a lot of heavies around the village now,” said Maric, “with guns, and the trap is complete.” 
 
    “Just saying this is possible,” said Shehu. “Trying to give you something to go on, that’s all.” 
 
    Maric reached a long arm over the table and patted the old battalion commander on the shoulder. “And you have, my friend. Local knowledge is always the best knowledge. I’ll change this picture around as I find out more.” 
 
    “No plan survives first contact with the enemy,” said Shehu, with Maric joining in toward the end of the old saying. Both men chuckled. 
 
    Maric now had a place to start, and an understanding of what he was probably up against. It was decided that one of Shehu’s men would take him by back roads to Revatske, and then he was on his own.  
 
    He wouldn’t contact Juric and his two friends just yet, because he didn’t have enough intel to make any firm decisions. But he hoped the men were getting into superb shape, and Yukovic was fixing the gaps in their training. 
 
    He had a feeling he was going to need a lot of support on this one.               
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 10 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    In the end it was Stanley who drove Maric to Revatske. The place was spread out, like most of the villages, and didn’t have a center. There were no shops, and no food outlets.  
 
    Maric was in old farming clothes now, rustled up by Shehu and possibly belonging to his son. The son must have been tall. Maric’s military equipment was stored in two old suitcases in the back of the van. Inquisitive eyes would have found nothing out of the ordinary about the van, or its occupants. 
 
    The short drive from Drin on the main road to the turn off to Revatske had been on tar seal, but the rest of the trip had been on bumpy, unrelenting gravel roads. Maric had noticed a village half the size of Revatske, back on the tar seal before they turned off, that had some shops. That made sense. It was a place that had some through traffic.  
 
    The van crossed the river Iber soon after it turned off the main road, and had instantly been transported back a hundred years. Maric saw the evidence of old world farming methods all about him. He kind of liked it. 
 
    Shehu turned back toward the Iber after Maric had seen Revatske, and bumped down a dirt road that turned off just before the bridge. It led to a slightly better cross road, and that took them past the road that had once led to Boluka. It was emphatically blocked off, with large signs declaring that road works were in progress. 
 
    Backing up the claim was a very large truck, and a bulldozer, both parked on the side of the road further in. They looked uncared for, and to Maric’s eyes hadn’t been driven in months. Of more concern was the shack at the side of the road, and the booth in front of it. 
 
    Someone was reading what looked like a magazine behind the glass front of the booth, and Shehu idled the van steadily past the end of the road without drawing attention to the vehicle. So, thought Maric, a permanently manned presence on the only way in. Someone really didn’t want people to visit Boluka.  
 
    Bodies required effort to get rid of, and people started asking questions about sudden disappearances. It was better to stop the problem before it began. It looked like Maric was in the right area for a clandestine operation.  
 
    Shehu continued down the cross road, and circled around through other roads to take them back to Revatske. He turned and looked at Maric as they approached the village for the second time, and lifted his bushy eyebrows. Where did Maric want to be let off? 
 
    “Coming in toward the road works, but from the opposite side this time,” said Maric. “If that’s okay.” 
 
    Shehu grimaced, more from finding a spot to turn around than anything Maric had said. He wrestled the van through the 180 and headed back the way they’d come. When they were a klick short of the road work signs, Maric had Shehu deposit him on the side of the road. There was no one around, and he donned his military attire quickly. Once he was fully suited up, he left the suitcases behind. 
 
    “There’s a long slope here that will take me to the ridge running along this side of Boluka,” he said, looking at a survey map on his cell phone. There was still service here, but he would bet anything it vanished as soon as he dropped over the ridge toward the village. He had a detailed paper version of the area as a back up to his cell. 
 
    Shehu reached out of the van window and shook Maric’s hand. 
 
    “Sorry we couldn’t be of more help,” he said, referring to himself and the men left from his old battalion. Maric gave his head a quick shake and smiled. The old commander had done enough. It was time for the next generation of warriors to try and put the world to rights. Then he was gone. 
 
    Maric jogged into the trees, and slowed to a steady climb when he was out of sight. His research on the area proved to be accurate. The trees were mostly oak and beech. There was deer sign in the occasional clearing, and he kept an eye out for bear and pigs. Generally animals left him alone in the wild. They sensed he was as much part of the surroundings as they were. 
 
    The ground was still soft underfoot, but summer wasn’t far away. That was good. Maric had no idea how long the mission was going to take, and he didn’t want to be rushed by weather. Once he reached the top of the ridge he walked along it until he could see buildings in the valley. He was on the west side of the village, and he carefully noted the points of the compass and the position of the village in the valley. His internal map would take over from here. 
 
    Then he stopped for a break and a bite to eat, before he carried on along the ridge. At some stage he would make a complete circuit of the valley, staying inside the treeline, but he was soon drawn to an interesting feature of the landscape. 
 
    There was a track at the far end of the valley, though it was four-wheel drive only, and it was being regularly used. It didn’t take him long to cover the distance. Maric concealed his equipment in the undergrowth, and jogged through the forest beside it to see where it went.  
 
    After an hour of steady effort he found the far end. The track opened into the back of a farm, and then traveled down a long slope to a gate that opened onto another gravel road. The farm was overgrown, and looked deserted. The valley that followed the road in either direction looked similarly bereft of any recent attention. So, this was how the gang in the valley was getting people and goods in and out without drawing attention to them.  
 
    By the time Maric got back to the valley it was late afternoon. There was just time to finish a circuit of the area, staying up in the trees, before darkness descended. He had to hurry to collect his equipment and set up a camp. It was in a knot of ridges to the east of the valley.  
 
    There were no animal tracks, and no sign that people ever visited the area. It was overgrown with a vine that sprouted profusely from a broad base. It reminded Maric of the supplejack vine, a cane really, that made things difficult in the New Zealand forest. When he had finished setting up his base he was satisfied that his retreat was secure. 
 
    It was dark when he set up a gas cooker, well screened from the valley side, and heated his dinner. He reviewed what he’d learned so far as he ate. The huts and hangers were still there, and they were being used for something. The long strip that was going to be a runway was now several paddocks.  
 
    There were people coming and going, but not many, and he presumed most of the villagers were working inside the hangers. There were no armed patrols that he could see, but he’d already assumed the workers were held hostage by fear of losing their families.  
 
    Several overgrown stands of trees on the outskirts of the village made observation of foot traffic difficult, but they would be good cover if he went in to have a look around. There was a lot of spindly regrowth around the houses, suggesting they hadn’t been used for a long time. Someone had cleared away a number of areas though, and order was slowly being restored to the village.  
 
    Maric was about to finish his meal when he began to feel uneasy. He took a moment to work out where the threat was coming from. It was to his right, and a little behind him.  
 
    He put his plate down, and settled back against a tree trunk. That should tell the unknown presence that he or she had been spotted. When nothing happened for another minute, Maric thought he might hurry things along a bit. 
 
    "You can come out now," he said. "I know you’re there, and I'm unarmed." This was only partly true. He was within reach of several weapons, even though they couldn’t be seen, and there were two blades on his person. One he could reach at his belt, and the other was a small knife sewn into the tongue of his left boot, where it was almost impossible to detect. 
 
    “You stink of weapons," came a rough voice from the darkness. Maric figured this was probably true. Once a man had been in the wilderness for a while, and his jungle senses had kicked in, the smell of gun oil was an easy giveaway. Maric had cleaned his rifle and pistol once he’d set up his camp. It was a ritual that always made a new place feel like home. 
 
    The man had spoken awkwardly, and Maric guessed English was not his first language. But English was always a good bet as a second tongue everyone spoke. 
 
    Maric sighed, and stood up slowly. He took the knife from his belt and placed it on the ground. Then he took off his jacket and shirt, and then his pants, and walked over to the other side of the tiny gas light he had going. Normally he didn’t need it, but there was no moon tonight and a fair bit of cloud cover.  
 
    It was a bit over the top, but Maric was trying to make a connection with this guy. He didn't detect any malicious intent from the man, and he could use some local knowledge. There was a chuckle from the darkness. 
 
    "Not need all that," said the man, and walked forward into Maric’s little camp. The tall man put his clothes back on, and settled against the same tree trunk as before. He waved a hand around. 
 
    “Pick a spot," he said, and picked up his bowl so he could scrape the last of the food out of it. 
 
    "You eaten?" he said, and the man nodded. 
 
    "Speak Albanian?" said the man, and Maric shook his head. It didn't take long before they worked out that Zeph Domi, for that was the man's name, had a little English and a little Croatian. Unfortunately, there were no other languages in common. 
 
    “Why you watch village?” said the man, after a while. Maric managed to convey that he thought some of the workers were being held prisoner inside Boluka. 
 
    “Boluka?” said Domi. “That old name. From old time. How you learn?” 
 
    Maric didn’t want to give Stanley Shehu’s name, but he got across that he’d been speaking to some old soldiers from the war years. 
 
    “What are you doing in the area?” said Maric, but his companion didn’t seem to understand. “Why you come here,” he said next, and pointed to the ground, and then in the direction of the village. 
 
    “Hunting,” said Domi. “Not usual this far. Er, this much north. Good deer now, you see marks?” 
 
    Maric nodded. He had seen the plentiful deer sign. 
 
    “How you find me,” said Maric, and Domi smiled. “You run track, I follow. You come here.” 
 
    It made sense. Maric had been after speed, not caution, as he ran the 4WD track. Domi had picked him up then, and been curious. 
 
    “Men in village bad,” tried Maric. He was wondering what Domi knew about them. 
 
    Domi sneered. “They, they, ‘fif brigid’. Veer bad. Kill people here. Rip people here, in old times.” He waved his arms to encompass maybe the whole of Kosovo. 
 
    Maric wondered what the fifth brigade were, if that was the name. He’d read up on the history of the Balkan wars, and the Serbian army had four brigades, plus a special tasks group. There had been no mention of a fifth group. Domi’s intel was a help, but it was raising as many questions as it answered. 
 
    “Bad men sometimes chase you?” he hazarded, wondering if Domi feared the gang at Boluka. The hunter sneered again. “No problem. Too fat, too slow. Also, never look. Think are safe in vaaley.” 
 
    Too fat, and too slow? What sort of gang was this? Soldiers hiring themselves out as mercenaries kept in shape. Maybe they weren’t as hopeless as Domi was making them sound. If the hunter was spending weeks in the forest at a time, his senses would become far better than theirs. And he looked supremely fit. 
 
    The conversation petered out, more from the difficulty of finding the right words than anything else, and the hunter rose to go. 
 
    “Talk later?” said Maric, wanting to learn more. Domi shrugged. “Me think about. Learn to stay away from problems. Lose family. Fight and kill. Why?” 
 
    Maric nodded. He understood that chain of logic. Then Domi looked at him for a long time. 
 
    “Me find you,” he said at last, and disappeared into the trees. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 11 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Domi came back early the next afternoon. Maric found him waiting at his camp when he returned from the village. Several uncomfortable hours in the cover around the houses had familiarized Maric with the place a little better. He would have liked to overhear a few conversations, and kicked himself for not bringing along an acoustic pick up. 
 
    One thing of great interest was a truck that had arrived via the 4WD track just before noon. It left again about one o’clock, and Maric hoped it was a daily occurrence. He needed leverage, and that truck might be it. 
 
    Domi had chosen a tree of his own to lean against, and he raised his hand in greeting as Maric entered the camp. A plastic container sat on the ground beside him, and he flicked it open when the tall man dropped to the ground nearby. It contained a couple of back steaks from a deer. 
 
    “Use soon,” he said, and closed it up again. Maric most certainly would. Venison back steaks were like currency in the hunting community. They were highly valued, and they would extend Maric’s basic rations nicely. He had snares set along the treeline, but nothing had hopped his way yet. 
 
    “You start a war,” said Domi suddenly. Maric sensed this topic was important to the man. “Always someone start war. Make profit maybe, like to kill maybe. Why you want start war?” 
 
    Maric thought he understood, and he agreed with his guest. War was for idiots. Young men, and these days women, who were looking for glory. Usually led by people who were looking for profits. He nodded slowly to show he thought the same way. Then he very patiently described what Gray Ops was, and what it did. 
 
    “Clear objective, short time frame,” he said. “No political gain, no financial gain. Bad situation made better, minimum side effects.” 
 
    “But people die,” said Domi, and Maric nodded. “We try hard,” he said, “but sometimes good people die. Sometimes soldiers, sometimes civilians.” He wanted to answer Domi’s question more fully, but the difficulty with language made it difficult. 
 
    “Kill bad men in Boluka, free good people in Boluka,” he said, at last. “Only in Boluka. Nowhere else. Then go home. Good people get Boluka back.” 
 
    A smile worked its way across Domi’s face. He was processing the words, and he liked what he was hearing. 
 
    “Some peoples you need talk,” said Domi, and he waved in the direction of the abandoned valley at the end of the 4WD track. “Poshed off land here,” he said, and made movements with his hands. Maric got it. People who had been pushed out of Boluka when the contraband smugglers below arrived and took over the village. 
 
    “Tomorrow,” said the hunter. “First ting. Be ready.” 
 
    Maric nodded, and Domi rose from his position against the tree with effortless grace. The man was fit, a master of the forest. He patted Maric on the shoulder, an oddly familiar gesture, and vanished off the knot of ridges where the tall man had made his camp.  
 
    Maric looked down at the plastic container that held the back steaks. He was going to eat well tonight. Before he did, though, he was going to stake out the village for the rest of the afternoon. The more he learned about security around the place the better. 
 
    Domi was at Maric’s camp about an hour after sunup the next day. It probably meant he had started from his home before dawn. Maric wasn’t surprised. A lot of people that had lived through the uncertainty of war never seemed to settle to a ‘normal’ routine. 
 
    “Come,” said Domi roughly, and headed off, so Maric fell into step behind him. Domi was all business today. Maric figured his latest reincarnation as a part-time hunter, selling a bit of meat on the black market, had now been challenged by his memories of the war. Whether he was aware of it or not, Domi was slipping back into his wartime personality.  
 
    In a way it seemed unfair to involve him in Maric’s mission. On the other hand, the workers in Boluka didn’t even have the fragile peace Domi had managed to build for himself. 
 
    The hunter moved fast. Maric stretched out his long legs and held the pace. After twenty minutes the two men arrived at the edge of the forest. Maric recognized the abandoned valley, only this time he was seeing it from a couple of klicks further east. 
 
    A descent down a ridge brought them to an old truck hidden from the gravel road by an ancient barn that was falling down. It seemed excessively cautious to hide it away like this, but Maric that was part of the burden these people carried. Always being ready for the worst. 
 
    The truck started at the first attempt, and took a side road after a short while. The truck labored up a track that was little more than dirt, and soon turned into ruts. It stopped at a farm gate that had been repaired recently. It seemed out of place. 
 
    Domi motioned Maric out of the truck, and they marched higher, before entering a V-shaped valley on the side of a ridge. Sink holes and limestone faces started to appear, and then a high bluff at the end of the valley. It looked like there was nowhere to go, but Domi strode on. 
 
    Domi turned behind a massive rock jutting out of the side of the valley, and took them into a cave. Maric felt a presence above him, and looked up. A lookout post had been carved out of the back of the rock, hidden from anyone coming into the valley. Someone was on duty. The figure stood completely still, a rifle cradled across its body. 
 
    Once the two men were through the opening, the cave ballooned out into a large chamber. Skins were drying on racks, mostly deer, but also some bear. The place had been outfitted as a hunter’s camp. Ribbons of meat were tied across more racks, and Maric figured they would be taken outside to dry as soon as the sun angled into the valley. Then they would be sold as venison jerky. 
 
    There was a reception committee against the back wall of the cave, and some of the men didn’t look happy. One of them, the broadest through the shoulders, took a step forward and examined Maric closely. 
 
    “He doesn’t look like much to me, Zeph,” he said out of the side of his mouth, as Domi dropped his backpack in a corner of the cave.  
 
    This man’s English was surprisingly good. He was also making a common mistake. Brawn did not equate to skill. Neither did muscle size necessarily equate to strength. Years of hard training had increased Maric’s muscle density by close to fifty percent. Why carry all that extra weight? 
 
    “We all agree to make meeting, Gjoni,” said Domi, with a long-suffering sigh. Maric could see the group had run into difficulties with this individual before. 
 
    “What if I change my mind about that?” said the belligerent hunter. “You don’t speak for all of us!”  
 
    He took another couple of steps forward. 
 
    Great, thought Maric, if he thinks I’ve seen too much it’s what, a shallow grave? It was getting increasingly difficult to like the guy. 
 
    “Leave him alone,” said a voice from the back of the cave. The English was more hesitant, but the voice carried authority. Maric would learn later that this was Lami, the man who had actually farmed the land before all forms of normal business broke down in the area. The interference seemed to rile Gjoni. It was clear he didn’t like having to back down. 
 
    “We sit down. We listen him,” said the voice. “Zeph thinks he’s okay story. That’s okay me.” 
 
    “Well I think we should see what he’s made of first,” said Gjoni, getting right in Maric’s face now. The knife appeared in his hand like some sort of magic trick, and then it was halfway to Maric’s neck. The tall man just had time to see that Gjoni had reversed the weapon, and intended to knock him out, before he acted. He appreciated the reversing of the knife, but it didn’t change his response in any way.  
 
    A slight lift of his shoulder and half step forward trapped Gjoni’s wrist under his armpit. Then Maric wrapped his left arm around the man’s right arm, clamping his hand over the upper arm just below the shoulder. He gripped, turned and pushed, the immense strength in his wrist making little tears in the muscles around the man’s rotator cuff. 
 
    As Gjoni came up on his toes in shock, Maric’s other hand swept around and grabbed him high on the throat. He locked onto what was essentially the underneath of the man’s tongue, and squeezed. Soft tissue started to give along the inside of the man’s jaw, pulling on the nerve centers that ran up to the temple. It was a most unpleasant pain. 
 
    Gjoni was frozen, incapable of speech. Maric looked straight into his eyes, and Gjoni blinked rapidly like a type of semaphore, unable to control his pain and nervousness. When Maric judged the man had learned a lesson, he flicked Gjoni’s feet out from under him, and dropped him on his back. As the breath whooshed out of his lungs, Maric took the knife from his nerveless fingers. 
 
    “That talk sounds fine to me,” he said loudly, so his voice carried to the man at the back of the cave. Lami didn’t seem to care one way or the other. The rest of the men looked at each other for a moment, then put down their work and came over. 
 
    The hunters listened with interest to Maric’s explanation of how Gray Ops worked. Gjoni appeared to be the best at translating English, and he was prodded by the others until he ran a commentary in Albanian alongside Maric’s words.  
 
    Before that, someone put his damaged arm in a sling, though his ability to speak didn’t seem to be affected. His comrades gave him no sympathy while they treated him. They told him in no uncertain terms that he was an idiot, and he’d got what he deserved. Maric figured those sentiments had been hanging over him for a while. 
 
    The tall man was pleased that Gjoni had something to do. He had to get the man reinstated in the group in some way, and that meant getting him involved. Leadership meant helping the people you led put their mistakes behind them, and the best way to do that was to give them a fresh start.  
 
    When Maric was finished it was the turn of the group to share what they knew of the village’s past. It confirmed most of what Maric suspected. The hunters even knew of one or two local people who had gone to Boluka to take up an offer there, and then dropped out of circulation. But they hadn’t done anything about it. This was a post-war world, and northern Kosovo was a lawless land. You kept your head down, and you didn’t ask. There had been more than enough trouble here for one lifetime. 
 
    The hunters confirmed that the hangers at Boluka were a holding pen for a great many illegal products on their way into the EU. The group running the operation were ex-military, part of what had been the Serbian Fifth Brigade during the war. The hunters seemed to particularly detest them, as if they had been the worst of the forces during that ravaged Kosovo. 
 
    Three of the men had close ties to Boluka. One had lived there once, and two had been part of the work force brought in during the early days, when things seemed on the level. None of them had families, and they’d taken the first opportunity to slip away once the situation went bad, but they’d left friends behind. 
 
    “You will need help,” said one of the two men who had worked there, and Maric was surprised at that. He decided to play his cards straight and see what the result was. 
 
    “Three special force personnel will arrive soon,” he said, “to try and do something about this situation. But all of us from special forces are acting on our own initiative here. We can’t expect support from the outside.” 
 
    It was growing close to the middle of the day, and Maric was motioned away while the hunters thought about his words. He wandered over to where an older man was cutting up freshly baked pan bread, and stirring a pot of stew over a gas burner. He was too old for long days of hunting, but he pulled his weight in other ways.  
 
    Maric helped out where he could, until the others joined them for lunch. Once the group had finished the meal, some of the men motioned him over to the entrance to the cave. With Gjoni as interpreter, they told him they would like to help change the situation at Boluka.  
 
    They were the three who had a close connection to the village, and Gjoni himself. They’d all been through basic training, back when it was compulsory in the Balkans, and one had been in the KLA. None of their military experience was recent, but they were making a living by hunting, and that counted for a lot. 
 
    Maric smiled, and shook their hands. He could certainly use them. The men would mostly be covering fire, not directly in the front line. He wasn’t surprised that Gjoni had volunteered. He’d seen this before. The man wanted to know more about the man who’d called him out on his bad attitude. Deep inside, he had wanted to be free of that part of his personality. 
 
     The four hunters agreed to keep their involvement hidden from the outside world, and they would impress the same rule of silence on the rest of the group. Maric nodded, secrecy in the early days was going to be important. He would be back when he needed these men. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 12 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Domi drove Maric back to the old barn below the 4WD track, and dropped him off on the side of the road. 
 
    “Like to join you,” said the hunter. “Have sister with children I must, er . . provide for,” he said, once he found the words. Maric understood. The extended family in Kosovo was doing what it could when so many nuclear families had been broken apart. 
 
    “Also, second woman, ah, thirty and one,” said Domi, and looked uncomfortable. Maric realized Domi was close to twenty years older than his second wife, or partner, or whatever Kosovians did now. 
 
    He nodded once again. Many of the mature men were gone, and most of the younger women had been traumatized. It was surprising any serious relationships were forming at all. It was impressive that Domi was putting his new woman, and his sister’s family, first in his life. That was these people needed now. Normal life had to be given a chance to return. 
 
    Maric walked briskly up the slope, heading for the treeline where he and Domi had emerged early in the morning. He kept trying his cell phone, and got a weak signal about half way up the hill. Excellent. 
 
    He did have a sat phone, but he hadn’t brought it with him. Without military bands and encryption, it was no better than a cell phone – except perhaps he would have a signal in Boluka when the Fifth Brigade had worked so hard to block out everything else. 
 
    It was the same time of day in Croatia as in Kosovo, and Juric answered the call immediately. Maric didn’t say much, but he used the code words the two men had agreed on. The load was now secure, and he would need help getting it to market. That is, he had the intel he wanted, and he would appreciate some military feet on the ground in the near future. 
 
    Juric said he would be glad to help, and closed off the conversation quickly. He knew to keep the conversation as short as he could to minimize the chance of it being hacked.  
 
    He’d also said he could be there by three, but could make it by two if he hurried. That told Maric all three of the special forces personnel were coming, and they would be in the air two dawns from now. They had GPS coordinates on the village, and would look for directionals somewhere south of that. Maric would put the devices out on the flat land behind the old barn an hour before dawn. 
 
    He still had most of the afternoon left by the time he got back to his camp, and it was then he came across a real stroke of luck.  
 
    The village had a few milking cows, and somehow the villagers had talked their jailers into letting them keep the animals. Maric figured the Fifth Brigade would probably have preferred to get their milk delivered on the truck that came up the 4WD track each day. 
 
    The villagers who came to feed the cows a little hay, and milk some of them, had so far been young men and women. They were never watched by the soldiers. The threat of harm to the other members of their family was enough to keep them in line.  
 
    Maric had been waiting for someone older to appear. He was looking for someone no longer at the hothead stage. He wasn’t looking for people who would take too many risks in exchange for the hope of freedom. He didn’t want a bloodbath when his people made the final push into the village.  
 
    Today he was lucky. An older man and woman turned up, and released the animals from the enclosure by a barn where they were kept at nights. The way they worked together suggested they were a couple. They were later than usual today.  
 
    Maric waited until the animals were spread out, grazing, and then he slipped down from the treeline, taking advantage of a natural fold in the valley. It wasn’t long before he was making his way through the cows. He moved slowly, and whispered to the animals to calm them. It worked well. 
 
    The old couple were in the barn, milking three cows who had dropped calves this year. The calves weren’t yet yearlings, and they were playing outside the barn. The animals were on the way to independence, but they still wanted to stay near their mothers.  
 
    Maric walked into the barn like he owned the place, and across the floor. He picked up a rake that was lying in the corner. The old couple stiffened at the sight of his camouflage uniform, but carried on milking. Maric figured that various military personnel came and went, so his uniform wouldn’t be out of place. He paused on his way back to the door of the barn to speak to them, the rake dangling in one hand. 
 
    “English?” he asked, conversationally. The man shook his head, and the woman let him speak for both of them. Damn, thought Maric, this might have been a wasted trip, and each trip was risky. 
 
    “Hrvatski?” he said, and the woman reacted. She did speak Croatian. 
 
    “Na obali, u blizini Splita,” she said. She was from the Croatian coast, near the city of Split. She went on to say the two of them were married, and called Vinski and Dea. This was a real breakthrough for the tall man. Sometimes Maric’s luck was in. 
 
    He sat on a box between the two of them, and started talking earnestly about his plans. He said he was here to rescue Mirjana Horvat and her partner Behar Sallaku, and that galvanized them both. The man got to his feet, said something to the woman, and went to a gap in the wall. He took up a position where he could watch the approach to the barn. Maric felt himself relax now that security had been taken care of. 
 
    “Mirjana is here in the village,” said Dea, “but the soldiers took Behar away months ago. The troublemakers are put somewhere else, underground I think, and worked very hard. I think they are treated a lot worse than we are here. Popovic is ruthless.” 
 
    Dea had more to say, and Maric listened intently. The Serbian commander in charge of the village was a professional from the Balkan wars. That meant he would have a good understanding of tactics, and Maric decided he would be careful not to underestimate him.  
 
    The second site that Dea talked about might be problematic. How could he hit there and here at the same time? The element of surprise was all important. Then the man spoke up from his position beside the wall. 
 
    “You will have to take us all,” said Dea when he had finished. “When a couple escaped a month ago, Popovic shot two of us in retaliation, and then beat four more who had been close to them. One of the women died as a result. 
 
    “There are weapons here, weapons the Serbs don’t know about,” said the woman, translating for Vinski, who had spoken again. “And there are people who will fight if they think there is a chance of success. My husband was a captain in the Kosovo Liberation Army.” 
 
    Maric told her about his meeting with Stanley Shehu, and the man turned to look intently at him as she translated. Then Vinski nodded fiercely, and turned back to the gap in the wall. 
 
    The tall man couldn’t stay with them for long, because it would increase his chances of being discovered. Then he asked the couple to do the hardest thing they could think of. Nothing. They had to act exactly as normal until Maric got back to them. Did they understand this? The man said something hard and low. 
 
    “He says we spent years under occupying forces,” translated the woman. “Do you think we have forgotten how to act dumb?” 
 
    Maric smiled at the blunt comment, and assured her he trusted them both. He wondered if there were others like Vinski in Boluka, people with good weapons experience. But on balance the risk of letting an armed force develop without his guidance was too great. When the attack from outside came, it had to be one smoothly operating machine. 
 
    He left the barn the way he came in, and used the cows as cover until he could dip below the same fold in the valley. He spent the time on his way back to camp thinking. Part of it was about what Dea had said. Any attack would have to be a complete takeover of the village. A raid to grab Mirjana, and then find out where Behar was, wasn’t going to work. 
 
    The other part was about his special forces back up, who would be on the ground before dawn the day after tomorrow. That was a little over 36 hours away, and he decided he would put the first stage of his plan into action on the same day. He would need the hunters to do a little acting, as they tried to extort money out of Popovic’s operation. For that, Gjoni and his friends would be perfect. He hoped they had a natural military aptitude, which in this case meant mostly just following orders. He had the kinks worked out of the plan by the time he got back to camp. 
 
    At tha start of the next day he was taking them through a rehearsal. 
 
    “Not bad, not bad at all,” he said, as one of the men delivered a roughly drafted note to the driver’s side door of Domi’s truck, and Maric accepted it through the window. “Let’s run through it again.” 
 
    Gjoni snapped a few commands, and the men went back to their original places. He was the obvious choice for translator, but it also made him a kind of unofficial sergeant. Fortunately, Gjoni now seemed to be curbing his naturally aggressive nature. Being humiliated in front of a group of peers will do that to someone. It had been a much needed personality adjustment, even if it had been delivered rather abruptly. Then they went through it all again. 
 
    Maric drove Domi’s old truck along the dirt track that led from the gate to the hidden valley. When the front tires passed a group of three stones arranged in a line, two men stepped out of hiding in front of the truck. When Maric looked back, two more roughly dressed hunters had appeared behind him. Yes, that would do very nicely, he thought. The hunters were ready for the job. Now he only had to wait for his special forces team to arrive. 
 
    The parachute drop onto the directionals behind the old barn went without a hitch. Then Juric and his team mates made themselves at home in Maric’s camp. They had a late breakfast, and ran through the plan to stop the truck on the 4WD track with him. Then it was show time, and they positioned themselves among the trees. 
 
    Maric heard the throaty hum of a truck motor, and checked his time piece. It was just after one o’clock, and he nodded in satisfaction. They were right on time, and then he got a visual.  
 
    The truck was bouncing along the ruts that dogged the 4WD track from Boluka, and it was heading for the outside world. It was an old delivery truck with the back covered in, and that was one thing Maric was worried about. A squad of soldiers could be hiding inside it. 
 
    The tall man had Novak with him, and Juric had Radic further down the trail. They were to stop the truck from either direction if it tried to make a run for it. The hunters Maric had recruited weren’t to fire unless fired upon. That had tested their new understanding of military etiquette, but they had agreed. 
 
    The truck passed three mossy stones in a straight line on the side of the track, and two roughly dressed hunters stepped out in front of it. The vehicle braked heavily, before winding to a halt. Two hunters who appeared behind it stopped any idea of reversing away.  
 
    While three of the men kept their rifles trained on the truck, one strode up to the driver’s door. It was a warm afternoon, and the window was open. There was a sharp exchange of words, and then the hunter thrust a folded sheet of paper through the window.  
 
    The message was accepted, and the hunters stepped off the track. They kept their rifles trained on the truck all the time. It lurched into gear, and carried on down the rutted track. 
 
    Novak turned to Maric and gave the thumbs up sign, and the tall man smiled. So far, so good. He had thought about the possibilities of the truck as soon as he saw it. Now he had used it to set up an ambush where, and when, he wanted it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
     
 
    CHAPTER 13 
 
    _________________ 
 
      
 
    As noon approached on the following day, Maric led the special forces soldiers to a point near the far end of the 4WD track. Gjoni and his hunters were already there. 
 
    “Popovic has had a chance to look at the note the truck driver brought him,” said Maric. “The message was in the local dialect, and roughly worded, and it should have convinced him there are only local people involved. 
 
    “As you already know, the note demanded a cut, in cash or goods, for ‘safe passage’ in and out of the village. Popovic will dismiss the threat – what can a few hill country men do against ex military men – but he’ll still have to act. 
 
    “He will want his men stationed along the track before the truck leaves after lunch today. This time it will be his men who set up an ambush. He’ll be expecting the locals to stop the truck, eager to see what their demands have brought them. 
 
    “We, on the other hand, will take his force out of the equation while they’re still covering open ground in the valley. That way we’ll have the advantage of cover from the trees. 
 
    “Any questions?” he asked. There were none. 
 
    “We’re going to be up against older men who have a lot of experience from the Balkan wars,” he continued, “but they’re probably not that fit any more.”  
 
    “On the other hand, getting complacent is a great way to get a bullet hole in you. Even the simplest job can go wrong, so we will go in fully prepared. 
 
    “Is there anybody here who can’t live up to that code today?” he said firmly, looking around the group and making eye contact with each one. No one moved, and he was satisfied with the response. 
 
    The special force soldiers were relaxed, as they should be. They were trained for this. The hunters were boxing way above their weight, but their part was simple, and they understood it well. 
 
    Maric had a way of making the people in his team feel that anything less than their best was letting him down. It was also letting their team mates down, the whole side down, and could possibly even lead to the ruination of the planet. It was his style of leadership. He called it ‘taking responsibility’. If you fought alongside him, you damn well took responsibility as well. 
 
    “Good,” he said at last. “We had best get moving then. Popovic’s force wants to be ahead of the hunters, who they think will be in place ahead of the truck, and we need to be hidden in the treeline before any of this gets underway.” 
 
    He led his team along the 4WD track to the point where it first left the valley. Then he sent them to their allotted positions. 
 
    Twenty minutes later a double file of armed men left the village at a trot. They were following the farm track that would become the 4WD track in the forest. The first thing Maric noticed was the number of younger men. He had not expected that.  
 
    He had thought this little operation in Boluka was ‘jobs for the boys’ who’d fought in the Balkan wars. Many of the soldiers from those times had gained a taste for thuggery and bloodshed, and would have been finding it hard to settle to ordinary life. 
 
    He had been wrong. Popovic man must have been advertising for mercenaries, as well as recruiting old soldiers. It made Maric wonder how many operations like Boluka were under Popovic’s control in this lawless corner of Kosovo. Then he wondered if there was someone behind Popovic, pulling the strings. 
 
    The double column of armed men had crossed the first line Maric had drawn on his internal map of the valley, the range at which the hunters’ high-powered rifles were accurate in continuous use. It wasn’t long before they were also within range of the special forces carbines on semi-automatic bursts. 
 
    “Stand down!” bellowed Maric toward the column. “If you want to live, lay down your weapons!” 
 
    There was no response. Then the carbines put a few single shots into the dirt at the soldiers’ feet, and the hunters joined in from further along the treeline. The crackle of small arms fire should have been enough to convince the column, but it wasn’t. 
 
    One of the young men bolted for a group of trees less than a hundred meters away on his right, weaving as he ran. It was one position bullets hadn’t been coming from. Juric brought his carbine up and tracked the figure. The first shot plucked at the man’s clothing, but didn’t fell him. 
 
    That was all it took. The rest of the young men sensed escape, and took off after him. A couple of the older men followed, but the more experienced soldiers dropped their weapons and knelt in the dirt, their arms raised. 
 
    Maric didn’t have a choice. There were too many of the column in flight, and the odds would become even if they made it to the trees. He barked a command, and the special forces soldiers began to systematically eliminate the running figures. Two of the dozen or so that had started made it to the group of trees, and they were lucky to get that far. 
 
    Maric sent the rest of his team out to collect the surrendered weapons, and hustle the prisoners into the forest. Then he headed for the two men that had escaped into the forest. He went through the forest like a deer, his long legs bounding over obstacles where he couldn’t crash through them.  
 
    He dropped into the open twice, pumping bullets at the trees ahead. He wanted the attention of the two men on him, not on what was happening down in the fields. The whole operation needed to be over quick, before Popovic sent out another force from the village. The Serbs would be amply warned of what was going on by now. 
 
    “Last chance!” shouted Maric, from behind a tree a short distance from the two men. A burst of automatic weapon fire was the only reply. 
 
    He laid down some covering fire, placing his shots carefully, and thought he managed a hit. But mostly he was just conditioning the two men to expect him to be in that spot. His last act was to spray the area around the men with what was left in the magazine, and lay the carbine on the forest floor.  
 
    Then he ghosted through the forest, an unseen force in flowing motion. By the time the men were beginning to wonder where he’d gone, he was fifty meters further along the treeline.  
 
    He covered the last stretch in seconds, screened from the men by his change in position, and disappeared into the undergrowth. He made enough noise to get their attention.  
 
    They moved up one at a time, covering each other as they tried to find him. Then the one in the lead heard a strange, gurgling sigh, and looked back. His companion had just toppled forward onto the forest floor, a knife sticking out of his back. 
 
    Maric didn’t have to leave the knife there, but he thought it was a nice touch. Death was an idea that started in the mind, and the tall man had just ‘flinched’ the mind of his enemy. The other man backed up so quickly Maric had quite a job getting round behind him again. Then his forearm snaked around the man’s neck from behind, and a sudden sideways pressure killed him instantly. 
 
    Maric took a hard line with people who refused to surrender, especially when they didn’t have any other options. When people didn’t surrender, it always made things messy. 
 
    He dragged the two men out into the open, and left them there. Popovic’s troops could collect the dead. Then he jogged over to join his team as they marched six captives toward the start of the 4WD track. They’d picked up an impressive array of weapons, and most of them were AK 74s, the modern Russian version of the old AK 47. Popovic must have some solid connections to be getting this stuff. 
 
    The column of men moved quickly, and were soon out of sight down the track. Maric watched the village from the treeline for a while longer, but there was no pursuit. Perhaps Popovic had sent out everyone he had on hand the first time round, perhaps not. 
 
    But the Serbian commander would be back, and he would be back in overwhelming numbers, Maric knew that. The man must have widespread connections from his old Fifth Brigade days. He would be calling on old loyalties, and paying for more mercenaries. 
 
    As long as Popovic thought Maric and his team were just upstarts who were after his smuggling business, the villagers were safe. That was why Vinski and Dea had to lie low, and act exactly as they normally did. Maric hoped his words to them had struck home. If Vinski started his own group of resistance fighters within the village, Popovic might get wise, and then he would use the villagers as hostages.  
 
    As it stood, Maric would have to bleed Popovic dry of men and munitions before he could take over the village to get the villagers out. It was an uphill task, but he could do it if he picked his battles. Strike one to Maric – eighteen soldiers removed from Popovic’s security roster. Now it was time for the tall man to think about stage two of the operation. 
 
    He followed his men and the prisoners down the 4WD track, and onto one of the minor trails that led off on one side. A special forces soldier had already swept the ground for the first twenty meters, and replaced any stones that had been disturbed. Maric nodded his approval. There was no evidence anyone had passed this way. 
 
    The column holed up in the forest until it was almost dusk. Gjoni and his men eyed the Serbian soldiers with a fierce hatred. These were the men who had burned their houses, killed their relatives, and tried to force them off their land. The Serbs drew into themselves, hoping just to stay alive. Maric talked to the hunters one more time, to make sure the Serbs survived.  
 
    Domi and some of his friends had volunteered to take the Serbs south. Once they’d been handed over to the Albanian and newly formed Kosovan authorities, they would be checked against the records for war crimes. Whether that produced results or not, they would be charged with being south of the five kilometer non-military zone along the Serbian border.  
 
    Putting them on trial would strike fear into the hearts of thousands who thought they’d got away with their crimes. It was far more satisfactory than killing a handful of men when many more were guilty. 
 
    Juric and Novak took up positions along the treeline to watch the village. When they came in that evening they reported a normal level of activity only of activity. Maric didn’t believe that for a second. Popovic would have had a landline put into place long before his men toppled the cell tower for the area, and he would be using that landline to call up reinforcements right now. 
 
    Maric figured the reinforcements would be coming in from the north, directly through Revatske. The loop down the 4WD track and out through abandoned farmland was a good way to keep one truck out of sight on its daily run with supplies, but Popovic would be bringing in men and materials on a much larger scale.  
 
    There was also the problem of Maric and his team, the ones Popovic thought were trying to muscle into his smuggling operation. He now knew they were based in the southern forests, where the 4WD track ran. A mine on the road, or a 50 cal in a camouflaged location, could do an awful lot of damage.  
 
    No, Popovic would come in along the original road into Boluka. Maric considered this, and figured that would be the place he would set up the next ambush. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 14 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    A group of men made its way down into the abandoned valley later in the afternoon. They trudged along the gravel road, and marched up to the hunter’s cave on the opposing ridge. An old army lorry was waiting, of a type Maric hadn’t seen before. He wondered if it was from as far back as WW2. It seemed to be well maintained. 
 
    Domi was waiting, and the handover of the prisoners went smoothly. It would take the lorry most of a day to get the prisoners to an Albanian military base in the far south, one where they wouldn’t be shot without due process. Then it would take it another day to get back.  
 
    Domi had a shopping list from Maric to attend to as well, and a wad of cash in US dollars. That often opened doors that were otherwise shut. Maric regretted the lack of Gray Ops funding now. The money had come out of his own accounts, and had parachuted in with him. There wasn’t any more. 
 
    Then Domi introduced two men who had been waiting patiently to one side. Maric shook their hands, wondering what this was all about. The men were surprised to see a soldier in a camouflage uniform, and their faces closed over. 
 
    “I know these men,” said Domi. “I say bit of smuggling. Need to stop Serbs doing.” This was a long speech for Domi, and he paused to work out what he should say next. 
 
    “Not mention you, not mention hunters, not mention anything. But they voolaanteer. You want?” 
 
    Maric looked the men over. They stood stiffly at attention. Both looked haggard, a lot older than their forty something years. One had an old knife wound on the side of his neck, and a mass of scar tissue on the back of one hand. They were hard men, lean and dangerous. 
 
    Maric had seen this before. It was the aftermath of years of hard guerrilla fighting when they were younger. They were men who couldn’t live a normal life now.  
 
    They would have lost family, and much of their extended family, in the Balkan wars. They saw their own lives as pointless, and would volunteer for anything that provided a bit of excitement. They would also volunteer doubly quick if it gave them a chance to kill Serbs. 
 
    They would be a valuable asset, but only if they could be relied upon to follow commands. Especially commands given in the thick of the fighting, when their blood was up. Maric decided he would give the two men a chance, and nodded to Domi. Then he motioned them roughly to one side. The first thing they had to learn was to follow commands. He would talk to them later, and Gjoni could translate for him. 
 
    Maric took the opportunity to take a closer look around the hunter’s camp while he was there. He was pleased at the steps they’d taken to keep the camp, and themselves, hidden from observers.  
 
    Everything was stored inside the cave, out of sight, and Maric was taken to the back wall and shown through into another cave. It opened onto the top of the ridge through a winding shaft. There were back ways out of the cave system as well, and the men all knew the escapes routes they could take. They were pleased with his interest in their safety, and his approval of their efforts brought smiles to many faces. 
 
    When Maric talked to the two new volunteers, through Gjoni, he was pleased with their responses. The bottom line was they only got to be part of a squad again if they did as they were told. They were adamant they could live with that. When he was finished with them, he asked Domi if the two men could stay with the hunters until tomorrow. It wasn’t a problem. 
 
    Maric and two of the three Croatian special forces soldiers were working at their base camp the next morning when the third soldier slipped in beside them. Maric had been pushing them hard to develop better forest skills, and their ghosting abilities were improving daily. 
 
    “You’ll want to see this,” said Novak, pointing toward the village. The four of them used Croatian when the hunters weren’t around, and Maric’s fluency in his adopted language was coming along nicely. He grunted, and put a home-made detonator on the ground. It sat beside others that had already been completed. He would come back to his work later. 
 
    When Maric and Novak reached the treeline above the village, Novak focused his military nocular on the end of the barn. Maric followed suit with a Gray Ops version of the same thing.  
 
    Down low and hidden by empty drums, where it couldn’t be seen unless from a distance, was a sign. It consisted of five wooden sticks of the same length. Beside them was a crudely fashioned letter ‘P’ made out of three more. 
 
    “Fifth Brigade, Popovic,” said Maric, under his breath, and Novak nodded. The sticks had been there no more than half an hour, and that meant Vinski and Dea wanted to talk. Maric scanned the village more closely, and saw half a dozen heavily armed men standing guard. Only one of them was anywhere near the barn, though. 
 
    It looked like Popovic didn’t have a lot of military grunt left, and Maric was fairly certain his reinforcements hadn’t arrived yet. 
 
    “Nothing at SC1?” he asked, and Novak shook his head. Spy Cam 1 warned of anything coming down the closed road from the Revatske side of the village. The special forces men had brought a lot of specialist equipment with them, and Maric hadn’t asked where it came from.  
 
    If the Croatian Special Forces armory was a bit light at the moment, he figured Sergeant Major Yukovic knew about it. And if he didn’t, Maric wasn’t going to ask where the equipment came from. Don’t start asking questions unless you can deal with the answers. 
 
    Spy Cam 1 had been one of Juric’s set ups. The special forces soldier had set up several more in strategic places, and it saved posting guards around their camp or keeping an eye on the village. Gentle chimes sounded at the camp if the AI that ran the cams figured something was too big, or moving too fast, to be a rabbit. 
 
    Maric talked the situation over with his special forces team. Strategy was part of their training, so this was good for them. Intel was always worth gaining, so going to see Vinski and Dea was a high priority. 
 
    The men decided what they would do if Maric got into trouble, or was captured. There would be no heroic rescue attempts, and they were to play the larger game. Special force were well trained in interrogation and escape. Maric was on his own. He would find his own way home. 
 
    Then he was in the valley, a shadow that eased down the same fold he had utilized the first time. Finally, he worked his way through the cows toward the barn. 
 
    “Dobro jutro,’ he said quietly in Croatian, as he entered the barn. Dea looked up, and smiled. It was indeed a good morning, already warm. The day before had been overcast and cold.  
 
    Vinski had taken up his usual position by the gap in the wall, ready to warn of anyone approaching the barn. 
 
    “You have some news for me?” said Maric, sitting on the wooden box beside her, as she continued milking. She nodded, and spoke steadily as Maric strained to make sure he was getting all of her Croatian. 
 
    She told him there were a lot of people in the village who would like to help, if Maric showed them how. She had asked some general questions about being in captivity, and what the villagers would do to be free. Maric was careful not to show his growing alarm. People didn’t realize how obvious a supposedly innocent question was. 
 
    At least it had been Dea doing the asking. A woman’s mannerisms were more subtle than a man’s. The armed soldiers around the village would be watching the village men more closely than the women, thinking the men more of a threat.  
 
    “There was an important meeting yesterday,” said Dea, coming to her reason to call him in. “It was between Popovic and a man who was well dressed. His clothes looked expensive, and he had strange rings on his fingers, with symbols on them.”  
 
    She had pieced the story together from several villagers who had been there for different parts of it. 
 
    Russian mafia, thought Maric. Not always, but probably. The rings were part of the Vory-v-Zakone criminal code in the old Soviet Union. He asked for more details, and she described a black circle with a dot in the middle as the design on one of the rings. Maric nodded. The Orphan. Definitely Russian. 
 
    This was almost certainly one of the men who bankrolled Popovic into his present position. It took money to set things up an operation like this in the beginning, but the smuggling would soon have started paying its own way. The trouble was, once the mafia had done Popovic a favor, he would be asked for return favors for the rest of his life. This time, though, Popovic was probably asking for military help. 
 
    Dea described the visitor in detail, and it all seemed to fit. Then she tacked on a few notes about Popovic at the end. 
 
    “Popovic was much shorter than the other man,” said Dea, “and he might have had a slight limp. My sources couldn’t all confirm this, but two of them were sure he had the outer fingers missing from his left hand. He keeps that hand in his pocket, or folded in against his body, as if he doesn’t want anyone to see it.” 
 
    That was interesting, thought Maric, filing the information away. But right now, it looked like Popovic might have some heavy duty reinforcements coming in, courtesy of this meeting. Perhaps Maric and his team had been too good. Popovic might have thought they were many times bigger than they actually were.  
 
    He thanked Dea for her help, and repeated his earlier message to Vinski. Please, don’t do anything. Not yet. Just sit tight and act normally. The old KLA captain nodded his head, but Maric could see the frustration behind his eyes. 
 
    Back at the camp, Maric talked about the two volunteers, and explained what he wanted to do with them. The special forces soldiers were going to integrate them into their team. The men were surprised. The volunteers weren’t even regular army, and to do something in maybe one or two days . . . 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking,” said Maric, “but it’s possible. These men have had years of learning how to be killers. They know tricks you haven’t even heard of yet, they just don’t know how to fit into a modern operation.” There was a long silence. 
 
    “Let’s give them a chance,” he continued, “and see what happens. Put them where they can’t get in the way when we’re fighting, if you like. On the other hand, we’re going to give them some of the AK 74s we captured, so don’t waste that firepower.” 
 
    Juric reluctantly agreed, and sent Radic across to the hunter’s camp to pick up the two men.               
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 15 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    The surnames of the two new recruits were Cana and Tahirajetj. They were both Kosovans of Albanian extraction. It took a while to get them to understand the concept behind training. They had a ‘kill or be killed’ approach to conflict, and it was a while before they learned to back off when they’d established an advantage. 
 
    Maric thought he might have to intervene when Novak stumbled on a rock that dislodged under his foot. Cana bore him to the forest floor in a moment, his hand reaching out for a nearby rock. There was a moment’s internal struggle as Cana tried to overcome his wartime instincts, then he rolled away without trying to bash Novak’s head in. He may or may not have succeeded, but Maric didn’t want his team carrying injuries. He was going to need every one of them in the coming days. 
 
    That afternoon the six men loaded up with equipment, and set off from the camp to look more closely at the road in from Revatske. They wanted to know where they could set up fields of fire, and what their best escape routes would be. The two new men showed a hunter’s skills as the single file moved through the forest, but the special force soldiers were close to perfecting the soundless, irregular walk of a creature of the wilds. Maric was pleased with their progress. 
 
    The best place for an ambush was at the top of a low rise about a kilometer in from the ‘Road Closed’ signs. That was why Maric avoided it. He took the others down to the start of the road, so they could familiarize themselves with it. The bulldozer and truck were still there, and still unused by the look of them. The booth beside the supposed ‘Road Works’ was deserted now. Maric figured Popovic had lost too many men in the first conflict, and was using what was left to keep a tight control on the village.  
 
    Working back towards Boluka from the top of the rise, Maric picked a spot that didn’t look that different to anywhere else. That was why it was ideal, a place that wouldn’t arouse suspicion. It was also far enough into the forest that Popovic’s reinforcements would be less inclined to view it as ambush territory. 
 
    The main reason Maric chose it, though, was the steep gully that fell away from the road on one side. The other side rose to a small hill with a shortage of undergrowth around its base. It was an excellent defensive position. If Popovic’s men tried to outflank the ambush, they could be held up on either side without too much trouble. 
 
    Then Maric’s team got to work. Domi wasn’t back from the far south of the country yet, so the tall man didn’t know how much of the ‘shopping list’ Domi had been given would be coming back with him. Most of the surprises for the ambush were in that shopping list. Maric had finished making detonators, and that was all he could do. 
 
    It was a hard, physical task preparing the site. The men were hacking into roots, and bits of the road, that hadn’t been disturbed for a very long time. Still, they worked steadily through the afternoon. It wasn’t complete when they had finished, either.  
 
    Each of the areas they were working on had to look like it hadn’t been disturbed, and sometimes Maric would make them sweep an area several times to get it right. Then he would add or take away twigs and leaves, like some sort of finicky artist, until he was completely satisfied. 
 
    “How long have we got to get this right,” said Juric, pausing to wipe sweat from his eyes. 
 
    “Another day or two, I think,” said Maric. “Popovic’s reinforcements can’t come through the 5 km non-military zone along the Serbian border, so I’m picking they’ll detour through Montenegro and into Kosovo from there. It’s mountainous terrain, so they will be slow, and then they’ll have to backtrack north-east to get into this part of Kosovo.” 
 
    It made him uneasy, just the same. He was relying on Domi, and his ‘shopping list’ from down south. The truck was supposed to be back that night, and if it wasn’t, the team would be running out of time. Maric felt a lot better when Domi, and another of the hunters, came strolling into his camp just on nightfall. 
 
    Domi nodded to Cana and Tahirajetj as he came into the camp, and got a brief greeting in return. He was pleased at the way the two men were settling in. They’d been his recommendation. Tahirajetj was now ‘Tahi’, for obvious reasons, and both men had a few clearly visible scrapes and bruises. So had the special force soldiers, for that matter. 
 
    Cana was fast becoming an extension of Novak, and Tahi a shadow around Radic. Maric would have liked another week or two to develop the growing bonds between the pairs, but the few days they had would be enough. The close bonds would help to keep the men alive. 
 
    The two hunters dropped their packs on the ground, and Domi went through the shopping list as Maric identified each of the contents. They hadn’t got it all, but Maric could work with what was in the packs. Domi passed a slim wad of US notes back, and the tall man thanked him for his efforts.  
 
    There was one last thing. The only way into Boluka was through Revatske, assuming Maric was right about Popovic’s reinforcements coming in from the north. Could the hunters watch the roads around Revatske, and give Maric’s team some warning? 
 
    Domi said he would discuss the idea with the others. He didn’t see there would be a problem. 
 
    The following morning it was time to mike up. Juric had brought the radio equipment in with him, and it was about to become very useful. Cana and Tahi were completely new to the idea, and it took them a while to get used to the throat mikes, and ways of speaking that didn’t produce much in the way of noise.  
 
    Maric would also have to mike up one of the hunters – though their role was simply to do what they were told. He would bring them in to join the others during the afternoon, when they would all go back to familiarize themselves with the terrain around the ambush area. But first up it was more hard training for the special forces group. The newcomers were coming along nicely. 
 
    The special forces team met the four hunters at the side of the road not far from the ambush area. The two teams sized each other up, and then got to chatting. There was enough in the way of shared languages for a bit of humor, and the swapping of some basic details. Maric left them to it as he and Juric went through one of the packs Domi had brought back. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” said Juric, as he pulled a fat, salami-like sausage from the pack. 
 
    “What’s it say on the side?” said Maric, pulling out a string of grenades rolled up inside rubber webbing. It was an odd way to pack the weapons. 
 
    “Ah, MEICO,” said Juric, and he seemed to know what that meant. Maric lifted his head and looked at him inquiringly. 
 
    “Ministry of Defense in Albania,” said Juric. “The Albanian army makes all its own weapons now. They set up the factories as soon as the unrest started in the Balkans.” 
 
    Maric was impressed. Quick action by the government that had turned out to be right on the money. That sort of proactive thinking had kept the Albanians out of most of the fighting. On the other hand, security at the factories had to be lax. Domi had picked this stuff up on the black market without any trouble. 
 
    “This must be part of the explosives package I asked for,” he said, taking the hefty cylinder from Juric. “I think it’s blasting gelignite, for destroying bridges, and building roads in a hurry.” 
 
    “Well, it’s going to blow a helluva hole in something!” said Juric, and Maric had to agree. It was a lot fatter than any sticks of gelignite he had seen before. Then the two men set to work, planting the cylinders in the soft ground prepared the previous day. 
 
    Maric set up the detonators while the rest of his fighters went over and over the terrain to fix it in their minds. He got them to run the escape routes several times, checking where they might be open to gunfire from the road. If they got this right they wouldn’t have to worry about being outflanked. 
 
    Two of the hunters in Maric’s team got the job of staying on site, not far from the start of the road into Boluka. It was the designated spot for contact with Domi and his men, once they’d spotted Popovic’s reinforcements rolling in.  
 
    One of the hunters staying behind was now miked, so Maric would have an instant update if news came in. He didn’t think Popovic’s reinforcements would move at night. They may not come as one column either, but he was being careful. The next day dawned with no sign of the enemy. 
 
    A day of waiting followed. Maric didn’t train his team hard, just a few light exercises to get used to the mikes and run through some reflex training. There was an old training maxim that he had found to be true over the years. Relaxing for the last day or two gave the body time to recover from the previous workouts, and it made the soldiers keen to get back into action. 
 
    At 5pm that afternoon, with the sun still well above the horizon, he got a call from the hunters. The camp instantly mobilized. It was a day earlier than Maric had expected, and coming on to dusk wasn’t ideal. But special forces trained to be ready in all conditions, and Popovic’s reinforcements would find Maric’s team more than ready. 
 
    The ambush was in place for forty minutes before anyone turned off the road from Revatske onto the road into Boluka. There was a fair amount of activity as the wooden barriers signifying road works were removed, and then a number of vehicles headed down the road toward Maric and his team.  
 
    The tall man figured the stop to remove the barriers had bunched up the old Fifth Brigade members, and whatever mercenaries Popovic had hired. Bunching up was a definite plus for an ambush. 
 
    Two small, light motorcycles sped by, and Maric let them go. The riders were young, sons of the old soldiers perhaps, or street kid mercenaries. They thought they were going to make a name for themselves, and couldn’t wait to revel in the glory. 
 
    The truth was they were expendable. They had no experience and too little training. They wouldn’t be any sort of loss to the makeshift force Popovic had cobbled together. 
 
    There was no point in Maric and his team wondering what the strength of the approaching force was. Once they took that first step, fired that first shot, they were committed. When it got too hot, they would withdraw. The goal was to wear down Popovic’s forces piece by piece. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 16 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Less than a minute after the motorcycles went by, a pickup truck came into view. There were four men standing behind the cab, and the rest of the tray was packed with soldiers sitting on benches along the sides. They would be called pickup trucks here, and in most of the world. Back in New Zealand they would be utes, short for utility vehicles, an all-purpose carrier. 
 
    The standing men looked wary, weapons held across the top of the cab where they could be aimed and fired quickly. They looked too young to be part of the old Fifth Brigade. Maric figured they were mercenaries. It made sense. If they were getting paid by Popovic, they could take the risks up front. 
 
    Behind that came an old army lorry. It was one of the covered type, and Maric couldn’t see how many people were in it. This was always a tough call. It could be just the cook and the kitchen supplies. But whoever was in it, the lorry would still block the road better than anything else that was likely to come by. 
 
    Maric eased his carbine down a little, and to the left. Then he put a semi-auto burst into what looked like a squashed baked bean can on the side of the road. Moments later the blasting gelignite under it detonated with a thunderous roar, ripping every shred of cover off the lorry and toppling it onto its side on the road. 
 
    Maric was impressed. There was a hole the size of a small tractor on one side of the road, and the lorry blocked the other half. That was perfect. He stood up and picked off two of the men standing in the back of the pickup truck in front of it before the others caught on. There was a lot of shouting and pointing, and he stepped behind a tree as bullets began to rip through the undergrowth around him. 
 
    It was an old trick. He had given the shooters a focus, and they would see nothing but the spot where they’d seen him last now. In the meantime his men, hidden along the sides of the road, were picking them off. There was a rattle of gunfire centered on the lorry, and Maric figured his men were finishing off anyone who was still alive. Then the activity around the lorry ceased. 
 
    Maric thought the ambush was going well, until he heard the slow, heavy bursts of a 50 cal, and swore under his breath. Where the hell were these people getting this stuff? He knew it would be mounted on the back of another vehicle, standard practice these days, and it sounded like it was right behind the lorry. 
 
    Maric dropped down behind the cover he’d arranged for just this purpose, and eased over to another tree a few meters away. He wanted to keep eyes on the situation, but there was no need to take risks. It only took him a moment to establish there was an old jeep outfitted with a 50 cal right behind what was left of the lorry. 
 
    The tall man whispered something into his mike, and then fitted a grenade into his hand. Gauging the distance and the time needed, he lobbed the grenade underhand around the tree. Some of the shooters on the pickup truck saw the movement, and bullets started to pluck at his new position.  
 
    The 50 cal though, was intent on annihilating his last position, and Maric watched in amusement as the tree he had been hiding behind finally gave up and toppled over. It landed with its bushy top covering part of the road some distance ahead of the pickup truck. Goddamn amateurs, he murmured. How much ammo did they think they had? 
 
    The thud as the tree landed almost disguised the sound of Maric’s grenade going off. He was about a meter short, and it detonated above the cab. Still, there weren’t many signs of life in or around the pickup truck when Maric risked a look. 
 
    Seconds later a fierce barrage of covering fire erupted from the trees either side of the road, aimed at the convoy coming up behind the jeep. The slightly heavier sounds of the AK 74s punctuated the sounds of the more numerous and shorter-barreled special forces carbines. 
 
    Juric swung up onto the back of the jeep and kicked the legs out from under the mercenary behind the 50 cal. The man hit the deck hard and stayed down, winded. Juric had already slapped a charge on the weapon and dived for the side of the road. There was no point in leaving it intact to be used against them. 
 
    Juric hadn’t made it to cover when Maric saw his shoulder flick forward as something hit him hard. Then he had recovered his balance, and was gone. Moments later the charge blew, reducing the 50 cal to twisted wreckage. 
 
    For the first time, Maric turned his attention to what lay behind the first few vehicles of the convoy. Most of it was old cars and the occasional battered pickup truck, packed with soldiers in all sorts of uniforms. The old cars made sense. Why bring anything good to a battle when it was likely to get bullet holes in it? 
 
    The vehicles climbed gently up the road toward the rise Maric had ignored as a good position for the ambush. It had been too obvious. He hoped there weren’t too many vehicles on the other side of that rise. He had hoped to neutralize most of Popovic's reinforcements in this encounter, but there were just too many of them. It was looking like his team would have to pull back soon, and they had only done so much damage.  
 
    Juric was injured, and the others would be slowly accumulating damage too. The special force soldiers had body armor, but it didn’t stop everything. The tall man had seen no sign of protective clothing in the convoy so far. 
 
    Then the hunters high-powered rifles joined in from the higher ground on Maric’s left. That meant part of Popovic’s force was trying to outflank the ambush. The hunters would hold the attackers back for a few minutes, but the position at the top of the small hill wouldn’t last for ever. 
 
    A low burr sounded over the crack of rifle fire, and Maric realized the two motorcycles had turned around, and were coming back. They would be lightly armed, sent out for their speed and agility rather than their firepower. He hoped they stayed out of the fighting. If a man was going to die, he needed to have at least lived first. These were just kids. 
 
    The motorbikes veered to a stop on the other side of the road from Maric, and the riders dived into the undergrowth. The tall man spoke a few words into his mike, and went back to shooting at a group of men sheltering behind a car further down the convoy. They had on Serbian uniforms, and they looked older. These were the real Fifth Brigaders. 
 
    He had managed to kill one, and wing another, when there were two sharp pops from the other side of the road. He sighed at the waste of young life. One of his team had taken out the motorcycle riders with his pistol. 
 
    That was when Maric heard a bass rumble coming through the roar of the fighting. He listened intently, and the sound got louder. Hell’s teeth, cursed Maric, Popovic had managed to get hold of a helicopter! He guessed it had come from a Russian black market base in Bulgaria. The distance wasn’t far in a straight line, and it would have been given a time to rendezvous with the reinforcement column at Boluka. 
 
    Still, he and his men were well camouflaged by the forest. What could a helicopter do? It might land behind the convoy and disgorge more men, but the ambush team would be gone before any new fighters got to where the action was. 
 
    Then he realized the helicopter wasn’t slowing. It was coming in low, and fast, and he knew what that meant. 
 
    “Evac! Evac now!” he said sharply into his mike, and looked up to see if he could locate the helicopter in the sky. He caught a brief glimpse of the machine, still some distance away, and then a long canister dropped from underneath it. The long shape disappeared into the forest on the far side of the road. 
 
    Seconds later a wall of flame, a hundred meters long and twenty meters wide, engulfed the forest. 
 
    “Goddamn. Napalm!” swore Maric. It was the last thing he had expected in a civilian operation, run by ex Fifth Brigade members or not. The Serbs had used the stuff indiscriminately against the Bosnians in the 1990s, and had their airfields bombed by NATO in return. The US still listed napalm as an option, but it was for use against military units only. Where the hell were this ragtag bunch getting it from? 
 
    It was fortunate the helicopter had bombed the side of the road that contained the steep gully. Maric had set one of his team to keep an eye on it, but he hadn’t expected any trouble along that side. If Popovic’s men came scrambling down the muddy slope and tried to climb up the other side, they would be easy targets for his team.  
 
    He only hoped his order to evac had given his spotter enough time to get out of the fire zone. His men all knew the escape routes backwards, and they should already have abandoned the ambush and fled. Which meant he shouldn’t be here either, but there were a few surprises left for the convoy that needed someone to spring them. 
 
    Maric held his position as some of the men left their vehicles and advanced along the road, now that the opposing gunfire had ceased. The wall of flame on the side of the road was still burning, and it was hot, even at a distance. Modern napalm was nothing like the stuff used in WW2. It had been developed to burn hotter, and last a lot longer. The fire would continue to burn out for close to ten minutes. 
 
    Then a group of older men in Serbian uniforms came through the trees. They were cautiously approaching the small hill the hunters had held, before Maric ordered the evac. There was a bare patch at the base of it, and the tall man shifted his position slowly until he could get a better shot. 
 
    As the men moved out into the open space, he put a stream of bullets into an old, flattened tin in front of them. The explosion that followed put a good-sized crater in the ground, and the men disappeared in the dirt and smoke. There were some solid thumps as bodies hit the trunks of trees. 
 
    A group of the younger men picked up speed as they came along the road from the back of the convoy, and turned their advance into an outright charge.  
 
    Maric waited until they were on the other side of the burned out lorry, and took his first burst at the last of his home-made detonators. He missed, and the sound of his rifle gave the mercenaries his position. It wouldn’t be safe here much longer, but he calmed his breathing and tried again. 
 
    Most of the men were past the gelignite when it detonated, but he got some of the stragglers. Then he was out of his hiding place and moving fast. The attackers saw him move, and bullets shredded the undergrowth around him. They couldn’t aim worth a damn while they were running, but they could still get lucky.  
 
    Maric dropped into a hollow, took two quick strides, and slid his legs into a prepared opening beside a log in the undergrowth. He just had time to pull bushes into place over him, before he heard the sound of boots coming through the forest toward his position. 
 
    They stormed over him, some of the boots hitting the log he was pressed against, and then they were gone. Maric waited until he heard the sound of the vehicles moving off, and then sat up cautiously. He eased to the side of the road, and got an idea of the number of men as the last of the convoy passed by. Intel was always key.  
 
    Then he heard the helicopter, hovering over Boluka. Moments later it dropped toward one of the hangers, and landed. Maric headed back toward his camp. Darkness wasn’t far away now. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 17 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Novak and Radic were heating a stew they had prepared the day before. It was bubbling nicely on a gas cooker. The meat came from part of a wild pig Gjoni had brought in.  
 
    Maric could smell it as he stepped into the camp. He knew the men would be hungry after the intense activity of the ambush. The adrenaline rush that came with trying to stay alive burned calories at a tremendous rate. 
 
    Maric could also feel an air of discontent in the camp. Some of it, he knew, was because they had abandoned the ambush. The hunters would have stayed on, and fought to free Boluka. They had friends and relatives imprisoned there, and wanted to do more to free them. The special force soldiers, though, knew it was better to live to fight another day. They had to keep their eyes on the long view. 
 
    “Helicopter landed at one of the hangers,” said Juric, and Maric nodded. Two of the large structures had been given over to Popovic’s smuggling activities, but the last one must have been cleared for its original purpose. 
 
    “There were too many of them,” grumbled Gjoni, sharpening the already deadly blade of a knife. Maric figured it gave him something to do with his hands. 
 
    “We’re all still here, aren’t we?” said Juric, and the others nodded at that. 
 
    “Only just,” muttered Gjoni, pointing to the bandage that now encased Juric’s shoulder. A bullet had cut through the muscle, but missed the bones. Juric had been lucky there. The shoulder was going to be stiff and sore for a week though. 
 
    Several of the special force team had the dull round impact sites on their body armor where bullets had hit them. One of the recent additions to the special force team had a bandage around a wound on his thigh. The other one had been watching the gully on the far side of the road when the evac call came. He was already moving when the napalm hit, and dived for the middle of a dense thicket. Then he’d wriggled out of the thicket on the other side, far enough away to miss the worst of the flames. The top of his helmet was a mess, and the back of his neck was raw, but he was otherwise okay. 
 
    “Gjoni’s got a point,” said Maric, dropping his rifle and backpack on the ground. He dropped to his knees and sat back on one heel, a position he found comfortable. 
 
    “Our best window of opportunity has passed,” he continued. “There were only six to ten of Popovic’s soldiers left after the first ambush, in the fields, and we could have taken the village then. The problem was the cost in villager’s lives that would probably occur, plus whatever damage we took approaching over open ground. 
 
    “We haven’t run a nighttime raid and freed Mirjana, because of the threat of reprisals among the remaining villagers. On top of that we don’t know where Behar is, and we would need to find him first before we hit the village. 
 
    “It also seems that Popovic is more widely connected among the old Fifth Brigade members than I’d thought – or he’s prepared to spend an awful lot of money to keep his smuggling operation running in Boluka. 
 
    “We also have a problem being too close to the village now. We’ll have to move the camp further away because of the threat of patrols. Popovic’s got the manpower to take the fight to us now. That in itself will slow things down.” 
 
    He looked pensive, but he didn’t look like he’d given up. There was a very obvious wrong going on here, and for stupid political reasons the world wasn’t prepared to put it right. 
 
    “It’s a pity we don’t have Gray Ops backing,” said Juric.  
 
    He’d been there when Maric and a Gray Ops team had done the recon for a strike against the Count, a warlord funding terrorism from the depths of the Albanian mountains. It had been remarkable what Maric’s boss Cal, and the Gray Ops network, had been able to achieve when there were problems to overcome. 
 
    Maric nodded at Juric’s comment. The comment was true, but he worked with the soldiers and resources he had, not what he wished for. Still, it meant his team had to do everything the hard way. 
 
    “Let’s change the ball game,” he said, mysteriously, “and that might help us steal an innings on Popovic. If we can find out where Behar is being held, we might find men and military assets we can use. I think that’s the only way forward for us now.” 
 
    The others looked interested. Maric’s comments made sense, and he was suggesting an elite forces raid. That was exactly what Juric and his men had been trained for. 
 
    “We will help you find this man Behar,” said Gjoni impassively, indicating the other three hunters and himself.  
 
    “We still have connections among the local communities, and we sell meat and skins in many of the villages around here. We can ask questions, and the people will trust us!” 
 
    Maric nodded. He was going to ask Gjoni to do that anyway, but the man had seen the need himself. The dour, broad-shouldered hunter had made the surprising switch from being a suspicious enemy to a reliable ally. It was a guy thing. Maric had beaten him in a fair fight, and that meant something in some sort of testosterone-fueled code of honor had changed. The tall man had seen devotion like this before. 
 
    “If the four of you can work with the hunters at the caves,” said Maric, “that would be ideal. Ask everyone to keep their eyes and ears open, and listen to ever bit of gossip. Whatever intel you come across, no matter how small it may seem, I want you to relay it back to me. 
 
    “The rest of you, we’re going to have to move to a new camp site, and we’ll tackle that first thing in the morning. We will have to post sentries tonight, in case Popovic has already got ideas about trying to find us. Juric and I will share the watches though, you lucky bastards, and let you sleep. 
 
    “It looks like Novak and Radic are about to say grubs up, so lets relax and recuperate tonight. I’m willing to sing you to sleep with a home town version of ‘Goodnight, Irene,’ if you want a lullaby.” 
 
    There were groans at the mention of the old 1950s song. Maric was not known for his singing, and special force soldiers were not known for wanting lullabies, or for being called Irene. 
 
    The next few days went by in a blur. The campsite was moved further east in the morning. The special force soldiers mapped the extent of Popovic’s new patrols, and it didn’t take long to work out they weren’t coming far into the forest. Wilderness wasn’t a place for regular army, and the memories of the ambush on the way in to Boluka would have deterred them even more. 
 
    The new camp was several kilometers away from the old one. It made one point of a right-angled triangle with the village and the hunter’s cave, which was to the south. 
 
    Gjoni made his way to the hunter’s cave several times a day, and Maric put in an appearance nearly every day. Both of them were appreciative of any snippets of intel, but the second site, where Popovic kept the troublemakers from the village, remained a mystery. 
 
    Then on the fourth day, a hunter came in from a routine circuit selling venison jerky to the villagers with a strange story. It was all Maric needed. He gathered his team together. 
 
    “You sure this is the place?” said Juric, looking around. He and Maric were standing on a weathered limestone flatland near the top of a ridge north-west of Vracevo. The limestone was a dirty white and had an assortment of ragged weeds and wildflowers scattered across it. 
 
    It had taken more than an hour to get to the place, in one of the hunter’s trucks, and it had all been on gravel roads. The hunter had stayed behind with his truck, somewhere north of them. He wasn’t, of course, superstitious in any way, but he firmly believed in leaving certain areas alone. 
 
    The limestone flatland was called the Devil’s Run, in the local dialect. Some of the villagers said the Monastery up behind Vracevo had been built to keep an eye on the devil’s comings and goings. Maybe, and maybe not. Maric wasn’t going to judge local beliefs, but he did have a strong feeling it was another kind of devil that stalked the area now. 
 
    “It’s a big area, but we’ll find what we’re looking for,” said Maric, casting glances ahead of him. “Let me know if you see a heap of rocks piled around a central chimney.” 
 
    Juric looked at him sideways, but went back to scanning the area. 
 
    “Locals say the devil has been pretty active around here lately,” said Maric. “Know how they can tell?” 
 
    Juric shook his head. 
 
    “Smell of vinegar,” said Maric. “Though I think they’ve got their traditions crossed. It’s witches that sour milk and turn wine to vinegar, not the devil. But whatever, its a useful pointer for us.” 
 
    “Pointer to what?” said Juric, becoming intrigued. 
 
    Maric was smiling. 
 
    “Know what else smells like vinegar?” he said quietly. Juric shook his head. 
 
    “The process of turning opium into heroin,” said Maric. “And just when heroin has come back into fashion in Europe. That would be a good reason for Popovic to take an interest in smuggling the stuff. 
 
     “Drug use is a fad that comes and goes like anything else. There are always idiots with nothing better to do with their lives.” 
 
    “So we’re looking for a heroin lab?” said Juric, becoming more animated. Maric nodded. 
 
    “Pile of rocks?” said Juric. “Big old square chimney rising out of the middle of them?” 
 
    Maric turned to look, and Juric pointed to a column that stuck out of the limestone on his far left. The tall man nodded, and the two men jogged toward it.  
 
    Juric winced with the pain as he started out, but soon settled to a steady pace. His shoulder would need another few days before it was as good as it had been before he was wounded. Maric made the sign for silence, and the men slowed as they approached the structure. 
 
    The formation was a pancake stack, layers about the thickness of a brick, each one beveled where the upper edge had been weathered. It was maybe a meter by two, and taller than a man. There was no smell of vinegar. 
 
    Juric beckoned Maric over, and pointed. There was a slight discoloration on some of the rocks piled about the base of the chimney. Maric rubbed his fingers across it, attempting to activate the volatile chemicals within the strange smears. It took a while for his body warmth, and the oils on his fingers, to work. It was a trick he’d learned long ago.  
 
    Then he put his fingers to his nose, and gave the faint smell a chance to let itself be known. It was weak, but it was the smell of vinegar that he inhaled. He smiled in satisfaction. 
 
    Popovic’s lab might not be cooking heroin today, but it had been, and not that long ago. There must be a vent here that originated somewhere below. He motioned to Juric, and the two men headed away from the chimney. They got to the edge of the limestone field, and began to scout out the gullies on the downward side of the flatland. It didn’t take them long to find an entrance. 
 
    Maric lined up points on the surrounding hills to fix their position, and then they backtracked across the limestone. They plowed through the scrub until they found the hunter and his truck. 
 
    “No attempt to hide their tracks once they got near the lab,” said Maric acidly. He was insulted that someone could be so professionally inept. Who had trained these idiots? Were there no standards left in the world today? Then he realized how silly his thoughts were getting. 
 
    The two men worked out a plan. They would need someone in the area for a while to see what the daily routine for the lab was. The workers that had been press-ganged from Boluka, and possibly others, would be brought in each day from somewhere nearby. 
 
    There would be a pattern to the lab’s activities as well. The first step would be to bring in the raw material and heat it, followed by treating it with chemicals to concentrate the opioids. After that they would let it dry, and process it further so it was ready for sale on the streets. Each day would be something different. 
 
    The important thing for Maric’s team was to take down the guards before they could raise an alarm. They wanted to minimize injuries among the workers.               
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 18 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Clearing out confined spaces was a specialist skill, and the two hunters who were now part of Maric’s team needed some intensive training. The tall man had no idea what they would find in the cave system under the limestone field, but his team needed to be prepared. Surveillance had confirmed that a dozen or more people arrived there on a daily basis. 
 
    Cana followed Novak’s lead in the ‘clear and secure’ exercises like he was an extension of the man, while Tahi stuck equally close to Radic. Maric was pleased with the new men’s progress. He had wondered on several occasions how far the haggard-looking men might have have gone if they’d been given modern training. The abilities that had taken them safely through the Balkan wars were all inborn skill and determination to survive, qualities that some called ‘killer instinct’.  
 
    The wars had taken from the two men any chance to lead a normal life. In some ways Maric was glad they had ended up in his operation. They might be able to lay the ghosts of those traumatic years to rest. 
 
    Three days later the weather was right, and Maric decided the special forces team was ready. By ten o’clock the old hunters’ truck came up the gravel road and parked alongside an even older truck and two decrepit cars. The vehicles would have been the ones that carried the workers to the heroin lab that morning. All three were locked, and the locks, surprisingly, still worked, but there wasn’t a guard. Maric broke into the truck and removed the distributor cap. Radic just as quickly disabled the two cars. 
 
    From there it was a simple matter of following the faint track that led through scrub to the limestone field. It wasn’t long before they spotted the chimney Juric had seen on the first visit. 
 
    Gjoni and his team of three hunters took up positions around the chimney, more or less in the center of the broad expanse of cracked and weed-ridden limestone. There was likely to be a ‘back door’ to the cave system, and it was the hunters’ job to stop anyone who was trying to escape. Those who tried to run would get one warning, and then the hunters would shoot to kill.  
 
    Maric wanted Popovic unnerved. If there was no sign of anyone at the lab when his men came looking for the workers who had mysteriously vanished, word would quickly spread through his men at Boluka. There was nothing like a good mystery to make an enemy jumpy. Especially when some of their comrades, fully armed, had gone missing. 
 
    Maric assumed the lab would be guarded, and he sent Juric in one direction while he took another. They would converge on the gully that housed the entrance to the lab. 
 
    There were two men in the gully, one by the entrance and one twenty meters further down, where the gully opened out onto level ground. Juric was in place above the sentry at the entrance when Maric walked round the corner into the gully to confront the other. 
 
    The man was smoking, and his gasp of surprise sucked a lungful of smoke deep into his chest. He was trying to lift his AK 74 into a firing position, with tears in his eyes, when Maric’s boot connected with the side of his head.  
 
    The other one was quicker to respond, but Juric’s hand clamped around the pistol the man was leveling, his finger sliding in behind the trigger and preventing him from firing it. 
 
    “Easy there, soldier,” said Juric. “We don’t want any accidents, do we?” 
 
    The man gave up the pistol, but he had a knife halfway out of its sheath when Juric hit his jaw under his ear. He used an open hand strike, and the base of his palm had been hardened until there was no give left in it. The man went out like a light. 
 
    Maric used plastic ties to immobile his opponent, and then strolled up to do the same to the other one. Juric had scrambled up the side of the gully onto the limestone field, and now he beckoned the rest of the team in. So far no alarm had sounded, but once a shot was fired they could assume those inside the cave would be ready for them. 
 
    Maric’s team spent precious minutes searching for other entrances to the lab, but it appeared there was only the one. That worried Maric. If there was a bottleneck up ahead, it would be easy for Popovic’s men to defend it. The takeover of the cave would take time, and that would put the workers at risk. If they tried to overcome their guards they could get shot for their trouble, and there was always the danger of a stray bullet in a firefight. 
 
    Maric went through the entrance going left, and Juric went right. The other four waited for a signal that the first ‘room’ was secure. They came in as backup when the two front men signaled the all clear. Then Maric and Juric ghosted down a long gallery in the limestone that led toward a larger area further in. 
 
    This one had lighting. Maric was near the end of the gallery, and he could see a gas lantern in one corner of the cavern, and the shadows suggested there was one more. A mildly sweet smell hung in the air, and Maric figured that was opium in the early stages of the refining process. It was warmer than he expected, and he figured the drying phase of the work was done by gas as well.  
 
    Maric signaled his intentions to Juric, and they entered the cavern at speed. They took two steps past the end of the gallery and turned back to back as they surveyed the large, open space. Two men working at a long table turned to look at them open-mouthed. Another man sat on a ledge to Maric’s left, his rifle leaning against the wall of the cave beside him. 
 
    He looked up lazily, and then jerked awake. Maric got to him in a moment, but he managed a guttural shout as the tall man closed one hand around his throat. There was a brief struggle as Maric put the man down soundlessly. Juric held his finger urgently to his lips as he looked at the two workers. They understood, and stayed quiet.  
 
    There were several openings off the room, but only one, a short passage to their left, shone with light.  
 
    There was a tense silence as the two men waited to see if the noises had been heard. It looked like they might have got away with it, until a hesitant voice asked a question from somewhere beyond the end of the passage. They didn’t answer, and the silence dragged on. 
 
    Then the first voice was joined by the snarl of a man who understood all to well that something wasn’t right. A burst of automatic rifle fire came down the passageway and swept the far side of the room. 
 
    One of the workers staggered back, and fell, and Juric move swiftly to join Maric as they pressed into a corner of the room beside the lighted entrance. Damn it, a hothead, muttered Maric to himself. Just what we need, an idiot who doesn’t even bother to identify his target. 
 
    He lobbed a flash-bang grenade down the passage, and it seemed to have down the job, but the shooter came up with a pistol as Maric swept into the second chamber. The man was blinded by the flash for all practical purposes, but he was determined to shoot back at something.  
 
    Maric had already seen enough stupidity for one day. He wasn’t impressed that a worker had been gunned down for no reason, and turned the attacker’s pistol against him with a flick of his wrist. The muzzle of the weapon was buried in the man’s chest, but the report was still loud in the enclosed space. The man dropped, twitched, and lay still. 
 
    Then Maric and Juric hurried on. The flash-bang grenade must have alerted everyone in the cave system by now, and that was going to make things a lot more risky. The rest of Maric’s team assigned themselves duties. Some were attending to the worker in the first chamber who’d been shot, and some were backing up the two men on point, but staying well back.  
 
    The chamber narrowed to a doorway, and then opened up again. The second part of the chamber was well lit, and easier for Popovic’s forces to defend. The sweet smell of raw opium in the first cave had been replaced by the vinegary smell of the refining process here. The two special force men pressed against the wall just short of the doorway, sensing what was ahead. Then automatic fire erupted out of the cave and screeched off the limestone walls behind them.  
 
    Maric indicated to Juric what he was going to do with sign language, and then shot out one of the lanterns in the room. It hissed gas once its filament was gone, and that gave Maric an idea. 
 
    He shot the next one in the center of the container at the bottom of the lantern. It jerked back a few centimeters, but stayed upright. Gas poured from the bullet hole, and then the volatile medium ignited from the still burning filament.  
 
    Two of the guards next to the lantern scrambled out of the way of the jet of flame, and all eyes were on the sudden spectacle. Maric took the opportunity to step into the doorway to shoot out the last of the gas lights in the room.  
 
    Everything went dark. Then the dark was full of flashes from weapons fire. Maric and Juric waited on the safe side of the doorway for it to cease. A loud voice from the back of the cave eventually gave a sharp command that stopped the shooting. Now every ear in the cave was straining to hear footsteps, or a magazine being changed, anything that might indicate where the enemy was. 
 
    Maric was already moving, but in a way that was totally unexpected. He ghosted into the center of the second chamber and turned slowly, hearing the echoes from the sounds of movement, from nervous shuffling, panicked breathing, and the tiny noises that came in from outside. He could hear the harder echoes that came off walls, and the muffled sounds that were bodies. He could ‘see’ two bodies on his left, and one a meter further along. Then he noticed that a body on his right had the strange echo of body armor about it.  
 
    Some distance away, he could hear someone scrabbling through a hole too small for them, desperate to find a way out, and he detected another person behind them. Maric took it all in, breathing the room as if it was air. 
 
    All the time he was counting, and as he got near to a minute and a half, he eased further into the chamber. By the time he reached his self-imposed time limit, he was resting between two men along the back wall. 
 
    Juric had also been counting, and now he opened up through the doorway, firing short bursts into the right side of the cave. The bullets dug holes in the walls, and some skipped once or twice, like stones across water. They all lost their momentum before they reached the back of the cave. 
 
    Once again the cave erupted in muzzle flashes, all firing out through the doorway, trying to hit something. All the rifles but one. Sitting in among the shooters, Maric carefully put bullets into the two guards nearest the gallery, one on either side, and heard them fall.  
 
    Then he repeated the performance, a little further back. His shots blended in perfectly with the weapons fire all around him, but alarm began to grow as the muzzle flashes in the cave grew less and less. 
 
    “Now,” barked the tall man, and Juric lobbed a flare into the middle of the room. Maric had his head turned away, and his eyes closed, but the others were looking for something to shoot at. They were soon blinded. Maric took two quick strides to his left, and took the legs out from under the guard he had sensed with the body armor. Juric stepped into the cave and cut down the last two of the defenders. 
 
    The cave system was now theirs. Gjoni would be mopping up the ones Maric had heard trying to find a way out through the vents at the back of the cave system. They wouldn’t get far on the surface.               
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
     
 
    CHAPTER 19 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    The man Maric had upended onto the floor of the cave was a hardened fighter. The tall man had already guessed that from the fact he owned body armor, and wore it on a simple job like duty at the lab.  
 
    The man rolled away and bounded up from the floor, and there was a brief tussle over his knife, until Maric had the weapon at the man’s throat. When he stopped showing signs of resistance, Maric stepped back, removing the knife from his grasp, and covered him with a pistol. 
 
    The flare wouldn’t last much longer, and Novak, not far behind, headed back along the passageway to find one of the gas lanterns they had passed earlier. When he returned with one he set it on the floor, and the rest of the team spread out to look for the remaining workers. 
 
    When the others had moved off through the cave system, Maric’s prisoner started to look edgy, as if he might try to make a break for it. 
 
    “Easy, hard man,” said Maric conversationally, on the chance his prisoner spoke English. “You want to live long enough to tell your grandchildren about your exploits.” 
 
    “Aint got enny,” said a very English voice, and Maric scrutinized him more closely. He was older than Maric, and he didn’t look particularly English. 
 
    “Name?” he said roughly, and the man hesitated. Maric lifted his pistol so it was aimed at the man’s face. Aiming it at his chest had been a small courtesy. A bullet wouldn’t have gone through his body armor. 
 
    “Henry Baldwin,” he said reluctantly, and Maric lifted an eyebrow. 
 
    “Henry Baldwin, Sir!” said the man quickly. Someone had instilled discipline in him, which made his current work as a mercenary hard to understand. 
 
    “What are you, an RAF paratrooper?” said Maric, surprise showing in his voice. The man nodded. It had been a lucky guess on Maric’s part. He knew Baldwin hadn’t been in the British SAS. His ways of doing things were too different, and Maric knew the their style of training backwards. It was similar to what he’d been taught in New Zealand. 
 
    “What are you doing here, man?” he said, eyeing Baldwin up and down. The man was of average height, but lean and tough. 
 
    “You know, needed a job, ‘en all that,” said the paratrooper, looking uncomfortable. 
 
    “Bullshit,” said Maric. “Paras don’t become mercenaries. What’s the real story?” 
 
    It turned out that Baldwin had hated the officer in command of his unit. A series of pranks – including pissing in the petrol tank of the Lieutenant Colonel’s car – had led to a dishonorable discharge after close to twenty years. Following that Baldwin’s choices had been severely limited. He could speak Serbian, having been part of a NATO peacekeeping force after the Balkan wars, and that had somehow led to him signing up with Popovic. 
 
    Maric sighed. What was he turning into, a second chance motel for troubled fighting men? His boss Cal hadn’t said anything about leadership being like this, but here he was, and there was Baldwin.  
 
    Juric was slowly gaining the maturity and control he needed, after his impetuous actions in the Albanian mountains against the Count. Cana and Tahi really deserved a chance at what should have been their careers. And now this guy needed to be rescued from his own stupidity.  
 
    There was a whole personality disorder devoted to people who were anti authority, and Maric couldn’t believe his conscience expected him to pick up this guy. On the other hand he couldn’t understand how the paratrooper had let himself fall so low. He was better than that. 
 
    Maric relieved Baldwin of his remaining weapons, and sat him in a corner of the cave. He would deal with him later. 
 
    “Got what we came for,” said Juric, and Maric turned to see him leading a malnourished young man forward. The young man looked unkempt and his clothing was disheveled. The bags under his eyes suggested he hadn’t slept properly in a long time. Behind him were three more young men, and one older one. 
 
    “This one’s Behar Sallaku,” said Juric. “The others were all taken from Boluka to work in the labs as well.” 
 
    Behar launched into a torrent of Albanian, and Maric had to motion to him to stop. A few words in Croatian got him to change to that language, and Maric was able to reassure him that his partner, Mirjana, was alive and well. 
 
    There was a scuffle in the next chamber, and then Gjoni appeared, dragging a bleeding guard by his collar. The man had a split lip and signs of being beaten. 
 
    “This idiot made a break for it back there,” said Gjoni. “Had to teach him a lesson. We picked up two of them wriggling out of a hole by the chimney up top. The other one didn’t stop, and we gave him plenty of warning. One of the hunters shot him. The others are still up there now, making sure he’s dead. I thought I’d bring this one down to you.” 
 
    Maric nodded his appreciation. He sent Novak and Cana to collect the two guards tied up outside the entrance to the lab, and then motioned Tahi over. 
 
    “Where’s Radic?’ he said, surprised to find the two of them separated. It turned out that Radic was back in the first cave, working some first aid magic on the worker who’d been shot. Tahi had been helping in the search through the cave system. The special forces men had started delegating leadership among themselves, and that was a good sign. From what Maric could see, they were doing a fine job of it. 
 
    It was barely 11am, and Maric had some decisions to make. The guards were an easy decision. They would go south to the Albanian authorities, the same as the prisoners Maric’s team had taken during the first ambush. The ones in the lab looked too young to be old Fifth Brigade members, so Maric guessed they were more mercenaries. 
 
    That seemed to be Popovic’s pattern. He kept the people he could trust near at hand, which meant around Boluka, and used his mercenaries further away, or where there was more risk. NATO and INTERPOL would check the prisoners for previous and outstanding felonies when they arrived down south, and then charge them with banditry. Apparently the old law still held in areas considered ‘outside the control of army or police forces’. 
 
    Maric would have to talk to the hunters about the workers they’d just rescued. The men needed somewhere to rest up and get some decent food into them. They would also need to sweat out the heroin they’d been inhaling, and handling, every day. That might be hard on some of them. 
 
    When Radic finally rolled in he assured Maric the worker who’d been shot would survive the long vehicle trip south to medical care. The man had been lucky, and nothing vital had been hit. Radic’s main problem with him was getting the bleeding to stop, but enough compression had done the job for now. It was Radic’s opinion his chances of survival would diminish if he stayed in the area. Medical aid was very basic in northern Kosovo. 
 
    That left a large amount of opium in various stages as it was being turned into heroin. Maric had his team pile up everything burnable in the third chamber. It was the closest accessible point to the fissures that opened up at the base of the limestone chimney. The rising heat would create its own draft. 
 
    Then he sprinkled the pile with all the different forms of the drug except the refined heroin. He didn’t have a plan for that yet, but he figured he could use it as currency somewhere down the line. 
 
    His little army was growing, but they were nowhere near the force Popovic had amassed at Boluka. The old Fifth Brigade commander also seemed to have access to some heavy duty military equipment, if the napalm strike he’d called in was anything to go by. Maric wasn’t sure how he was going to neutralize that sort of firepower. 
 
    The bodies of the dead guards were carried away from the limestone field, and thrown into a deep ravine further down the slope. It was Popovic’s responsibility to notify next of kin, if there were any. Mercenaries often cut all ties with family and went off to have a great adventure – that often ended in their own deaths. 
 
    Maric was back at the vehicles on the side of the gravel road when he saw the first signs of smoke curling up over the limestone field. He reinstalled the distributor cap on the old truck, and his men took that vehicle as well as the hunters’ truck they had arrived in. Juric ripped out everything movable inside the engine bays of the two cars, and left them to rot. 
 
    The prisoners had just been loaded into the oldest truck when Novak came trotting along the scrub track, the fire successfully roaring behind him now. He joined the special forces soldiers who were guarding the prisoners, and checked Baldwin’s ties thoroughly.  
 
    The ex paratrooper was the only unknown quantity at this point, and the only one tied at wrists and ankles. The rescued workers piled hastily into the hunters’ truck, and made room for the wounded man to lie down in a central space. Then the two vehicles were on their way. The trickle of smoke was a broad column of gray and black by the time they left. 
 
    It would be another hour before Maric’s team got back to their new camp, dropping off the prisoners along the way. The hunters agreed to send the prisoners south the next day, with Domi in charge. They also agreed to house and feed the six workers from the lab for a few days, but only a few days. It would be enough, and Maric made sure he showed the men his appreciation. 
 
    Baldwin was another matter. He would be staying with Maric’s team – for now. Maric decided what he would do with the man as the hunters’ truck stopped in the abandoned valley, not far from their new camp. 
 
    He and Baldwin would be going for a walk. If the prisoner couldn’t convince Maric there was some good in him, he would join the other prisoners for the drive south. A banditry charge was good whatever the nationality.  
 
    The hunter driving the truck agreed to stay for an extra ten minutes, and Maric freed Baldwin from his bonds. He motioned the ex paratrooper away from the truck with his pistol, and the two men headed up a short valley on the other side of the gravel road to the special forces camp. 
 
    “You gonna shoot me?” said Baldwin, though there was no fear in his voice. Maric wasn’t sure if he thought it was unlikely to happen, or his life was such shite he would welcome the idea. 
 
    “What do you think I should do with you?” he said, as the men avoided a farm gate that still stood and walked over a section of fence that was down. 
 
    “What does that mean? More bloody officer double-speak,” said Baldwin churlishly. “You really think I care?” 
 
    It was the wrong thing to say. If Maric was going to get him back into uniform, properly in uniform with the discipline and respect that went with it, he couldn’t let him slide into arrogance, or self-pity. Baldwin had one moment to realize something was wrong, and then Maric had upended him, and pushed his face into the grass and dirt at his feet. 
 
    “You will salute when addressing an officer!” he said sharply, “and that has nothing to do with lifting your hand to your forehead. Every word that comes out of your mouth will be grateful that some sorry arse has been charged with keeping you alive. Even though you don’t deserve it, and even though you will never be able to repay the favor. 
 
    “Do we understand each other!” 
 
    There was a lot of effing and blinding as Baldwin spat out worm casts and tried to get to his feet. He decided to make a fight of it, and a shoulder lifted as he tried to get an arm out, an instant before his foot lashed out to the side.  
 
    To the tall man he was telegraphing every move, bunching the necessary muscles an instant before he acted. Maric blocked him hard, every time. Eventually Baldwin could do nothing but lie in the dirt, shaking, a beaten man. 
 
    “Do you think you deserve to die?” said Maric, pushing the muzzle of the pistol into the back of his neck. 
 
    “Probably,” said Baldwin, relaxing for the first time. “Everyone I relied on in the paras told me not to throw away a damn good career, but I still went ahead and axed it. Now I miss it, and they’d never take me back.” 
 
    There was a long silence. He seemed to have difficulty breathing, and Maric wondered what was happening. Maybe he was having some sort of emotional breakthrough. The tall man had dealt with things like that in his soldiers before. 
 
    “You know what hurts the most?” said Baldwin at last. “Mercs aint ever really yer friends. Lots of boozing and acting tough, but the paras were a unit. They would . . they would die for you if it came to it.” His voice was breaking now. 
 
    “Good answer,” said Maric, and holstered his pistol. Then he pulled the man to his feet. 
 
    “How would you like to be on probation?” he said. “You’ll be less than mud beneath the others’ feet. No one will trust you, and you won’t be allowed to carry any sort of weapon. Oh, and my number two will put you on latrine duty every day. 
 
    “Do you think you could earn the right to be part of a proper unit again?” 
 
    Baldwin didn’t trust himself to speak. Eventually he nodded, and looked uncomfortably away from Maric. It was a good start. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 20 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Maric let the truck driver go on his way, and then he and Baldwin started the slog up the slope into the trees, and along to the new camp. Baldwin looked around him as they stopped on a natural bench in the forest, just short of the top of the ridge. 
 
    A number of canvas bivouacs had been erected to keep the sun and rain off. A more solid structure, made of saplings and canvas, seemed to be the cookhouse. Food of some description was being prepared there, and he realized it was already past the middle of the day. The men he had seen showing their skills in the cave system sat around cleaning weapons and checking their equipment. 
 
    The rough track he and Maric been following continued up to the top of the ridge. A freshly cut track in the undergrowth, leading further along the bench, would lead to the latrines. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” said Maric, “we seem to have acquired a private,” and pointed toward Baldwin. 
 
    There were various expressions of disgust, and several of the men turned away, refusing to look at him. Privates were soldiers who hadn’t even been through basic training. They were likely to get themselves killed, and everyone around them. The experienced men didn’t want to have anything to do with him. 
 
    Maric looked across, and saw a tiny smile at the corners of Baldwin’s mouth. This was something he knew. He wasn’t untrained, and these men knew it, but the ex paratrooper wasn’t going to mention his training. He would take the put downs, and he would keep going, and he would graft, and he would prove them all wrong. He would not stop until he was an accepted part of the unit. 
 
    That’s what I wanted to see, thought Maric. Baldwin would be fine, if he could keep that attitude going. Then the new man was given the task of polishing the men’s boots. He knew the drill. Whatever he did wouldn’t be good enough, and he would end up polishing them again, and again, and again. That was fine by him. 
 
    Two days later, Maric was over at the hunters’ caves, checking on the villagers his team had freed from Popovic’s control. He had Gjoni with him.  
 
    The workers were bouncing back fast, which was good news. On the subject of the raid on the heroin lab, there been no noticeable response from Popovic. Maric wasn’t surprised at that. His team had been careful to leave no evidence of who had cleaned out the place. It could have been anybody.  
 
    Northern Kosovo was a lawless place. Maric wondered if Popovic would set up the lab again somewhere else, maybe even in the village. But the advantage of having it somewhere else was the threat it held for the villagers. Troublemakers got removed. 
 
    Then it was time for Maric to talk to Lami, the head man among the hunters. He wanted to barter for goods and services. Lami had some English, but Gjoni was translating for both sides. 
 
    “You sell meat and hides to the villages, yes?” said Maric, and Lami nodded. 
 
    “Here’s the deal,” he continued. “Bring in more goods for your camp than you need. Vegetables, milk and so on, and we will buy the extra off you. Plus some of your meat. Maybe you could cook for our men as well. We will pay you for all of this. 
 
    “You’ve helped us a lot already, but this is more than sharing a few meals, and passing on some information.” 
 
    Lami seemed to be considering the idea, so that was a start. 
 
    “There shouldn’t be a lot of risk in it for you,” continued Maric, “and we can pay you well.” 
 
    Lami still hadn’t said anything. 
 
    “This is the second half of the deal,” said Maric, “and this is how we pay can you. Take this package with you when you go south, and sell it for what you can get.” 
 
    He held out a kilo of heroin. 
 
    “We found this when we freed the workers,” he said, which wasn’t entirely the truth, but he didn’t want to spread the news that his team was sitting on a lot more than one kilo. 
 
    “It must be close to a hundred percent pure heroin, and I figure you’ll know someone you can sell it to. I would prefer that it went to a hospital, but if idiots want to try ‘recreational drugs’ they’ll get hold of them somehow, so it can go to them.” 
 
    Lami flapped his hands downward, surprised at the volume of the drug he was being offered, and for that matter the purity. 
 
    “No problem, no problem,” said Gjoni quickly, translating for Lami. “But we will take maybe a quarter, or a fifth, of this down south at a time, maybe even less. Not so much risk for us.  
 
    “This bag will cover your costs for a long time. You know we will try to help you every way we can.” 
 
    He looked earnestly at Maric, and the tall man took his hand and shook it firmly. There was a war coming, and as in every war, he was going to need the support of the people if he was to win. The fact that Popovic was a callous and brutal predator who would hurt these people without a thought made that a lot easier. 
 
    There were other things to discuss, but Maric was a much happier man when he arrived back at the special forces camp. He dragged out the one camp chair they had – given them by the hunters – and unfolded it. When he was comfortable, with his back to a dappled, warm sun coming in through the forest overhead, he started to doodle. Then numbers and diagrams began to appear. 
 
    Juric made a sign to the others. It was a sign that said keep the noise down, and don’t disturb the boss. He had seen Maric do this before, when he’d accompanied a Gray Ops team on an official NATO and US raid against a terrorist warlord in the Albanian mountains. 
 
    This was the sort of planning Maric did. He was thinking about the forces he commanded, the skills they had, and how they could best be used. He was also thinking about bringing every one of them back alive. That sometimes wasn’t possible, but he made it one of his top priorities, always.  
 
    He had six in his special forces team now, including himself, maybe seven if Baldwin kept working hard to show he could be an asset. His backup force had just grown from Gjoni and three other hunters to include the six workers from the village. They were recovering fast now they had been freed from their forced labor in Popovic’s heroin lab.  
 
    Maric was confident the workers would want to fight against the man who’d taken over their village, and most of them must know how to handle a rifle. There were a few captured AK 74s left, but not enough for all of them. Maybe Lami and the hunters would have spare hunting rifles. Still, the workers were likely to be less skilled with weapons than Gjoni and his men.  
 
    Maric was juggling different military skill levels in his mind. Special force, regulars, irregulars, and auxiliaries. Somehow he had to place them on the battlefield so they complemented each other. His force was still too small to go up against Popovic and his new reinforcements directly. Perhaps Maric would have to make use of Vinski, and the villagers who would fight alongside him when the time came. 
 
    There were still a lot of unanswered questions, and he sighed as he put down his working. Then something happened that made him throw all his plans out the window, and start all over again. But he had to wait half a day for that news. 
 
    “We got a good price for your heroin,” said Lami, as Gjoni translated. Maric was over at the hunters’ cave again, checking that the prisoners had been handed over to the authorities without trouble, and trying to decide when the workers would be ready to start their military training. The men had already voiced their willingness to remove Popovic from Boluka. 
 
    “Some private hospitals in Kosovo,” continued Lami. “Much corruption in government, but there is some improvement. Hospitals in main cities of seven regions now, and more family clinics. 
 
    “My contact, he go to private hospital, American from States hospital. They take sample to test. More than 95% pure. No bad stuff in it.” 
 
    Gjoni was struggling with some of the technical terms, but Maric was getting the idea. 
 
    “Hospital pay well,” continued Lami. “Hospital say more please. Every month this much. I tell them we can do this for a few months from what you have given me, yes?” 
 
    Lami looked at Maric for approval, and the tall man nodded briskly and smiled at the hunter boss. Lami’s contacts had come through. They had even been able to put the heroin to its proper use. Maric couldn’t have asked for more. 
 
    “That’s perfect, my friend,” he said. “Without your help, life for us would be much harder, and the chances of success much smaller.” 
 
    It was Lami’s turn to smile. The fact that someone from the outside world had come to help, even if for his own reasons, had done much to lift the hunters’ spirits. They’d been given little enough help during the Balkan wars, and ever since then the amount of aid to their country seemed pitifully small. 
 
    “Maric, you dangerous bastard,” said a voice from deeper in the cave. The English was good. “Shooting Serbian bandits, getting napalmed, busting drug laps. What haven’t you been up to?” 
 
    Stanley Shehu came forward, grinning at the tall man. Maric stuck out his hand, and Shehu shook it vigorously. 
 
    “Not that I say anything about you to anyone else,” he continued, “not even people I know well. Lami keeps me up to date, but I keep it under my hat. That is the English, yes? Keep information in the head, under the hat, not near the mouth?” 
 
    Maric assured him he had the expression right. 
 
    The old hunter who did the cooking said something to Lami, and the boss invited Maric to stay for a meal. 
 
    “Maybe half an hour,” translated Gjoni, “then we eat.” 
 
     It was turning into a convivial evening. The day had been warm, one of the last of the fine autumn days, but dusk had started drawing in earlier. The hunters had blocked off the exits to the cave system to keep the heat in, and now they hung a heavy drape across the main entrance. There would always be someone on the ledge above the door though, the designated lookout for that shift. With the heat from cooking, and the many bodies, the caves stayed warm. 
 
    “Vinski said that Popovic had a visitor a few weeks back,” said Maric. “It must have been someone important to his operation. Popovic treated him with a lot of deference. All the gossip filters back to Vinski and Dea. They have eyes and ears everywhere in the village.” 
 
    As the two men caught up on the news, speaking in English, Gjoni translated into Albanian for the hunters. Something alcoholic was being handed around. It was too dark to be beer and too light to be wine. Maric figured there was a still somewhere, or maybe the hunters traded the stuff for meat. He declined a glass of it when he was offered some. The tall man considered himself ‘on duty’ until the village was free of its tormentors. 
 
    “Describe Popovic’s visitor to me,” said Shehu, and Maric did so. But it wasn’t long before the conversation took an unusual turn. The mission to free the village was about to become something Maric would never have expected. But he wasn’t going to turn down the sudden change of fortune.               
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 21 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    “Russian,” said Shehu, “the man has to be. That ring confirms it. I bet he’s representing the syndicate selling contraband to Popovic for sale into the EC. They could also have given him money to set up in Boluka in the first place. They might be making money out of him twice.” 
 
    “A Russian syndicate could have arranged the airstrike at the second ambush,” said Maric, “but I don’t think so. It’s more likely to be rogue Serbian forces set up in neighboring countries after the Balkan wars. Popovic would know those people, and he would rather pay them than the Russians.” 
 
    The two men discussed the possibilities for a while, and then Maric launched onto a new tack. 
 
    “Dea mentioned something else,” he said. “Popovic usually holds one hand in against his chest, as if he doesn’t want anyone to see it. She thinks the outside fingers are missing.” 
 
    “Which hand?” said Shehu, sitting up abruptly. Maric noticed several of the hunters also taking an interest as Gjoni translated for them. 
 
    “His left one,” said Maric, wondering why the men were so interested. The cave erupted as everyone started talking at once. Shehu finally bellowed for order, and turned back to Maric. 
 
    “Describe Popovic to me. Tell me everything you can remember, and leave out none of the details.” 
 
    Maric searched his memory banks. All he had to go on was what Dea had told him. He dredged up what scraps of information he had, and finally Shehu settled back with a sigh. 
 
    “Ilic,” he said. “It has to be. I wondered where that sadistic son of a bitch had got to.” 
 
    Maric looked perplexed, and Shehu leaned forward to explain the situation to him. 
 
    “When the Serbs first invaded Kosovo, they were trying to put down unrest in what was then a province of Serbia. But they were already fighting on several fronts in the Balkan wars. Yugoslavia was continuing to break up into its old ethnic groups, and the Serbs wanted to expand their boundaries in the chaos that had resulted.  
 
    “They were short of troops, so they took most of the police out of their cities, and sent them in behind the troops. The police were supposed to keep control of the population after the ‘shock and awe’ strikes by the army brigades. 
 
    “But the police didn’t have the discipline the army units had – and heaven knows that was poor enough – so they were responsible for the worst of the looting, and the greatest abuses of the civilian population. 
 
    “They called themselves the ‘Fifth Brigade’, but they were poor soldiers at best, and thieves and rapists at worst.” 
 
    “So they weren’t an army unit?” said Maric, surprised. That had been the impression he’d got. Now he was starting to realize it was being used as an ironic term. 
 
    “No,” said Shehu. “The Serb army has always been grouped into four brigades. Each brigade specializes in a different area of operations, as well as being a normal front line unit. 
 
    “But the worst commander of the police forces in Kosovo was a man called Vuk Ilic. He has the outside two fingers missing from his left hand. I think Popovic must be the same man. 
 
    “He went to ground after the wars finished. He was mentioned by name at the war crimes tribunals, but no one could find him. I think he was hiding overseas. Now it seems he’s back.  
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s been testing the waters for years now, seeing which crime bosses he can trust, looking for places he can set up a smuggling business and not be discovered. 
 
    “He would have a lot of money. Much of it would be valuables looted during his time in Kosovo. He would have needed the Russians to give him some credibility on the crime scene, and in part to supply him with dodgy goods to on sell.” 
 
    Maric looked up at the ceiling of the cave. So, a nasty piece of work called Vuk Ilic ran Boluka. A man who was wanted for war crimes, and was hated by the people of Kosovo. Maric remembered what he’d said to Juric before the Croatian Special Forces soldier killed the Count in Albania. 
 
    He’d said he had no intention of letting the Count go to trial, and become a figurehead for every radical who thought killing people was the way to get their message across. The radicals’ definition of ‘a better place’ was always what they wanted, with themselves as some sort of kingpin. 
 
    It was amazing how the lust for power, and indignation when they couldn’t get their own way, overpowered everything else in these people. They lost all common sense, and every bit of concern for others. 
 
    Maric hadn’t been prepared to let any more copycat ‘Counts’ loose on the planet, and he still believed that. Off the record of course. He was not prepared to let notorious criminals become figureheads, and he didn’t think Shehu, or the hunters, would think any differently. And this time round there wasn’t a NATO or US force who might feel duty bound to uphold the conventions of war.  
 
    It might be easiest, though, if Vuk Ilic was never, actually, a ‘prisoner’. It would be a lot more convenient if he died during military operations. 
 
    “We’re going to need a positive ID on Ilic,” said the tall man. He wanted to be sure, and he didn’t mind following procedure on this one. 
 
    Shehu motioned something to Lami, and one of the hunters scurried off, deeper into the caves. Maric noted how the feeling in the cave had changed. It was different now, buzzing with a new energy. Those who’d been through the previous war, and those born since, might both have something worth fighting for. A wrong that needed to be put right. 
 
    Eventually the hunter came back, and thrust a grainy black and white photo at Maric. It had come off a printer, an ancient inkjet by the look of it. 
 
    “This is as recent as you’ll get” said Shehu. “An Interpol agent found out where Ilic was living, somewhere in the east of Turkey, and got a few telephoto shots of him. Ilic slipped through the net they put up for him though. I managed to get copies of the photos to put on my files, and passed them on to Lami. We never thought we’d get the chance to make him pay for what he did to us.” 
 
    Shehu looked wistful, as if Ilic should have been brought to justice years ago. Cleaned away like so much trash, so that he and his people could have a new beginning. 
 
    “The photo’s around eight years old,” he continued, “so he looks late forties there. You’ll have to use you imagination to figure out what he looks like now.” 
 
    Maric nodded. It wouldn’t be hard. He looked at the photo, and memorized it. Then he folded it carefully and put it in a pocket. Lami must have an old printer back in the cave somewhere. Maric wouldn’t be surprised if he had a computer and smart phone too, but the data rate around here would be dial up speeds only. 
 
    “If it is Vuk Ilic,” said Shehu, “you’ll have to be careful about the civilians in Boluka. Ilic killed all the witnesses to his crimes during the Balkan wars. It was a trademark evil of his way of doing things. I don’t see any reason why he would have changed. If he thinks he might lose Boluka, he will try to kill the villagers.” 
 
    Maric looked pensive. Shehu was right. Vinski and Dea, and all the other villagers, needed to be ready when the final battle began. They would need somewhere to hole up, and keep Ilic at arm’s length until the fighting was over. Was there anywhere in the village that would safely do that? He would need to talk to them again. 
 
    “Other things are going to change, as well,” said the old KLA commander. “Though it would be best if you got your positive ID on Ilic first.” 
 
    Maric nodded. 
 
    “All the old Kosovo Liberation Army members will want to help you now. This is unfinished business for them. The Fifth Brigade need to be held to account, and this will be their last chance to be part of that.” 
 
    Shehu smiled. “I’ll have to put an upper age limit of fifty years on those who volunteer, and even then, some of the old KLA members will try and claim they’re younger than they really are.” 
 
    Maric thought it through. Most of the men would have been in their early twenties in the late 1990s, when the KLA was at its peak. That meant most of them would be in their early forties now. But there were many fighters in their thirties and forties back in the 1990s, and some even older. Shehu was right. A few of them would be too old to look after themselves on the battlefield now. 
 
    Then Shehu’s smile faded. “Leave this with me,” he said grimly. “I’ll send someone to collect you when we’re ready for an inspection. Let Lami know as soon as you have ID on Ilic, and he’ll inform me.” 
 
    Then Shehu turned to the hunters, and raised his glass. “Drink up, boys,” he said. “Training starts in the next day or so. Then it’s plain food and long marches!” 
 
    The men groaned good-humoredly, but Maric could feel the determination building in the cave. He didn’t know how many of the hunters were old KLA men, but he doubted Shehu could keep any of them out of his impromptu army now. 
 
    Leadership was all about adjusting as the ball game changed around you. But this was more than that. This was an outpouring of vengeance that Maric knew he couldn’t control as well as he would like. Shehu had said his men would be ready for Maric to inspect sometime soon, and that meant he was passing them over to him to command.  
 
    It was the right move by the old KLA commander. Maric could run a modern army, while Shehu was out of practice. All the tall man had to do was point this great mass of boiling vengeance at Vuk Ilic. The problem was going to be minimizing the loss of life among them. How would he think up a battle plan for that? 
 
    Then the two men were talking about the cost of repairing vehicles if they were shot up, and the amount of ammo a small war could chew up. If Ilic had the use of a helicopter last time, he would probably have one next time as well. Maric’s forces would need something to neutralize that threat. His special forces team would need a lot more demolition charges too. The cost of it all soon mounted up. Fortunately Maric could help with that. 
 
    “How are your black market contacts?” he said, and Shehu’s eyebrows rose. 
 
    “We took a large amount of almost pure heroin from that lab of Ilic’s we busted. Lami has sold some of it for provisions and other help he’s provided. Do you think you could move more of it? Whatever you get for the stuff is yours.” 
 
    Shehu’s face clouded over. 
 
    “Drugs have been a great problem for our people,” he said, “after the wars. So many people just want to forget, especially the young women.” 
 
    Shehu was right, of course. Perhaps Maric could move the stuff himself, in another country. He explained what Lami had managed to do with the smaller amount he had given the hunter boss, and Shehu looked thoughtful. 
 
    “Yes, that might work,” he said. “The American hospital isn’t the only overseas outreach in Kosovo, and Albania has a low GDP too. Neither of their medical systems can afford a lot of things they really need.” 
 
    He looked across at Maric. “I think it can be done,” he said. It didn’t take long to work out the transfer of a few kilos to Shehu’s custody. 
 
    After that Maric went through one of his mental checklists. Talking to Vinski and Dea was next on the list, and he got the opportunity to do so sooner than he expected. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 22 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    “You said to let you know as soon as the five sticks and the ‘P’ turned up by the barn,” said Cana, who had been on lookout duty. “A woman about sixty just put them out.” 
 
    Maric thought Cana was being unkind to Dea, but then a lot of the people of Kosovo looked older than their years. War did that to you. War, and the loss of family and extended family, and worse things that happened. Just finding enough food had been a 24 hour job in those days. 
 
    The tall man jogged back to the lookout post with Cana. A quick glance through his nocular brought up the five sticks and the crudely-fashioned ‘P’ made from more of the sticks. They were recessed among old junk stacked at the end of the barn, and only visible from the treeline.  
 
    It was mid-morning, the usual time for Vinski and Dea to come to the barn and let the cows out, and milk the three that had calved this year. 
 
    “Any other activity around the village?” said Maric, and Cana shook his head. 
 
    “The usual comings and goings, most of it centered on the three big hangers in this side, as usual.” 
 
    Yes, thought Maric. Where the villagers broke down goods brought in from further east, ready for smuggling into the countries of the EC. They would be sold at greatly marked up prices. Especially the drugs. Maric had no illusions that Ilic had been getting drugs solely from his own lab in the limestone field. Others would still have been getting in. 
 
    “You know the drill,” said Maric. “If I run into trouble down there, none of you will try to rescue me. I’ll find my own way back.”  
 
    Cana nodded. The experienced recon men could turn an event like that into a real opportunity – if they survived capture. 
 
    Maric headed along the treeline, just inside the forest, until he eased down behind the fold in the paddocks that eventually brought him close to the barn. He used the cows as cover for the last part of the trip, as he’d done before. Then he was inside the barn, and talking to Vinski and Dea. Mostly Dea, as they could both speak Croatian. 
 
    “Popovic is seething,” she said. “He suspects everyone now, but he doesn’t know who was behind the ambush. He also doesn’t know if they are the same ones who cleaned out his drug lab.  
 
    “The villagers know what he’s thinking of course. No one can stop gossip, and we often overhear the Fifth Brigade members talking. 
 
    “Popovic has been interrogating everyone he suspects of collusion with outside forces, and he’s beaten some of them badly. No one has given him any information, of course, because they don’t know anything about you, or the reason you’re here.” 
 
    Maric was able to tell her that the villagers working at the lab site had survived, though one of them was now at a hospital in the south. Then he took the grainy photo of Vuk Ilic from his pocket, and showed it to her. Could Popovic also be this man, from a photo eight years ago? 
 
    She looked carefully, and Maric could see her adding almost a decade onto the features. She shrugged. 
 
    “Yes, I think so,” she said, “but I can’t be absolutely certain.”  
 
    Then she called her husband across. Vinski left his lookout post at the front of the barn to pick up the photo, and took it back to where he had been standing. He’d been checking for any of Popovic’s troops headed for the barn, and this way he could keep doing so. He put the photo into a ray of mid-morning sunlight, and looked at it carefully. 
 
    “Yes, this is him,” he said firmly, with his wife translating his Albanian. “Why, is it important?” 
 
    Maric told them who he thought Popovic was, and Vinski let out a low whistle. “Of course. I heard about Ilic and his missing fingers, but I didn’t know if it was true or not. I never thought he could be here.” His words trailed off as he took the news in, and Dea translated. 
 
    “I will show this to a friend of mine who works in his office,” she said, and put the photo away somewhere in her clothing. Maric didn’t object. It seemed a good idea to get as much verification as he could, and he might get more general intel from Dea’s friend. 
 
    Then Vinski let out a low whistle of warning. Maric was gone a moment later, sliding under some old cloth at the back of the barn. Two armed men in uniform arrived a minute later. There was a flurry of Albanian Maric couldn’t understand, and then they whisked Vinski away toward the center of the village. 
 
    One of the men turned, and said something sharply to Dea as they left. Maric waited until their footsteps had faded away, and then he came out of hiding. 
 
    “They have taken him away, for ‘questioning’,” said Dea, her voice trembling, as Maric sat on a box beside her. This was her husband, and she feared the worst for him. 
 
    “What was the last thing they said?” inquired Maric. “Just as they were leaving?” 
 
    “I am to stay here, and finish my work,” she said dully. Maric could see a sense of hopelessness stealing over her. This sort of thing had happened so often during the war years, and there was always tragedy afterward. 
 
    “Look at me!” said Maric sharply, and she looked up, confused. 
 
    “You are a woman from Split. You are Croatian, and we are a proud people. I want you to dig deep, and find that woman again!” 
 
    His words were like a slap in the face. Maric lowered his voice a little. 
 
    “I am a Croatian man whose ancestors came from Cista Provo, an hour’s drive from Split, and I need your help. Remember, there have been bad years, but it wasn’t always so. Help me to put this right!” 
 
    The dullness cleared from her eyes. Much as she loved her man, Dea realized she was more than a wife. She would find it hard to go forward for Vinski, because that was too painful and the outcome unknown, but she would go forward for her country, and for the chance to see this evil punished. 
 
    “Put out the same signs when you have something from your friend in the office,” said Maric. “And I want you to believe that Vinski will survive. I do. He’s a tough old bugger!” Dea smiled at that, and nodded her head. 
 
    “You just need to hang on, both of you,” said Maric quietly, “and say nothing. With any luck the village will be free of this dictator soon.” 
 
    Then he was gone, back among the cows in the field outside. 
 
    The next day brought its own chunk of trouble. Maric had been wondering for some time when Ilic would try to track down his team. Ilic must believe that the contingent of armed personnel that had ambushed his reinforcements were still somewhere about. Maric soon found out what Ilic had been planning. 
 
    The Fifth Brigade commander had discounted the ambush as a small group of desperate locals. The attack had been too professional, and too well planned. The column had been hit when they were tired after a long journey on rough roads, and the passage through the forest from Revatske into Boluka was the perfect place. 
 
    In the end, the Fifth Brigade casualties had been light, with most of the losses coming from the mercenaries at the head of the column. Still, Ilic couldn’t let it pass. He had to stamp his authority on the area if he wanted his smuggling operation to run smoothly. He had been looking for signs of this new enemy for more than a week now. In the end he attacked the likeliest target, and that was the hunters’ camp. 
 
    “There are three trucks on the gravel road, behind that rise covered with scrub on our far left,” said Radic, pointing. “And one ground team working their way up the slope of the second ridge, as you come down from the skyline.” 
 
    Maric verified both groupings with his high-resolution nocular. He was still breathing hard from the jog down from camp following Radic and Tahi. It had been fortunate the two men had seen the trucks, and then the soldiers moving up the ridge. Maric had taken to sending out patrols of his own on each of the last few mornings. Ilic had been too quiet. 
 
    Somehow, the Fifth Brigade commander had stumbled onto the location of the hunters’ hideout, though that wasn’t surprising. The hunters hadn’t been trying to hide, until recently perhaps, and they’d been selling meat and skins to the local villages as usual.  
 
    Perhaps Ilic had been told of some connection with Maric’s growing army, but the tall man doubted it. He thought it more likely Ilic was just shaking the trees to see what would fall out of them. 
 
    “Show Juric what you’ve just shown me,” he said to Tahi. “Tell him to shadow that ground team, but wait until he hears shooting before he engages them. Is that understood?” 
 
    Tahi saluted sharply. Juric and the rest of the special forces team were only minutes behind Maric. It was lucky Gjoni and his hunters had already arrived for some training with the special forces soldiers. Maric now considered Baldwin trustworthy enough to give him a hunting rifle, and put him in Gjoni’s group for the training exercises. He could stay there for the battle ahead against Ilic’s ground teams. 
 
    “You’re with me,” said Maric, looking across at Radic, and then led the way down the slope at a run. He stuck to cover until the ground team on the ridge dipped below a rise, and then it was a straight out push to get ahead of them. 
 
    “Too many trucks,” gasped Maric, as he jogged steadily on, both of them weighed down by their military gear. “Has to be more ground teams. Two more I think. That’s still less than 30 men, a fraction of Ilic’s total force with the reinforcements.” 
 
    Ilic was trying to blood his men by sending them into battle, especially the mercenaries. It was as much to give him some idea of their caliber as to give them experience. 
 
    The two men crossed the bottom of the valley, and started to climb a shallow slope on the other side. It made the jogging harder, but Maric forced more words out. 
 
    “Other two teams are circling around, trying to reach top of main ridge and descend on the hunters’ camp from above. That’s what I’d do. First one will block any attempt at escape from below. With luck, the two at the top won’t have covered as much ground as the first team, so we’ll reach the top before them.” 
 
    There was a long pause as they climbed a side ridge and dropped into a hidden valley that angled up. 
 
    “No time to warn Lami. But we need to engage one of the teams before they reach the caves. Gunfire will sound the alarm.” 
 
    Radic grunted that he understood. Maric had grasped the situation immediately, and taken the best course of action. That was what experience did for you. Radic was little more than a beginner in comparison. And maybe Maric would always have a certain amount of Maric-ness about him that couldn’t be learned. 
 
    They pushed on. Then Maric slowed. 
 
    “Movement at two o’clock,” he whispered, and changed the direction he was climbing to stay hidden. The valley was getting steep near its top, and the two men were probably level with the hunters’ cave by now. Then Maric stopped. 
 
    “Movement far left as well,” he whispered. “I think we’ve got both of the other teams, but we need to get higher before we engage them.” 
 
    Radic could see difficulties if they got much higher. Hostiles on either side were more likely to spot them. Then Maric pointed to his left. 
 
    “Bit of a gut over there,” he said, pointing. 
 
    “That’s a goddamn goat track!” said Radic, forcing himself to speak quietly. 
 
    “Maybe,” said Maric, with a grin, “but it’s a hidden goat track.” 
 
    Then he was gone, and Radic had no choice but to follow him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 23 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Maric eased off the top of the narrow gut into a shallow depression, and motioned Radic to slide in beside him. It didn’t take long to work out what Ilic’s ground teams were up to. 
 
    The one coming in along the ridge from the right had halted, waiting for the team coming from the left to get into position. The two of them would operate a classic pincer movement, taking out the lookout above the hunters’ cave system as silently as they could. Then they would set up firing lines down the narrow V-shaped valley. Any of the hunters that tried to escape would be driven down onto the position set up by the third team, still coming up from below. 
 
    It would have worked, but Maric had other plans.  
 
    The tall man remembered Lami talking to him about the caves. The hunter boss explained how they blocked off the other entrances to the cave in winter, to keep the heat in. Those other entrances had to be on the far side of the caves, near Ilic’s team coming in from the left.  
 
    Maric could only hope the hunters understood what was going on as soon as the gunfire started. The two special forces men were going to be seriously outnumbered, and they would need help from the hunters before long. 
 
    The tall man told Radic what he was going to do, using sign language, and eased away down the slope. He would come up again at another point, so he and Radic could work the position between them. When he was ready, he risked a look toward Radic’s position. There was a faint smudge of gray among the grasses on the adjoining knoll. It could have been an old rag now buried in summer growth, but it wasn’t. It told him that Radic was ready. 
 
    Maric rose to his knees and put two short bursts into Ilic’s right-hand team, choosing groupings of men where his bullets would do the most damage. Then he dropped back out of sight.  
 
    Pandemonium reigned among the troops, and then order was restored as sharp commands cut the air. Suppressing fire started to kick up dirt along the top of Maric’s position, and he stayed down. Timing was everything in this sort of close quarters work. 
 
    A grenade went long, and tumbled down the slope behind him. He watched it move away from his position, and figured it wasn’t going to be a problem. He hugged the ground more closely as it detonated, sending shrapnel overhead. It was kind of the advancing team to let him know they were now one grenade lob away. 
 
    Maric waited another minute, staying low. He wanted to draw them on, making them believe he had fallen back to another position. The tall man would hear them before they got too close, but his insurance was Radic. The attacking team didn’t know about a second shooter yet, and Radic was waiting until all eyes were on Maric’s position before he acted. He would take out the first of the skirmishers when they were a few meters from his boss. 
 
    When Radic opened up, he was trying to make the ground team believe it was the same shooter, from a different position. Maric gave the troops a few seconds to orientate themselves to the new threat, and then he was upright once again. It was his favorite firing position, sitting back on one heel with the other knee raised.  
 
    His bullets raked anything that moved in front of him. The ground team had turned, aligning themselves with Radic’s position, as he knew they would have. The two men were playing the attackers between them, taking turns to carve up their exposed flanks when their attention was on the other shooter. 
 
    Radic ceased fire, and a handful of rifle barrels swiveled back toward Maric. This time he didn’t wait around. He tumbled back down the slope, covering meters in seconds, and ducked into an indentation farm animals had worn in the hillside long ago. He had picked the position on his way across to the firing zone he had just vacated. Soldiers who survived always planned two moves ahead, sometimes more. Now Maric had to make sure Radic got safely out of the danger zone as well. 
 
    Moment’s before Radic came into view, the sharp bark of M4 carbines carried up the hill from below. Juric’s team had caught the first team unprepared. It didn’t take long before AK 74s stuttered in reply, and then a firefight was raging across the slope below the valley. 
 
    The two teams on top of the ridge had now lost the element of surprise, something they had worked hard to keep as they crept in toward their goal. But they still handsomely outnumbered the shooters they’d seen. 
 
    Radic appeared opposite Maric, and made a run for some cover below him. There was a sudden yell from the top of the ridge, and bits of grass and dirt spurted up behind him as he sprinted the last few meters. He made it a split-second before the bullets caught up with him.  
 
    Maric would use that as an example for the special forces team once this was over. A man cannot outrun bullets. It was always better to choose another option, and there were always other options. He thought he’d covered that point thoroughly in training, but being in a live firefight was something else. It agitated the mind of the inexperienced. Cool and calm would survive, anything else would not. 
 
    Maric descended more carefully. He was spotted once, but a burst of automatic fire only kicked up the top of the rise he was sheltering behind. Then the two men started edging sideways. If Maric was right, what remained of the right-hand team would drop into the head of the V-shaped valley sometime soon. Maybe the two special force soldiers could do something about that before Ilic’s team reached the caves. 
 
    There was the deep boom of a high-powered hunting rifle, and Maric turned to Radic and gave the thumbs up sign. It was Lami and his men, right when they were needed. They’d heard gunfire start up above them, and gone out through one of the exits at the far end of the caves. That had allowed them to come round behind the left-hand team, who were still up on the ridge. Several more hunting rifles joined in, and then Maric heard the sound of feet scrambling down the steep face above him. The team that had come in along the ridge from the right had now arrived at the top of the valley. 
 
    He moved more swiftly now, and soon came up against a limestone outcrop at the head of the valley. It was right next to the easiest way down off the ridge above.  
 
    Maric signaled his plans to Radic, and then sent his hearing out across the weathered top of the outcrop. He pieced together what was happening from every little scratch of gravel moving underfoot, and every light thump as equipment knocked against limestone. When it sounded to him like half a dozen men had gone past, and the last few were coming up to his position, he came over the top of the outcrop at an almost inhuman speed. 
 
    Maric wasn’t interested in a shoot out. There were far too many of the enemy troops for that, and any one of them could get lucky with an automatic weapon. But once he was in among them, the closest two or three were all he needed to worry about. The rest wouldn’t shoot for fear of hitting their own. Maric much preferred those odds. 
 
    He landed in front of a startled soldier who was still alert enough to draw a knife from his belt. The man sliced out at Maric’s stomach, and the tall man grabbed the knife hand and turned inside the knife arm. His elbow slammed into the side of the man’s head, and he removed his knife as the other was falling. It took a moment to take out the soldier on the other side of him with it.  
 
    Radic appeared on top of the limestone outcrop further down the trail, and put a long burst into the men leading the column down the hillside. Then he disappeared as the soldiers turned, before they could return fire.  
 
    When Radic appeared again he was further up the outcrop, and he dropped onto the trail to engage one of the soldiers. The man fell to a savage assault, and then Radic moved on to another. 
 
    The tall man felt intent coming at him from lower down the trail now. He saw that two mercenaries were coming at him side by side, and one of them had a pistol. Then a bullet thudded into the other one. The man somehow kept walking as he folded up and pitched forward. Maric took advantage of the moment to push the other man’s pistol arm wide, and kick out his knee. Then he pulled the man’s arm back in and shot him twice in the chest with his own weapon. 
 
    Another bullet thumped into the next soldier in the line, and he toppled over sideways. Maric’s team coming up from below were getting confident with the range now. Maric bellowed out a command to the remainder of Ilic’s people. He always learned a few handy words in each language he would be fighting against. 
 
    “Baci oružje!” meant ‘drop your weapons’ in Serbian. As if to reinforce the point, a line of soldiers appeared at the bottom of the valley, and advanced towards the caves.  
 
    Most of the remaining men put down their weapons as Maric had commanded, but Radic saw a flicker of motion to one side. He triple-tapped the offender, center of mass. After that the rest needed no convincing. Everything they had on them that looked anything like a weapon ended up on the steep trail. 
 
    Maric and Radic were herding five prisoners ahead of them when Lami met them at the entrance to the cave system. 
 
    “The men above,” he said, pointing toward the ridge, “running away. We get two as they run, let rest go.” 
 
    There was more to it than that, but Lami’s English wasn’t up to much. It didn’t matter. Maric would get the full story later, when Gjoni could translate it properly. 
 
    It didn’t matter that some of the men the hunters had been shooting at had escaped. Ilic would know better than to try and shake up the hunters’ camp again. It was under the protection of his enemies. Perhaps he would keep looking for the main camp, but he didn’t know how small it was, and how so few men had created so much trouble.  
 
    Juric had two prisoners from the first team, one of them wounded, so it looked like Lami would be sending another truck south. He would be handing over seven soldiers of fortune to someone who could hold them to account for their actions.  
 
    Maric smiled to himself. It must look to the Kosovo authorities like someone was trying to clean up the Kosovian ‘wild west’ all on their own. Although in this case it was the ‘wild north’. He didn’t think they would have any objections to his activities. In fact there were far too many clandestine operations going on in this lawless part of the world for Maric’s team to stop them all, even if they were here for a very long time. 
 
     The special forces team stayed on at the caves for a short midday meal, but Maric wanted to get back to the main camp in the forest as soon as he could. He had probably missed a message from Dea during the morning, and Shehu would be making contact about the readiness of his men soon. There was a lot to prepare. 
 
    Lami had no news from Shehu yet, but the workers Maric had freed from the heroin lab were itching to get their hands on weapons and begin training. Yes, said Lami when Maric asked him, he could make up the shortfall in hunting rifles. That was perfect, though most of the workers would have AK 74s taken from the first ambush. Shehu was sourcing ammunition for the Russian weapons down south, among other things the attack force would need. 
 
    The whole operation was starting to move faster now, and it had the feeling of a snowball gathering speed. Maric knew this feeling. It was the start of the end game, and he would need to be ready.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 24 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    The five sticks and the roughly fashioned ‘P’ were outside the barn on the edge of Boluka by the middle of the following morning. It meant the Fifth Brigade hadn’t taken Dea into custody as well.  
 
    Unless they’d broken her spirit, or her husband’s, and this was a trap. Maric didn’t think so, but he sent scouts along the treeline in either direction to get a better view. Both reported a lack of activity around the barn.  
 
    The scouts time away gave Maric an opportunity to think. He decided he wouldn’t call Ilic’s corrupt and opportunistic police force a brigade anymore. It was the worst kind of insult to any army that used that name. Police were supposed to have a calling, an inner need to protect the people of their community. What Ilic’s forces had done was prey on the people they were supposed to protect, even if they were citizens of a neighboring country.  
 
    The Serbian police had let loose their most animal instincts, and thought they could get away with it. Maric decided he would call Ilic’s scum the outlaw plague, until he could think of something worse. When the scouts returned he sent the men who were with him back to the main camp. The usual rules would apply now: if he was caught, he was on his own. 
 
    The cows seemed nervous for some reason, and Maric slowed his movements around them. That seemed to calm them, and then he was standing outside the barn. When he could see the interior of the building was clear, apart from Dea, he came in through the side door.  
 
    She was busy with her milking duties, and seemed lost in concentration. He had to pat her shoulder to get her attention, and she jumped at that. 
 
    “I was so afraid something bad had happened, when you didn’t come yesterday!” she said. Then she realized she might be heard outside the barn, and lowered her voice. “Vinski is alive, but he was badly beaten. I think Ilic suspects him of something. He still acts like an army captain you know. Someone who thinks a lot and says very little.” 
 
    Maric nodded his understanding. Vinski had struck him the same way. 
 
    “He said nothing to Ilic,” she continued, “I’m sure of that. I have been allowed to clean him up, which has meant cleaning off a little blood and putting on compresses. Most of the damage is bruising. His body is black in places, and I’m not sure they’ve finished with him yet.” 
 
    She broke off her story, and Maric caught her hand and held it. She cried silently for a while. 
 
    “But there has to be change,” she said at last. “This is no life.” 
 
    “It is better to die free than spend your life on your knees,” said Maric quietly. It was a rallying cry he’d heard somewhere. It was often said about a principle, or an idea worth fighting for, but these people were slaves without any hope. Dea gripped his hand tighter.  
 
    Normally Maric tried to keep civilians out of his operations. In truth they mostly got in the way. But this was different. These people had so much to gain and so much to lose in what was coming. They had suffered so much. He decided he would use them in this war as much as his conscience allowed, and what he was about to ask them to do was at the limits of his conscience. 
 
    “My friend Irena, the one in Ilic’s office, looked at the photo,” said Dea, “but she just pushed it away. She wouldn’t say anything then, but she came to see me the next day.  
 
    “She said that Popovic and Ilic are the same man. She sees a number of things like foreign bank accounts in that second name. She doesn’t want her husband harmed, and she said I mustn’t say anything, so I promised her that. But she doesn’t realize you are the only hope of freedom for them both.” 
 
    Maric nodded. He was used to taking on responsibility for other people’s lives, but Dea’s childlike hope in him weighed heavily. He shrugged the thought away. He couldn’t get emotionally involved, or he wouldn’t be able to lead his growing arm against Ilic’s forces effectively. He turned his mind back to more practical matters. 
 
    “We need a plan for the villagers when the final hours of the battle come,” he said. “Ilic has killed to stop people talking about his crimes before, and he will do so again if he feels he is losing.” 
 
    Dea paled at the thought, and Maric brought his other hand around to clasp her hand in both of his. 
 
    “Where is Vinski?” he asked gently. “I need to talk to him. If he can’t come to me, I need to go to him.” 
 
    Her free hand went to her mouth. It was clear she thought the idea far too dangerous. 
 
    “There is a sick bay,” she said, “and one of the women here used to be a nurse. She married an Albanian builder, and he took an offer of work in Boluka. Things are very slow in Albania.” 
 
    Maric understood what had happened. It was the same story with his special forces friend Horvat and his sister Mirjana, and Behar, the electrician she was living with. Ilic had pulled in quite a skilled workforce by deceit, and now he controlled them with thoughts of the harm he could inflict on their families. 
 
    It made him think of Russo, working for NATO back in Italy. Would someone try to get at him through her one day? It was one of the reasons he never talked to her while he was on an op. Nothing could be traced back to her that way. The other reason was that thinking of her distracted him from his work. He needed a certain frame of mind to make life and death decisions, and he couldn’t let his feelings interfere with that. 
 
    He reassured himself that Russo worked as a high-ranking NATO operative, and could look after herself. She would also have the best teams in Europe on her trail if she went missing. And Maric himself, of course. 
 
    “I’ll need a disguise,” he said to Dea. His camouflage uniform was too modern, and too different, to let him walk about the village unnoticed. Even if he seemed to belong, and had a bag of tools with him and a job to do.  
 
    She told him she could get some clothing about his size, if he could wait. But she needed to finish milking, and get the results of her efforts to the mess hall kitchen as soon as she could. Maric said he would wait. 
 
    She was so long at the mess hall he began to wonder if she had been detained as well, but then she sidled into the barn with what looked like rags under her arm. 
 
    “I was checking on Vinski,” she said. “He is much the same, and the nurse has given him some painkillers, against orders I think. It took a while to get him focused, but when the nurse had gone he had some words for you. 
 
    “He says he is too weak to be much use to you at the moment, but he said to trust Costas. His friend was also in the KLA, but Costas doesn’t talk about it. He’s a very quiet man, so I don’t know much about him, but Vinski must trust him completely to risk your life by meeting him.” 
 
    Maric thought about the risks for a moment, and then nodded. He pointed toward the bundle of rags. 
 
    “Oh yes,” she said, unwrapping some old clothes for him. “Most of the workers will be wearing something similar to this. I covered the clothes in rags so I could say I was on a cleaning detail, if anyone stopped me.” 
 
    That was clever. There was a resourcefulness inside some people if they dared to tap it, and Dea was one of those people. Maric shrugged out of his camouflage uniform and tried on the clothes. They were short in the leg, but he would tuck the legs inside his boots so the problem wasn’t noticed. Then he hid his camo outfit at the back of the barn. 
 
    “Where do I find Costas?” he said, and she gave him directions. 
 
    Maric left the barn carrying a rusty old head assembly for a diesel truck. It gave him a reason to be going somewhere, and a reason to have his face bent down over the machinery. He huffed along, making the old diesel assembly seem heavier than it was. 
 
    Costas worked on all the vehicles in the village. He had a helper, one that Vinski and Costas had picked carefully. All three of them knew that an opportunity to do something about their circumstances could occur sometime, and they had to be ready. It was the only thing that made their lives bearable. 
 
    Maric’s only worry was that one or two of the mercs, or even Ilic’s ex policemen, the ‘outlaw plague’ as he now liked to call them in his mind, might hang around such places. He would find out when he arrived. That was the nature of recon work. 
 
    It wasn’t far to the large double garage that Dea had described, but he got challenged half way by a male voice. Swearing under his breath, Maric said “Costas!” a few times, and pointed toward the garage.  
 
    He only had a few words of Albanian, and he wasn’t making any sense of what his questioner was saying. Then he heard the ratcheting sound of a bullet going into the firing chamber of a pistol. He dived into an alleyway a few meters away, dropping the head assembly. 
 
    The man with the pistol gave a muffled shout, and ran after him. Maric turned the corner of the alley and flattened himself against the wall behind a down pipe. It wasn’t much in the way of cover, but people in a hurry usually identified the first thing they saw, and didn’t look any deeper. 
 
    The tall man smashed the back of his fist into his pursuer’s Adam’s apple, destroying it completely. The man dropped to his knees, his hands coming up as he discovered he couldn’t breath. Maric hit him in the temple with his knuckles bent, where the bones of the skull were thinner. They fractured into pieces wit the force of the blow.  
 
    It was always his left hand, his arm muscles attuned to the power that was needed. His bent knuckles had been driven into fine sand at first, and later coarse sand, and then pebbles as his knuckles hardened. His left hand was now an energy efficient, and fast, way to kill. It also suited his long reach. It was the equivalent of a lethal left hook. 
 
    The man’s body presented him with a new problem. Maybe Costas could get rid of a body, maybe not. How was he going to make carrying a dead man over to the garage look natural? Maric hurried down the alleyway and turned into a small workroom. It was full of painting gear. He looked around, and assessed the possibilities. 
 
    By the time he left the workroom, the man was stretched out on the floor, a couple of boxes next to him looking like an improvised ladder. There was a space on the top shelf now, and a 20 liter pail of paint lay beside him on the floor. It was mostly full, and explained the rapidly swelling side of the man’s skull. 
 
    Maric surveyed his handiwork quickly. It would have to do. He hurried back to the head assembly for the truck, and was pleased to see there was still no one around.  
 
    Resuming his huffing, labored gait, he made it to the garage and staggered inside. An older man who fitted Dea’s description of Costas looked up from his work at a bench. Maric set the assembly down near him.               
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 25 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    “Lazar?” he said quietly. Without Costas’ helper, translation was going to be awfully difficult. Lazar had a Serbian name and a Croatian mother. Maric hoped his loyalties were in the right place. Dea had said they were, and Vinski vouched for him. 
 
    Costas was now looking intently at Maric. He would be wondering who the new face in the village was. Probably one of Ilic’s enforcers he hadn’t met, but it paid to be careful. He put down the torque wrench he was holding, and picked up a long-handled screwdriver. 
 
    Maric approved. A much more useful weapon. He liked the guy straight away, and hoped the missing Lazar could be found soon. An unconscious, bound Costas, stuffed into the little office Maric could see at the back of the garage, wasn’t going to help either of them. Then Costas turned his head to one side. 
 
    “Lazar!” he barked, and there was a commotion outside. A young man entered, throwing the side door open with a bang. He was describing in very vehement language why he was far too busy trying to find a piece in the scrap heap outside to jump when Costas called. The flow of Albanian shut off as he saw Maric. 
 
    “Croatian?” tried the tall man, in that language, and he saw a glimmer of recognition in Lazar’s face. 
 
    “English?” he said, and both Costas and Lazar looked alarmed. 
 
    “Ne, ne, er, no!” said Lazar, pushing his hands down toward the floor repeatedly. It was not, apparently, safe to be heard speaking English.  
 
    Maric thought he understood. The NATO forces that had pushed the Serbs back to their borders in the 1990s spoke English. It was a common tongue for all the countries taking part. For Ilic and his men, therefore, it was the language of the enemy. 
 
    “This way,” said Lazar quietly, pointing toward the office at the back. Costas rolled down the two doors at the front of the garage, and then the three men found somewhere to sit in Costas’ office. 
 
    “War is coming,” said Maric, once he had established his connection to Vinski. Lazar continued translating smoothly for Costas. 
 
    “When he sees that he will lose, Popovic will try to kill all the people of the village. He will kill everyone who has witnessed his operation here, apart from his own men.” 
 
    Maric saw no need to pass on the information that Popovic was also the notorious war crimes commander Vuk Ilic. That could be discussed later. Keeping the villagers alive when the battle for Boluka started was the first priority. 
 
    Costas didn’t seem to be surprised by the talk of war. Vinski and he must have talked about the possibility many times. It might be NATO, or it might be a rival drug lord, but someone might one day challenge Popovic. They didn’t understand yet that Maric was neither of those things. 
 
    “You have weapons I think,” said Maric, and Costas raised an eyebrow but said nothing. “What you need is a place you can defend until my people can break through Popovic’s lines and reach you.” 
 
    Costas looked at Lazar, and the younger man said a few words in Albanian. 
 
    “A choke point?” said Maric. “A defensible position? Somewhere the villagers can all reach in a hurry?” 
 
    “Perhaps we have a place,” said Lazar. “Something we don’t tell you yet.” 
 
    Maric nodded. He understood their reticence. They had probably been planning for something like this for months, or even years. There was likely to be only one place that really fitted that description. 
 
    “Rifles? Ammunition?” said Maric, and Costas nodded. That was one less job for Maric, and he ticked it off his mental checklist. Smuggling items like that into Boluka would have been difficult. 
 
    “You must not tell anyone else about this,” said Maric. “People who know something is coming act differently, and the guards will pick that up. It must be only you two who know, and when the time comes you spread the word. Do you understand?” 
 
    The two men understood. 
 
    “When you let us know?” said Lazar, and Maric shook his head. 
 
    “If you know a task force is coming, you can be tortured for that information, or you can be overheard,” he said. “I won’t put any of my soldiers at risk like that. But you’ll know when the time is near. You will hear the gunfire, and then I think some heavier weapons. The sounds of battle will arrive at the edge of the village, and then someone will come to help you. 
 
    “I think they should come to the garage. One of you is always here?” 
 
    Costas said something to Lazar, who passed the information on to Maric. Yes, one of them was always here. 
 
    There was a sudden shout some distance away, and then the sound of running feet. Damn, thought Maric. The dead merc had been discovered sooner than he expected. Lazar looked quizzically at him, and Maric explained what had happened. The two men looked at the tall man with a new respect. 
 
    “Costas say stay here,” said Lazar. “Truck leave soon, and truck need come here first. You hide on truck, yes?” 
 
    Maric nodded his agreement, and spent an uncomfortable hour or so inside a cramped cupboard after Lazar had shifted most of the tools out of it. ‘Soon’ apparently had a fairly loose meaning in village time. Still, a ride out of Boluka would be handy. Maric presumed this was the same truck that brought in supplies each day.  
 
    It left each day about 1 pm, and discipline would be a lot tighter around the village with the discovery of a dead soldier, whatever the reason. Then Maric heard something rumble to a stop outside the double garage, and the motor switch off. Lazar came to get him.  
 
    “Truck brings us extra things,” he said. “We do small repair works for people in other villages to pay. You understand?” 
 
    Maric grinned. Costas and Lazar were smuggling goods right under the noses of the smugglers. They probably brought in alcohol and tobacco, the most likely currency in the village now that normal payment for work done had been suspended. 
 
    Maric was impressed with the way Costas kept the two men in the cab busy while Lazar showed him a hiding place in the back. The truck had a covered in deck, and Maric would be safe in the darkness until he decided to leave bail out into the forest. That would be somewhere along the 4WD track, but the men in the truck wouldn’t see him go. 
 
    Ten swaying minutes later, he felt the farm track change to the rutted 4WD track in the forest. He let the truck carry him until he was at the closest point to the new camp, and eased out from under the canvas. 
 
    When Maric got back to camp, Gjoni had a message for him from Lami. Shehu had managed to bring together some of the old KLA troops at short notice, and they were ready for inspection. An old pickup truck was waiting to take him to Shehu’s house in the tiny village of Remanic. 
 
    Maric stayed in his villager clothing. It might be the best thing to do. He hadn’t had time to retrieve his camo outfit, but that could wait. Shehu’s troops would be skirmishers, he thought. Free fighters who infiltrated enemy lines and concentrated at a useful point to create havoc. Uniforms, even military camouflage, might only confuse them. 
 
    The drive back to Shehu’s house was exactly as he remembered it. It consisted of rough gravel roads until a better-maintained section from Revatske across the Iber to the main road. After that twenty minutes of tar seal, and then abysmal roads from the turn off to Remanic.  
 
    He was stiff when he got out of the pickup truck. He put it down to the action at the hunters’ camp two days ago. He didn’t want to think it might be the first signs of aging. Shehu saluted briskly, and Maric was surprised at how quickly the old commander’s army persona had returned. It had, apparently, only been sleeping. First stop for the two of them was an old garage, to look at the ordnance Shehu had been able to get down south. Maric nodded. It was better stuff than he’d expected. 
 
    There was a clatter of boots behind the house, near the barn, and the distinctive yell of a sergeant organizing his men. Shehu’s men were ‘falling in’. When he got to see them, he was disappointed. There was barely one company in all, maybe twenty men. They did have a good range of serviceable weapons, and plenty of ammunition pouches. 
 
    Maric had tried to avoid expectations of numbers, but Ilic had a lot of men. They weren’t well trained, by Maric’s standards, but numbers counted when they wee stacked against you. 
 
    “I have been training them for you!” said Shehu proudly, and put the men through a series of commands. Stepping apart so they didn’t group up, then crouching on one knee and aiming at imaginary targets.  
 
    Maric watched with interest. His first instincts had been correct. These were skirmishers, not regular army. They had done well in the short time Shehu had drilled them, probably due to old memories of basic training, but they would be no better than Ilic’s police force, or his newer mercenaries, in the field. 
 
    It was a good thing Maric didn’t want them for that. 
 
    “At ease!” he barked, and Shehu wound down. He looked at Maric questioningly. 
 
    “This hill behind us, with a water tank on the top, your land?” he queried. Shehu nodded. 
 
    “Spread out, you rejects from a holiday camp!” he bellowed. “Form a line. On second thoughts form whatever you bloody well like. Climb that hill, and take that water tower. If I can see you anytime until you’re right under it, I’m going to take a chunk out of your backside with a dum dum bullet!” 
 
    Then he was gone, scrambling up the hillside to get to the water tower before them. There was a shocked silence, and then an explosion of guffaws. Shehu’s men gave him a minute’s start, and then they melted into the undergrowth. This was more like it. 
 
    “It’s all coming back to them,” said Maric, when the water tower had been successfully taken. “The ones that didn’t understand what ‘invisible’ meant died in the first few months of the war.” 
 
    He saw the look of pain on Shehu’s face, and regretted his words. The old commander must have lost many of his men in the early days of the war for that very reason. 
 
    “I thought you were going to storm Boluka,” said Shehu. “Lay down suppressing fire and march right into it.” 
 
    “Too many defenders for that,” said Maric. “I am going to storm it, but in the SAS way. Now you see us, now you don’t, now we’re behind you. You and your boys will fit right in.” 
 
    A smile crept over Shehu’s face. “Well, glad we got that settled then.” 
 
    “We’re still outnumbered five to one, though,” said Maric, looking worried. Shehu looked at him like he was mad. 
 
    “These are the boys who could get away from work or family to get here straight away,” he said. “The rest have to put their affairs in order.” 
 
    “How many do you think might come, given more time?” said Maric, hope rising in his chest. 
 
    “Ten times as many,” said Shehu. “A lot more if you’d give me a month, but I guess you want us ready in another week, or less. 
 
    “My son will be among them,” said the old commander proudly, though he didn’t offer any more detail than that. Maric figured the son would bring a cadre of younger men and women with some military experience. They would be welcome. 
 
    Then he crunched the numbers. He had a good idea of the numbers in Ilic’s reinforcements from the second ambush, plus those already at Boluka, less those he’d sent south as prisoners, and those now dead.  
 
    A gleam came into his eyes. He would have almost as many soldiers as Ilic, and they would be better trained, or at least better led. But Ilic had more money, and he could pay for bigger and better weapons of war. It was going to be hard for the small arms of his people to beat that sort of firepower, and he wasn’t prepared to take them into a bloodbath. 
 
    The battle for Boluka wasn’t going to be a walkover, especially when Maric was determined to lose as few of his men as possible. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 26 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    The days passed in exhaustive preparations. Then, the night before the attack on Boluka, Maric led Juric and two other special forces soldiers down to the barn. There were no cows for cover, but the moon hadn’t risen yet. The men were well camouflaged for night movement, and managed to slip into the side door without incident. 
 
    They made a few adjustments to the hay at the back of the barn, and settled in for the night. It was surprisingly warm with the animals present, and they had the occasional ‘moo!’ for company. One of the calves became curious, and had to be tapped on the nose. It got the message.  
 
    Once the sun had risen the next day, breakfast was over quickly. Juric set one of his men to watch the main door of the barn, and the rest went through drills with the demolition charges Shehu had provided. Maric didn’t know where they would be using them yet, but it paid to be prepared. 
 
    “One female, coming in at a fast walk,” said the man on watch, as mid-morning approached. 
 
    “Dammit, that’s not Dea!” said Maric, looking through a gap in the boards. He conferred quickly with Juric, who called another man forward from the back of the barn. 
 
    “Best Serbian speaker out of the four of us,” said Juric. That was diplomatic, thought Maric, knowing his own Serbian was non-existent. 
 
    The rest of the team vanished into hiding places around the barn, and the Serbian speaker met the woman at the door. He was grumbling loudly about the state of the barn, and looked surprised when he saw the woman. 
 
    “Where’s Dea?” he barked, and she looked terrified. His uniform was different to the one worn by Ilic’s men, but the mercs wore every uniform under the sun. 
 
    She garbled some sort of explanation, and pointed back toward the houses. 
 
    “Well, what are you waiting for!” snapped the soldier. “Go and get her!” 
 
    She mumbled something about orders, but the soldier glared at her, and she hurried off. 
 
    Maric clapped the man on the back once she was out of sight. “Worth an Oscar if anything is!” he said jovially.  
 
    Then he sent Juric to the left of the main door while he went right, and the other two set up firing lines from the back wall. One of the men at the back kicked a board loose behind him, using a muffled boot. A last minute exit might be needed. If calling Dea to the barn went wrong they would have to move fast. 
 
    It took less then five minutes for Dea to come hurrying over. Maric grimaced as he saw her. She looked a mess, and she had been crying. He shut the door behind her, and looked down at her face as he gripped her arms. She started at the contact, but once she saw who it was she seemed to collapse. He half-carried her to a place where she could sit down. 
 
    “What is it?’ he said quietly, and she just shook her head. Finally she spoke. 
 
    “Vinski is dead,” she said, her voice shaking. Maric waited until she could tell him more. 
 
    “Ilic came, while I was looking after him, and the soldiers carried him back to the interrogation room. He was already in a bad way. When they brought him back, he was dead. 
 
    “They just dumped him on the bed in the first aid room, and hurried off. No one would tell me anything.” 
 
     There was a price to be paid for freedom. Maric knew that all too well. He also knew that involving this couple may have led to Vinski’s death. Dea’s husband might have seemed like a man who was hiding a secret to Ilic, and he was, though Maric doubted it showed. Then again, maybe the fact that Maric had talked to the couple had nothing to do with Ilic’s brutality at all. 
 
    Sometimes there were things that just happened, and the tall man had to live with it. 
 
    “He didn’t tell them anything,” said Dea, suddenly strong, and Maric knew that in her eyes her husband could do no wrong. In this case, she was probably right. Ilic would have had men waiting for them at the barn if he knew anything. Vinski had died to protect others. He was a hero in the true sense of the word. 
 
    “Can you do one thing for me?” said Maric quietly. “Could you ask Lazar to drop by the barn?” 
 
    She nodded. Then she let the cows out to graze, except the three who needed to be milked. She wasn’t gone for long with her message, and when she returned she settled the cows down for milking. If the first woman that morning came back, it gave Dea an excuse to get rid of her. 
 
    Lazar strolled by the barn a few minutes later. At the last minute, as if it was an afterthought, he changed direction and slid through the main door. He looked grim. 
 
    “You have heard?’ he said. “These sons of filth have killed Vinski. If Costas or myself doubted before, now we will do whatever it takes to free Boluka of these animals. The other villagers will feel the same way – when the time comes!” 
 
    It was quite a speech. Maric took him aside and showed him how to use a combat microphone. He was to keep it on channel two, and it would be his private channel with Maric. Channel one would be the open channel for the attacking forces. 
 
    “What if Ilic can find the same channels?” said Lazar. “I have seen his men talking on equipment like this, when they are on patrol.” 
 
    Maric explained that this was a different type of equipment, for many reasons. But mostly because the channels would be encrypted. All talk would go through a central station somewhere along the treeline starting soon. The CPU at the central station would make sure that only these mikes could understand what was being said. Others would hear machine code only, or static. 
 
    “Hide the mike away,” said Maric, “until midday. Your first set of instructions will come through then.” 
 
    Lazar looked visibly disturbed. That was less than two hours away. Then his resolve hardened. 
 
    “It will be done!” he said firmly, and managed a credible salute before he left the barn. 
 
    “I’m sorry about Vinski,” said Maric, as Dea finished the milking. 
 
    “Free us, that’s all I ask,” she said sadly, turning to him, and then her eyes flashed. “And kill Ilic for me!” 
 
    She left the barn with a pail half full of milk in each hand. 
 
    Maric went through the battle plan one more time with the special forces men in the barn, and then slipped out the side door. He worked his way back through the cows until he could dip below the fold in the land, and make it to the treeline unseen.  
 
    The rest of his army would already be underway, the plan for today drilled into them and every possible contingency covered. It wouldn’t be long before they’d be taking up their allotted positions. 
 
    He had found it hard going. This was work for a two star general, placing pieces on a chessboard and directing them from afar. Maric would much rather be in charge of a smaller group he could keep an eye on. He preferred to be with his team every step of the way. 
 
    In the end he had compromised. Shehu knew the battle plan backwards, but his troops around the treeline would look to Maric for details when the situation changed, as it would during the fighting. Lami would be head of the remaining hunters, and others that had been recruited from the surrounding area. Domi had stepped up to be an excellent second in command to Lami, despite his earlier reluctance to join the fight. 
 
    That left Maric in charge of the special forces team, less the three in the barn. He could also add Gjoni and his hunters, including Baldwin, who were used to working with Maric’s team by now. Then there was Behar with the workers from the lab. Gjoni had been training the workers to stay out of trouble but keep up a steady rate of supporting fire. It gave Maric 12 men who were, in his mind, his rapid response force. 
 
    The tall man had to jog almost the whole length of the treeline, inside the forest, to reach the road in from the Revatske side. The battle would start from there.  
 
    The view from the treeline let him see Ilic’s preparations as he traveled. Barricades had been erected between the buildings at the edge of the village, leaving two heavily-defended entrances with machine-gun nests on either side. The barricades weren’t much. A few cars pushed into position and hastily erected fences. The idea was simply to give shooters some cover while those attacking had to come in across open fields. 
 
    There was a large square in the middle of the village. It held a range of pickup trucks and larger troop carriers, ready to meet attacks as they came in across the fields. Many of the wire fences had been cut to give the vehicles freedom of movement.  
 
    None of that bothered Maric, but the possibility of hidden weapons did. He was sure Ilic had them. The smuggling overlord had the money and time to bring in some heavy military equipment, and that could do Maric’s homegrown army some real damage.  
 
    “Everything in position,” said Radic, as Maric slid in beside him among the trees beside the road. 
 
    “Count off,” said Maric, as he adjusted his helmet microphone. Shehu was in charge of assets one and two, Lami was asset three, and Juric asset four. Lazar would be asset five when Maric brought him into the action. He was on a different channel, and wouldn’t go live for another hour. It was going to mean a mixture of English and Albanian on the open channel, depending on who was talking to who, and they all understood to keep open channel use to a minimum. 
 
    The three new commanders confirmed position and status, and then it was time to roll the dice.  
 
    “Do the rounds for me,” said Maric, and Radic disappeared into the undergrowth to check on the road team’s position and readiness. They were over-prepared, if anything, but Maric knew how battles went. You did certain things in a certain order. It was reassuring to everybody. 
 
    “You’re up, boys,” he said to one of Gjoni’s hunters, and the man signaled to another hunter on the other side of the road. The burr of superbly sharp chainsaws filled the air, and a tall, thin tree dropped out of the forest on either side of the road, so they crossed in the middle. 
 
    Perfect, thought Maric. The trees were just in from the point where the road opened out into the fields. It wouldn’t look threatening. It was not an alleyway into a dead end with a potential ambush. The two chainsaw men had been told to pick insubstantial looking trees. It was all about drawing the enemy in, and making them careless. 
 
    There was a sudden burst of activity as the chainsaw men dropped other trees, back in the forest, and roughly shaped sections of trunk to specific lengths. These were fitted into a log cabin type of construction just over half a meter high. It was about four meters long and had chink holes to fire from. Behar and his freed workers scrambled out and took up positions behind it. 
 
    Then Gjoni’s hunters started to fire on the barricades from the safety of the trees. They could do the most damage with the long-distance accuracy of their hunting rifles. Maric saw troops behind the barricades scramble for cover. 
 
    The response wasn’t long in coming. Two heavily-laden troop carriers surged out of one of the entrances to the village, and were soon flanked by half a dozen pickup trucks with shooters crouching behind the cabs. The old cars Maric had seen coming in with the reinforcements were now part of the barricades, where extra strength was needed.  
 
    The troop carriers were open top, waist high along the sides, with heavier metal hastily welded over that to try and make them bullet-proof. In places sheets of plywood had been added, in some sort of attempt to give even more protection. Good. Maric’s forces were prepared for that. 
 
    Then the trucks were close enough for the assault rifles along their reinforced sides to put some serious firepower into the undergrowth. That forced Gjoni’s hunters to go to ground, but Behar’s workers started firing from behind the log wall barricade. 
 
    The tall man willed the vehicles on. He needed the trucks, in particular, to be a lot closer. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 27 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    The front wall of the miniature ‘fort’ kept spitting flame, as Behar and his men chewed up the ground around the trucks. They peppered the top of the cabs as well, and managed to wing one or two of Ilic’s troops leaning over the sides. 
 
    The AK 74s were ideal for this. A lot of noise and fury, but aimed away from the drivers and the engines of the vehicles they did little damage. Maric was pleased with their efforts. None of Ilic’s men would wonder why the shooters weren’t concentrating on the drivers – an obvious choice – or why they were staying in such a precarious position as the trucks advanced toward them.  
 
    With only the slim tree trunks ahead of them, the drivers might even be getting the idea that the troop carriers could ride up on the trunks and smash through the log wall. Maric certainly hoped so. 
 
    Behar and his men kept harassing the trucks from the log hideout, despite the increasing return fire from the vehicles. The men who had been prisoners were delighted at the chance to fight back, but now they needed a very real trust in Maric, and the battle plan.  
 
    It looked like the men behind the log wall were about to be overrun by the trucks storming toward them, and then cut to pieces by the troops they were carrying. Maric waited until the heavy vehicles were 30 meters from the flimsy blockade. That put them about 20 meters from the trees on either side of the track. He drew his sidearm and fired it twice in rapid succession. That was the signal.  
 
    Members of his team stepped out from behind trees and lobbed strange, elongated metal objects at the trucks. The tiniest of parachutes opened out behind them, and they arced in toward the men on the back of the vehicles. 
 
    Some instinctively tried to hide behind the reinforced sides of the vehicles, some tried to shoot the projectiles out of the air. One turned his rifle around to use it as a bat. Maric was almost amused. He wouldn’t get far with that approach.  
 
    The strange projectiles dropped more quickly than the soldiers anticipated, slowed by the tiny parachutes. Most of them hit the sides of the trucks, and instantly detonated. They blew holes through the metal, reinforced or not, killing everything inside the back of the truck in a two meter radius. Two of the projectiles arced down and hit the decking under the troops, blowing holes in it but leaving Ilic’s men unharmed. 
 
    They were anti-tank grenades, Russian RKGs, good for steel armor up to 165 mm thick. Shehu had managed to get hold of a crate of the things.  
 
    They were 1970s vintage, and Maric had poked each one from a safe distance to see if any were unstable. They all passed the test. Then Juric dismantled one, and replaced the charge with sand. All of Maric’s team took turns at throwing the dummy projectile at a target. 
 
    The grenades made short work of the men on the backs of the troop carriers. The drivers heard the explosions behind them, and then a desperate rapping on the back wall of the cab. They slowed to a stop, and tried to back up. Maric didn’t want that. He shot the driver and armed escort in one cab, and Radic took out the three men in the other one.  
 
    It was pure special forces thinking for Radic. The man next to the door was first because he could get out fastest, then the driver, who was distracted by his driving, and then the man trapped in the middle. All with single shots through the windshield. Mission accomplished. After that the trucks stayed motionless. 
 
    The handful of Ilic’s troops that were still alive dropped the tailgates and scrambled out onto the gravel road. The pickup trucks slowed nearby, and the men clambered into the cabs and onto the backs of the vehicles. 
 
    Then it turned into a turkey shoot. The men on the pickup trucks were woefully exposed at such close range, while Maric’s team were all in prepared positions. Their hard work made them almost impervious to the fire from the vehicles.  
 
    Gjoni and his hunters were in their element. The high-powered rifles barked time after time, and men fell. The AK-74s from the barricade were almost out of accurate range, but they took the odd enemy combatant. Maric set his carbine to single shots, and slowed his breathing. He settled into sniper mode, and made each shot count. Radic joined him. 
 
    In the end only one pickup truck made it through the barricades and back to the safety of the village. Maric called the all clear shortly after that. Then he had the two troop carriers driven in until they were nose to nose in front of the flimsy barricade. His men worked in unison to heave the vehicles onto their sides. 
 
    Maric looked at the result with satisfaction. Now they had a real barricade. 
 
    Radic looked at the vehicles, and then at Maric. 
 
    “You had that planned all along, didn’t you?” he said, and Maric nodded. The tall man had back up plans, but this had been his first choice. 
 
    “I’ll never have the experience you have,” said Radic glumly, and shook his head.  
 
    Maric smiled. “You will,” he said, “if you stay alive long enough. Important rule that. Stay alive long enough to know how to stay alive. A lot of people don’t get it.” 
 
    Radic scratched his head, but it didn’t help his thinking process. 
 
    “But you have to stay alive first . . ,” he began, before Maric cut him off. 
 
    “Make staying alive your number one priority,” he said flatly. “Don’t buy into any of the other bullshit. Glory, promotion, serving your country. Just stay alive until you know enough to make reasoned decisions. Okay?” 
 
    Radic nodded. He understood that. 
 
    Maric sent out teams to bring in the abandoned pickup trucks, and then he added them to the sides of the road block. Apart from the occasional potshot from the barricades at the village, they managed the job without incident.  
 
    The tall man didn’t want the vehicles left as cover for Ilic’s men if they attempted to open up the road at a later stage. It was maybe 400 meters from Maric’s position by the road to the barricade around the village, but there was almost a kilometer of paddocks on the other side, until the 4WD track started among the trees. But Maric was prepared on that side as well. 
 
    He called Lami on the open channel. 
 
    “First stage completed,” he said, and heard muted cheers as the commanders of the other groups passed the news onto their fighters. “Lami, report on stage two.” 
 
    The message was quickly translated into Albanian for the hunter boss, and then the answer came back. 
 
    “The 4WD track is blocked with an old truck we sacrificed for that, and then we dropped the biggest trees we could find around it,” said the translator. 
 
    “Lami says he doesn’t think Ilic’s forces heard a thing, not with you making so much racket at the other end of the valley! We also dropped more trees on either side of the road block for fifty meters or so, to make it difficult to bypass our position.  
 
    “Whatever Ilic’s scum do, the freedom fighters of Kosovo will prevail!” 
 
    Maric paused. Lami had given himself and his hunters a name. There was no problem with that, as long as he didn’t start a political party, and secede from everyone else in the area! 
 
    “Second stage completed!” said Maric, to more muted cheers. 
 
    “And remember,” he continued, “Ilic still thinks he’s up against a small force of less than 20 soldiers, so stay out of sight. Stage three is about to begin, and that involves the villagers. We won’t know the results of that until we take Boluka. 
 
    “Over and out.” 
 
    Then he changed to channel 2. It was time to bring Lazar into the action. 
 
    “Maric for Lazar, are you on standby?” he said quietly. Lazar’s voice came back immediately. 
 
    “On standby,” he said. “I can hear fighting to the north. The soldiers in the village are getting really jumpy too. I’ll start moving our people immediately, but it will take some time to get them all in one place.” 
 
    Lazar had actually preempted the order, but Maric didn’t want to rattle him anymore than he already was. 
 
    “Excellent,” he responded. “Where did you decide to hole up in the end?” 
 
    There was a pause. “Is this thing secure?” said Lazar, and Maric reassured him once again that it was encrypted. 
 
    “There’s an abandoned chiller next to the hangers,” said Lazar. “It was probably built when the hangers were put in, and it’s derelict now. The insulation and metal cladding in the walls should stop any bullets. 
 
    “There’s a long hallway into it with offices alongside, a choke point I think, as you talked about.” 
 
    “That sounds perfect,” said Maric. “I’ll leave the organization of the villagers to you and Costas, and wish you luck. Stay on standby if you can, and I’ll check on you when we’re not too busy out here.” 
 
    Then he signed off. He realized how lucky it was that the villagers didn’t have any children. He wondered why that was, and figured the ads that had drawn them into Boluka had forbidden it, to suit Ilic. 
 
    It might have seemed an odd request from an employer, but it was a job when work was slow, and children could stay with a relative for six months or a year. Then he remembered Mirjana’s pregnancy. The couple had probably decided to try and disguise her condition. If they got away with six months of work it would be worth it. He hoped she was up to a little running if she had to. 
 
    What he needed now was a distraction for Ilic’s troops, while the villagers tried to assemble in the chiller without being discovered. In the end the distraction was handed to him by Ilic himself. 
 
    “Hanger three coming to life,” said Shehu over the open channel. The old KLA commander had spotters among the trees, his fighters having the numbers to almost encircle the village. They kept in touch with the same mix of two-way radios and their own version of semaphore that they’d used in the old war days. 
 
    The first two hangers were now warehouses for Ilic’s smuggling operation, and the third was a storage room. The helicopter that had come in with the earlier reinforcements had been wheeled into the storage room. There were no prizes for guessing it was the helicopter that was now coming out to play. 
 
    “Shehu, there’s a warbird coming,” he said, over the open channel. “Everyone else, I want you in deep cover, now!” 
 
    Shehu acknowledged the warning, and then the helicopter was in the open, and starting to warm up. Maric got a good look at it this time. He took the magnification on his nocular out to max, but he’d known what it was from his first view of it.  
 
    A Russian Mil Mi-17, double turbo-charged engines, maximum 24 personnel. It was often sold as a cheap civilian carry all, but it could also be turned into a credible gunship. This one was carrying missiles and side-mounted machine guns. The machine guns would be standard 23 mm cannons, and Maric hoped the missiles weren’t the type that could be guided. He doubted Ilic could afford that level of technology. 
 
    The helicopter took off as several pickup trucks left the barricade around the village. They only came halfway to the road block this time. Maric figured they had learned a lesson.  
 
    There must have been some communication between the helicopter and the trucks, and the trucks opened up with suppressing fire into the road block and treeline as the Mi-17 steadied above them. Maric wasn’t concerned. He had cleared his men out of the area once he guessed what the first target would be. 
 
    As commanded, his forces held their fire. There was no point in giving away positions with 23 mm cannons waiting above them. Then bright trails raced out from the helicopter, one landing short of the barricade and one hitting the treeline. The one that blew a hole in the gravel road sent fist-sized rocks in all directions like shrapnel. Maric conceded wryly that the road had a good base to it. The other missile flattened an area of undergrowth opposite him in an instant.  
 
    The helicopter hadn’t done any damage yet, but it would eventually get lucky, or it would come in closer. Damage to the road block didn’t worry Maric. It could soon be rebuilt, the trees and vehicles quickly re-assembled. But he was waiting on Shehu now. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 28 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    The next two missiles hit the road block straight on. The first destroyed one of the pickup trucks, removing it from existence, and the second lifted one of the troop carriers bodily in the air, tipping it back onto its wheels. It now had the two outside wheels resting on the log wall fortification behind the tree trunks. The other side was bent in like a giant boot had kicked it. 
 
    Then Maric saw activity among the trees a hundred meters further round the treeline. Someone on the Mi-17 saw it too, and a 23 mm cannon chattered loudly on the helicopter. Branches dropped to the ground, and trees split with a succession of rending screeches. Gouts of dirt erupted into the air. Then the chattering of the cannon ceased. 
 
    Maric wondered if the activity among the trees had been some of Shehu’s men, and what damage they might have sustained. Nothing moved there now. Then the pilot of the Mi-17 turned his attention back to the road block and fired two more missiles. They hit together, destroying another pickup truck and blowing a path clear through one side of the road block.  
 
    Shouts and whoops erupted from Ilic’s men on the pickup trucks below the helicopter. Some of them fired weapons into the air. Maric almost grinned at the revelry. He could understand it. The men no longer felt boxed in. There was a line of retreat now – if they needed it. 
 
    Then a thin line of smoke rose lazily toward the helicopter from the treeline. It seemed too low at first, but then its rate of climb increased. The pilot saw it at the last minute, and the Mi-17 dropped on its side as the pilot tried to lose altitude and gain speed. 
 
    Maric was impressed. He had seen SAMs in action before, and that sort of maneuver was about the only way the pilot stood a chance. Then the line of smoke curved over and followed the helicopter down. Moments later they both disappeared in a massive fireball.  
 
    Fuel tanks must have ruptured, thought Maric. Then bits of helicopter were raining down on the pickup trucks below, followed by the burning carcass of the machine. 
 
    Maric was elated. Shehu had managed to get two antiquated SAMs, and he was shooting a one hundred percent hit rate so far. Helicopters were the greatest fear of ground troops. 
 
    Then Maric’s team opened up on the pickup trucks, and they beat a hasty retreat to the village. The trucks were almost to the barricades when Maric heard a commotion on the open channel. Shehu’s voice stood out among the confusion, and then the old KLA commander was telling him about a new problem. 
 
    “We’ve got hostiles coming in from the east,” he said. “Don’t know who they are. My men are refusing to give ground, but we’re heavily outnumbered. If we let them through, they’ll join up with Ilic’s forces in the village!” 
 
    Maric’s mind raced. Was this more reinforcements? There was a poorly-maintained road east of the forest, and they could have come in from there. The road took the minimal traffic on this side of the Iber river. On the other hand, some of Ilic’s men could have slipped out last night before Shehu’s cordon around the village went up. There had been little in the way of a moon. 
 
    He decided it didn’t matter. The point now was what were the attackers trying to do? Maric doubted their goal was to punch through Shehu’s position along the treeline and join up with the village. It wouldn’t be a high-priority objective for him, if he was the enemy. Then they would be boxed in their with the others.  
 
    But if the attackers could hold a section of the treeline, and establish a bridgehead there, that would increase Ilic’s military options. The village could also be re-supplied, and the Serbian commander must be starting to realize this war wasn’t going to end quickly. The fact this new attacking force had met fierce resistance along the treeline would give Ilic some idea of the the numbers arrayed against him. 
 
    “Listen carefully,” said Maric. “This is what I want your men to do. There’s no time for training them, so you and your best captains are going to have to lead them through it.” 
 
    Two minutes later the sound of fighting stopped, and then resumed at two different places along the treeline. It seemed that Shehu’s men had given up the idea of stopping the enemy there, and were now retreating. Then there was silence again. 
 
    Fierce fighting erupted a few minutes after that, at places that were even further apart, and then everything was eerily still. The attacking forces had been bitten savagely twice now, and they were advancing  more cautiously. 
 
    Shehu was on the side of the retreat growing closer to Maric’s position at the road block. As ordered, he had led his men in a series of tactical withdrawals. They would hold one line for a while, and not give an inch. Anyone wounded or killed was buried under leaves or hidden in the undergrowth while the enemy advanced over them when the line pulled back.  
 
    It wasn’t the best if you were the one who had to hold a wad of cloth to a wound, and ignore the pain, then hope you didn’t bleed out before help arrived. But they all knew this gave them the best chance of survival. 
 
    After a while Shehu’s line of men would retreat rapidly and go to ground. It was a type of fighting that suited the old Liberation Army soldiers perfectly. 
 
    Once they were hidden, they would wait until the advancing troops were right on top of them. Then they would open fire in unison, following Shehu’s lead. It was a devastating tactic. They lost one or two men, and more suffered gunshot wounds, all the while losing ground. But they were taking a much higher toll of the enemy.  
 
    It sounded to Shehu like the retreat at the other position along the treeline was also going according to plan. It reassured him. But where was Maric? The special force soldiers should be making contact soon. That was the second part of the plan. 
 
    Then he saw movement through the trees. The shapes of the advancing troops slowly materialized. They were making good use of the trees and undergrowth now. It was a long wait as they advanced cautiously, moving slowly, and Shehu kept praying that nothing gave his line of men away. 
 
    At last the advancing troops were no more than ten meters away, and a man in military uniform stepped out from behind a tree. Shehu swung his AK-74 up and cut an arc across him at chest height. A barrage erupted all down the line, as his men followed his lead. Then the attacking forced dropped back, scrambling for cover. 
 
    The situation quickly became a stalemate, with another attacker hidden behind the same tree, and Shehu lying prone behind a log. There was an eerie stillness when a figure erupted from the bushes behind the tree, as if the earth had spewed it out. 
 
    The attacker behind the tree dropped, already dead. The figure that had appeared so abruptly turned to look at Shehu. It had heavy face paint, and a number of branches strapped about it. He was already calling a cease fire when the figure said, “stand down!” in a sharp voice, and disappeared back into the forest. 
 
    The Serbian force started shooting again, but the lack of return fire confused them. They were no doubt wondering what the silence was all about, but Maric and his team were using it to go about their work. Men died in that silence. One of the Serbs would take a throwing knife in the side of the neck, and the rest would turn toward the choked scream. 
 
    That was a moment of inattention, and that meant more would die. They never saw the flashes of the pistols, and the bushes never moved. It didn’t take long before they realized they had men behind them as well as in front, and then the numbers of their dead began to build up. One broke, and then they were all running back the way they’d come. 
 
    Maric took down two more with his pistol, but the running figures got out of range very quickly. 
 
    “Friendlies coming in!” he called back toward Shehu’s lines, and the two forces rose from their hiding places. 
 
    “Didn’t even see you pass me!” said Shehu, when Maric found him. 
 
    “That’s because we didn’t,” said Maric with a grin. “We were already in place when you did your last retreat. One of your men would have stepped on my leg if I hadn’t eased it out of the way.” 
 
    There was a sudden eruption of rifle fire from further round the treeline, a reminder that they weren’t finished here yet.  
 
    “We better pick up your wounded,” said Maric. “And it’s always hard to ask this, but any dead?” 
 
    Shehu nodded, and Maric grimaced. “I’ll leave my paramedics with you,” he said, “and take some of your men in exchange. We need to round up the attackers on the second front.” 
 
    A few minutes later, Maric’s revised team was closing in on the rest of the attacking force. They came in behind them, and used the element of surprise to reduce the enemy numbers considerably. Then Maric pulled back so the rest of the men could escape. They fled quickly enough, but not before several of the special force soldiers had a prisoner. Intel was always the first priority. 
 
    “Easy, Tahi,” said Maric. The man’s prisoner was going purple, and Maric could see from the way his arm was so high on his back that the shoulder had been dislocated. 
 
    “Serbian scum,” spat Tahi, and let the man go. The prisoner was in his early forties, and starting to run to flab. The man grabbed his shoulder, and it was obvious he was in pain. Dammit, thought Maric, where’s a paramedic when you need one? 
 
    He made a show of looking at the man’s injury, while the Serb eyed him warily. Then he slid his arm under the other man’s shoulder, and smiled. The prisoner smiled tentatively in return, having no idea what was going on. Maric forced the man’s shoulder back into place while he was distracted, and locked his arms around him so he couldn’t move.  
 
    The man howled with pain, and took a while to settle down. Eventually he realized his shoulder had improved considerably, and Maric let him go. 
 
    The tall man questioned the prisoners separately, but their stories were always the same. There was nothing to be gained by lying, and Maric soon convinced them he knew most of the facts anyway.  
 
    What all three confirmed was that they were more reinforcements. This was troubling news, and Maric tried to make sense of it with Shehu. 
 
    “Ilic can call on a lot more old soldiers than I can,” said Shehu, looking glum. “His treacherous ‘Fifth Brigade’ must have contained half the police force in Serbia, when they were conscripted as army auxiliaries.” 
 
    “No,” said Maric, after a while. “Think about it. Your men were all close at hand, and conditions in Kosovo are tough. Most of them are still hard men.  
 
    “Life in Serbia, though, has returned to normal. Few of Ilic’s old comrades are fit for any sort of duty, and then they have to get here. 
 
    “That’s a long journey, and they can’t cross the non-military zone along the border. They have to come in through Montenegro or Macedonia. 
 
    “I think the worst of them are already here. All those terrified Ilic is going to be put on trial and the world is going to find out about their  activities in the Kosovo war. 
 
    Shehu nodded, but he didn’t look convinced. 
 
    “Our best bet is to get Ilic under control as quickly as we can if you think more might be coming,” said Maric, in a conciliatory tone. “Possession is nine-tenths of the law, and all that. There would be little  further reinforcements could do if they arrived after we had taken Boluka.” 
 
    Shehu looked happier at that. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 29 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Lazar and Costas didn’t close the garage, that would be too out of the ordinary. They left the workbenches when they were halfway through a couple of jobs, with parts spread around. It looked like they had just left for a minute.  
 
    Lazar pocketed the microphone set, and the battery case that ran it. Next time he spoke to Maric he hoped he would have something to report. The best thing he could say was that the operation inside the village had been successful. 
 
    Each of the two men went straight to someone they could trust, someone who could make an excuse to leave what they were doing for ten or fifteen minutes. Each of the new contacts was instructed to tell one other person to make their way to the old chillers, without being seen, and so on, two at a time. 
 
    The rules were simple. Make an excuse. Don’t run. Tell one other person. Don’t bunch up. Start with those who can get away easily, and finish with those who might have to run for it. 
 
    A few minutes later Lazar and Costas were inside the chillers, and Costas was pulling down a section of wall in one of the offices. Panels had been removed long ago and supports between the uprights removed. Now he was freeing up various weapons and ammunition that had been tightly packed into the space, well oiled and wrapped.  
 
    Lazar took the door, and waved people in as soon as they passed the middle hangar and couldn’t be seen from the village. He explained what they were about to do, and emphasized the need for silence. Some of the villagers he directed to Costas for a weapon, some he sent into the chillers to arrange seating. 
 
    Costas was re-assembling rifles and loading magazines as fast as he could. They had been packaged thoroughly, and had survived the intervening years well. Once the rifles had been handed out, he started on the pistols. There were fewer of those. 
 
    When Dea was contacted she went to see her friend Irena in Ilic’s office. When she left, Irena pretended one of the printers was out of ink, and headed for the back of the mess hall, where a few basic supplies were kept. She slid out of a side door from there, and walked steadily to the nearest house. Then she walked around the back of it. Her route would bring her in to the chillers from a different direction than most, and Dea nodded her satisfaction as she saw what her friend was up to. 
 
    Now she would try to free the nurse from her place in the first aid room. The nurse was expected to be there during the day, and slept next door during the night. There was a constant stream of minor problems following the sudden increase in population. She helped with  battlefield injuries when things got busy, but some of the soldiers had specialized training for that. 
 
    There were two men lying on the stretcher beds at the back of the room when Dea arrived, and the bloody bandages on them told their story. They were dozing, or unconscious. Dea beckoned the nurse out of the room into the combined office and medical supplies room next to it. Then she explained the situation. 
 
    The woman looked at her patients for a moment, but any sense of humanitarian concern soon evaporated. Ilic would kill her as easily as anyone else who could identify him, or his part in more recent crimes. She was about to leave for the chillers when one of the Serbian sergeants came in. 
 
    “Prati me!” he said, ordering her to follow him to some injury around the barricade. 
 
    She looked wildly at Dea, and the older woman could see she was panicking at the interruption. 
 
    “Ne mogu, ne mogu!” she said. She couldn’t, it was impossible, while Dea shook her head, trying to calm her down. They couldn’t let Ilic’s men know what was going on. 
 
    Something in the woman’s brain slipped a gear, and she burst out of the office, then the main entrance, and started running for the hangers. The sergeant drew the pistol at his waist, and shouted a warning. When she didn’t stop he sighted along the barrel, and fired. The loud crack of the shot was mixed with an eruption of rifle fire from the treeline. Dea wondered if anyone heard it. 
 
    The woman stumbled, but came upright again, and carried on. He must have been aiming at her legs. Then the sergeant lifted his pistol higher, and Dea could see he was aiming for her center of mass now. Dea figured she had to do something, to stop the noise of the shot as much as save the nurse.  
 
    She stepped out in front of the man without thinking, and pushed the pistol down. The sergeant went to lift it so he could fire again, but Dea had a good grip on it now. He stepped sideways, and turned the weapon toward her. She was the more immediate threat. Then memories flooded her mind. 
 
    Vinski teaching her things. Her telling him off for carrying a pistol when they were first married, because the war was over now. Him determined she should be able to protect herself. Showing her how to push a pistol down, and rotate the barrel under, toward the body. Saying don’t lift it up, because it tightens the finger around the trigger. Then making her practice, over and over, for weeks.  
 
    Now she kept pushing down, as she had practiced, but the man was much stronger than she was. When she stopped pushing down he thought he had won, but now she was twisting the weapon as hard as she could to twist it out of his grip. Then she dropped her elbow to increase her leverage, as Vinski had taught her. The pistol came free in her hand, and the sergeant snatched his hand away as the trigger guard raked across his fingers. 
 
    Dea was wondering if she had the guts to pull the trigger, when she remembered all the villagers that might die if she let the sergeant live. In one smooth motion she jammed the pistol up under the man’s rib cage and pulled the trigger. The position deadened the sound, and did more internal damage. Never shoot someone in the stomach, that was what Vinski had said. They will still have time to kill you. 
 
    The man’s hands fastened tightly around her throat, and she twisted the barrel to the left a little, and fired again. This time he tumbled to the ground. 
 
    She dropped the pistol on top of him, and ran for the nearest house. Once she was there she worked hard to slow her breathing. She would go around the house and toward the hangers, quietly, like her friend Irena. 
 
    Then she realized that something had changed. Before, she had been the wife of a freedom fighter. Then she realized she wasn’t yet ready to say the word widow. But now she was a freedom fighter herself. 
 
    Lazar counted nineteen villagers inside the chiller when Dea swept past him. Costas was the person greeting people now, telling them what to do, and how quiet they must be. The nurse had people helping her stop the bleeding from a wound above her knee. 
 
    Lazar was waiting by the door into the offices. He would be the first to sound the alarm when Ilic’s men came. Then the villagers would pull back into the chillers, and prepare to defend themselves. There were nine rifles, of all types, and four pistols to go around. They were in the hands of some very experienced people. But there were still seven villagers unaccounted for. 
 
    Three came in together. Lazar swore under his breath. They had been told not to bunch up. One of the men in the group stopped, as Lazar waved them on toward Costas. 
 
    “The soldiers are suspicious,” he said quietly. “One of them shouted at me as I caught up with someone ahead of me. I waved and shouted something unintelligible, and hurried on. I think they could be following me.” 
 
    Lazar followed the man in to the chillers, and came out with a short, rough-looking man carrying a rifle. Hoxha had been a farmer, but as he got older he had become something of a handyman. He asked Lazar a couple of quick questions, and then trotted to the nearest corner of the chiller. 
 
    From there he had a view past the last hanger toward the outlying houses of the village. Lazar got a look at the rifle as he went past. It looked like a hunting rifle, but it was shorter. The telescopic sights seemed too small, and the aperture at the end of them too wide. It looked as if it was for accuracy at close range. Then he realized what else was different. There was no bolt to pump the bullets into the chamber, and the short, fat barrel could have included a silencer at the end. 
 
    Hoxha knelt behind the chiller, slowing his breathing. He checked the working parts of the rifle with an old familiarity. The two of them had last been together more than 20 years ago, but nothing had been forgotten. 
 
    He eased himself out to the edge of the building, and then slid the rifle up from its position beside his leg. Nothing protruded more than a few centimeters from the corner of the building. Even so, one of the four soldiers walking toward him stopped, and pointed. 
 
    Hoxha took one last breath, and held it. Then he moved with metronomic certainty across the group. First, third, second, fourth. It was his favorite pattern, designed to shock and confuse.  
 
    There were four dull pops from the rifle, with less than a second between them. The four men slid to the ground. Moments later there was a shout, and a group of Ilic’s men broke around the corner of the hanger, one of them pointing to the bodies.  
 
    Hoxha eased out of sight before he was seen, and jogged silently back to the offices outside the chiller. He held up four fingers, and made the universal sign for cutting someone’s throat. 
 
    “More coming,” he said quietly, and jogged down the corridor to take up his position in defense of the chillers. 
 
    The corridor in front of the offices proved a very effective choke point. Hoxha shot one of Ilic’s men who attempted to stand some distance away and throw a grenade in. A second grenade came in from the side, and bounced off the wall of the corridor. The big chiller doors were hastily pulled across, and it was they who took the brunt of the blast. The outside of the door ended up deeply pitted by shrapnel, but nothing came through the inner metal lining. 
 
    Then a demo charge took out a panel in the side of the chiller, opening up a hole more than a meter across. That was much more of a danger. One person had a broken arm from a piece of the wall, and another had a head wound. Others were bruised, or bloodied by pieces of the metal lining.  
 
    Costas had turned the lights off early on, anticipating Ilic’s men would cut the power anyway, and the defenders’ eyes were used to the semi-darkness. It meant the attackers couldn’t see in, but the villagers could see out. 
 
    Ilic’s men tried to clean out the chillers by firing through the hole in the wall from a number of angles at the same time. The attack forced the villagers into the corners. Then Hoxha worked his way across the back of the chillers on his stomach, deep in the darkness, taking down the attackers one by one. When he’d killed a half dozen, the rest fled to safer places. Still, he had taken tremendous risks to beat them back. 
 
    Costas put his hand on Hoxha’s shoulder, and murmured his thanks. They would have to take turns shutting down the attackers. Or was there another way? He eyed the ceiling, which was made of the same panels as the walls. It didn’t take long to wrestle a panel down and jam it across the hole. 
 
    Then Lazar got the call he’d been waiting for. He didn’t bother telling Maric the details. He just passed on the news that the withdrawal to a defensive position had worked. The problem now was keeping Ilic’s forces at bay.               
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 30 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Maric was back at the road block by the time he heard the battle for the chiller begin. He was on a slightly elevated position, and he could see troops clustering around the blocky, square shape just by the middle hanger. It was too big to be a house, and he figured it was the building Lazar had been talking about. 
 
    Shehu had restored the cordon round the treeline, and Radic had made the road block look like a road block again, with help from the rest of Maric’s team. The situation was now fairly good around the treeline, but things were getting difficult for the villagers quicker than Maric had expected. 
 
    As soon as he had a free moment he called Lazar. The news was better, and worse, than he had anticipated. 22 out of 26 villagers were safe in the chiller, but safe wasn’t exactly the right word. Maric would have to do something to take the heat off them, and soon.  
 
    He had something in mind to do that, but he didn’t get the chance to implement it straight away. A dull, flat beat grew in volume from the north-east, and Maric did some quick mental calculations about time and distance.  
 
    The battle had been going on for nearly three hours, long enough for Ilic to call in support from one of the rogue bases that still existed in this part of the world. The helicopter Maric could hear would be the result. The man must have very deep pockets, or perhaps his Russian backers did. It was another few minutes before the chopper burst over the fields around the village, coming in low. 
 
    It had been in contact with somebody on the ground, because the pilots knew what the layout of both sides was. It headed straight for the treeline where Shehu’s men had beaten back the earlier assault, and strafed the area thoroughly with machine gun fire. Maric wasn’t worried. All of Shehu’s men had good fallback positions. 
 
    The helicopter was another Russian Mil Mi-17, but it had all the extras that could possibly be added to a gunship. The dull plating Maric saw in places also suggested it had some of the alloy armor to be found on newer models. Ilic would be hiring this one by the hour, and Maric wondered if it was legitimate army stock, moonlighting on the side. 
 
    The machine turned lazily in the air, and slid over towards Maric’s position. Double puffs of smoke heralded a more powerful breed of missile. They closed on the rebuilt road block fast. Then the missiles blew a hole in the center of it with ease, knocking both the trucks aside. Damn, thought Maric, the heli is guiding them in, using radar. 
 
    As the machine lifted a little higher in the sky, a tiny trail of smoke left the treeline, and soared toward it. The pilot pushed his revs to maximum immediately, and dumped decoys in his wake. The SAM nearly made it through the twinkling clutter, and then there was a sharp crack of high-explosive, and it was gone. 
 
    Maric swore. That was the last of the SAMs. If his forces engaged the enemy now, rifle fire would give away their positions. That would be suicide when there was so much firepower on the Mi-17 above them. 
 
    The helicopter flew over the village, to cheers and a general noise of acclaim from Ilic’s forces. Then it moved on to the second road block, across the 4WD track, and cleared a way through that just as easily. Maric gave thanks that the chopper hadn’t sent missiles into the chiller. Perhaps it was too close to the hangers, and Ilic’s smuggling operation. 
 
    When it returned, the helicopter settled in front of the third hanger, the one now used as a storage room. The blades slowed, but the pilots kept the twin turbos running. They’re not planning a long stay, thought Maric. 
 
    Groups of men hurried to the side doors of the helicopter, and began to unload crates. Then they ferried them at speed through the hanger’s open doors. Ilic was bringing in supplies – and more powerful weapons, Maric didn’t doubt it.  
 
    The tall man had a decision to make. There was only one option open to him, but it would leave him with nothing for the end game.  
 
    Juric and two special force soldiers were in the barn. A group of Shehu’s men, those who were a little older, or not so useful in front line work, were waiting in the treeline at the point closest to the barn. They were there to provide covering fire. 
 
    Maric had intended to use the special forces soldiers to create a diversion, while more of Shehu’s men poured down from the treeline to establish a beachhead in the village. Now he would have to use those assets for another purpose. 
 
    “Juric, get ready to take that heli out,” he said over the open channel, already moving along the treeline. “Shehu, were going to need your men in the treeline opposite the barn to give covering fire. Let them know they’ll be needed.” 
 
    Maric was moving fast. He’d wanted to bring Radic and Tahi with him, but that would weaken the defenders at the main road block too much. He would just have to join up with Juric in the barn, somehow, and then the four of them would fight their way free. He was already thinking it was a long shot, but he had run out of choices.. 
 
    “In position,” said Juric. He had moved out of the barn to get a closer position to the heli. One of his men was covering him from the barn, the fallback position, and the other was behind him, watching his back. The two men were in among a rubbish heap of old vehicles, barrels, and spare parts, midway between the barn and the helicopter. 
 
    “You have a ‘go’ when you’re ready,” said Maric. “Exfil may be tricky. I’ll be with our KLA friends up on the treeline in another few minutes.” 
 
    Juric acknowledged, and then waited until his targets were where he wanted them to be. He couldn’t disable the helicopter with gunfire – it was too heavily armored in the right spots for that – but the machine couldn’t fly without its pilots. 
 
    Finally one of them was back in the cockpit, and the door was open. Juric took him with one shot, and then took a second shot when his head and shoulders sprawled out of the door. He put two more into what he could see of the controls inside. Hopefully the noise of the shots, or the sudden lack of activity from the pilot, wouldn’t be noticed with the turbos still spinning at speed. 
 
    The second pilot was talking to one of Ilic’s men just inside the large, sliding doors of the third hanger. Juric nailed him with the first shot, and had the time to put another bullet into the body as it lay sprawled across one of the crates. 
 
    That got noticed. The men carrying crates found their weapons in moments, and took cover wherever they could. Juric knew he didn’t have a lot of support in his current position, and he didn’t wait around. He and Cana worked their way back toward the barn. 
 
    The barricade came to the sides of the last hanger at this point, which was where the supplies were being stored. The barn, plus a few outbuildings, and piles of rubbish, lay outside the barricade. Once the hangar doors were closed and bolted, that side of the hangar became part of the defenses. But not at this moment. 
 
    When the troops around the helicopter realized they weren’t being shot at any more, they started moving up toward the barn. Maric had reached Shehu’s men in the treeline now, and he could see what was happening. He was also faced with a dilemma.  
 
    It was almost a kilometer from the trees to the nearest house, though it was a few hundred meters less to the barn. That was too far to send men who were going to be under fire the whole way. On the other hand, he couldn’t abandon some of his team to be overrun by Ilic’s men. But if he was to cross that gap, it had to be now, while Ilic’s men were still approaching the barn with caution. 
 
    “Juric, I’m coming in,” he said over the open channel. “When you get back to the barn, you’ll have to cover for me, so make it good. Shehu, I’m going to need more men along the treeline opposite the barn. Double what’s there already, and get them in position as fast as you can.” 
 
    He grabbed two of the fittest-looking of Shehu’s men, and told him what he wanted. They eyed the distance, and nodded.  
 
    “The rest of you,” he said, “will have to be the best sharpshooters you’ve ever been. I know it’s a long way to shoot with any sort of accuracy, but take your time and make every shot a good one. I don’t want Ilic’s men looking too closely at what the rest of us are doing.” 
 
    Close to twenty of Shehu’s men would be left along the treeline, and they took up sniper positions with care. Maric looked at the two men he had selected, and they gave a quick thumbs up to show they were ready. The three of them set off across the paddocks at a steady run, changing direction every few seconds and trying to use the folds in the land to hide them. 
 
    Up ahead, chips began to fly off anything that might have been cover for Ilic’s men. Juric sent Cana on to the barn, but stayed back himself. He came out of hiding to drop two of Ilic’s men when they were almost on him, and then disappeared again. It slowed the advancing force, as he intended, and made them more cautious. 
 
    They were almost at the barn when one of the men with Maric stumbled and fell. He dropped down beside him. The bullet had gone into his hip, and the pain was excruciating. He’d gone white, but voiced his determined to carry on. Maric eyed the distance to the back of the barn. His body armor would protect him from most things, but the others were taking a big risk. 
 
    “Do it!” gasped the wounded man, and Maric took the cloth hat off the man’s head and shoved it between his teeth. Next they lifted him onto his good leg, and made the best speed they could for the barn. Cana saw them coming, and kicked a couple of planks off the back wall to make an entrance.  
 
    Then they were inside the barn, and could stop for a much needed breath. They dropped the wounded man into a more comfortable position. He was shaking. Juric slapped some plastic skin on the wound and strapped a bandage across it. The bullet was still in there, but there was nothing else he could do right now. Then he gave the man a shot of morphine. 
 
    “No sign of them pulling back out front?” said Maric, and the other special force soldier shook his head. Then Juric arrived through the side door. 
 
    “I think we stirred up a hornet’s nest,” he said grimly. 
 
    “Shehu’s got more men closing on the treeline behind us,” said Maric. Then they looked at each other, and both shook their heads. No one was going to cross those paddocks once Ilic’s men got set up properly. That left the group in the barn heavily outnumbered, with one of them badly wounded. 
 
    Then Maric heard a new sound start up. Even inside the hanger, he knew what it was. Then two strange toad-like vehicles drove out of the hanger and went left and right. They were old armored carriers, and nothing Maric’s team had would have any effect on them. They joined the advancing troops that were closing the net around the barn.  
 
    At the same time, the attack on the front of the old building intensified. A grenade smashed open boards along the front, and sunshine streamed in. Then the steady mutter of RPK machine guns, mounted on the carriers, began to cut holes in the walls on either side of the barn. 
 
    “What are those things?” said Juric, and Maric had to smile. The Croatian special force soldier was curious to the last. 
 
    “An early version of the Russian BTR armored carriers,” he replied evenly. “I thought they went out of use in the 1980s, but you can find anything on the weapons market.” 
 
    “Situation not look so good,” said Cana, from one side of the barn. 
 
    The tall man had to agree. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 31 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Then Shehu was jabbering something on the open channel. His English deteriorated when he got excited, and it took Maric a while to understand him. 
 
    “My son is coming! My son is coming! This is what I say to you. He is metallic, and he fix anything! I promise this!” 
 
    Maric figured that Shehu’s son was a mechanic, but that didn’t help him understand what was going on. Then there was a burst of background noise on the open channel, as men around Shehu started shouting something. 
 
    It was Lami who first shed some light on the situation. There was a torrent of Albanian, and then his translator came on the line. 
 
    “There’s another helicopter coming in from the east,” he said. “It’s going to cross the treeline, not far from our position.” 
 
    That meant the road block on the 4WD track, and Maric moved to the closest side of the barn, trying to pick up some noise from that direction. Finally he heard it, a soft whump, whump that he had only ever heard in old newsreels. If he was right, someone was flying a Huey troopship from the time of the Vietnam war. 
 
    Then he spotted the machine leaving the forest, and coming in over the paddocks. Ilic’s men refocused their attention on it, and Maric saw cracks appear in one of the front windshields as bullets hit it. The Hueys had been built with aluminum bodies and no armor. It was a brave attempt by Shehu’s son, but Maric didn’t expect the helicopter to last long. 
 
    Then he saw the line of rifle barrels lining the open doors on both sides. That was the reason the Huey was so low. It was at its full carrying capacity.  
 
    The first volley from the helicopter sent the attackers in front of the barn scurrying for cover, and then some rapid firing cleared the barricades on the nearest side of the village. There was nowhere to hide when the bullets came from above.  
 
    Then there was a lull, and when the rifles opened up again, they sounded different. The armored carrier east of the barn was closest to the Huey, and it came under heavy fire. Then Maric realized the bullets weren’t ricocheting off the cladding, as they normally would. 
 
    Goddamn! Shehu must have got some armor-piercing bullets from somewhere, and they would have no trouble piercing the armor plating on the old BTRs. The KLA commander must have realized his son, and whoever was with him, would be terribly exposed. The new bullets were certainly evening up the odds! 
 
    The armored carrier jerked to a stop. Then the rain of armor-piercing bullets targeted the engine. They slammed through the armored hood and ripped apart the wiring, going on to destroy most of the fragile components around the motor. Ilic wouldn’t be resurrecting the vehicle in a hurry. 
 
    The Huey roared across the top of the barn, and the carrier on the other side of it came under fire. By now, though, Ilic had sent more men to the barn side of the village, and the Huey was coming under heavier fire. A couple of machine guns on the ground inside the village started up, but they were quickly silenced by rifle fire from above. 
 
    It was a remarkable showing, thought Maric, but it was clear the Huey wouldn’t last forever. What he had to work out was how to make the sudden change in the situation work for him. Was it possible to turn things around, and snatch victory from the jaws of defeat? 
 
    “Shehu,” he barked, “how many men have you got on the treeline above the barn?” 
 
    “The reinforcements you requested have just arrived,” said Shehu. “That gives you almost fifty fighters there, but you’ll need half of those to cover the others if you want a frontal attack from that side. What did you have in mind?” 
 
    Maric didn’t get a chance to answer the question, because Lazar burst onto the open channel. His appearance there wasn’t entirely unexpected. Civilians didn’t have the discipline of army personnel, and they usually wanted to know everything that was going on. Which often got them killed. Most of the villagers in the chiller were young, and very few had any military training.  
 
    Whatever the reason, they weren’t prepared to stay out of the fight any longer. 
 
    “We want to help,” said Lazar. “Tell us when you want us, and where. We’ve got six of our people, those with the most experience, who want to volunteer!” 
 
    Maric swore under his breath. He didn’t doubt their commitment, but they were going to get themselves killed. Then he had an idea. 
 
    “Radic, are either of the troop carriers still operational?” he said. 
 
    There was a brief wait while Radic left the trees and checked the trucks in the road block. Then Maric heard an engine start over the open channel. 
 
    “One’s totaled, one still goes,” said Radic. 
 
    “Good,” said Maric. “Is there a spot in the barricade you might be able to drive the truck through? The civilians in the chiller are going to join the fight, whether I want them to or not, and they’re going to need help. I need you there to stop them getting themselves killed. 
 
    “If you take the rest of the team with you, I’ll get Shehu to send a force to the road block. We’re thin everywhere around the treeline now, but I think Ilic’s too busy defending the village to worry about starting a fight outside it.” 
 
    There was a delay while Radic discussed the plan with Tahi, and Gjoni and his hunters, and then Behar and the freed workers. 
 
    “There’s a spot between two of the houses that has a stout fence across it,” said Radic at last, “and they’ve parked a couple of vehicles behind it for more cover. 
 
    “If we hit that part of the barricade at speed we should blow straight through. It’s better than where they’ve just piled up rubbish. That could jam under the truck and beach us, or rip a wheel off. 
 
    “It should be a clear run to the chiller once we’re through.” 
 
    “Get ready,” said Maric, “but wait until I give the word. We should be able to provide a diversion for you.” 
 
    Radic acknowledged, and set about loading the men on the truck. Maric turned to Juric. “Get all that?” he said.  
 
    Juric nodded. He saw parts of the plan, but he didn’t yet see how Maric was going to bring them all together. 
 
    “Take the others and rip up anything light colored you can find in the barn,” said the tall man. “Put an H sign 100 meters back toward the treeline. You should be safe enough at the moment, Ilic’s people are keeping their heads down.” 
 
    “You want the helicopter to touch down behind us,” said Juric, getting the idea. 
 
    “If it lasts that long,” said Maric. “So you’d better get a move on!” 
 
    The trickiest part of the plan would go to Shehu’s old KLA soldiers. It was a long way from the safety of the treeline to the barn, but it had to be done if Maric’s army was to establish a beachhead. He put the idea to Shehu, to see what he thought. 
 
    “You’ve looked after us so far,” said Shehu. “Casualties are light. But the big thing for us is to see this finished, Lieutenant Colonel. It’s going to gnaw at us for the rest of our lives if we don’t stop Ilic now. You don’t want the north of Kosovo full of depressed and angry old men do you?” 
 
    Maric didn’t know whether to laugh or not. Shehu had never given him his full rank before – except when they first met. There was also a lot of truth in his words. These old soldiers needed to see this operation finished. War was one thing, but what Ilic did to civilian populations was something else. It was something they had to do their part in eradicating, or die trying. 
 
    In the end Maric just told Shehu how much he appreciated the support of the KLA soldiers. 
 
    “Chopper’s going down!” called Cana from the side of the barn. Maric hurried over to Cana’s position beside a gap in the boards. He saw the tell-tale smoke from the engine himself, and then the machine started a slow 360 degree spin. 
 
    Moments later it stabilized, and stuttered across the barn toward the field behind it. Maric hoped Juric had his giant H laid out on the ground, and the pilot had recognized the attempt to help. 
 
    “The Huey’s got no armor,” said Maric, as Cana came up beside him. “We need to get something out in front of it once it’s down, maybe that old hay cart.” 
 
    The hay cart had been improvised out of the old and the new, as happened in a lot of places round the world where GDP was minimal. It had a sturdy deck, and wooden wheels at the back, but an old car axle and tires had been fitted to the front. A triangular arrangement led out from the axle, which was pivoted in the middle. When the animal, or human, motive power turned, the axle and wheels followed it. 
 
    Cana punched a bigger hole in the back wall, and the two men were just starting to emerge with the cart when Juric arrived back from guiding the helicopter down. 
 
    “You want an outpost behind us?” he said, as he added his weight to the task. 
 
    “I want a second firing position so the barn can’t be outflanked,” said Maric, clarifying his intent. 
 
    “There are plenty of wounded on the chopper,” said Juric grimly. “You’re asking a lot of them if you want them to hold that position.” 
 
    Maric pushed his anger down. A leader had to be calm at all times, and believe in his battle plan. He didn’t like the current situation any more than Juric did, and it hurt to be reminded of the price others were paying. 
 
    “Shehu’s men will be working their way down from the treeline in a moment,” he said, “and that should take the heat off the boys in the chopper.” 
 
    Juric knew enough to stay quiet. Maric had one of the best brains in this business, but he couldn’t be expected to stop and explain what he was doing in the middle of a God-all-mighty firefight. 
 
    “The wounded have a better chance of living if we can pull this off,” Maric added, when Juric didn’t say any more. “I don’t like their chances if the outlaw plague overruns them.” 
 
    Juric looked across quizzically. “Ilic’s animals,” clarified Maric. 
 
    The three men got the hay cart turned on its side in front of the downed Huey, and then the fire from the barricade got a little too hot. Shehu’s men along the treeline were still laying down fire, keeping it slow, and accurate, as Maric had asked. But now the barn had gone silent, and that was making Ilic’s forces bolder. 
 
    Shehu’s son was barely 25, but he had survived the flight, and the crash, and looked grimly determined to carry on. Maric explained what he wanted the chopper men to do. They were all young, but they didn’t look like they would run from a fight – if it was for the right reason. Several had been wounded, and two looked like they weren’t going to make it to Maric’s experienced eye. One of the crew was applying first aid, and he looked competent, so Maric left it at that. 
 
    “I’m sorry to ask this of you,” said Maric, “but I need you to hold your position at the chopper while my men hold the barn. It’s going to get hot for a while. Do you understand?” The young man understood. 
 
    Once back at the barn, Maric launched the rest of his plan. 
 
    “Shehu,” he said, over the open channel, “I want your men to work their way down from the treeline to the barn. Drop some off to reinforce the helicopter when you get close enough. Tell your men to cover each other and move up in short bursts. You know the drill. It’s not going to be healthy out there.” 
 
    “It’s street fighting without the streets,” said Shehu breezily. “You can count on us.” 
 
    Maric was certain Shehu could, but he wanted some of the weapons manning the barricade directed elsewhere during the process. 
 
    “Radic,” he said, “you’re good to go. There will be some covering fire from the chiller, so stay alert for it.” 
 
    “On my way,” said Radic, and Maric heard the big diesel pick up revs. 
 
    “Lazar,” he said, “did you get that? Stay out of sight until the truck is approaching the barricade, then take the heat off it.” 
 
    Lazar acknowledged, and then Maric only had the barn to worry about. He had four special forces soldiers, including himself, with one of Shehu’s soldiers ready to fight and one wounded. It wasn’t a lot. He placed the men carefully, considering lines of fire and where the good cover was. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 32 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    The troop carrier picked up speed. It had been an impressive piece of modern design once, with a multitude of purposes and good protection for its occupants. It had also been capable of a covering ground quickly. 
 
    Now Radic was having difficulty coaxing it into fourth gear, and they were traveling at no more than 30 kph – if the dial was accurate after the hammering the carrier had received. There was a gentle slope down to the village, and Radic was going to need every bit of gravity assisted speed he could get. 
 
    Tahi kicked out what remained of the windshield, and got down on the floor so he could fire over the plastic top above the dashboard. One of Gjoni’s men took up the rest of the cab, and he followed Tahi’s lead. They were the best shots of the team, and it was their job to soften up the defensive line at the barricade.  
 
    Radic remained painfully exposed as the driver, but his body armor would hopefully give him the protection he needed. He wondered if his luck would be in today, and then decided he didn’t want to think about things like that. 
 
    The rest of Gjoni’s men were standing in the back of the truck, hard up against the cab. They would be shooting over the top of it, starting soon. Their hunting experience made them deadly shots, but the carrier was moving, and they were limited to one bullet at a time.  
 
    Behar and the workers with him were hanging on wherever they could, and that wasn’t an easy task. The back of the truck was missing most of one side, and half of the other. There were several large holes in the floor and the tailgate had disappeared at some point. Then Radic found fourth, and pushed the accelerator to the floor. Now it was even harder for those in the back to hang on. 
 
    Radic was riding higher in the cab than the others, and he was the first to notice the figures streaming down from the treeline on the other side of the village. The hangers obscured the view on his right, but he could see half of what was going on.  
 
    Just when he was beginning to think the moving figures had taken on a suicide run, those at the front flopped to the ground and began to lay down covering fire across the barricade ahead of them. The others ran past them, until they in turn dropped to provide covering fire. Radic saw how exposed the distant figures were, and realized it was time for the truck to draw some of that gunfire away from them. 
 
    “Make as much noise as you can, boys!” he yelled, and leaned on the horn. He was surprised when the damn thing actually worked. Gjoni thumped on the partition behind him, and a volley erupted from directly behind the cab. Then the AK-74s of Behar and his men began to fire long bursts from their precarious positions along the sides. It certainly got the attention of the men defending the barricades. Several small knots of men began to run across the village to fortify the side facing the truck. 
 
    “Thought you were headed for that tall fence at the end of the street,” said Tahi, as he tried to overcome the erratic bouncing of the truck to place his shots to good effect. 
 
    “Don’t want to give the game away until the last minute,” shouted Radic over the roar of the motor. “We’re not exactly armor plated up here in the front, and I want to give them a moving target. You’ll see what I’ve got in mind in a minute.” 
 
    It was a lot easier shooting at the bouncing truck from the barricade than trying to shoot from inside it. The cab soon became a dangerous place to be, and the two men behind the dashboard put their heads down. Radic took a couple of bullets on his body armor, and they stung like hell. Then he decided that was enough punishment for one day, and swung the back end of the truck out. 
 
    They were moving across the face of the barricade now, headed in toward the fence that would be their eventual target. The deception worked, and Radic could see figures running back to get around the houses and down to the tall fence with the cars behind it. There were a lot less bullets finding the cab, and that was appreciated by the men inside it. 
 
    Then Radic saw one of the running figures drop, and moments later another. He didn’t think it was any of the shooters on the truck, not with it bouncing around like it was. Moments later he saw flashes of gunfire from a position along the top end of the village. Someone inside the barricade was giving them a hand, and it had to be Lazar and his volunteers from the chiller. They were providing covering fire from the other side of the barricade. 
 
    “Hang on!” he bellowed to the men on the back of the truck, which was quite unnecessary. They could all see the houses looming ahead of them and knew they would hit the fence soon. Then the truck hit the fence hard. There was an explosion of noise as the wood in the fence gave way in a dozen places at once, and then an almighty jolt that shook them all.  
 
    The battered troop carrier hadn’t been going as fast as Radic wanted, and shunting the cars aside had taken much of its speed. Then the diesel motor roared as it picked up speed again, and the vehicles scraped past the truck on either side. At least they were still moving. 
 
    The handful of Ilic’s men that had been defending the fence had moved away from the barricade when they saw the carrier intended to ram it. Now they got the worst of the exchange as Behar and his men opened up on them from either side of the vehicle. 
 
    The carrier lumbered across a street, which was no more than a few inches of gravel over clay, and turned between two houses. It was the most direct route to the chiller. A smaller fence separated the two houses from the next street over, and it collapsed under the front wheels of the truck. Then Lazar and his small force came out of the shadows to run alongside them. 
 
    The shooters on the back of the truck now covered for the villagers, as Radic kept the speed of the truck down to a fast jog. The concentrated fire from the back of the truck managed to keep most of the enemy heads down. Still, it was a breathless hundred meter sprint before they arrived outside the chiller.  
 
    The truck turned in at an angle to the chiller to give them cover from Ilic’s troops, who were coming up through the village. Moments later all the passengers had hit the ground. 
 
    “Form a defensive perimeter,” said Radic sharply, and his team scattered to obey. Then he turned to the small group that had come to help them through the barricade. 
 
    “Which one of you is Lazar?” he said, and one of the figures in the front row lifted a finger. 
 
    “Get your people ready to move out,” he said tersely. “We may have to move fast, and we may be under fire. No baggage, nothing that will slow them down, understand?” 
 
    Lazar nodded. None of the villagers had brought anything with them anyway. They hadn’t anticipated a march.  
 
    “Anyone with injuries, anyone who can’t run?” said Radic, and Lazar shook his head. One man had been killed by a stray bullet, but the body could stay in the chiller. If the battle was decided the way they hoped, the villagers would come back for him later.  
 
    One woman pushed her way through the others blocking the entrance to the chiller, and ran to Behar. They wrapped their arms around each other as if it was a miracle to see each together again. It had to be Mirjana. She looked decidedly pregnant, but judging by the way she had just run, not enough to slow the villagers down. 
 
    There would be other reunions if Radic didn’t step in. Many of the so-called ‘troublemakers’ relegated to the underground lab would have partners in the chiller. But the villagers weren’t in the clear yet, and a lack of discipline would get people killed. 
 
    “Later, Behar,” he said quickly. “Go in there and tell the others to clamp down on their emotions. Maybe we’ll have time when we’re safely inside one of the hangers.” 
 
    Behar gently disengaged himself from Mirjana. They went to talk to the other villagers. 
 
    Radic turned away so he could concentrate on his helmet mike. 
 
    “Maric,” he said. “I’m at the chiller. Minor injuries here, no one needing evac. I saw Shehu’s people advancing from the treeline. What do you want us to do?” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet,” said Maric. “Shehu’s advance has stalled. His men are bunching up behind the hay cart and helicopter we set up not far from the barn. We’re only just holding on at the barn, and Novak’s been hit.  
 
    “His right arm is out of commission, and he can’t use his left with any degree of accuracy. I’ve got him on lookout. He’s as high up as we can get him inside one of the side walls. 
 
    “I think Ilic’s men know this is the final showdown. If they can throw us back from the barricades now, we won’t be able to afford the ammunition or heavy weapons we would need to try again. On the other hand, Ilic should be able to scare up more reinforcements in a few days. Then the balance would tip against us.” 
 
    Radic understood. He felt for Novak. None of the special forces people liked to be sidelined. His body armor didn’t cover his arms, or his legs below a certain point, and he had just been unlucky.  
 
    Then Radic saw what had to be done, and wondered why Maric hadn’t trusted him with the job. It felt like he was being relegated to the ‘B’ team, and that hurt. 
 
    “You’re taking all the heat out there,” he said abruptly, “now the truck’s inside the barricade and there’s no second front. We have to take the hangers, especially the last one by the barn, and join up with you across the barricade. Then we’ll have a beachhead inside the village.” 
 
    He paused for breath. “You’re not asking me to do it because I bailed out of special forces training, and you think I’ll fail.” 
 
    There was another, longer, pause. It took guts to challenge your commanding officer, and on an open channel. Maric let him talk. 
 
    “I’ve learned more from you on this operation,” said Radic, “than I ever would in a battery of specially designed tests that don’t give me a chance to show my strengths. I’ll never be any good with strategy, like you, but I have more than enough practical skills to be in special forces!” 
 
    It was a very good speech, and Maric wondered if there was any truth in it. The fact he hadn’t thought up the plan Radic had just rattled off suggested there might be. The only problem was what to do with the civilians, at least the ones that were unarmed, while all this was going on. 
 
    He didn’t like the solution when it came to him, but he knew it was the only one possible. The villagers would unquestioningly share the same risks as the soldiers. As Vinski had said, they would make a break for freedom gladly, as long as they thought there was a chance of success. 
 
    “Set up a safe zone for non-combatants inside the last hangar,” said Maric. “You should find enough material for reasonable fortifications once you’re inside. Use the troop carrier to take out a side wall and gain entrance. Make a clean break next to a corner, so you limit incoming fire to two sides only.” 
 
    “We have enough weapons to cover a withdrawal from the chiller,” said Radic quickly. “Lazar’s brought in six more people with experience, and some of their rifles are semi-automatic.” 
 
    “Most of your force will be tied up protecting the safe zone,” continued Maric, “but once that’s established you can lead a small team across to the main door of the third hanger. That’s the one that leads to the outside. It’s a way in through the barricade, and it’s the key to taking the village. 
 
    “Once you’re in position, I’ll lead an attack on the hanger door from this side. We’re going to need to be perfectly coordinated. Do you think you can handle that, trainee Radic?” 
 
    “Yessir! Absolutely, Sir!” said Radic sharply, and Maric could almost see the grin on his face. He’d given Radic his chance, and he hoped both of them didn’t come to regret it. Now they had to live through the next twenty minutes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 33 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t that far to the third hanger from the chiller, but Ilic’s troops were moving up now. They’d occupied houses on the edge of the village, where the hangers started, and some were working their way along the barricades behind the chiller. Then one of the pickup trucks burst onto the scene, heading straight down a short avenue toward the troop carrier. It had soldiers on the back, and their automatic rifles were blazing. 
 
    Radic nailed the driver with his first two shots, and the truck swerved right and overturned. Two of the men on the back were killed by the special force soldiers as they scrambled to their feet, and that left three trapped behind the truck. Gjoni took out one of them as he popped up to sweep the defenders with automatic fire. The last two made a run for the nearest house, and one of them was lucky enough to make it. 
 
    Ilic’s men had quickly learned how accurate the defenders’ rifle fire was. On the other hand, anyone leaving the protected position behind the truck, would soon be in trouble. It was a stalemate. 
 
    “Get your people ready to follow the troop carrier,” said Radic, and Lazar nodded. “One of Gjoni’s men will be driving it. Tell him to start the engine when you get my signal over the open channel. Got that?” 
 
    Lazar voiced his understanding, and then Radic and Tahi slipped past the chiller door going in the opposite direction. There was a narrow defile between the chiller and the second hanger, and some of Behar’s men had been keeping an eye on it. It was too much like a shooting gallery for Ilic’s men to try coming in that way. Behar confirmed he hadn’t seen enemy troops around the other end of it for a while. 
 
    Radic looked at Tahi. He was going to have to rely on the new recruit. Radic would be the front man, and Tahi would be his wing man. Radic was going to get very busy one on one, and Tahi had the job of picking out the enemy shooters in the shadows. Tahi nodded. He was ready. 
 
    Radic ghosted down the long alleyway. Tahi dropped to one knee and kept his telescopic sights on the corner ahead of his front man. Radic reached the end of the alleyway without incident, and took advantage of a burst of fire around the troop carrier to head left, away from the action. Tahi cursed, and sprinted up to the end of the alley. He hadn’t anticipated that. 
 
    Where the hell was Radic? He waited a long minute and a half before he saw a shape easing toward him between two houses at the edge of the village. Radic slid into a side door on one of the houses, and then there was movement in a front window. Tahi saw a figure that had been motionless slide to the ground. 
 
    He’d almost missed that one. Tahi wiped his eyes, and concentrated harder. Radic came out of a window on the other side of the house. Moments later he closed on two of the attackers who were sheltering behind a rain barrel at the front corner of the house. The first one went down immediately Radic struck, but the second one made a fight of it. 
 
    Tahi was distracted by the fact Radic seemed to be having trouble, and almost missed the shooter who came around the back of the house. The man took his time aiming his rifle, not wanting to hit his comrade. Tahi nailed him before his shot rang out. 
 
    Radic dealt with the second man, and lifted a hand to acknowledge Tahi’s help. Then he was gone again, and Tahi couldn’t see where he was. When his front man surfaced again, he was a vague shape behind a window. He was looking down the avenue toward the troop carrier, and he was right in among the attackers. 
 
    Tahi knew what that meant. Radic would create a diversion soon, so right now he’d be on the open channel telling Lazar to get ready. It wouldn’t be long before the carrier headed for the third hanger. Tahi checked around the corner of the chiller with a small mirror attachment, and saw two attackers he thought he could neutralize before anyone worked out where he was.  
 
    Then Radic eased the window of the house open, and opened up on Ilic’s men through the narrow slit he’d made. He was steady with his shots, and methodical. No one knew where he was at first, and several men fell in rapid succession.  
 
    Tahi brought his carbine around the corner of the chiller at the sound of the first shot, and took the two definite kills he knew he could get. Then he saw movement as a side door opened on one of the houses, and he took the first man out cleanly, center of mass. The second retreated in a panic. 
 
    Then Radic wasn’t shooting any more, and the truck had roared into life. Tahi ceased fire. He didn’t want to bring attention to the alleyway. It was Radic’s escape route. He had to wait almost a minute before his front man sprinted from the nearest house to the alley. That started everyone shooting at them. Then Ilic’s men had other things to worry about. 
 
    The troop carrier was moving, pulling away from the chiller, and the rate of fire on both sides increased. Radic pointed back down the alley, and the two men put in an impressive sprint to the other end. 
 
    The truck was now fifty meters ahead of them, and the villagers were on the other side of it, where they were safest. Some of the defending fire was coming from the back of the truck, but many of Radic’s men were walking beside it. At least where they had some cover. It was an orderly retreat, and the accuracy of the fire kept Ilic’s men from gaining too much ground. 
 
    Then Radic saw one of the men on the back of the truck collapse. He hit the side of the deck and fell to the ground. Others quickly picked him up and ferried him ahead to the villagers, who carried him on. As far as Radic could see he was still alive. Then the two men moved across the entrance to the chiller, and stopped at the corner the truck had just left from.  
 
    They waited for the attackers to move up after the truck, using whatever cover they could. When Radic judged the damage they could inflict on the attackers was greater than the risks of running to catch up with the truck, they opened fire. 
 
    Two, then three, of the attackers fell, but almost immediately the corner of the chiller became a universal target. Radic could feel the wall tremble as the building was struck continuously, and then a section of it disintegrated, as if a giant bite had been taken out of it.  
 
    A grenade landed on the other side of the chiller, which did them no harm when it exploded, and then one landed in front of them. Radic actually blocked it with his feet, as if he was playing soccer. He turned and scooped it into the air with his boot. It was at the top of its arc when it detonated, and a piece of shrapnel sliced along the side of his body armor. 
 
    “I think we’ve overcooked this one,” said Tahi, and Radic had to agree. The gap to the truck had opened out to a hundred meters, and it was fast approaching the third hanger. There were calls from the truck now, urging them to hurry, and then Radic remembered something. 
 
    “Hold them back,” he said, and gave Tahi his last grenade. Moments later he disappeared into the chiller. Radic’s wing man looked at the grenade, and checked the last magazine in his ammunition belt. He shrugged. There was nothing wrong with dying trying to make a difference. 
 
    He slammed the rifle around the corner of the chiller and emptied it into the nearest house on full auto. The attackers scrambled back, retreating around the side of the building. Tahi thought he’d hit one or two, but they hadn’t fallen.  
 
    The sudden retreat had at least concentrated them in one place, and he lobbed Radic’s grenade across the avenue, over the corner of the house, and down into the space beside it. It was a perfect throw, and a long one. Tahi was slightly put out that no one had seen his athletic artistry, if he was about to die. Then the grenade detonated, and very few of that group made it out of the confined space. 
 
    Moments later Radic was back beside him. He was dragging a ceiling panel from the chiller. 
 
    “Lazar told me the villagers wrestled one of these down to block the hole Ilic’s men made in the side of the chiller. What do you think?” 
 
    A smile creased Tahi’s face. “I think I owe you a lifetime’s worth of beers,” he said, as they dug some of the insulation out along the sides so they could get a good grip of the awkward rectangle. It was quarter inch soft steel either side with a hundred mil of insulation foam in between. It would stop anything short of armor-piercing bullets. 
 
    Then they were walking backward, holding the panel top and sides to protect themselves from the sudden onslaught when the attackers caught sight of them. The panel came above their heads and below their knees, and it must have been two meters across. They had too much to do holding it steady to try and fire back. The incoming fire was heavy.  
 
    They had to rely on the weapons fire from the troop carrier to take some of the heat off them, and that opened up with a vengeance once the others saw what Radic and Tahi were trying to do. 
 
    Despite the help from their friends, the panel continued to buck violently in their grasp. Radic motioned Tahi to put it down while they crouched behind it. He knew what they were up against. An AK 74 bullet had around 4300 Joules of energy when it hit. The fastest cricket ball had only 160 Joules. It was part of special force training to know these things. 
 
    When a bullet hit a body, most of the force was lost making mincemeat of what it hit. That was called energy of deformation. There was very little deformation as the bullets hit the panel. The two men were being pounded by a continuous barrage of very fast cricket balls. 
 
    Then the assault lessened, and it looked like the battle was once again between the attackers and the troop carrier. Radic signed Tahi to pick up his end of the rectangle, and the two men backed away from the chiller as fast as they could. Moments later there was the tearing sound of a corrugated iron wall giving way, and the truck was smashing its way into hanger number three. 
 
    The collision point was near a corner, as Maric had instructed, and they were fortunate the area behind it was empty. It seemed little had been stored in this hanger, with most of the activity focused on the first two. That was where the villagers had been forced to help Ilic with his smuggling operation. 
 
    The lack of material also made it difficult to create a fortification. Gjoni and Lazar had the truck backed into the corner when Radic and Tahi arrived. It took most of their people to turn the vehicle on its side, but at least the deck of the truck was now blocking the hole they’d made in the wall. 
 
    The combination of special forces, hunters and villagers had the run of the hanger for the moment, and Radic set up firing lines to discourage Ilic’s troops from getting too close. The villagers worked quickly to set up a safe area, but it was barely big enough for them all. But it would have to do. They would make the best of it, so they settled in and kept their heads down. 
 
    Leaving half the armed defenders to discourage Ilic’s troops, Radic took the other half to the big sliding doors in the side wall. The doors were locked, but they wouldn’t be for long. Tahi was already sliding an iron bar through the locking mechanism. 
 
    Maric was in a barn seventy meters on the other side of that door, and it was time to make a plan. 
 
    “SitRep, ten armed at safe zone hanger three, and eight armed inside main doors,” said Radic, on the open channel. “Doors now unlocked. Must be fifty hostiles closing on us fast. I hope you’ve got a plan!” 
 
    The tall man did, indeed, have a plan.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 34 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    The way out of the hanger toward the village, opposite the large sliding doors, had been built facing the prevailing weather. One long room had been attached to the outside wall for all-weather gear, with an entrance at the end of it next to the side wall of the hanger. It reminded Radic of a long airlock, and it was a great choke point. 
 
    He sent most of his defenders there, and they were needed. The incoming rifle fire was building steadily, and a grenade would blow a hole in the hanger wall sooner or later. It was time for Radic to provide a diversion, and he didn’t have long left to do that.  
 
    The one thing the special force team did have was aviation fuel, kept in drums for the helicopters. Tahi and Gjoni were already filling whatever containers they could find with the stuff. It wasn’t long before Radic and Tahi were at the other end of the side wall from the truck and the hole in the wall. Everything had to happen at speed now, and the two men levered at the corrugated iron feverishly to make a hole big enough to squeeze through. 
 
    Radic lifted his arm above his head when they were done, and a lookout at the long all-weather room saw the signal. The windows had been shot out of the room at the start of the engagement, and the defenders intensified their return fire through the gaping holes. A few of them also found good positions shooting past the upturned truck, and together the two firing points set the attacking forces back for the moment. 
 
    The two special forces soldiers covered the ground to the next hanger at speed, and that wasn’t easy with an assortment of plastic containers bumping against their legs. Bullets kicked up dirt in their tracks, but they were already around the corner of the next hanger and out of sight. 
 
    The new position left them exposed to fire from the village, but the rest of Ilic’s men were spread out along the barricades. The two men hadn’t been noticed, for now. Tahi was getting good at punching holes through the hanger walls, and he popped the last few screws down to the ground along a join in the iron. 
 
    It took effort, but he folded a triangular piece of the metal sheeting back enough for a body to squirm through. Moments later they were inside the hanger. Radic raised his head cautiously over a pile of cardboard boxes that barred his way.  
 
    There were two of Ilic’s men half way across the hanger, and they were arguing about something. They didn’t have rifles with them, which was odd. Radic figured they were rats, working out how to desert the sinking ship. If they could take some high-value merchandise with them, it would be a huge bonus.  
 
    He unlooped two plastic containers from his ammunition belt, and placed them quietly on the concrete floor. Then he signaled for Tahi to cover him, and disappeared along the wall of boxes.  
 
    Tahi waited anxiously, only too aware of the escalating sounds of violence outside the hanger. They needed to get this diversion underway, and soon. 
 
    Something arced over the heads of the two men arguing in the middle of the hanger, and landed on a long worktable behind them. They turned to see what it was, and Radic rose up silently like a wraith to one side. He got both of them before they knew what was happening, and then he beckoned Tahi over. They got to work. 
 
    “Look at this!” he said incredulously, as they poured aviation fuel in all directions. “Knock offs with brand names on them, and fancy looking cardboard boxes with ‘made in EC’ on the sides. The cheek of the prick!” 
 
    There were dozens of work stations, with the same long worktables. Far more than there were villagers. Radic guessed Ilic made up orders for his black market retailers as they came in. There was no sign of drugs being broken down for on selling, so he figured that was done in the first hanger. It didn’t really matter. Maric wanted a diversion as soon as possible, and by God they were going to give him one. 
 
    The fire spread quickly, and the amount of plastic lying around produced thick, black smoke within minutes. Radic and Tahi were back in the third hanger when they heard shouts as Ilic’s men noticed the blaze. The hanger they had just set fire to was leaking smoke everywhere.  
 
    A number of troops around the village rushed off to try and save what they could, and that lessened the number of defenders along the barricades. It was exactly what Maric had wanted, and Radic turned to Tahi with a wolf-like grin. 
 
    “Now for the hard part,” he said. “I hope you’re a paid up God-fearing man, because we’re going to need all the help we can get!” He turned away to activate his mike. Then he let Maric know what they were going to do next. 
 
    The two men slipped through a join they opened up near a corner  of the hanger, and found themselves out in no man’s land. The troops at the barricades would have to look sideways along their own fortifications to see the men suddenly appear, and they were unlikely to do that. The troops’ attention was on the barn, and beyond it the downed helicopter. The two sides were exchanging sporadic fire, trying to get in a lucky shot. 
 
    Radic was stuffing rags into the mouths of the containers when he heard the long whoosh and explosive report of an RPG in flight. Dammit! He realized that he and Tahi had run out of time. Ilic’s forces would overrun the villagers in short order if they now had these heavy duty weapons.  
 
    Another long whoosh ended in the scream of tortured metal, and Radic knew the attackers had breached the wall of the hanger. If that happened, Gjoni and Lazar would fall back with their people to defend the safe zone, but they’d only be able to repel the enemy forces for so long. 
 
    Tahi lit the impromptu wicks and handed the containers to him. Radic lobbed them high, and they smashed down on the vehicles and hasty wooden fences that made up the barricade. The first three were glass, a lucky find, and two of those smashed on impact. Fireballs erupted wherever the aviation fuel touched. The rest of the missiles were plastic containers, all that the men had. They hoped that some of them would spill their contents, or burn through, and add their fuel to the blaze. 
 
    Two points along the barricade were burning properly now, where the fires had found something else that would add to the flames. The blaze provided cover for the two special forces men as they took up positions at the end of the hanger. They took out all the defenders who were close at hand, and then the petrol tank on one of the cars caught with a muffled thump.  
 
    Ilic’s men pulled back along the barricade, away from the flames, and the new threat from the corner of the barn. Then they discovered something equally dangerous. Maric’s team from the barn had quietly  moved up to new positions as they waited for Radic and Tahi to make an appearance. Now they made the most of the confusion among the troops along the barricade to pick off more of the men. 
 
    The first of Shehu’s men arrived at the hanger doors moments after Maric’s team opened up in earnest. Now the gunfire from the barricades had dropped off, they’d come up fast from their positions behind the helicopter. It took a moment for them to slide the huge doors back, and then they flooded into the hanger itself. The intrusion was just in time. Ilic’s men had taken control of the hole blasted in the far wall by the RPG, and the safe zone was getting a hammering. 
 
    The sudden arrival of Shehu’s men redressed the balance, and then a small core of the old KLA fighters got inside the long all-weather room. It didn’t take them long to decimate the troops firing in through the hole in the wall. Then Ilic’s men were in full retreat, leaving several of their number stretched on the ground behind them. 
 
    The defenders assessed the damage. The villagers were unharmed, but one of Gjoni’s men had been hit. Two of Shehu’s men had also been wounded in the exchange, and one was looking like he might not make it. The other KLA men looked angry when they saw the damage to their own. It didn’t deter them. This battle had been twenty years coming, and the infamous “Fifth Brigade” was not going to walk away from this one. 
 
    Gjoni had been working with the special force soldiers for some time now, and their way of thinking had begun to rub off on him. He saw another RPG being prepared through the shot out windows of a house opposite the hanger, and realized the launcher was a resource Maric’s people could use. 
 
    He ran from the safe zone to the all-weather room, and a hurried conversation took place with some of Shehu’s men. It wasn’t long before another RPG sped through the existing hole in the wall, and detonated against the other side of the hanger. That was when Gjoni made his move. 
 
    Shehu’s men were firing through the holes the had been the windows of the all-weather room. They started to deliver a withering fire into the house opposite. The crew using the RPG launcher ducked down into safer positions. 
 
    Gjoni and two of his hunter friends spread out as they left the all-weather room. The two men raced for spots either side of that front room while Gjoni headed for a side door to the house. 
 
    It wasn’t long before the RPG crew abandoned the house, and Gjoni shot two of them as they came out the side door. He entered the house, and moved cautiously through to the front room. He found an untouched set of four grenades for the launcher, and one left from another set of four. He handed the grenades and launcher out of the windows to his men, and wrapped his hands in his jacket before climbing out the same way. 
 
    They were halfway back to safety when the came under fire again. One of his men stumbled as he was hit, but recovered with an effort. Once they were inside the all-weather room, the man collapsed at Gjoni’s feet. Then he began to cough blood. 
 
    “No, no, no. No!” shouted Gjoni, as the eyes of his hunter friend glazed over. He checked for a pulse, but found none. Eventually Gjoni closed the man’s eyes, and sat the body against a wall, out of the way. 
 
    Then he knelt for a time beside the man. The once hard man who had tried to take down Maric had been slowly changing. Now he was thinking something new. How did these commanders send people out to fight, when they knew some of them would not come back? 
 
    He would ask Maric that question later, but right now he would get revenge for his friend’s death. It wasn’t a civilized thing to do, but this wasn’t a civilized part of the world. Maric’s ragtag army had already come in as judge and jury, and by God Gjoni wasn’t going to flinch from being an executioner. He picked up his rifle, and rejoined the others. Then he sent a runner to tell Maric his people now had RPGs. Just come and get them. 
 
    The front line of this battle had changed dramatically. The first half of it stretched from the helicopter and barn to a point on the barricades, one that was very hotly contested. From there it crossed open ground to the all-weather room, and on to three houses in the village that Shehu’s men now occupied.  
 
    Maric now arrived in the hanger, and set up his headquarters in the safe zone. His first act was to retire Behar. 
 
    “Goddammit, man,” he said, “this whole mission started because Marko wanted to get his sister and you out of Boluka. If I lose either of you now, when we’ve finally freed you, my name will be dirt to a whole lot of people.” 
 
    Behar bristled at the thought of not doing his bit, not taking revenge on those who had set up the Boluka operation and enslaved the villagers. 
 
    “Stand down, soldier!” said Maric sharply. “Or I will have a brig made just so I can throw you in it! You’ve got a life with Mirjana to protect, and you’re going to be a father. That’s your role now.” 
 
    Behar didn’t looked convinced, and Maric dismissed him roughly with a wave of his hand. Behar had the good sense not to disobey an order from the tall man.                             
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 35 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    Maric was working out how to use the RPGs to best advantage when Shehu came through on the open channel. Over half the commander’s men were down in the village now, but he himself had remained in the treeline, leaving the details of the fighting to his captains. 
 
    Like Maric, he knew that intel was everything. He had lookouts posted in several places along the treeline, and these gave him an overview of how the fighting was going. 
 
    “We’ve got a situation in the middle of the village,” he said crisply. “There’s been movement around the vehicles in the square for a few minutes, but now it’s turned ugly. There’s a group of people loading up four of the pickup trucks, and they’ve just drawn their weapons on others who were standing around them. 
 
    “At the moment they’re arguing. No, wait. Now the people away from the vehicles are raising their hands.” 
 
    “It sounds like some of Ilic’s troops want to defect from his little operation,” said Maric. “Probably what’s left of the mercenaries. That’s not surprising, now the body count is on the rise. I want you to look for others coming back from the hangers. I’m picking they’ll want to be paid in goods, right now, rather than stick around for cash.” 
 
    “I’m not seeing any change in the situation,” said Shehu, after a while. “It’s still tense down there. No one has challenged the defectors, and I’m not surprised. The old Fifth Brigade members are too busy staying alive to do much about a side action.” 
 
    Maric was running the situation through in his mind. It made sense. Mercenaries could disappear from Boluka and turn up anywhere guns for hire were needed. But the old Fifth Brigade members lived in this part of the world, and they would be trying to avoid capture. That would lead to prosecution for their crimes during the Balkan wars. They wouldn’t surrender easily. 
 
    “Two men have just appeared,” said Shehu suddenly. “They’re coming from the direction of the hangers, and they’re carrying boxes. I can see four men with them, holding automatic rifles at the port arms position. They’re all moving fast, and they look as if they’re expecting trouble. 
 
    “Now they’re loading the boxes onto one of the truck,” he continued. “Whole group splitting up now, . . . and boarding the trucks. No reaction from the ones left behind. I think the defectors might get away with it.” 
 
    “What assets have we got at the road block coming in from Revatske?” said Maric. “The mercs will leave that way, because it takes them onto the shortest route back through Montenegro. Once they get back to their base they’ll vanish.” 
 
    There was a chuckle from Shehu. 
 
    “There was no time to rebuild the road block. You wanted most of my men on the other side of the valley in a hurry, and I didn’t want to spread the defenses along the treeline any thinner.” 
 
    “What are you not telling me?” said Maric. It was clear the old KLA commander had been up to something. 
 
    “I mined it,” said Shehu. “I figured that was as good as a road block. The mines turned up when I sent the boys south to pick up ammo and whatever else they could lay their hands on. They cost us almost nothing. The minefields from the Balkan wars are still being cleared, so they were secondhand.  
 
    “Most of them should still work!” he said, hopefully. 
 
    Maric thought about it. The mercenaries weren’t directly part of the smuggling operation that had taken away the freedom of innocent people. On the other hand, it was hard to say whose bullet had killed or wounded the casualties on Maric’s side of the war. Maybe fate was going to sort that dilemma out for him. 
 
    Maric acknowledged Shehu’s information, and went back to planning the final assault on the village. He brought his leaders together so they could discuss the end game, and he started to tell them what he wanted them to do. He was interrupted by a series of loud thumps some distance away, in a northerly direction. It was the road out to Revatske. 
 
    He was about to continue the meeting when there was one last solid boom. He figured some ordnance on one of the pickup trucks must have gone up when the mine blew.  
 
    Maybe some of the mercenaries would escape, maybe fate had decided which ones that would be. It was out of his hands. Then he dismissed the fleeing pickup trucks from his mind. His people had work to do. 
 
    Maric split his army into groups, with a mix of skills in each one. They would move forward through the village as a line, keeping in close contact so they could work together against enemy weaknesses. Each group had a special forces soldier at its head, and he cleared out the houses while the rest of his team provided cover, and sometimes a diversion. 
 
    The new approach brought a great sense of relief to the tall man. This was how he had been trained, and this was the type of warfare he felt most comfortable with. He would leave the grand battle plans to generals in future. As far as Maric was concerned, he liked to be somewhere in the front line. 
 
    Then it was time to get underway. The captured RPGs cleared out the occasional knot of stubborn resistance, and prisoners began to pile up back in the safe zone. Behar had something to do at last, trussing up the newcomers so they wouldn’t become a problem if their numbers grew too large. 
 
    Costas was with him. They spoke Albanian to each other, and spent a lot of time in friendly bickering over the best knots for each situation. When they had Ilic’s men tied hand and foot, they went on to tie them together in rafts of five.  
 
    The prisoners looked beaten, and Behar could understand their fear. They dreaded the War Crimes Tribunal, but more than that they had committed crimes against the families of the men they were fighting against. A battlefield execution wasn’t that unlikely. All the same, Behar had no sympathy for the prisoners. 
 
    Maric didn’t have a bullhorn, but his voice carried as he went from house to house offering the enemy a deal. He worked his way up and down the battle line, telling Ilic’s men they would be turned over to the Kosovo authorities if they surrendered, and they would not be killed outright.  
 
    It wasn’t much of a choice, but some came out of the houses with their hands up. Some got shot in the back by their die-hard mates as well. 
 
    Then Radic’s team had Ilic’s offices surrounded. He called Maric over, and the tall man did something unusual. He went back to the safe zone. Then he asked for all the villagers who had lost a partner to Ilic’s men, or had someone they loved beaten by them, to step forward. There were four in total, and Dea was one of them. Only one was a man. 
 
    By the time Radic and his team had cleared out the offices, Maric and his small group of villagers had arrived. 
 
    “No one’s come out of there with two fingers missing off his left hand?” said Maric, and Radic confirmed it. There had been no one like that among the living or dead they had cleared out of the building. The whole of Maric’s army was now looking for the man with the crippled left hand, and so far he hadn’t been found. 
 
    The tall man thought about this fact for a moment. He didn’t think Ilic would have tried to escape with the mercenaries earlier. They would have no love for him, not after so many of their number had died here. There was also the threat of Shehu’s men around the treeline. Ilic’s chances of making it out of Boluka alive were slim if he made a run for it.  
 
    Sticking with his men wasn’t going to work either. The old Fifth Brigade were being whittled away by death and defection as the battle was fought out between the two forces. He would eventually be discovered. No, decided Maric, Ilic would have gone to ground. But where would that be? The tall man motioned Radic to join him, and they stepped into Ilic’s offices together. 
 
    There was an outer room with two desks, and the usual office equipment plus some filing cabinets. Neither of the men sensed anything out of place here. 
 
    The inner room wasn’t large, but Ilic had made it his own. Military memorabilia hung on the walls, and sometimes adorned flat surfaces. Maric picked up a toy cannon from Ilic’s desk. It wouldn’t be from the American Civil War, not here in Europe. It might be from the Napoleonic Wars though. 
 
    He looked around the room carefully, high and low, and positioned himself so he could see out the windows, and look into every corner. Then he did something strange. 
 
    “Nope, he’s gone all right!” he said heartily, as he winked at Radic. “We’ve missed him. I guess we turn the case over to the Kosovo authorities now. 
 
    “Anyway, we got what we came for. We’ll turn a tidy profit on this!Let’s wrap it all up and head home.” 
 
    Maric had to look pointedly at Radic before the special forces man caught on. 
 
    “Yep,” he said agreeably. “We’re gonna do all right out of this for sure. I guess we better get back and help with the last of the fighting.” 
 
    The two men returned to the street outside, and then moved some distance away from the offices. Finally Radic turned to his boss.  
 
    “What the hell was that all about?” he said, in a whisper. 
 
    “What did you see in his office?” said Maric quietly. 
 
    “Nothing!” said Radic. “There were no spaces behind that chest of drawers on one side, and the floor sounded solid to me, which left nowhere to hide. That’s where you’re going with this, right?” 
 
    Maric nodded. 
 
    “Don’t let me down here, Trainee Radic,” said the tall man, urging his soldier on. 
 
    “There was a ceiling panel half way along one wall,” said Radic. “It was a bit duller than the others at one end, but maybe that was a bad batch of paint, maybe it was the heat from a desk lamp rising at that spot.” 
 
    “Good,” said Maric, “that’s what I wanted you to see.  
 
    “One end of that panel is dull because Ilic has been washing his finger marks off it. Even with clean hands there are natural oils from his skin, and maybe ink marks now and then. It all builds up over time. 
 
    “But unfortunately for him that panel has been scrubbed a little too clean.” 
 
    “You mean, he’s up there?” said Radic, incredulous, and the tall man nodded. 
 
    “I’m going back in,” said Maric, “and I want you to keep everyone away until I call you. Bring my little group of villagers with you when you come.” 
 
    “No back up?” said Radic, and Maric shook his head. He checked his pistol, and took a spare magazine from Radic. He was confident it wouldn’t go past that. 
 
    “I might be a while,” he said, “and there might be shooting, but you stay here. And you see no one else comes in. Understood?” 
 
    Radic nodded. He understood the instruction, but he didn’t understand what Maric was going to do, or why he was doing it by himself. That was army discipline. Radic would be given only part of the plan, the bit he had to get right. 
 
    Maric walked slowly into the outer office, and then he went through into Ilic’s home away from home. He took up a position crouched beside the chest of drawers, so he could bounce his voice around the room. Then he spoke. 
 
    “It’s about time you and I had a little talk, Vuk Ilic,” he said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 36 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    There was no reply. 
 
    “Oh, come on,” said Maric. “Did you think an SAS soldier was going to miss your little panel in the ceiling? Besides, I can feel your intent, and I can tell from that you’re armed. Though I’m guessing you have no idea what I’m talking about.” 
 
    There was another silence. 
 
    “Okay, a little proof then,” said Maric. “And I’m going to be kind. I’m not going to shoot directly at you – this time.” 
 
    The tall man put a tight grouping of three bullets into the ceiling. They made a series of sharp clangs as they went through the corrugated iron sheeting of the roof. He could imagine the sudden rays of light piercing the gloom of the ceiling space.  
 
    The response was a wild outpouring of pistol fire. Ilic managed to hit everything in his office, and even the chest of drawers Maric was sheltering behind. Then there was the hiss and click of another magazine going into Ilic’s pistol. Maric looked up, and saw a whole lot more holes in the ceiling panels. 
 
    “Bit overdone, don’t you think?” he said conversationally. “I don’t know if you understand the situation. It’s not difficult. I know where you are, but you don’t know where I am. My group of three holes is half a meter toward the door from your current position. Now, do you want me to put the next three into you?” 
 
    There was a sudden shuffling in the ceiling space, but then it stopped. Ilic hadn’t moved much, and he must have realized he was just as much a target shuffling about as staying still. 
 
    “You might have heard me making your boys an offer earlier,” said Maric. “If they surrendered, they wouldn’t be shot outright. Now I’m prepared to make you a similar offer. If you come down from your hiding place, I won’t shoot you, and neither will my men. 
 
    “If you stay there, though, I’m not risking men’s lives trying to capture you alive. You’re not worth more than the cost of a bullet to me.  
 
    “So, how long do you want to think about it?” 
 
    There was a long silence, then more shuffling, as Ilic worked his way along the planks he’d laid over the ceiling joists. The ceiling panel was lifted to one side, and then a short length of ladder dropped from the ceiling. It stopped half a meter above Ilic’s desk. 
 
    That was when Maric understood the old-fashioned window opener in the far corner of the office. Such a thing was only of use if there were louvered windows in the room too high up to reach – or if someone wanted to bring down a ladder from a secret panel in the ceiling. 
 
    Ilic was wearing a uniform Maric didn’t recognize, and he assumed it was an old police commissioner’s uniform from the 1990s. Ilic’s command had never been military. The Fifth Brigade had always been a police force, put to a different use in times of war. There were medals on his chest, and these were probably in recognition of bravery, or perhaps exceptional deductive work. Or maybe for surviving in the job long enough.  
 
    Ilic must have been wearing the medals to inspire his troops. He must have finally begun to realize that Maric’s army was neither as small, or as poorly trained, as he’d first thought. Now Ilic’s clothing looked rumpled, and he seemed to Maric little different to any third-world dictator. 
 
    Maric patted him down, but he didn’t have the pistol any longer. It had remained with the treasure trove Maric was sure he would find in the ceiling space. But that could wait. He sat Ilic in his office chair, and bound his wrists together, locking his arms around the back of the chair. 
 
    “Bring ‘em in, Radic!” he called, and half a minute later Radic ushered the four villagers into the room. The sight of Ilic took them all in different ways. Dea was the only one who remained composed. She looked hard, determined, and her arms were held stiffly at her side. 
 
    “These are four people you and your people had the worst effect on, Vuk,” said Maric. “Alac here had a pretty young wife, and one day she just disappeared. We can assume one of your men took what he wanted, and then got rid of the evidence.  
 
    “These two women have men who will never be the same after the beatings. One will always walk with a limp, and the other is mentally damaged.  
 
    “This last one is Dea. You beat her husband to death.” 
 
    Ilic was looking more and more like a cornered rat. 
 
    “I didn’t know that would happen!” he said. “You can’t blame me for everything that went wrong!” 
 
    “It didn’t ‘go wrong’ in your eyes, Vuk, it was just collateral damage. Acceptable losses. Don’t try and pretend it was anything else,” said Maric. 
 
    “You’ve got a dozen life sentences hanging over you from the Balkan wars if you go before the War Crimes Tribunal, and that’s before your crimes in Boluka.” 
 
    Ilic twisted in his seat. There was nothing but hatred for him wherever he looked. 
 
    “I don’t want him to go to trial,” said Maric, looking at the four villagers next to him. “The more publicity people like him get, the more chance there is that other idiots will follow in his footsteps.  
 
    “You might think that he’s been caught, and will be punished, but the mentally sick think differently to you and I. The chance to do what they like for three years of war, and then escape punishment for another twenty years, makes their death or imprisonment worth while – to them. 
 
    “You may feel pity for this man, but I ask you to temper that pity with what your decision will mean for the society you live in. Pity is often mentioned as a good thing, but pity without its consequence is a very dangerous thing. 
 
    “You have the most right to demand justice. This way is clean and quick. You don’t have to suffer a second time, waiting to see if he will go to gaol, and if he will ever get out.” 
 
    Ilic couldn’t contain himself any longer. He could see where this was going. “You said you wouldn’t shoot me!” he screamed. “You said none of your people would harm me!” 
 
    Maric turned to look at him. “These are villagers,” he said, “they aren’t under my command.” 
 
    Alac spoke up. “My Mereana always said that we had to put the war behind us. She lost both parents to thugs like this, but she was trying to move on. I can’t go against what she believed in.” 
 
    Maric accepted this with a nod. Ilic was openly moaning and weeping now, seeing the angel of death coming for him, but the tall man ignored police boss. One of the women whose husband was living a damaged life took the pistol Maric offered her, and even raised it to point at Ilic. Then her hand wavered, and she dropped the pistol down again. Maric took the weapon from her gently, and told her he understood. 
 
    Dea took the pistol firmly, and hefted it twice, feeling the weight of it. Ilic was screaming now, and then his nerve cracked, and a wet patch spread across his trousers as his bladder let go. 
 
    “There’s no safety to worry about,” he said quietly to her, “and you’re best to aim for the heart. That’s right of chest when you’re looking at someone facing you.” 
 
    He stopped for a moment. “Since Ilic doesn’t have a heart, though,” he said, “that might not stop him either.” 
 
    She actually snorted at that. Then she leveled the pistol at Ilic’s chest, a little to the right, and commenced firing. Maric pushed her hand down after three shots, and the fourth went into the floor to one side of the chair. By the time they both looked up again, Ilic’s head had slumped onto his chest, and breathing had stopped. 
 
    “Good shooting,” said Maric firmly. “Sorry to stop you there, but I want to make his death look like a suicide, and too many bullets might confuse that scenario.” 
 
    She nodded, and let Maric take the weapon. 
 
    “They’re very loud,” she said absently, about the pistol, and Maric nodded. Then he had Radic usher the villagers outside. 
 
    Once they were gone the tall man brought down the ladder, and went up it to get Ilic’s own gun. He wrapped it in a jacket that had been hanging behind the door. Once he’d untied the hands of the leader of the infamous ‘Fifth Brigade’, he placed the pistol in Ilic’s right hand. The left one, with the missing fingers, slumped down beside the chair and pointed toward the floor. 
 
    After that Maric carefully prized Ilic’s mouth open, and put a bullet through his head. It made a mess of the window behind the chair. Then Maric positioned Ilic’s hand, still holding the pistol, in his lap. Considering this was a battlefield, and the lack of time or effort anyone was going to put into investigating it, this should look like a suicide. Plus a few vengeful bullets in his body that had been fired   later. 
 
    Maric didn’t want any part of Ilic’s death coming back onto the villagers. He would talk to them about keeping this quiet.  
 
    Then it was time to do the rounds of the village. He and his men would make sure there weren’t any of Ilic’s force hiding away. They were thorough, and then they sounded the all clear. Maric made a big show of handing the village back to the villagers. 
 
    It would take a few days to unwind the army he’d fashioned out of the people he’d found in the area, but it was a necessary task. He couldn’t complain. It was a lot more restful than being shot at.  
 
    Later that night, when things had quietened down, he brought Radic and Novak, along with Juric, back to Ilic’s office. He wheeled Ilic’s body into a corner so they had access to the ceiling. The dead man was one of the few who would escape the mass grave in the morning. Maybe the chillers could be put to a more conventional use after all. 
 
    “This, my friends, is going to be something,” he said, as he showed them the panel in the ceiling, and the ladder. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 37 
 
    ________________ 
 
      
 
    “So an unnamed informant,” said Russo, arching her eyebrows so high her forehead almost disappeared, “just happen by some phone and say whereabouts of major figure from Balkan Wars, wanted by War Crimes Tribunal, when you in exactly the same area?” 
 
    Maric stroked his chin thoughtfully. Her English, as always, was delightful, but there was no escaping the fact she was trying to give him a grilling. 
 
    “I can’t remember Yukovic saying I was going into Kosovo,” he said, pretending to search his memory. “He would never have loaned me a suspended Croatian Special Forces soldier, and two failed trainees, if they were going into an area that NATO had agreed was out of bounds. 
 
    “Actually, I can’t remember him saying he would loan me anything. My mind’s getting hazier about these things the more I think about them. Um, I can’t even remember Yukovic’s name now.” 
 
    “It’s people like you that make my job at comms and control so difficult,” she said heatedly. “I obey rules at NATO and you just go, go, . . .” 
 
    “Go in swanning around?” he offered. She looked confused. 
 
    “What is ‘swanning around’?” she said. It was one of his favorite methods of distracting her. They were out on her balcony in San Benedetto del Tronto, on the eastern seaboard of Italy. She had the top floor of a small apartment block, and the lights of the city were just coming on as evening approached. Yachts in the bay reflected the street lights that were now twinkling along the foreshore. 
 
    He moved closer, and put his arm around her. She resolutely pushed him away. She wasn’t, apparently, finished grilling him yet. 
 
    “Where are Behar and Mirana?” she asked. 
 
    “Mirjana,” he corrected. “They didn’t want to stay in Boluka, so I rang my friends in Cista Provo, and they arranged a house for them. It will be a new start. She’s due to give birth in two months.” 
 
    There was silence for a moment. They were both looking out over the Adriatic Sea. Cista Provo was inland from Split, and Split was more or less straight across the water from San Benedetto del Tronto.  
 
    Cista Provo was as close to an ancestral home as Maric could claim. It had fulfilled something in him when he came upon a people who were just as tall as he was, and had the same last name. 
 
    “All that money helps,” she said, and he nodded. Some of the financial documents in Ilic’s treasure trove were still being sold up, at half their value on the black market, but some of it had been in cash. 
 
    Maric had counted eleven different currencies, the proceeds of Ilic’s campaign of rape and pillage across northern Kosovo. Maybe that had been just the remnants of it. How much had he stolen during the years of the Balkan wars? 
 
    “Behar and Mirjana got enough to pay a hefty deposit on a house in Cista Provo,” said Maric, “and there will be another, lesser, payout eventually. All up it’s a tidy sum, even when Ilic’s money is spread around all the villagers who were enslaved at Boluka.” 
 
    This time it was she who nodded. It was good she hadn’t suggested the money should have gone to the authorities. Then he would have been forced to say, “money, what money?” 
 
    “The NATO team who follow tip off, that is correct, ‘tip off’?” she said, and Maric nodded. “Team who follow tip off say looks like man in office was Vuk Ilic, almost certain, and looks like suicide. What do you know about that?” 
 
    Maric shrugged, and lifted his hands in the air. His baby face portrayed such innocence that she punched him in the chest, hard, and glowered at him. Maric figured it was worth it. She usually hit him at least once before they had sex. 
 
    “Esposito ask me many times what I know,” she said, and Maric felt a twinge of guilt. Brigadier General Giovanni Esposito, Russo’s commanding officer at NATO, had helped Maric on a number of occasions. He owed the man. 
 
    “He apologize for questions, and say pressure from higher up,” said Russo. “I say nothing. Always I say have no idea what he is talking about. Not easy with him.” 
 
    Maric knew that Russo and Esposito were close. It was a typical mentoring situation. Esposito had picked out her ability to manage complex live situations well, and had accelerated her career path from then on. 
 
    It felt unfair to keep things from Esposito, but he couldn’t allow Russo to be seen as a conduit to him for information. In the worst case, she could be taken as a hostage to provide leverage against him. No, she had to be ‘just a passing piece of fluff’, as far as the world was concerned. 
 
    “Marko rang and look for you,” she said. “Maybe again, maybe soon.” 
 
    Maric had connected with the Croatian Special Forces soldier briefly, to tell him his sister and her man were safe, but he’d been busy at the time. He figured Marko would ring again when things got quieter. 
 
    He wondered why Marko hadn’t rung him on his own cell, and suddenly understood the reason. He fished out his mobile and looked at it. The battery was dead. There had been no reception in Boluka, and in the last few days there he had forgotten about it.  
 
    He set the device to charge, and then Russo’s cell rang. She looked at the caller ID, and passed it over to Maric without comment.  
 
    “Couldn’t help yourself, could you,” said Marko Horvat. “Had to go and start a major bloody war!” 
 
    “It was a very small war, as these things go,” said Maric. “And what happened to ‘hello and how are you, you old bastard’?” 
 
    “That’s true,” said Marko, “you’re practically a geriatric.” 
 
    “Oyoy!” said Maric, in a warning tone of voice. “Not true. Not yet, anyway.” 
 
    “I’ve just been talking to Mirjana and Behar,” said Marko. “They practically worship you, and I don’t blame them. Your gravestone’s not going to be big enough to hold all the praise people want to leave on it!” 
 
    Maric laughed. There wasn’t really an answer to that. It could have gone the other way too, if he hadn’t found them alive. His boss Cal had always said, ‘never look forward to a particular outcome, just do your best with each decision along the way’. It had worked well for the tall man. 
 
    “Behar and Mirjana have picked out a house in Cista Provo,” said Marko, “and Behar starts some temporary work in a few days. He’s been promised a permanent job if it works out.” 
 
    “Mirjana can start decorating a nursery, at last,” said Maric, and it was a heartfelt moment for the tall man. One of the reasons he had chosen a career that involved putting the world to rights was so people had a chance to be a family. 
 
    “Yeah, well, don’t tear up on me,” said Marko, and both men laughed. “I just want you to know my family really appreciates everything you’ve done for us! That means our house is your house, and if you need us, just ask.” 
 
    Maric let the conversation end at that point. What had needed saying had been said, and that was important for both men. 
 
    He was helping some of the others get their life back on track as well. Juric was about to be reinstated into the Croatian Special Forces Battalian, and Radic and Novak would be allowed a second chance at the selection process.  
 
    Radic had been ill with something the first time through, and Maric had no doubts he would pass easily this time. His recent experiences had toughened him up, and improved his decision making. Novak had yet to recover fully, and he was less likely to pass the Croatian selection process. Maric was working on that one.  
 
    Baldwin was also proving tough to place. His old British paratroop unit wouldn’t take him back under any conditions, but he had the age and experience to be an instructor now. Maric had a promising lead to follow up for him. Then Russo brought him back to the present. 
 
    “You are a good man,” she said gently, and leaned over to rest her arms on his chest. “I know this, but not often to see it.” 
 
    He pulled her closer. It was hard living up to other people’s expectations, especially hers – but then no relationship was perfect, he thought impishly.  
 
    Now, where was he? It was a beautiful evening, and Russo was coming along nicely in his plans for tonight. In another two evenings he might be able to get her on top of the patio table again, up on her toes with her long legs beautifully apart.  
 
    That was something a man was lucky to experience once in a lifetime. If it happened to him twice he would think he had died and gone to heaven.               
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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