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  To Freiburg
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  The three Americans were astounded at the skills of the musician who performed even as he towered high above the crowd on very tall stilts.


  “Look!” Penny exclaimed. “How can he balance like that?”


  “I wonder how he can make all that music at the same time!” her brother Mark replied.


  The man clothed in bright red pants and jacket, perched high above the ground, was playing a harmonica attached to his head by a metal frame. At the same time, he blew horns by the motion of his elbow, rang bells with his other arm, and did all this above the background of recorded music. A cord slung over his shoulder held a guitar. A large, appreciative crowd of adults and children alike laughed at his songs and jokes, marveling at his amazing ability to handle so many instruments while balanced on stilts.


  “Can you believe this?” Penny exclaimed. “Now he’s making bubbles!”


  The musician had picked up a model plane attached to a string and had begun to swing it round and round above the heads of the admiring spectators. A cloud of bubbles flew out of the plane’s tail. The crowd loved it, laughing and clapping its approval.


  “Oh, I’ve got to get photos of this!” Penny said, taking her camera out of its case. Soon she was busy with her lens, framing pictures of the man who was now riding a circus bicycle - still on stilts! - through the crowd. People pressed against each other to make a lane, as the acrobat rode by, towering above their heads, circling round and round, making music all the while.


  Soon Penny had switched her attention from the performer to the crowd. “I’m getting some wonderful expressions on peoples’ faces!” she said, snapping several frames.


  Penny Daring was sixteen, with light brown hair, and brown eyes.


  David took out his digital camera. “I’m getting a nice expression, too!” he thought, as he focused on the girl, so feminine in her white skirt and dark green sweater. He took several photos, then thought he should take at least one of the musician as well.


  David heard a soft chuckle beside him. “Getting lots of pictures of the crowd, I see,” Mark said with a straight face.


  Mark Daring was a year older than his sister, blond-haired like his father, with friendly blue eyes and a stocky, powerful build. David, also seventeen, was an inch over six feet - two inches taller than Mark - lean, and also very fit. The two competed endlessly in all they did - martial arts, shooting, running. The skills of the three teens had been useful to Mr. Daring and his firm that summer; they had worked with him as translators for his firm in Africa, and now in Western Europe. More times than not, their innocent activities had landed them in the midst of excitement, intrigue, and the most remarkable adventures.


  When the performer bade farewell to the appreciative crowd, the three teenagers sauntered toward the steps that led to the subway. “I’ll miss Frankfurt!” Penny said as they descended.


  “I’ll miss Marche!” Mark lamented. “That’s a great restaurant!”


  “Mark, it’ll be good for you to be separated from all that food for awhile,” David insisted. “Frankly, we’re worried about you. I mean, gluttony’s not only a sin, but it also leads to terrible physical consequences. As it is now, I have to hold back when we wrestle and spar so I don’t hurt you.”


  “Hold back, do you?” Mark responded. “Let’s see how long you last if you hold back when we get home! As it is, you barely escape annihilation!”


  Penny laughed. “You’re right, David. It’ll be good for him to be away from Marche for a while. Maybe Freiburg will have a health food store, or something close to it, so we can nurse him back to health.”


  They reached the bottom of their stairs and began to cross the underground station. A man was playing a violin, and a group of people stood in front of him in a semicircle, listening attentively. At times, people threw coins in the hat he’d placed on the floor.


  “I just love the music you can hear in the city!” Penny said.


  “I hope those guys earn enough money,” David replied.


  “Well, it must be profitable, because so many people do it,” Mark said. “But I’m sure it’s probably extra change and not their livelihood.”


  The three approached the ticket box, put in their coins, and received their tickets. Then they joined a crowd heading toward the steps to the next level below.


  As they walked, they began to talk about their coming trip. “That’s really generous of the Schultzes to lend us their car so we can visit Freiburg!” David said.


  “It sure is,” David agreed. “And Freiburg is an interesting city, the Schultzes say, right in the Black Forest. That’s one of the prettiest spots in Germany, just above the border of Switzerland.”


  “Can you believe there’s a mountain right in the city limits?” Penny exclaimed. “I want to take the cable car up the mountain. The guidebook says you can take wonderful photos of the city and the countryside from there.”


  “Don’t forget the Augustinian Museum,” David said. “They’ve got great portraits - some of Martin Luther and his wife, by the famous painter Cranach!”


  “Well, I want to see the statue of the monk who invented gun powder,” Mark said. “Boy, did that change history!”


  “It sure did!” David agreed. “It made almost every castle in Europe vulnerable to destruction and capture - even castles that had never been taken in centuries. It changed warfare. And when common infantrymen got muskets in place of spears, they could destroy the aristocratic cavalry and the whole military power of feudalism.”


  The three loved history, and read all the time. Their parents had taken great care to encourage them in this pursuit, so that they could learn to understand human nature, as well as the times in which they lived. They had also been taught the many advantages of learning a foreign language. Mark and Penny had learned French from their mom. David’s parents had taught him German, and he’d been Mark and Penny’s guide the past two weeks during their visit to Germany.


  Twenty minutes later they walked into the home of Mr. and Mrs. Schultz, their father’s friends who had been their hosts for the past week in Frankfurt. Mr. Daring had left again for a brief trip to Paris, so the three teens had another enjoyable evening with their friendly host and hostess. Then they went upstairs to pack for their trip to Freiburg.


  Early the next morning they bade farewell to the Schultzes and, with David driving, began the trip to Freiburg and the famous Black Forest of Germany. They planned to stay three nights, then return to Frankfurt and rejoin Mr. Daring.


  2


  The Terrorists Converge
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  Just after midnight on the day before the teenagers packed for their trip to Freiburg, a convoy of nine trucks pulled up to the German border. Border guards began to inspect the trucks’ papers and cargo description, as well as the men’s passports and visas. As they stood beside their trucks, shivering in the coolness of the night, the drivers and crew waited nervously for the border guards to finish their inspection.


  Finally, the guards waved the trucks through. The convoy crossed from the Czech Republic to Germany. The moon was nearly full, but thick layers of clouds had kept it from view all night. Now the convoy drove through the darkness toward the city of Freiburg, which lay in the Black Forest at the southwestern corner of Germany. They still had a long drive ahead of them.


  For the first time in eleven days of planning, packing and driving, the driver of the lead truck began to relax. He actually smiled. “We made it!” he said, shifting the transmission into a higher gear.


  “Not yet we haven’t!” Hoffmann snapped from the passenger seat. “We haven’t ‘made it’ until we deliver this cargo to the Iranians in Freiburg!”


  The driver, Eric, laughed, shifting the truck into another gear as the large vehicle gathered speed. “Don’t be so gloomy, Hoffmann! What is to stop us now?” He couldn’t help wondering at the nervousness of the trim, blond man in charge of this convoy.


  Hoffmann explained the reasons for his anxiety. “A lot of things can happen before we get across Germany!” he insisted, remembering the disasters that had wrecked his plans that summer. In East Africa, in Egypt, in Paris, in Dusseldorf - week after week he’d attempted great things. And all summer long these great schemes had been wrecked at the last minute. Hoffmann’s lean face hardened as he thought of the three American teenagers who’d gotten in his way so often. They’d destroyed his fine plans, caused the capture and imprisonment of excellent agents, and snatched from his hand vast sums of money that he had almost - almost! - secured as a result of his schemes!


  And how his branch of the former East German secret police wanted that money! Their budgets were wrecked by the political changes that had worked havoc on the power structure of so many of the genuine Communists. But they had not given up! Working secretly with other dedicated Communists, Hoffmann and others like him in the former Soviet Union had continued to plot the destabilization of the fragile new democracies and restore Communism to power. But they needed money!


  No sense dwelling on past failures, Hoffmann thought. I’ve got to concentrate on succeeding in this mission. What a haul this will be! He went over in his mind again the stupendous payment they would receive for the cargo carried in the first three trucks of the convoy. This was a sum greater than all they had lost! This one trip would make up for all the previous failures!


  Hoffmann knew he couldn’t drop his guard now, not until the cargo was delivered to the Iranians in Freiburg. He couldn’t let any of his men relax either.


  The convoy crossed the Danube River and headed along a narrow back road. There was very little traffic just two hours after midnight, and Hoffmann had finally let himself begin to relax just a bit. This really is going smoothly, he thought. We’ll avoid the main highways as much as possible and stay on these back roads. We’ll be in Freiburg before the sun sets.


  The flashing lights of the police car that just passed was a brutal shock. “Where did he come from?” Hoffmann asked in alarm; he had just nodded off.


  “I don’t know!” Eric replied as he began to slow the big truck. “He just zoomed past the convoy and turned on those lights! But there’s nothing to worry about. Our papers are in order. They say that our trucks carry medicines for sale in Germany and France. The trucks are loaded with medicines. That policeman’s not going to find anything the border guards haven’t already checked. We’re in the clear.”


  “Perhaps,” Hoffmann snapped nervously, “but a lot of those guards who passed us through the Ukraine and the Czech Republic checkpoints were either bribed or under orders of their superiors who were bribed. We don’t know who this man is!”


  Hoffmann pressed a signal button on the dashboard. Instantly a light began flashing on the dashboards of each of the other trucks in their convoy. Their drivers read the emergency signal and began to follow Eric’s lead, slowing their big vehicles in conformity with his.


  Gradually the convoy pulled to the side of the road. Hoffmann and Eric, in the lead truck, got out and began walking toward the policeman. Eric opened his leather case, reached for the thick sheaf of papers that described their cargo, and handed it to Hoffmann. In the bottom of the briefcase was also a nine millimeter automatic pistol.


  Two men from the second truck had also climbed down and were walking forward to join Hoffmann and Eric. They, too, carried a case with a manifesto describing their cargo, and both men carried automatics in shoulder holsters under their jackets. Behind them, other men had descended from their trucks; these stood and waited.


  Hoffmann walked into the beam of the officer’s light, smiled, and held out the papers describing the trucks’ cargo. The officer received these politely, scanned the papers by the light of his big flashlight, and began to ask questions. The two men from the second truck walked up quietly; one stepped to Eric’s left, the other to Hoffmann’s right.


  The police officer looked at the four men in front of him as he continued to question Hoffmann. Where had they come from? Hoffmann told of their long drive from the Ukraine. The officer wanted to know if this was a military operation. Hoffmann insisted that it was purely civilian, organized by medical authorities in the Ukraine. The policeman then asked why they were driving Red Army trucks. Hoffmann replied that the trucks had been given to the civilian government. This was a civilian business venture.


  The officer remained silent. Hoffmann glanced at the man to Eric’s left, then at the man on his right. They were ready.


  “Follow me to the police station!” the policeman said suddenly.


  Hoffmann coughed. At this signal, the two men from the second truck stepped forward and clubbed the officer on the back of the neck with their hands. He collapsed, unconscious.


  “Take him in your truck!” Hoffmann snapped at the men in the second truck. “Have one of your men drive that police car off the road and into the woods. Move!”


  Rapidly the men carried the inert officer to their truck, tied him up, and put him inside. “He’ll be safe there until we reach Freiburg,” Hoffmann told Eric, as the two walked rapidly back to their vehicle. “Then we’ll give him to the Iranians. They can take him back with their cargo, and the German police will never know what happened to him!”


  Once more inside the lead truck’s cab, Hoffmann picked up the radio-phone from the dashboard. “Execute the alternative plan,” he said into it. One by one, the drivers in the trucks behind him acknowledged. Hoffmann sat back in the seat and sighed. “Well, it’s a nuisance, but it could have been worse.”


  “It could have been a lot worse,” Eric agreed. “We just have to scatter sooner than we expected. They’ll start peeling off in half an hour, taking different roads, and then there’ll just be us, and the two trucks behind heading for Freiburg. The police won’t have a clue about what happened!”


  “You are right,’ Hoffmann agreed. “it’s just a nuisance, not a setback.”


  



  The next night a white bus pulled to a stop at the border between the Czech Republic and Germany, not far to the south of the crossing used by the convoy of trucks the night before. Followed by a priest, the driver got out, and showed their passports and visas to the border guard. They also handed over the papers of the sixteen nuns inside the bus.


  “The nuns are exhausted,” the priest explained apologetically to the guard. “We’re returning from a pilgrimage to Istanbul, and I would hate to wake them up. This pilgrimage to the shrine of Saint Sophia has been a dream they have had for years. Finally we were able to take them to the holy place. May we cross without waking them, please? Naturally, I realize you will want to board the bus and count the passengers.”


  “Of course,” the guard said. A faithful Catholic himself, he certainly intended to do his duty, but not without Christian charity. He studied the passports and visas, then boarded the bus. Deferentially, he lowered the beam of his flashlight as he walked down the dark aisle. On each side, nuns slept, their long hoods covering their faces. I don’t have to wake these sisters, he thought. I’ll just count them.


  This he did: sixteen nuns. That matches the passports and visas, he concluded, walking back to the door and stepping to the ground.


  “Go ahead,” he said, handing back the papers.


  “Thank you, my son,” the priest said gratefully, blessing him with the sign of the cross. The guard thanked him and bade them a safe journey.


  The priest and driver got back into the bus and pulled onto the highway. Soon the border crossing was behind them as they wound through the hilly country.


  The priest laughed. “That was easier than I had expected.”


  “Hoffmann told us they had planned this crossing for us,” the driver said.


  “All right, sisters,” the priest called over his shoulder, “you can go back to sleep.”


  Deep-throated laughter greeted this remark. Soon, all that could be heard within the vehicle was the sound of heavy masculine snoring.


  The priest laughed again. “Think the ‘sisters’ will be rested and ready for their duties when we reach our journey’s end this afternoon?” he asked.


  “I think they’ll be ready…’Father’!” the driver replied.


  Through the darkness of early morning the white bus headed toward its destination - Freiburg.


  Several hours later and hundreds of kilometers to the east of the convoy of trucks, two C-130s lifted off from the secret military field in northwest Iran and headed toward Germany. Inside the lead plane, the pilot and copilot were jubilant.


  “What a plan!” the pilot laughed. “We’re cleared through traffic control all through eastern Europe to the far border of Germany- Imagine: we’re listed as members of the United Nations’ emergency relief mission to the Kurds! Who thought of that as a cover for our mission?”


  “It’s a good one, alright!” the copilot laughed. “We’ve just been bombing the Kurds, and now we’re flying to Germany under UN cover to feed those rebels!”


  “What we bring back will change the balance of power in the whole Middle East,” the pilot said soberly. His dark eyes gleamed at the prospect. “And then…” He looked meaningfully at the eager face of his companion. He didn’t have to finish his sentence.


  “Let’s go over those fueling stops again,” the pilot said finally. “We’ll want a full load when we take off for our return flight.”


  Once again, the copilot read the details of their flight plan - a carefully plotted route across eastern Europe and Germany. They marveled at the skill of their intelligence people who had devised this scheme and arranged the means to carry it out.


  “We’ll reach Freiburg an hour after dark,” the pilot said, grinning. “That way, none of the locals will be able to identify our planes should they see us flying low over their farmhouses.”


  “And we’ll be out of there so fast that it won’t matter if they do!” the copilot replied with a laugh.


  3


  Escape
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  The last board came loose with a sudden snap, and the man fell to the floor with a jagged piece of wood stuck in his hand. But the hole was at last wide enough for his body to get through, he hoped.


  In any case, he’d have to try. Wrapping his handkerchief around his bleeding hand, he pulled himself up and began the arduous task of squeezing through the narrow opening. The ends of the rotted boards ripped at his uniform shirt and trousers as he struggled to escape the barn loft. Thankfully, the moonlight that had revealed the hole in the wall was now hidden behind thick clouds. Slowly he worked his body half out of the room.


  That narrow room had been his prison all day, ever since the three trucks had driven into the farmyard and through the wide doors of this ancient wooden structure.


  “No one will see the trucks inside this barn!” Hoffmann had exulted as the doors had closed behind the big Red Army vehicles.


  “And no one will ever know what happened to that policeman,” Eric said as two of Hoffmann’s men hustled the officer into the barn and up the stairs to the small room just under the high eaves.


  All day long the prisoner had paced that small room, desperate to escape, knowing there was no way he could break through the thick, wooden door. But when night had fallen and the moon had appeared intermittently through the thick clouds, he’d seen his chance. He was pacing the small space, head down, when suddenly he saw a patch of light on the floor. Looking up, he spotted the small hole just under the roof.


  The two men guarding him, who hung out in a room below, had gone to the farmhouse for their supper and had not yet returned. If he was ever going to get out, this was the time to try.


  He reached up and tugged at the edges of the ragged boards, and a piece pulled away. His heart leaped with hope, and he tugged again. Another piece of rotted wood came away from the wall. Feverishly he redoubled his efforts, pulling with all his strength, heedless of the damage to his hands.


  Now he was half out of the opening, clutching the roof above. Looking down into the darkness of the yard, he could see no one. He glanced at the farmhouse just 50 yards away. Light shone through two windows, but he couldn’t see anyone moving about.


  Carefully he twisted his body and looked directly below. No one in sight. Why should there be? he asked himself. These men have nothing to fear. They had me locked in that little room, and they knew I couldn’t break through that thick door with my bare hands! But the rotted hole in the wall under the roof was another matter.


  Hardly daring to believe he might escape, he prayed; then he searched below to see if there were any projections sticking out from the wall to help him make his descent.


  He couldn’t see anything; it was just too dark. I’ll have to hold to the edge and let myself down that way. He sighed, thinking about the steep angle of the roof.


  Suddenly, golden haze fell through a patch of cloud. The moon itself was not visible, but its light filtered to the ground. He dared not wait any longer!


  The luminous dial of his watch told him it was a quarter past nine. Gripping the edge of the roof above his head, he pulled his legs out of the jagged hole and began the steep descent. Hand over hand, his arms strained by the unnatural angle, he lowered himself painfully downward.


  His powerful body dangled awkwardly as he struggled to keep from falling. Foot by foot he moved, slowly lowering himself. When the roof ended, he’d have to drop the remaining distance to the ground. He tried to remember how far that was, but he couldn’t picture it. Whatever the distance to the ground, I’ll still have to drop.


  Suddenly the door to the farmhouse flew open! Light spilled into the yard as a man came out of the kitchen. He was laughing as he looked over his shoulder and spoke to someone inside.


  “Check on our prisoner,” a voice called.


  “Why bother?” the man replied as he walked away from the farmhouse. “He’ll never get out until we let him out and hand him over to the Iranians.”


  The men inside laughed at that. “Maybe you are right,” one answered. “They’ll take him back to Iran and dispose of him there. The Germans will never find out what happened to him!”


  The farmhouse door closed and the approaching sound of boots crunching stones made the prisoner’s heart beat faster.


  Suddenly the moon broke free of the cloud and shone full on the ground below. The man who clutched the edge of the roof thought, If he looks up, he’ll see me for sure! Then they’ll probably kill me themselves!


  But the guard below never looked up. He came to the entrance of the barn, opened the door, and went in. The prisoner hung a moment longer, hardly daring to breathe, afraid to make a sound. Then he realized he had to get to the ground before the other man came back; he couldn’t hold on much longer. Quickly he lowered himself the remaining distance until he came to the end of the roof. Then he dropped to the ground.


  Springing quickly to his feet, he turned to his right and sprinted along the side of the barn toward the woods.


  



  Two hundred kilometers east of the farmhouse and the hidden Red Army trucks, the white bus roared through the night, with most of its passengers still napping.


  “How much longer?” the priest asked. He’d slept for several hours and had just awakened groggily.


  “It won’t be too long,” the driver replied. He’d relieved the first driver just an hour ago and was fairly fresh.


  “Will we have to go through the city?” the priest asked.


  “No,” the driver replied. “We’ll leave this highway, take a country road north, then turn back south and come into the hills to the east of town. Actually, we’ll be close, not far from the Schlossburg, but we won’t be near the downtown traffic.”


  In a moment the driver asked a question that had been bothering him for some time. “When will the planes arrive?”


  “Just after sundown,” the priest said. “They’ll refuel at a small military field near Munich, then swing south and hug the Austrian border. They’ll identify themselves as German planes taking supplies to the Kurds in northern Iran, and they’re cleared all the way to a Luftwaffe base above Freiburg. But they’ll follow another civilian route and swoop over the farm after sundown.”


  Heavy snoring from the passengers behind him made the driver laugh again. “Think our ‘nuns’ will be ready?”


  “They’d better be!” the priest laughed. “We’re all depending on them.”


  Several hours later, the white bus climbed the steep, winding roads toward the farm. “We’re almost there,” the driver said quietly. He didn’t want to wake the ‘nuns’ until he had to. They might need all the sleep they could get.


  “It’s about time!” the priest replied. He’d fallen asleep a couple of times but was now wide awake, aching from the ride and eager to get out of the cramped seat. He glanced at the luminous dial of the clock on the dash. “Time to check in.” Opening a panel he took out a phone.


  “You’re sure the police can’t pick up your voice on that thing?” the driver asked. He’d never liked this part of the plan.


  “Sure they can pick it up,” the priest answered. “But they can’t understand what they hear; this is an encrypted phone. It’s a digital machine that scrambles my words with an algorithmic encoder. Unless they have a phone with the same code - which they don’t - they’d need months to decode what they heard. If they heard it, that is, which they probably won’t. Anyway, we won’t be around then.” He turned on his pocket flashlight and studied a card; then he punched in some numbers.


  After a brief conversation, the priest put the phone inside the panel and turned to the driver. “They’re waiting for us. Everything’s going like clockwork.”


  4


  Exploring Castle Ruins
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  Mark craned his neck to look at the tall, tapering tower of the cathedral dominating the central square of the historic city of Freiburg. “Will you look at that!” he exclaimed.


  “Wow!” Penny said, awed at the imposing old building of red stone. “How tall is that tower?”


  “The tower’s almost 350 feet high,” David replied, scanning the guidebook in his hand.


  “When was it built?” Mark asked.


  “Well, the book says it was started around A.D. 1200. The last part of it wasn’t finished until 1540. Twelve generations of people worked on it before it was completed.”


  The three teens began to thread their way through clusters of people, heading toward the main entrance of the cathedral. Crowds filled the square, swirling around carts and stands filled with fruit and foods of all kinds, while pigeons scurried along the ground and flew overhead. The place was ablaze with color, and Penny stopped frequently to take photos.


  “Who paid for such a building?” Penny asked. “Actually, who could afford to pay for such a building?”


  “The nobles and the merchants and the bishops,” David said. “And the city itself. It was built as a parish church for the citizens, so their taxes contributed to the expense. Also, Freiburg was a rich city because of the silver mines in the Schauinsland.”


  “Alright,” Mark said. “I’ll bite. What’s the Schauinsland?”


  “I thought you’d never ask,” David replied with a knowing air. “It’s a nearby mountain. And it’s actually within the city limits. The word literally means ‘a look into the country.’ The silver mines there gave the city a lot of money. And there are more mines in the Munsteral Mountains, which aren’t far away. So the city of Freiburg had a lot of money in addition to what they got from their merchants and from trade. Trading routes passed through here, and that brought crowds of people to buy things.”


  “Look how tall the door is!” Penny said. “I’ll need my wide angle lens to get this.”


  “Can we go in?” Mark asked.


  “We sure can,” David replied. “We can also climb up inside the tower and get a great view of the city.”


  An hour later, the three left the cathedral through the wide, tall doorway and strolled out into the square. “I got wonderful pictures of Freiburg from the tower!” Penny said, her bright eyes shining with pleasure. “But what a climb! I think my legs are wobbling!”


  “So are Mark’s,” David replied. “That’s because you two aren’t in shape. You’ve got to stay in shape if you want to keep up with me on this tour.”


  “Oh, yeah,” Mark rejoined, “we’ll see who’s in shape when the day is over. By sundown I’ll have to carry both of you up to our rooms.”


  Penny laughed, reached over, and hit her brother’s flat stomach. “Not if you keep eating that Black Forest chocolate cake like you’ve been doing,” she said.


  “Speaking of chocolate cake,” he replied instantly, “it’s time for a bite. Let’s find a place.”


  “How about this?” David asked as they approached a cluster of tables in an open-air restaurant.


  “Looks fine to me,” Mark agreed.


  David pulled out a chair for Penny, and they all sat down. In a moment, a waiter arrived with menus. David, speaking fluent German, ordered lunch for the three of them.


  “What a pleasant place!” Penny exclaimed, watching the people passing by. “It’s so nice to be in a peaceful spot for a change, with no threat of danger lurking around the corner, waiting to pounce on us!”


  “It’s been a busy summer, alright,” Mark agreed, his wide, pleasant face breaking into a grin. “David came to visit us eight weeks ago, and we’ve been fleeing for our lives ever since!”


  “Hey, wait a minute!” David protested. “I came all the way from the United States because you promised me a peaceful summer vacation. And look what’s happened! You two draw danger like sugar draws ants! I’ll be amazed if I live through the next month!”


  “Of course you’ll live through the next month,” Mark insisted. “We’ll look out for you just like we’ve been doing since you came and brought all this trouble into our lives. We don’t complain. We just suffer and do our duty and try to protect you.” He rolled his eyes with an air of resignation.


  “Well, it’s been strenuous,” David said. “But it’s nice to know we’re in a safe place now. I’m really looking forward to seeing this city.”


  Then the waiter brought their lunch. “I just love eating in these outside restaurants where we can see all the people go by!” Penny said, as she aimed her camera at a particularly interesting face.


  When they’d finished eating, David paid the bill and studied the guidebook again. Penny looked at him, her brown eyes shining with anticipation. “What’s next?”


  “Let’s go see the statue of the man the Germans say invented gunpowder,” he suggested. “It’s just a couple of blocks away in the Rathausplatz.”


  “What’s the Rathausplatz?” Mark asked as they got up and followed him through the square.


  “It’s named for the city hall - the Germans call that the Rathaus. Most of it was destroyed during the Second World War, but they built it back again just as it had been in the previous centuries.”


  The three walked south out of the great, wide space of the Munsterplatz, leaving the cathedral behind them. They passed a short block, then turned right on the Schusterstrasse. Strolling along with other tourists, they soon came to the Rathausplatz. This proved to be a wide space with large chestnut trees and a pleasant fountain. Before them stood the statue of Berthold Schwarz, in the monk’s robe of the Franciscan friars.


  “How did a monk come to invent gunpowder?” Penny asked curiously as she framed a photo of the statue.


  “Monks did lots of things,” David replied. “There were different monastic organizations, and many of them had their own farms and breweries and cattle and shops. They did more than study and pray. Often they had to defend themselves against bands of robbers.”


  “They had libraries, too,” Mark added thoughtfully, “and schools.”


  “That’s right,” David agreed. “It was the Christian churches and monasteries and schools that preserved not only Christian but also Greek and Roman learning in the centuries after the collapse of the Roman Empire. When Rome fell, all kinds of tribes and nations went back to fighting and pillaging.”


  “The same thing happened a few years back,” Mark said, “with the collapse of the Soviet Union.”


  “You’re right,” David said. “Whenever a dominant empire declines or collapses, the peoples they’ve held together by force start waging war again.”


  “So this is no time for our country and Western Europe to disarm themselves like they’re doing,” Mark concluded soberly.


  “It sure isn’t. Wars always increase and spread when the superpowers that have kept the peace disarm themselves. Only the nations with a strong military force survive in times of lawlessness.”


  “Stay right there,” Penny said suddenly as she backed away and framed a photo of the two boys in front of the statue.


  They spent another pleasant half hour in the Rathausplatz, looking at both the old and the new Rathauses. Then they crossed the square and admired Saint Martin’s church.


  Finally, Mark could wait no longer. “Let’s go up to that castle!” he said. “We can see the whole city from there.”


  “I don’t know if I could climb a mountain after climbing the cathedral tower an hour ago!” Penny said.


  ‘Neither could Mark,” David said quickly. “He’s in lousy shape. I’d prefer to climb myself, but for the sake of you two, I’ll take the cable car.”


  “David, you’re so noble and considerate of others. I mean, you never think of yourself!” Penny said with a straight face.


  “Just the way I was raised, Penny,” David said with a matter-of-fact air. “I can’t take credit for it.”


  “Yeah, your legs are probably wobbling like rubber right now!” Mark teased. “That’s why you are so willing to take the cable car.”


  “Nonsense!” David protested. “I could probably run up that mountain. But I’m not going to leave you two helpless French-speaking people all by yourselves in this German city. I’ll stick with you. Let’s find that cable car.”


  Snorting scornfully, Mark followed David and Penny along the street to the cable car entrance. Here David paid their fares and the three got in with several families of Japanese tourists. Soon the car began to climb at a steep angle, giving them an increasingly wide view of Freiburg and the surrounding countryside. The view became more spectacular by the minute.


  Penny was ecstatic. “Look at the tall tower of the cathedral!” Rapidly she readied her camera.


  “Please, Penny!” David protested. “Not ‘cathedral.’ The Germans call it ‘Munster.’ Let’s be authentic.”


  “Alright,” she replied, “Munster.” But look at the beautiful tower!”


  What had struck all of them earlier was the manner in which the tower had been constructed, not solidly, but with spaces between the supporting stone columns at the top, so that light shone through from every angle.


  Mark interrupted their linguistic dispute with a more prosaic thought. “Think the cable is strong enough to hold this car we’re on with all these people?” he asked with a poker face.


  “It had better be,” David said decisively, “or I’ll go back to the ticket office and demand my money back!”


  “You’ll have a long fall first,” Mark said.


  “Stop talking so negatively, Mark,” Penny said. “You’ve got to be more optimistic!”


  Soon they reached the top, and the people got out. Mark, Penny, and David moved away from the terminal and studied the vista behind them.


  “This is the Schlossburg,” David said, reading the guidebook again. “Schlossburg means ‘Castle Mountain.’ When the French captured this territory, their famous military architect, Vauban, built three castles on this hill and connected them all with secret underground passages. Later the city was given back to Austria, so when the French armies returned, they destroyed those castles. Now only their ruins are left.”


  “Do you think any of those secret tunnels are still there?” Penny asked.


  “Probably not,” Mark said. “If the French destroyed the castles, they surely destroyed all the connections between them.”


  They turned to the path before them and began a fascinating walk they’d never forget. Deeper into the woods they went, along curving paths, under tall trees, farther and farther into the forest. Soon they’d left the other tourists and sightseers and were wandering along a dark path through a tunnel formed by the tall trees.


  “This is beautiful!” Penny exclaimed. “But let’s don’t get lost!” She smiled at David just behind her on the path.


  “Don’t worry,” he answered. “Have you ever known me to be lost?”


  “I sure have!” she said quickly. “You were pretty lost in that Egyptian tomb a few weeks ago.”


  “Well, I wasn’t alone,” he countered. “We were all lost that day. But don’t worry, I’m following this guidebook, and I know exactly where we are.”


  “Hey!” Mark said suddenly, pointing to his right.


  David and Penny turned to look.


  “What is it?” Penny asked.


  “I don’t know, but it sure looks like a part of a fortress. Let’s go see.”


  “We’d better not stray away from the path,” Penny warned.


  “But we’ll be in sight of the path,” Mark said. “Penny, sometimes I think you worry too much.”


  “And sometimes if you boys had listened to my worries, we’d have escaped some troubles,” she said.


  “You’re right, Penny,” David said. “But this is not dangerous. We’re so close to the path we won’t get lost. Let’s go.”


  With a strange foreboding, Penny followed her brother and David through the thick bushed toward the imposing pile of rock. Why am I worrying? she asked herself. David’s right. We’re so close to the path, we’ll have no trouble finding our way back.


  5


  Hoffmann!


  [image: ]


  The stone gave way without warning, and the policeman tumbled into the opening, landing flat on his back. Stunned, he lay there for a moment. Then he rolled over and crouched on hands and knees. Dust rose from the dark passage, causing him to cough.


  At least I didn’t break anything! he thought gratefully. But what happened? One minute I was leaning against a rock; the next, I’m in a hole in the ground!


  In the dim light of the moon, he could barely make out what appeared to be a tunnel ahead of him. Then a cloud swept across the sky and covered the moon once more. This had been happening with maddening frequency. One minute he could see to forge his way through the forest; the next, the moon was covered, and he found himself stumbling into rocks. At first he’d been grateful for the light. Later, when he’d heard the shouts of the pursuing men, he’d prayed for the clouds to cover the moon.


  He was exhausted and shaken by too many falls when he stopped and leaned against that rock. At times he’d pulled away from his pursuers; at other times, he thought their shouts and calls were closing in. That’s when he’d hidden under deep brush and let the pursuit go past. He’d breathed easier then, thinking he’d have a chance to change course. His captors had been careless with their talk, and he’d heard them speak of Freiburg and that they were east of the city on a direct line to the Schlossburg.


  But his rough idea of location was not good enough for him to elude his captors, who knew exactly where they were. He had to get away from them. Surely they had heard the stone fall! If he couldn’t climb out of the hole above him, he’d be trapped like a mole in its tunnel.


  Then he heard the voices of the approaching men. He couldn’t climb out now! He’d have to see how far the tunnel could take him, and stay in it. Frantically he began to crawl, feeling ahead of him and moving carefully so as not to dislodge any rocks. He could sense nothing ahead, so he kept crawling, his left shoulder brushing a smooth wall. Feeling this with his hand, he realized it was made of stone. Reaching to the right, he felt stone on that side, too, and realized he was in a narrow passage.


  Reaching his hand above him, he slowly, carefully stood up. The ceiling was just a foot above his head.


  Praying fervently, he moved carefully through utter blackness. He wondered if there were holes in the ground ahead of him, and how far he could go before he found the passage blocked. Every moment he expected to hear shouts behind him. But he heard nothing except his own breathing and the soft sound of his shoes on the dirt floor.


  He remembered the legends of the tunnels connecting the ancient French castles on the top of the Schlossburg.


  But I’m not near the Schlossburg! he thought. Were there other old fortifications and tunnels in the area? he wondered. Whatever this tunnel was, he hoped it had an opening; otherwise he was trapped!


  Suddenly he felt the movement of cool air on his face and his spirits lifted. With renewed hope, he continued his weary journey. Finally, in utter exhaustion he sat down, and leaned back against the wall. Almost immediately he fell asleep.


  



  Mark led, Penny came next, and David was last as they forced their way through the thick brush and up to the pile of stones. “That’s part of some fortification!” Mark said.


  It sure looks like it,” David agreed. “What do you think it was?”


  “Maybe a lookout tower.”


  “Here in the woods?” Penny asked skeptically. “What could they see from here?” She stumbled, and David steadied her with his strong arm.


  “Maybe the trees weren’t so tall when the tower was built,” Mark suggested.


  They struggled through the brush and worked their way around the structure. Suddenly they heard men talking on the path behind them.


  Guided by a premonition, Penny grabbed her brother’s shoulder and put a warning finger to her lips.


  David, watching her, was as startled as Mark. “What’s the matter?” he whispered.


  “I don’t know,” she replied. “But who are those men we hear?”


  “Just some tourists like us,” Mark whispered back. “Honestly, Penny…”


  “But I think I recognize one of those voices!” she whispered. Her heart was pounding. Had she really heard one of those men before?


  The voices came closer, speaking German. Obviously the men were walking along the path the Americans had just left. Without a word, the three crouched together behind the pile of stones.


  The men came closer; were they going to stop here? Penny cast a frightened glance at David. Then she breathed a sigh of relief when the men continued on their walk.


  Carefully, David peered from behind the stones, but the trees blocked his view. Moving slowly around the rocks, he took several steps toward the path the men had followed, then stiffened in shock.


  He was able to hear snatches of conversation before their voices faded as the men moved on. David waited another moment before he dared to move. Then he crept quietly back to his friends.


  “What’s wrong?” Penny whispered, alarmed by the expression on David’s face.


  “I just saw Hoffmann!” he replied.


  “Hoffman!” Marked and Penny whispered in unison.


  “That’s right,” David said, his heart pounding. “I’m sure it was him.”


  “But what is he doing here?” Mark asked incredulously.


  The three were horrified. Hoffmann here! The man who led the gang of agents belonging to the former East German secret police; the man who had tried to steal the rights to Mr. Daring’s diamond mine in East Africa. And because they had a knack for getting in his way and spoiling his criminal schemes, he had tried to bury them in Pharaoh’s tomb in Egypt, and then tried to capture them in the catacombs of Paris. Unfortunately, he always managed to escape the police, and now he was here!


  “I knew I’d heard one of those voices before!” Penny said. None of them said anything else for a moment; the boys were as alarmed as Penny.


  Finally Penny broke the silence. “What were they saying, David?”


  “They were talking about finding someone who’d escaped from their barn last night,” David replied. “Hoffmann said they had to find the man before it got dark.”


  “What did the other man say?” Mark asked.


  “He said they had to get back to their car as soon as they’d met their scout on the Schlossburg. Hoffmann agreed with this and said they’d be back in half an hour to take the cable car down.”


  “What are we going to do?” Penny asked.


  “The first thing is to go back to the cable car and get to town before Hoffmann and that other guy return!” Mark said emphatically.


  “The next thing is to call your dad on that encrypted phone,” David said, “so he can get the police.”


  “But how will the police know where to look?” Penny asked.


  “That’s a good point,” Mark said thoughtfully. “If Hoffmann and that other guy are going back to the city, we may have to follow them when they leave the cable car so we can tell Dad which way they’re heading.”


  “Let’s go!” David said decisively. “We’ve got to catch that cable car before they come back.”


  The three teens hurried along the path, back toward the terminal of the cable car. “How can Hoffmann keep escaping from the police like this?” Penny asked in a low voice. “He always gets away!”


  “And we always run into him!” Mark said. “This is uncanny!”


  “Do you think they’ll change their minds and come back before we can catch the cable car?” Penny asked. “What would we do if he got on the car with us?”


  “I don’t think they will, Penny,” David answered. “They were determined to find their scout first.”


  “Then how many scouts do you think they have around here?” she answered. “And what’s going on?”


  “I don’t know,” David said. “But they’re sure anxious to capture that man, whoever he is. Hoffmann was mad!”


  “Hoffmann’s always mad,” Penny observed.


  “That’s because we seem to blow up his plans every time we meet,” Mark said.


  “We’d better never fall into his hands, then,” Penny said seriously. “He’d love to get even.”


  “That’s the truth, Penny,” David agreed.


  Walking at a rapid pace, they came in sight of the terminal. A car had just arrived, and people were getting off while others waited to get on.


  “Hurry!” Mark said, breaking into a run. “It’s about to leave!”


  “Will it fill up before we get there?” Penny asked anxiously.


  “Let’s hope not!” David replied.


  They rushed to the car and got in. Penny stood between Mark and David, and they waited for the doors to close.


  But the door remained open. Penny’s mind raced with horrible scenarios. What if Hoffmann and the other man got in the cable car with us? She looked back along the path, praying she wouldn’t see those two men.


  Finally the doors closed and the car began the descent. What should have been a pleasant ride down, with its glorious view of the city and the surrounding countryside, was now full of tension. For awhile the three stared back at the terminal above them, wondering if they’d see Hoffmann and his companion. But as the distance lengthened, they realized they had, indeed, gotten ahead of their enemy and had nothing to fear at the moment. Gradually they relaxed.


  Mark grinned. “I think you two were nervous back there,” he said quietly.


  “You bet we were!” David replied.


  “I still am,” Penny admitted. “We’d all better be nervous until that man is captured.”


  Mark frowned a quick warning. After all, if Hoffmann had scouts around the place, one of them could easily be on the cable car with them. Penny whispered this thought to Mark. He shook his head and shrugged his shoulders. “At least they wouldn’t know who we are,” he whispered back. “Their boss back there would, but they wouldn’t.”


  Penny hoped Mark was right.


  A group of English-speaking people was jammed in the car with them, along with several Germans. The three Americans tried to enjoy the view as the car descended, but their minds were filled with thoughts of Hoffman. What was he doing here? How many men did he have with him? Would they be able to reach Mr. Daring in time for the police to catch their archenemy?


  The cable car seemed to take an eternity to reach the ground. When it did, the three got out and halted a short distance away to make their plans.


  “I’ve been thinking,” David said to Mark. “You and Penny should hurry to the car and get your dad on the phone. I’ll stay here. When the cable car comes back down, I’ll watch for Hoffmann; he’s probably got a car in the parking lot. Then I can see what kind of car it is and get the license number, join you, and you can pass all that information to your dad.”


  “But David,” Penny protested, “you’ll be in danger if they spot you!”


  “They won’t spot me, Penny,” David replied. “I’ll hide behind one of those buses.”


  “What if his car is parked right beside ours?” she asked.


  “Then you two will just have to duck your heads and pretend to be sleeping,” David responded.


  “I guess that’s the thing to do,” Mark agreed thoughtfully. He pondered it from every angle and couldn’t see any flaws in the plan. “Just be sure you’re out of sight when the cable car lands, though.”


  “I sure will!” David said.


  “In fact, David,” Penny said suddenly, “you’d better assume that Hoffmann or the other man might have binoculars. They could spot you long before the car arrives. You’d better get your binoculars from the car and watch them as they come down.”


  Both boys looked at the slender girl. “Penny, that’s a good idea!” David said.


  The three hurried to the car. David unlocked the vehicle and grabbed his compact binoculars before concealing himself behind a tour bus. Mark and Penny got in the car, and Mark began immediately to call his father.


  Please answer, Dad! Mark prayed.


  6


  “Don't Let Them See Us!”
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  The two men were silent as the cable car slowly descended. They’d met their scout, and the news he’d given them was not good.


  “We haven’t found the policeman,” the scout told them. “But that that man can’t get far. He knows he’s got to stay hidden. Our men are on the lookout, and if he tries to move out of the area, they’ll spot him at once.”


  “But if they don’t,” Hoffmann had said grimly, “he’ll get away when we all leave!”


  “Yeah, but by then the cargo will be on the planes, and no one will be able to stop them,” Hoffmann’s companion said.


  “Yes, they will!” Hoffmann snapped. “As long as those planes are in western European airspace, NATO fighters can stop them. And they will if they learn what they’re carrying!”


  Now Hoffmann fumed in silence as the cable car approached the terminal. He’d have to deploy those Iranian marines in the search. He hadn’t wanted to do that; their job was to guard the perimeter of the farm until they could leave on the C-130 that picked up the cargo. But those marines would have to remain on the ground until the policeman was found. Hoffmann couldn’t afford to let him escape with the knowledge he had of this mission!


  That complicated that exit of the marines from the Freiburg area. Now they’d have to leave as they had come - on a bus, once more disguised as nuns. And they’d be vulnerable to police search as long as they were in Germany. What a mess!


  Hoffmann and Eric got out with the other cable car passengers and hurried to their car. Eric drove them out of the parking lot and headed for a major road leading out of town. Neither man noticed the green Volvo several cars behind them.


  In the Volvo, the atmosphere was tense. “Where could Dad be?” Penny asked anxiously. She was sitting in the front beside David, holding his binoculars in her hand.


  “I don’t know,” Mark replied from the backseat. “But he doesn’t answer.” He put the phone back in the briefcase and stared ahead, trying to pick up Hoffmann’s car through the traffic.


  “We’ve got to follow them a few miles then,” David said as he drove, “so we can tell your dad which way Hoffmann’s headed.”


  “Whatever brought him here, we know he’s up to no good!” Mark said.


  “Do you think he’ll know we’re following him?” Penny asked David.


  “There are three cars between us, and more behind,” David answered. “This is a busy road, so he’s got no reason to suspect us. Not yet, at least.”


  But then the traffic began to thin out. One of the three cars in front of them pulled off to the right. Then another did the same.


  David grew cautious. “I’ll drop back a bit and let that crazy tailgater pass me,” he said. “That’ll put another car between us.”


  He did this, and the red Mercedes roared past and just kept going, speeding recklessly by the car ahead and shooting by Hoffmann’s car also!


  “These people drive like wild men!” Mark said.


  “That’s their reputation, at least,” David replied.


  The brown Peugeot between Hoffmann’s car and the Volvo still offered protection, David figured. With that car between them, Hoffmann and his companion wouldn’t be able to recognize any of the Americans from that distance.


  Now the road left the area of houses and began to climb into the Black Forest. David drove with great care, glancing periodically in the mirror to assess the traffic behind. “There are a couple more cars anxious to get by us,” he observed.


  “Maybe they’ll get behind Hoffmann and give us more protection,” Penny suggested.


  But the cars couldn’t pass on the narrow, curving road. The three Americans began to get nervous.


  “Call your dad again,” David suggested.


  “Okay,” Mark agreed. He got out the phone and punched the redial. Still no reply. “Mark, I’m worried,” Penny exclaimed. “Where could Daddy be?”


  The brown Peugeot ahead of them suddenly slammed on its brakes and turned onto a side road. Now there was nothing between them and Hoffmann’s vehicle. David frowned and slowed the car to lengthen the distance.


  At that point, a van roared past him and pulled up close behind Hoffmann’s Mercedes.


  “That’s a break!” Penny said. “I was getting worried that Hoffmann might look in the mirror and recognize one of us.”


  “We’re too far away for that,” David said.


  “Not if he’s got binoculars like we do,” she replied.


  “She’s right about that!” Mark agreed.


  “Well, we’ve got a car between us again,” David said.


  But the van chose that moment to swerve out into the other lane and race past Hoffmann’s car. David was worried now. He glanced into the mirror; there were no more cars behind them.


  “Those cars behind us are gone,” he said grimly. “They must have pulled off on the side roads.”


  “Should we do the same so Hoffmann won’t be suspicious?” Penny asked anxiously.


  “I hate to let him out of our sight before we can tell Dad where he is,” Mark said thoughtfully.


  “But if Hoffmann has recognized any of us, couldn’t he be leading us away from his real target, just to fool us?” she reasoned.


  “That’s a good point, Penny,” David said. “But there have been cars between us most of the time, and we’re a good way back now. I think we should hang on as long as we can, or until we can reach your dad.”


  Before Penny could reply, Hoffmann’s car slowed suddenly, then turned sharply right onto a narrow road that led into the woods.


  “Keep going, David,” Mark said quickly. “Don’t do anything suspicious.”


  “Don’t worry,” David replied. “I’ll go past, and you two look and see where he’s going.”


  As they came to the small side road, David kept the car going at the same speed, so Mark and Penny had only a glimpse of Hoffmann’s car before they sped by.


  “It’s just a narrow road into the forest,” Mark said.


  “It wasn’t a highway, that’s for sure,” Penny agreed. “Maybe there’s a farm there.”


  “Try your dad again,” David said.


  Mark tried - again without success.


  “Penny!” David said, “I almost forgot! Write down the mileage. I set it when we left the city!” He read off the number and she wrote it in her notebook.


  “That’s great, David!” she said smiling. “That’s just what Dad would want to tell the police!”


  “Watch out, David!” Mark said suddenly.


  A man in uniform stumbled down the steep bank just ahead of them and fell headlong onto the pavement. Instantly David slammed on the brakes and swerved to the left. Then he pulled to a stop on the side of the road.


  They ran back to the man, who was getting to his feet. David reached him first and grabbed his shoulder just as he seemed ready to fall again.


  “Wie gehts?” David asked, steadying the trembling man. “Konnen wir helfen?”


  Suddenly he realized the man was in police uniform. It was torn in spots and covered with dirt stains, not at all like the usually spotless appearance of Germany’s uniformed policemen. The man’s eyes were sunken, his face haggard, and his blue eyes looked back at David with searching intensity.


  He’s trying to decide whether or not he can trust me! David thought.


  Mark and Penny ran up then. “Is he hurt?” Penny asked anxiously.


  “Not really,” the policeman replied, surprising them all by speaking English. “But get off this road at once! They’re after me!”


  “Who’s after you?” Mark asked as the four moved quickly to the side of the road.


  The man swayed, then stood erect. “Who are you?” he asked, looking searchingly at each of them in turn.


  “We’re Americans,” David answered, “visiting Freiburg. How can we help?”


  The man seemed to make up his mind quickly about trusting these strangers. “I’ve got to contact police headquarters!” he said. “There’s a catastrophe brewing. Can you get me to Freiburg?”


  “Certainly,” David replied. “Let’s go!”


  But the man fell to the ground!


  “Bring the car around, Mark,” David said as he stooped quickly to the fallen policeman. Penny knelt beside him, and together they helped the officer sit up while Mark ran back to the car.


  “Sorry!” the policeman said. “I’ll be okay, but we’ve got to hurry! They’re after me!”


  “Who?” Penny asked again as she and David helped the policeman to his feet.


  “It’s a long story,” he said, struggling to regain his balance. “I’ll tell you on the way to the city.”


  But just then a white bus raced by, coming from the direction of Freiburg. As soon as the driver passed the policeman and the three Americans, he slammed on the brakes. Mark, meanwhile, driving the Volvo from the opposite direction, had almost reached them.


  At the sight of the bus, the policeman’s face turned white. He spoke sharply to David. “Tell your friend to keep going! He’s got to get away and call for help!”


  Startled, David looked past the Volvo to the white bus that had come to a full stop and was now trying to turn around on the narrow road. “What’s the matter?” he asked. “Mark can take us all back to the city.”


  “Now he can’t!” the policeman replied, blue eyes wide with fear. “Wave him on! He’s got to get away while he still can! They’ll kill him if he doesn’t! You two follow me at once!”


  David faced a dreadful choice. Should he wave Mark on? That would leave him, Penny, and the policeman stranded! Or should he take a chance that they could all get in the car and safely away from the men in the white bus?


  Just as the Volvo reached them and slowed to a stop, a man jumped out of the bus that was now backing frantically in an effort to turn around. Kneeling, the man aimed his automatic weapon at the Volvo.


  Instantly David waved frantically at Mark to keep going. Startled, Mark shook his head. And then a burst of gunfire blew out the back and front windshields of the Volvo!


  “Go on!” the policeman yelled to Mark.


  David yelled, “Go on!” as he waved Mark away.


  Mark hit the accelerator and the Volvo leaped ahead, veering from side to side to throw off the aim of the gunman. In a moment, the Volvo reached the turn in the road and vanished.


  “Follow me!” the policeman urged David and Penny as more armed men poured out of the bus. The officer dashed for the safety of the forest a few yards away, with Penny and David running desperately after him.


  Then they were in the shelter of the trees, running for their lives.
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  Pursued in the Black Forest
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  Desperately Mark raced the Volvo down the curving road, his mind agonizing over his decision to speed away. How can I leave Penny and David back there? he asked himself. But that’s what they said to do.


  Glancing in the rearview mirror just before he’d gone around the curve, Mark had seen David and Penny run into the forest behind the policeman. I’m their only hope of getting rescued! he thought. I’ve got to reach Dad or the police!


  Steering with his left hand, he reached behind and fumbled in the backseat for the briefcase that held the cell phone. He couldn’t find it! Frantically he leaned back and moved his hand across the seat. There it was! His fingers found the handle, and he brought the case into the front seat. Setting it beside him, he took out the phone.


  Steering now with his knees, he punched his dad’s number, then grabbed the wheel again with his left hand.


  No answer. What should I do now? he wondered.


  Behind him, back beyond the curve, the white bus had turned around. Six more men with automatic rifles jumped out. The man who’d shot out the windows of Mark’s car leaped up and ran back, waving the men toward the forest, yelling to a corporal, “Get that policeman and those Americans! Bring them to the farm!”


  At once the corporal led five men into the forest. “Fan out!” he called. “We’ll spread out and catch them in our net! But don’t shoot them. Capture them alive.” The soldiers raced through the bushes, rifles ready, searching for their prey.


  Jumping into the bus, the leader, a sergeant, shoved another magazine into his automatic rifle, snapping to the driver as he did so. “Catch that Volvo!” Behind him in the bus, three other men held automatic rifles.


  “This bus can’t catch a Volvo!” the driver protested.


  “Not on an even stretch of road,” the sergeant replied grimly. “But this road has so many sharp turns that he’ll have to slow down, and we’ll be in shooting range when he does!”


  “We can’t shoot him on the road, can we?” one of the men in the back asked.


  “Not if there are other cars in sight,” the leader said. “But if he’s alone we’ll shoot out his tires and bring him back to the farm.”


  The bus swerved around the turn and accelerated with surprising speed. “There he is!” the driver shouted.


  Eagerly the riflemen opened windows on both sides of the vehicle and leaned out to take aim.


  Then the Volvo disappeared around another turn. Cursing, the men drew back in. “Hide those guns!” the leader yelled suddenly as a tour bus came around the curve and headed toward them.


  Frustrated, the riflemen drew in their weapons and waited for the bus to pass.


  “There’s a long straight stretch ahead,” the driver said. “We’ll get him then.”


  “As long as there are no other cars in sight!” the leader warned.


  “You should still be able to shoot from the right-hand window,” the driver said.


  “Good idea!”


  Back in the forest, the policeman rushed desperately through the bushes and around trees, with David and Penny right behind. “Hurry!” the policeman said. “Some of them will follow me, and you’re in terrible danger if they catch up!”


  “But who are they?” David asked, running easily behind Penny.


  “Iranian marines - their elite troops, actually.”


  “Iranian marines? What are they doing here?” Penny asked in astonishment, as she dodged through the trees.


  “They’ve come to guard Iranian planes while they land and pick up nuclear weapons and take them back to Iran!” the officer replied. He was clearly almost out of breath.


  “Nuclear weapons!” David exclaimed.


  “That’s right. They’ve been smuggled in from Russia in trucks with a legitimate load of medicines. Two Iranian planes will pick them up after dark tonight and take them back to Iran.”


  The officer stumbled and fell in a dry streambed, but he jumped up immediately and scrambled up the bank, his hands and knees smeared with mud. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw no sign of pursuit, but those marines could be fairly close and still not be seen in the thick woods. He began to run again.


  Penny, running close behind now, asked in astonishment, “But how did Iranian marines get into Germany?”


  “They came in a bus disguised as Catholic nuns,” the man replied.


  Suddenly the policeman veered to the right, behind a thick cluster of trees, then slowed his pace as they began to ascend a small hill. “We’ve got to get away from their line of pursuit,” the officer said over his shoulder. “They’ll fan out behind us to hem us in if we try to turn; we’ve got to get outside their skirmish line.”


  Behind them, the six marines in jungle fatigues had already fanned out into a wide line, with intervals of twenty yards between each man. “Don’t get too far apart!” the corporal called. “They might hide under bushes, and we’ll rush by without seeing them.”


  “Has anyone seen them yet?” one of the men called from the left of the line.


  No one had. Cursing, the corporal realized that they might have a long chase.


  “What if they scatter?” another man asked. “They might do that so at least one of them could get away.”


  “They might,” the corporal replied, “and if they do, the policeman is still our top priority. We’ve got to capture him!”


  In the farmhouse not far away, Hoffmann was in a rage! He’d gotten the message from the bus that they’d seen the policeman, but he’d escaped again…with two other people.


  “Two other people?” he yelled into the cell phone. “Who are they? Where did they come from?”


  “They came in a green Volvo, apparently,” the sergeant on the bus replied. “And they stopped to help that escaped policeman.”


  Just then the bus rounded another turn and came in sight of the green Volvo. “That Volvo’s so fast!” the driver complained again. “Just when we begin to catch up at the turns in the road, he speeds away on the straight stretches.”


  “Yeah, but he can’t keep getting away. Those curves again will slow him up, and then we’ll have him!” another marine said.


  “Besides, our bullets are faster than the Volvo,” the sergeant said. “Get ready to shoot out the back left tire.”


  Once again, marines leaned out the window on the right side of the bus and took aim.


  Mark knew he was driving too fast. But he had to get as far ahead as he could. The Volvo leaped forward, increasing speed, its splendid engine driving the magnificent vehicle with great power.


  Back in the bus, the sergeant was furious. “Why don’t you shoot?” he yelled to the marksman just behind him.


  “We’ve got to get closer!” the man replied, bringing his gun back inside. “He’s too far ahead for me to get a good shot from this bouncing bus!”


  Frustrated, the sergeant picked up his cell phone and called Hoffmann again. He explained their difficulty.


  “Don’t worry,” Hoffmann’s voice purred confidently. “I’ve just called the team in Freiburg. They’re sending out another car at once; it’s already on this side of the city. It is going to stop that Volvo if it has to force it off the road! Just be ready to drag the driver out and bring him back here!”


  “What about the Volvo?” the sergeant asked.


  “Leave it! If anyone else stops to help, tell them that the driver is hurt and you’re taking him to a doctor.”


  “We’ve got him now!” Hoffmann gloated, grinning at Eric as he put down the phone. “The bus is close behind him, and our car from Freiburg is ahead of him and closing fast. Now we’ve got to wait for the marines to catch that policeman in the forest.”


  Eric was seated on the sofa in the living room of the farmhouse, across from Hoffmann. Two of the Iranians - the “priest” and one of the “nuns” - sat in nearby chairs. They had automatic rifles stacked against their chairs. On the floor beside them lay ammunition belts with full magazines.


  “We’ve only got a few hours of daylight left,” Eric said, a frown on his face. “If that officer and his friends get away, the police will alert NATO.”


  “Don’t worry,” Hoffmann assured him, lighting a cigarette from his gold case. “That officer can’t get away! There are six marines after him. They’ll get him.” His voice was confident; his mind was not. I can’t let this plan be destroyed!


  “I wonder who those other people are.” Eric said, puzzled. “The sergeant said there were two of them with the officer.”


  “We’ll find out soon enough,” Hoffmann said. “They’re civilians, that’s certain. They’re all unarmed. They don’t have a prayer!”


  8


  “Run”
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  The two C-130s flew eastward into the gathering darkness. “That last stop for fuel was the one that had me worried,” the copilot said. “Now that it’s behind us, I think I’ll relax.”


  “Why were you worried?” the pilot asked. “I told you it would be no problem. Our identification is perfect.”


  “Yes,” the copilot replied. “But you never know what’s going to happen when you’re on the ground. I feel safer now that we’re airborne again with full tanks!”


  “Well, this flight has gone without a hitch. We’re identified as Iranian Air Force planes serving with the UN forces. We’re taking emergency aid to the Kurds in Iran! What a cover the UN has been for the revival of our Islamic cause in the world!”


  Both men laughed at that; just the week before they had been bombing the Kurdish tribesmen! He continued: “You and I have legitimate identification, and, as you pointed out, we’ve got full tanks.” He grinned. This was going like clockwork!


  The copilot glanced out the window toward the plane beside and slightly behind. “Ugly aircraft, these C-130s,” he said, “but useful ones.”


  “What other planes can land in as short a field as we’re heading for now?” the pilot asked.


  “You’re right,” the copilot admitted. “But don’t forget; we’ve got to stop quickly or we’ll crash into the woods at the edge of the field.”


  “We’ve practiced this for a week,” the pilot reminded him.


  “Oh, we’re ready to do it,” the copilot said with a grin. “But we’ve sure got to be alert to make this landing!”


  “Of course, if we crash,” the pilot said with a straight face, “our back-up will land and pick up the nukes and the marines.”


  “We’re not going to crash!” the copilot said with a laugh. “All our backup plane will get out of this trip is a couple of circles around a German farm before they turn and follow us back to Iran!”


  



  Deep in the forest now, Penny and David ran behind the policeman. Finally, he slowed to a walk. “Let’s slow down a minute,” he said.


  Glancing back, they could see no sign of their pursuers. “Do you think we got around their search line?” David asked.


  “I think we have,” the policeman said. “By the way, my name is Kurt Block.”


  “Mine’s David Curtis, and this is Penny Daring.” They both shook hands with the officer. “Now can you tell us what’s going on and how you got here?” David asked, as they continued at a fast walk. He noticed that Kurt was tiring fast.


  “I think I should,” Kurt replied, smiling for the first time. Penny noted the dark circles under his eyes, and his torn clothing. Her heart went to him: he needed rest.


  “I was driving home night before last,” Kurt told them, “and passed a convoy of trucks. This was on the eastern side of Germany, right next to the border. Something about the trucks made me suspicious, so I stopped the convoy. As I walked back to the lead vehicle, I realized they were all Red Army trucks. But the Russian markings had been clumsily painted over.”


  The ground of the forest began to rise, and the three found themselves climbing. Then it leveled off. Kurt continued his story. He was breathing with difficulty now.


  “Four men got out of the trucks when I pulled them over to the side of the road. The leader showed me their papers. The trucks had cleared our border guards because their papers seemed to be on order. They stated that the trucks carried medical supplies. But that’s what made me suspicious.”


  “Why?” Penny asked.


  “Because Russia is desperately short of medical supplies! They can’t spare such things. So why would they be shipping them to Germany, of all places? Also, those trucks were Red Army trucks. They’d been painted over, but I recognized them. And I wondered if this was a military mission.”


  “What did you do?” David asked.


  “I told them to follow me to the police station. And that’s when the men who had come up beside me suddenly hit me! When I woke up I was tied up in one of their trucks. They drove across Germany all day until they got to that farmhouse just outside of Freiburg.”


  The sunlight fell in patches on the ground as they walked beside their new friend. He told them how he’d been locked up in the small room at the top of the barn. “I heard them say that two C-130s from Iran would fly in the next night, land in the farmyard, and pick up three nuclear missiles. Later they went to the farmhouse for a meal and I started looking for any way to escape. It looked hopeless until I spotted some rotting boards near the roof; I pulled at them, and was able to make a hole.”


  “Thank God you got away,” Penny exclaimed. “What can we do now?”


  “We can escape from those men and call the police!” Kurt said grimly. “But they’re desperate to prevent that.” He looked at the two of them with a serious expression. “I’m so sorry you got caught in this plot!”


  Suddenly Penny had a foreboding thought and turned to Kurt. “You didn’t happen to hear the name ‘Hoffmann’ when you were a prisoner, did you?


  “Why, yes. He seemed to be the leader. At least he was giving all the instructions. How did you know about Hoffmann?”


  “We just saw him; he was on the Schlossberg,” Penny said. “And we’ve seen him before. He’s an agent of the former East German police, and he’s involved in schemes to steal big money. Oh, David, we’ve got to make sure that evil man is caught this time. That is, if we get out of here.”


  “Do you know where we are now, Kurt?” David asked.


  “No,” Kurt admitted, “I don’t.”


  “I’ve got a map,” David told him, pulling it out of his pocket. “And here’s the road we were on when we found you. Maybe we can figure out where we are now.” They began to study the map in silence.


  Finally Kurt spoke. “The farm must be about here,” he pointed. So we’ve got to keep moving and try to reach that road there.”


  David looked where the officer indicated, “That’s on the other side of these hills,” he noted. “If we can reach it, we’ll be able to stop a car and call the police.”


  A bullet ricocheted from the tree trunk to their left, and the sound of the shot followed at once.


  “Run!” Kurt said, dashing through the trees, then swerving suddenly to his right. Penny and David were right behind him. At once the thick forest hid them from the view of the rifleman. But the sniper was calling to his companions, yelling directions as he dashed after the three fugitives.


  Frantically Kurt, Penny, and David dodged through the trees, cutting back across the line of pursuit, hoping and praying their pursuers would be heading the other way, following the man who’d shot at them.


  And that’s what the riflemen were doing. The marines moved rapidly away in the wrong direction.


  “Keep running!” Kurt called over his shoulder. Penny ran close behind him, and David brought up the rear.


  How can Kurt keep going like this after all he’s been through? David wondered.


  But Kurt could not keep up this pace. Reluctantly, the policeman slowed to a fast walk. “I have to ease up,” he said, disgusted with himself. “But we must keep moving. And we cannot make any noise. I think we’ve lost those men for a while at least!”


  Gratefully, David and Penny slowed to match his pace, still following the policeman’s lead.


  “Where are we heading now?” Penny asked.


  “I’m afraid we’re heading back toward the farmhouse,” Kurt admitted, “and that’s the last place I want to go! But we have no choice. We’ve got to get away from those men before we can circle back and head for that road!” Now Kurt was deeply disturbed. The marines had cut them off from the road they’d hoped to reach and were forcing them back toward the farm. Perhaps their pursuers wouldn’t expect them to do this. But if they couldn’t get away from the farm, they’d never be able to contact the police, and those planes would pick up the nuclear bombs that very night!


  Suddenly Kurt fell to the ground. Rolling over quickly, he reached for his right ankle.


  Startled, Penny and David knelt beside him. “Are you hurt?” Penny asked anxiously. “How can we get away now? she thought desperately.


  “My ankle!” Kurt said, grimacing. “I think I have twisted it! You two keep going!”


  “And leave you?” David said. “Not on your life. Come on, climb on my back.”


  Kurt protested but David insisted. “Look, you’re an officer! You’ve got the information. Do you think the police would listen to two foreign tourists?”


  Kurt knew David was right. The two teenagers helped Kurt to his feet, and David turned, and the officer got on his back. David looped his strong arms under the man’s legs and carried him piggyback.


  Now we can’t run if they see us again! Penny thought as she hurried after David. Fervently she prayed.


  9


  Trapped!
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  Mark steered the Volvo with great care as he raced it around the next turn in the road. A few moments earlier, he’d glanced in the mirror to see a rifleman lean out the window of the pursuing bus and take aim. But he’d gone around a curve just then, and the man had not had a chance to shoot. Mark was sobered by the thought that they would always draw close to him on the curves.


  And soon they’ll take a shot! He thought. I’ve got to go faster around these turns!


  That’s what he’d just done, and it had scared him to death! The Volvo’s wheels were across the center line now, but he dared not turn the car back to the right or it might tip over. Deliberately he pressed the accelerator; this lifted the nose of the car, and took the weight off the front left wheel. He prayed earnestly as the Volvo made the turn at high speed. Then, as the road straightened, he increased the speed even more.


  That’s the way I’ll get out of range, he thought triumphantly. I’ll take these turns faster than they expect me to! That bus will never catch up!


  A long stretch of road lay ahead. Now to increase his lead! Then Mark remembered the phone. I’ve got to reach Dad! He gripped the wheel again with his knees, keeping the car on course, picked up the phone and punched in the number. This time his father answered.


  Elated, Mark slowed the car as the Volvo approached the next curve. “Dad! I’ve been trying to reach you! Listen - “


  He broke off suddenly. A gray sedan had come around the curve a hundred yards head of him, jammed on its brakes, skidded sideways, and pulled to a complete stop right in the middle of the road!


  Mark dropped the phone and hit the brakes. As the Volvo shuddered to a stop, his anguished glance in the rearview mirror spotted the white bus rounding the turn behind.


  



  Back at the farmhouse, Hoffmann was elated! He put down the phone and called out of Eric, who was making coffee in the kitchen. “They’ve trapped that Volvo! They were calling me when they rounded a turn and saw it ahead. They’ll call back as soon as they capture the driver!”


  “Magnificent!” Eric replied. “When our men have captured that policeman and those two with him, we’ll have them all! That secures this place until the planes can pick up the weapons!”


  He walked into the room with two mugs of coffee and handed one to Hoffmann. Then Eric had another thought: “But what will we do with those four prisoners?”


  “Let the Iranian marines take them to Iran,” Hoffmann said grimly. “Muslims know how to deal with prisoners – and it’s not according to the Geneva Convention! That way, there’ll be not one trace of those meddlers for the German police to find. In fact, no one will ever know what happened to them!”


  Eric grinned and raised his mug in salute. “Hoffmann, you’re a genius!”


  



  Deep in the Black Forest, David was getting tired. “I’ll put you down for a minute,” he said, stopping. Kurt eased himself to the ground and stood on his good foot.


  Penny looked at Kurt’s drawn face, the shadows under his eyes, and asked, “How bad is it?”


  “Not bad,” Kurt replied. “The real problem is that I can’t put much weight on it. What a time to be crippled!”


  “Do you have any idea where we are now?” David asked him, looking at the trees that surrounded them.


  “Yes, I do,” Kurt said. “We are very near a tunnel through which I escaped from those men last night. See that giant tree ahead? The opening is right in the midst of a thick mass of bushes below that tree. I fell into the tunnel by accident and feared I’d be trapped. But no one found the hole. After a long walk, I came out that opening there. It’s all covered with bushes.”


  “Where would that tunnel take us?” David asked. “Because we could hide there if those men came this way.”


  “Back toward the farmhouse,” Kurt said. “But that’s where we do not want to go! They’ve got Iranian soldiers guarding the nuclear weapons. We’ve got to alert the police!”


  “Well, we’ve got to get away first!” David answered. “Shall we wait here awhile?”


  “You certainly need a rest after carrying me all this way.” Kurt said with a bleak smile.


  “So do I!” Penny added, trying to ease the troubled mind of the policeman. She sat down on the ground and leaned against a tree.


  Looking at the brave girl, David thought - not for the first time – what a remarkable young woman she was.


  Kurt and David sat down too. For awhile no one said anything, and in the silence they could hear birds singing in the trees.


  “This forest is so beautiful!” Penny said. “I wish we could just wander around and take photos. That’s what we came to do,” she added sadly.


  “Don’t worry, Penny,” David replied, smiling at the brave girl, “you’ll get to take pictures. Just as soon as we get to the police and they can round up those crooks!”


  “But David, what do you think has happened to Mark?” she asked.


  “Well, the Volvo is sure faster than the bus that’s chasing him,” David replied. “And we didn’t hear any more shots. So we know that Mark got away. He’s probably called your dad by now, and that means that help will be coming soon. We just have to keep out of sight of those gunmen chasing us until it arrives.”


  “I still want to get to that road and call the police,” Kurt said somberly.


  “Yes, sir,” David replied, “that’s what we’ll do. But at least it doesn’t all depend on us any more. Mark’s got a cell phone and he’s probably already reached his dad. His dad knows police in Germany that he can call. I bet they’re already heading this way!”


  



  Far away in Frankfurt, a frantic Jim Daring held the phone in his hand, praying that his son would call back. What had Mark meant when he said he’d been trying to reach me? Why did he break off the call?


  He’d heard the sound of the car as Mark was speaking. Where are Penny and David? What’s going on?
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  Those Planes Are Getting Close!
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  The Volvo came to a screeching halt on the side of the road. Mark grabbed the phone, burst from the car, and dashed into the woods just as three men leaped from the sedan blocking the road ahead. The men raised their automatic rifles but Mark was already in the trees, running as fast as he could.


  Cursing, the three men rushed toward the spot in the trees through which Mark had disappeared. Behind them, the driver of the sedan turned the car and parked it in front of the Volvo. At least we’ve got him off the road and on foot! the driver thought, as he picked up his phone and called Hoffmann.


  “We stopped him!” he said when Hoffmann answered the call. “He ran into the woods, but our men are following him. And here comes the bus with reinforcements!” He watched the white vehicle careen around a curve and screech to a halt.


  “Excellent!” Hoffmann said, grinning at Eric as he relayed the message. He spoke again into the phone. “Capture him and bring him back to the farm.”


  “Yes, sir,” the driver said, replacing the phone and jumping out of the car.


  The white bus pulled up behind the Volvo, which was now trapped between the two vehicles. Four men leaped out of it with rifles in hand. “Where did he go?” yelled the sergeant, as he ran up to the sedan.


  “Into the woods there,” the driver replied, pointing. “We’ve got three men chasing him.”


  Just then several cars, tailgating each other in the usual German custom, roared by from the direction of Freiburg. Quickly the men hid their guns behind their bodies until the cars were out of sight. Then the sergeant led the four into the forest.


  Mark was running as fast as he could, dodging around trees and bushes, looking for a place to hide so that he could call his father. He could hear the men calling to each other as they pursued him. They’re trying to panic me, he realized, and they’re doing a good job! If I don’t reach Dad, Penny and David and that policeman may never get rescued! They’re depending on me! He prayed earnestly that the Lord would let him escape from the men behind him.


  The terrain began to rise. Still Mark ran on, gripping the phone in his hand. He ran easily, smoothly, covering the ground rapidly with his even stride. I got a head start, at least! he thought.


  He had, indeed, and that was what troubled the men from the sedan who’d followed him into the trees. Then one of them glanced back just as the four soldiers from the bus entered the woods. He called the others to a halt. “We’ve got help!” he called.


  The marines ran up and joined them. The sergeant took over at once. “We’ll fan out,” he snapped. “You three take the left of our line.” He pointed to the men from the sedan. He glanced at his own men and pointed to two of them. “You spread out to the right.” Waving to the other marine, he commanded, “You and I will go straight ahead and run him down! If he tries to dodge to either side, he’s trapped!”


  The plan pleased them all, and they resumed their pursuit, the sergeant and his companion pulling ahead of the search line as it combed the woods for Mark.


  



  In another part of the forest, Kurt was standing now, testing his foot. “I think I can limp along for awhile, David,” he said.


  “Okay,” David replied, “but I can carry you any time you say.”


  “Thanks,” Kurt said.


  Penny looked at the policeman. How much longer can he go on? she wondered. What an admirable man!


  “I think we’re going to get away,” Kurt said quietly as he led the way toward the road they were seeking, limping carefully.


  They could hear no sound of their pursuers; maybe those men had lost their trail entirely. David glanced at Penny beside him, and she smiled bravely up at him. What courage she has, he thought. Then he glanced up at a patch of sky that barely showed through the thick branches of the trees. Daylight was fading.


  That means that those planes are getting close to the farm! David thought. Our time is running out.


  Shouts to their right shocked them all! They heard the sound of men crashing through the woods, headed their way.


  “Quick!” Kurt said, spinning around, “we’ve got to go back to that tunnel. There’s no other place!”


  Desperately he limped ahead of them, back to the spot where they’d rested, and farther into the bushes. Kurt stopped at the giant tree and forced his way into a thick clump of bushes beside it. “Follow me!” he whispered.


  The sounds of running men grew closer. Swiftly Kurt climbed into the narrow hole. Penny followed, and David came last.


  This opening is made of stone, Penny noticed as the lowered herself through the opening, one hand against the wall to steady herself, the other held in David’s strong grasp.


  They reached the bottom in absolute darkness and stood together.


  “I don’t think those men saw us,” David whispered.


  “Neither do I,” Kurt replied, “but we’ve got to move away from the opening just in case they discover it and follow us down. At least I’ve been through here before and know where it goes. They might not, and it might delay them for awhile as they decide what to do. Put your hand on my back, Penny, and follow me. You do the same with Penny, David.”


  Kurt touched the wall on each side to guide them. Penny reached for his shoulder, then followed him as he began to limp along the pitch-black passageway. David put his hand on Penny’s shoulder and followed. Their feet made no sound in the soft dirt of the passage.


  But Penny’s heart was sinking fast. So was David’s. Would they ever escape? Would they have to go to the end of the tunnel, back to the farmhouse? Would their pursuers find the opening to the tunnel and follow them?


  If that happened, they’d be captured!
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  Mark Alone
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  Mark’s breathing was ragged. He’d run as fast as he thought prudent, trying at the same time to make as little noise as possible. He thought he’d gotten ahead of those men; at least he hadn’t heard them for some time.


  He looked ahead for another tree to guide him. He’d been doing that all along, picking a tree as far ahead as he could see through the thick leaves and branches, running toward that, then looking for another one in a straight line beyond and doing the same thing again. He’d learned years ago that this would keep him going in a straight line and keep him from getting hopelessly lost; at least he’d always know how to get back the way he’d come.


  He ran on, stumbling now, toward the next tree. When he reached it, he stopped to catch his breath. They won’t know if I’ve turned to the left or to the right, he thought. Maybe I should turn at right angles for awhile, then head straight back to the road. But first, I’ll call Dad.


  He leaned against the tree, listening carefully for sounds of his pursuers. But he heard nothing. Quickly he punched the numbers on the phone. Would his dad answer this time?


  “Hello, Mark - is that you?” his father’s strong voice asked.


  Mark’s heart leaped with relief! “Boy, am I glad to hear your voice, Dad!” Mark exclaimed. “But I’ve got to hurry. There’s a gang of men chasing me through the forest. Here’s what happened.” Swiftly he sketched the story.


  “All right, Mark. I’ve got that,” his father replied. “Herr Schultz and I will contact the police right away. We’ll get help just as soon as we can. In the meantime, you get away from those men! Can you get back to the road and still stay away from them?”


  “Yes, sir!” Mark replied. “I’ll turn right and parallel the road for awhile, then head back to the road. I think I’ve lost them.”


  “And you’re sure you can show the police just where Hoffmann’s car went into the forest?”


  “I know I can, Dad. We were following them - we’re sure they didn’t notice - and when they turned off, we just kept going. But I marked it in my mind; I’ll recognize it again.”


  “Very good, Mark. Take care now, and God be with you!” Jim Daring hung up the phone. Then he consulted with Herr Schultz and called the police. Both men knew how critical it was that the police get after Hoffmann right away and rescue the teens and the policeman.


  Mark glanced at his watch; the call had taken less than a minute. He looked back in the direction from which he’d fled but saw no one; neither did he hear any sounds of approaching steps.


  Taking a careful sight, he picked a tree 90 degrees to the right of the direction from which he’d run, paralleling the road, and began to trot toward it.


  I hope I’m far enough away to get around them, he thought. When he’d reached the tree, he picked another in a straight line from it and kept going. I’ll keep this up for another six minutes, then head back to the road. Maybe they’ve given up by now!


  Mark’s pursuers had finally realized the futility of their chase and had stopped when the sergeant pulled out a whistle from his pocket and gave three short signals.


  The men in the search line to each side of him heard the whistle and halted. The sergeant blew twice this time, and the man turned at once and began hurrying toward the road.


  Disgusted at his failure to catch the Volvo’s driver, the sergeant put the whistle back in his pocket. “Let’s go,” he said to his companion. “That man’s too fast for us, and we don’t have enough men to comb this whole forest. We’ve got to get back to the farm and do the job we came to Germany to do.” The two hurried toward the road.


  Fifteen minutes later, the soldiers from the bus and the three men from the sedan gathered by their vehicles. Stepping into the bus, the sergeant pulled out his phone and called Hoffmann; the line was busy. Cursing, he waited, then tried again. Still it was busy.


  The men fidgeted uneasily beside their vehicles while the sergeant tried repeatedly to contact Hoffmann. Cars passed from both directions, and this made the men even more nervous. Every minute counted, the sergeant realized - but he couldn’t get through to Hoffmann!


  “I’m worried about that Volvo!” one of the marines said, glancing at the car packed tightly between the sedan and the bus. “What if someone sees that the windows are shot out and calls the police?”


  “Don’t worry,” the sergeant replied. “The traffic’s going to fast to look at the Volvo, and the bus and the sedan are jammed tight against it.”


  They all began to worry, however, as the minutes passed and Hoffmann’s line was still busy. The sergeant tried again and again. Finally he got through!


  “Hoffmann,” he said, “we’ve been calling you. This is what happened…” Then he held the phone away from his ear as the enraged Hoffmann vented his anger at their failure to capture the driver of the Volvo.


  Finally, Hoffmann calmed down. “Come back at once!” he commanded. “That man’s too far into the forest to do us any harm. He’s probably still running.”


  “Yes, sir,” the sergeant acknowledged. Curtly he ordered his men back into the bus. The men from the city got into their sedan and headed toward Freiburg.


  “What about the Volvo?” the driver asked the sergeant as he started the engine and began to turn the bus around.


  “We’ll leave it,” the sergeant said. “That man’s still running, and he doesn’t know where we’re going. Even when he comes back to his car and finds his way back to the city, he won’t know what to report. And that policeman couldn’t have told anyone about the farm, even if he’d had the chance; he was blindfolded in the truck when they brought him in and locked him in the barn. When he escaped, he ran through the forest. He wouldn’t have any idea where we’re located. So none of those people can harm us now.”


  After trotting for eight minutes on a course parallel to the road, Mark had taken another sighting at right angles to that course, heading back toward the highway, and slowed his pace to a walk. He reached the edge of the forest 500 yards from the parked cars, and crept carefully through the trees and bushes to look back up the road toward the Volvo. He was just in time to see the sedan turn around and head back toward Freiburg. Crouching behind some bushes, he watched it speed by. Then, looking the other way, he saw the white bus complete its turn and accelerate toward the farm.


  Elated that they’d called off the chase, Mark called his dad and reported this news.


  “Excellent!” he dad replied. “At least you’re safe! Now to find Penny and David.”


  “Yes, sir,” Mark replied. “Have you reached the police yet?”


  “We have, and we’ve also reached Henri in Paris. He’ll get his colleagues in German counterintelligence working on this right away. They all want Hoffmann. The thing is, how long will it take for them to get there?”


  “Yes, sir, that’s the problem. Should I get back in the Volvo?”


  “No!” his father said. “Better not. Leave it there for now. It’s a landmark for the police to find. But if a policeman finds you in that car with its windows shot out, you may be taken to the station in town for questioning. Then we’d have to use valuable time to get you back here to show us the road to Hoffmann’s headquarters. Stay in the woods. But can you get a little closer to the car so you can meet our men when they come?”


  “Yes, sir, I can. I’ll stay in the trees, but I’ll work my way closer. I hope they come soon, Dad; it’s starting to get dark! We’ve got to find Penny and David!”


  “I know we do, son. The police are coming. Just pray they move quickly.”


  Mark began to work his way up the road toward the Volvo. He kept within the edge of the forest, just in case his pursuers had planned a trap for him. When he got to with 50 yards of the car, he halted. I’d better wait here, he thought. I’m close enough to run out when the police arrive, but far enough to get away if those men come back - I hope!
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  Time's Running Out


  [image: ]


  “There it is,” Kurt whispered. Just ahead, he could see spots of light filtering into the tunnel through the hole in the ground above them. “That’s where I fell through.” The three stopped, looking up at the source of light.


  Kurt had fallen several times during their trek through the blackness of the tunnel, and his breathing was ragged. Each time he’d fallen, he’d insisted on getting up and limping on. “We just can’t waste time!” he’d said, brushing off David and Penny’s efforts to make him take a rest. “Those planes are getting closer all the time! The dark is coming and we’ve got to find a way to stop those weapons from being taken out of Germany!”


  With a desperation his fatigue could not restrain, the policeman had kept going, limping painfully on his swollen ankle.


  “You’re a brave man,” Penny said quietly.


  “Not brave, Penny, “Kurt replied. “But I am an officer of the law. Those people are breaking the law. I’ve got to do what I can to stop them - that’s my job. Besides, those men have got nuclear weapons! They pose a terrible threat! From what you have told me, that man Hoffmann is with the former East German secret police, and they are working with the Russian mafia, or with someone who’s willing to steal nuclear missiles and sell them to foreign countries. We have got to halt this!”


  David and Penny had continued to follow the policeman in the absolute blackness of the tunnel. And now, at last, they’d reached the spot where he’d first found the passage.


  “I’d better climb up and look around,” David said.


  “I’m afraid you are right, David,” Kurt said. “I might get up there once, but it would be murder coming down, and I doubt if I could make the climb again. You scout for us. But be very careful; it is possible that Hoffmann’s men found the entrance to the tunnel and are watching for me to come back.”


  “I’ll be careful, all right,” David said as he squeezed past Penny and Kurt and reached for a way to climb out. His fingers found a rough incline covered with loose rocks. Grasping to each side in the darkness, he located projections jutting from the stone wall. These seem to be designed for handles, he thought as he gripped them and began to pull himself up.


  But his feet caused some loose rocks to tumble toward the ground, and he halted at once. Then he began to climb again, and the same thing happened.


  “Careful, David!” Kurt whispered, alarmed at the sounds.


  David waited for the stones to stop rolling. Then he pulled himself up again. This time his feet found solid ground on the steep incline and dislodged only a few pebbles. His hands used the projecting rock handles with no difficulty, and gradually he came level to the opening.


  It was brighter here, David saw, as some light filtered through the thick branches above. But the light was gray, not yellow. It’s getting darker outside! he thought with alarm. How much time do we have before the sun sets?


  David moved with great care, placing each foot carefully, waiting to be sure he was on firm rock and not loose stones. He paused at the opening and listened. At first he heard nothing. Then gradually the sound of squabbling birds came to his straining ears. This alarmed him too, for he knew they were probably settling themselves for the night. Our time is running out, he thought desperately.


  Carefully he pulled himself up until his feet found a projection on the side of the sloping entrance. Standing on this, he listened again. Still he heard nothing but the sound of the birds.


  That doesn’t mean there is no one around, he thought. They could have come and kept still, and the birds would have gone back to making their noises.


  In the tunnel below, Kurt and Penny saw the skimpy shafts of light blocked by David’s body. “We will know in a minute, Penny,” he whispered. “Let’s pray.” Quietly he prayed that the Lord would give them a safe exit from the tunnel and enable them to reach the police before those planes could pick up the nuclear weapons.


  David climbed completely out of the hole and slowly scanned the woods around him. He was crouching now in the midst of thick bushes, right beside a large stone. Looking around carefully, he saw no one. He crawled through the bushes, heart pounding, searching in different directions.


  There was no one in sight. Quietly he moved farther away from the stone, looking now in a wider circle, crawling under bushes all the time. Still he saw no one.


  There’s no one here, thank the Lord! But he knew he couldn’t relax for a minute. Carefully he crawled back to the opening in the ground. It was difficult to find at first and he had to pull apart branches in order to see it. He could barely make out the faces of his friends in the tunnel below.


  “There’s no one in sight,” he whispered. “I circled around and didn’t see anyone.”


  “Thank God,” Kurt said. “Then we can all come up. You first, Penny.”


  “Kurt, are you sure you can make that climb?” she asked. “I can stay behind you and push if you need help.”


  “No worry,” he replied. “I don’t want to leave you in this tunnel by yourself. You first.”


  “Grab the walls on each side, Penny,” David whispered from above. “There are stones sticking out from the wall and they seem to be made for handles. But be careful where you step; plant your feet carefully before you put your weight down.”


  Reaching up, her hands found the stone projections. Carefully she pulled herself up, stepping gingerly on the steep incline. A few stones rolled loose, and she paused before continuing. The climb was not easy. But she was strong - her father had seen to that - and gradually she climbed higher.


  She came to the opening and stuck her head through. David’s face, inches from her own, grinned encouragement. “Good for you!”


  She smiled back. He reached for her as she held out her hand, and they gripped each other’s wrists; he pulled her out easily. Together they crouched on the ground. With their help, Kurt climbed out too.


  “Where now?” David asked.


  Kurt looked up at the weak, gray light falling through the trees above. His face was grim. “We will never be able to get to the city before those planes arrive at the farm! So it is up to us to stop those weapons from leaving Germany.”


  “But how can we do that?” Penny asked in alarm. “Kurt, you said they’ve got armed marines guarding that farm and the nuclear weapons. What do you think we could do to stop them?”


  “I don’t know,” he admitted soberly. “I only know that we’ve got to try.” Then he looked at his two new friends. “I mean, I have got to try. You two must not get in danger because of me.”


  “Wait a minute!” David protested. “You don’t think we can leave you alone when you’re injured, do you?”


  ‘We certainly won’t leave you, Kurt!” Penny added.


  “Thank you, my friends, but I must insist. This is my job. Perhaps you can strike out for the road. Your map should give you some idea of where it is, David. And then you can get to the city and find help.”


  Penny gazed at the man’s drawn face and thought of all he’d been through the past two days. How could he go on by himself? “But you just said it’s too late for that,” she reminded him. “Really, Kurt, this is a terribly serious situation, and we are not going to leave you alone.”


  “Actually, Penny, you should stay in a safe place while I go help Kurt,” David said. He knew that his first responsibility was for her safety.


  “But David, how can I be safe if you leave me alone in these woods?” she asked, her brown eyes troubled. “I’m safest when I am with you or Mark - you know that.”


  Now David was torn. She was quite right - he certainly couldn’t leave her alone in the forest with armed men around, searching for them. Yet he had to help Kurt stop those nuclear weapons from leaving Germany!


  Kurt tried once more. “Of course you cannot leave the young lady, David. How could you think of it? You two head for the road, and I’ll go back to the farm and see what I can do. Thank you for everything you’ve done for me and for Germany! May God bless you!” He shook hands with each of them, turned, and began to limp toward the farm.


  David’s face was anguished. Then Penny solved the problem for him. Taking his hand, she tugged as she began to walk after Kurt.


  “Come on, David,” she said, smiling bravely. “You know you can’t let him go alone. I’ll be safe as long as I’m with you!”


  Wordlessly, David squeezed her hand tightly in his own, praying that he was doing the right thing, and that his father - and Mr. Daring - would think so too.


  The light was fading fast as they followed Kurt to the farm.
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  “Hoffman, We’re Pulling This Off!”
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  The sun had descended behind the mountains when the two C-130s swept low over the darkened forest, following valleys and keeping below the ridges. They’d just sent a message to civil aviation control that they’d received military orders to drop below normal flying altitude.


  “We’re off their screens now!” the pilot said laughing. “By the time anyone looks into those ‘military orders,’ it will be too late for them to do anything about us! No one will have any idea where we’ve gone!”


  The copilot grinned. “It is time to call the farm and check for landing signals.”


  On the ground below, the farm owner had become very nervous. A tall, thin man dressed in a rough work shirt and trousers, he’d begun to regret that he had taken money to let these strangers use his field for their airplane. “How in the world do they think they can land here, and in the dark?” he asked plaintively.


  Hoffmann looked past the quavering man and caught Eric’s eye. “You thought it was a great idea when we gave you the down-payment, remember!” he said crisply.


  “But I had no idea you’d try to land big military cargo planes here! I thought it would be a small two-engine or single-engine drug runner.” He ran his hand through his thick, black hair, shook his head, then blew his nose. “The first big plane to land will hit this farmhouse - there just isn’t enough room to land a cargo plane here!”


  “Relax,” Eric said contemptuously. “These are no ordinary cargo planes. These are the American C-130s; they can land anywhere!”


  “But can they take off, too, with so little room?”


  “They can take off from anywhere, as well,” Eric said, “so go hide in the hills until we leave if you like.”


  “I’m not afraid!” the man insisted. “I just want to be sure, that’s all!” He wiped nervous sweat from his face with a blue handkerchief.


  “You want to be sure of your money, you mean,” Hoffmann said scornfully. “Don’t worry, you’ll get the rest when the plane leaves the field.”


  Just then their radio buzzed. Eric crossed the room quickly and flipped a switch. “Eric here,” he said.


  “We are 12 minutes away,” the copilot said.


  “Right!” Eric replied, switching off. He turned and grinned at Hoffmann. ‘It’s time!”


  “Let’s go!” Hoffmann snapped, calling the men from the other room and picking up a large flashlight from the bookcase beside the door.


  The three men rushed out of the farmhouse and into the dark night, followed by two of the marines with their automatic rifles; these men had been standing guard outside. Hoffmann aimed the big flashlight as he walked and signaled the men at the far end of the field.


  A light flashed back at once. “At least they were ready,” Eric said crisply. “I had my doubts.”


  “If only those other men had returned from chasing that policeman and those two strangers!” Hoffmann lamented, as they walked toward the side of the field. “We don’t have the whole perimeter covered as we had planned.”


  “No need,” Eric reassured him. “There’s no one around here but our own forces. We’ve got men at both ends of the field, four with the missiles in the barn, and these two with us. That’s plenty. We don’t want to pull those others from their posts guarding the road.”


  “You’re right,’ Hoffmann agreed. “We have got enough. It’s a good thing that we brought in those sixteen men by bus, though. We really need them! Even with six of them still looking for that policeman, we’ve got enough men to pull this operation off.”


  Then the light at the end of the field flashed again. Now there was no time for chitchat. The men in the barn opened the big double doors and began to wheel out the wagon with the three tactical nuclear weapons.


  At each end of the field, signal devices were activated; these would be picked up by the instruments on the plane and used to guide it for landing. The plane would fly straight into the field without circling.


  “Those pilots must be good to land on this small field in the dark,” Eric observed quietly.


  “They are,” Hoffmann replied. “They’ll pick up the signals from the instruments on the field with their own radar, and their infrared displays will show them the landing strip as if it were high noon.”


  “Fifteen minutes on the ground is all they need?” Eric asked. He’d never thought they could do it in so short a time.


  “That’s what they said,” Hoffmann replied. “Maybe less. These are real pros - the best. They’ve got men on board who will help ours load those missiles in no time.”


  Hoffmann’s men were moving the wagon toward the edge of the field.


  “That’s far enough!” Hoffmann called. He spoke quietly to Eric: “No sense getting those things too close to the landing plane!”


  “What would happen if the plane ran over the wagon?” Eric asked curiously.


  “I don’t think we want to find out, Eric!”


  “Cheerful thought,” Eric mumbled. “But you’re right. Let’s keep those missiles where they are until the aircraft is on the ground.”


  



  Two miles from the farm, the second aircraft veered to the south, then swung in a circle back to the east. It would orbit while the leader landed. Should that plane encounter difficulty on the ground, the backup aircraft would come in at once, pick up the missiles and men, and complete the mission.


  And now, outstanding flying skill matched modern technology as the pilot brought his plane toward the field. Instruments in his cockpit gave him readings from the signal beacons planted at the ends of the field. Infrared displays gave the pilots full view of the landing area, almost as if the sun were shining. The plane swooped low over the trees, aimed like an arrow toward the short and narrow field.


  “That plane’s too close to those trees!” the farmer said anxiously, when he first saw the craft’s small wing lights. “If it hits there, it will explode, and the whole countryside will come looking!”


  Neither Hoffmann nor Eric bothered to reply. They simply watched the big plane skim the trees at the far end of the field and then seem to drop to the ground. The motors went into reverse, and the aircraft rolled to the end of the field and turned around. Rocks and dirt flew out behind the engines as the plane turned, and the men on the ground turned their backs and covered their heads with their arms.


  At once the farmyard was a beehive of activity. The huge cargo door at the back of the plane came open, a ramp was let out to the ground, and men rushed out with guns ready. Hoffmann signaled with his light again, and walked forward to meet the Iranian mission leader, while his own men rolled the wagon toward the wide open door of the big plane.


  Four soldiers ran to help move the ungainly wagon toward the loading gate of the C-130. Hoffmann conferred with the mission leader, telling of the escaped prisoner, his two unknown comrades, and the six men detailed to search the woods for them.


  “Those men will have to stay here, then leave by bus, just as they came.” Hoffmann said.


  “They’d better not have their prisoners with them when they do, or they will be in real trouble if the police pick them up!” the mission leader replied.


  “Don’t worry,” Hoffmann assured him. “We’ll take care of those prisoners the minute they’re brought here. No one will see them alive again! And there won’t be any evidence on the bus to incriminate our men.”


  “Are those the ones who came in disguised as nuns?” the pilot, who had just joined them, asked.


  “The same ones,” Hoffmann replied. “But they’ve got another disguise now. They’re technicians for a German medical firm. The bus is being painted blue tonight, and no one will connect them with the pilgrims in the white bus!”


  “What a plan!” the pilot marveled, shaking his head. His heart was pounding with excitement; soon, he’d be flying tactical nuclear weapons back to his own armed forces!


  Now the wagon had reached the ramp of the C-130. Working carefully, the two men reached for a chain that swung out from a metal arm inside the cargo hold. They fitted this to the container holding the first missile and signaled for the man inside to lift. Slowly the chain tightened, and the long box with the missile rose from the wagon, swung into the air, then moved slowly into the belly of the plane.


  Inside, men met the load as it hovered in the air, guiding it to its rest.


  “One down,” Hoffmann said.


  “And two to go!” Eric finished with a laugh. ‘Hoffmann, we’re pulling this off! Nothing can stop us now! We did it!”
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  “Where’s the Sentry?”
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  Some time before, David and Penny and Kurt had almost reached the farm. “Just point the direction for me, Kurt, and I’ll go ahead,” David said. “I’m more mobile than you are with that injured ankle. I’ll scout for us while you and Penny come behind.”


  Kurt could not object to this. He knew that if he blundered into one of those marines, he couldn’t be nimble enough to turn and get away, but David would. “All right, David,” he said reluctantly. “It grieves me that you two are in such danger! This is really my country’s problem.”


  “Well, your country’s problem is our problem when it has to do with nuclear weapons,” David replied. “Besides, be honest now - if you were in our country and this situation occurred, wouldn’t you help us?”


  “I hope that I would, David,” he said. Then he looked ahead into the falling darkness. “Keep going that way.” He pointed to a huge tree just discernable in the darkness. “It was dark when I escaped, but I made a careful mental note of my path. I’m sure we’re heading in the right direction.”


  “Right,” David said, moving a few yards ahead. He led, looking back periodically to check Kurt’s progress; the man was limping badly, but he was still coming.


  Penny stepped up beside Kurt and said, “Lean on my shoulder and make it easier on your ankle.”


  “Thanks, Penny.” He put his arm around her shoulder and continued to limp along. “That helps!”


  “What will we do when we get to the farm, Kurt?” Penny asked. “Do you know how we can stop those weapons from being taken away in those planes?”


  “I’ve got a couple of ideas, both of them desperate. Those men holding me prisoner never thought that I would get away, and they talked as if it didn’t matter what I heard. They said enough to give me some idea of the farm and its equipment, and I’ve been thinking of ways to stop that plane.”


  “Quiet!” David whispered suddenly. He’d stopped and they had come right up to him. “I think I heard someone!”


  Kurt’s heart sank. How could they ever stop those men from taking the nuclear weapons out of the country if they couldn’t reach the farm? He and Penny and David stood absolutely still and waited…and waited.


  “I’m sure I heard someone walking,” David whispered. “But I don’t hear him now.” He had glanced at the luminous dial of his watch and noted the time as soon as he’d heard the footsteps.


  “Let’s wait,” Kurt said. “Time is running out, but we won’t do any good at all if we get ourselves captured!”


  Again the three waited, breathing quietly, standing perfectly still. Then they all heard approaching footsteps from their left. No one said anything until the steps passed.


  “I’ll bet he’s a sentry.” David whispered.


  “You are probably right, David,” Kurt replied. “I heard them speak of sentries patrolling a perimeter around the farm and its field.”


  “Shall we go forward now that he’s passed?” David asked. “It took him three and a half minutes to return; we’d have time to cross his path.”


  “Yes,” Kurt replied, “but we must not make a sound!”


  Wordlessly the three moved toward the sentry’s path, with David leading, and Penny helping the limping Kurt. Soundlessly they stepped through the woods, going straight ahead. Then David stopped and whispered: “It’s been three minutes since he last went by. Shall we stop and wait for him to pass again? That way, we won’t be likely to make any noise while he’s within hearing.”


  “Excellent idea, David!” Kurt replied. “You should be in the military!” The darkness hid David’s sudden smile at the compliment. He was remembering when he and Mark had been told the same thing in Africa just a few weeks ago, by their friend Colonel Lamumba.


  Now the three were silent, waiting for the sentry to return. I wonder if he’s really on a regular patrol. He could be making uneven rounds, just to trap anyone who might think they had his plan figured out! He grew nervous as he thought of this. The sentry could have varied his path, too; he might be moving closer to the farm on his next round…or farther away. How would they know?


  David glanced at his watch dial. It had already been almost four minutes. Had the sentry tricked them? Was he even now laying a trap? Or calling for reinforcements?


  Then Penny squeezed the arms of David and Kurt. She’d heard the man’s steps. Now they heard him too. He was moving slowly, not making much noise. But obviously he expected no trouble from this part of the woods. Soon he had passed, and they heard him no more.


  “Wait another minute,” David warned.


  They did, while David looked at his watch dial. “Let’s go,” he said finally. “I guess we’re within their perimeter now.”


  “Then we’ve got to be more careful!” Kurt warned. “They haven’t many men - even fewer, if some of them are still looking for us. So they may be prowling irregular patrols! We have got to be very careful!”


  “If they’ve got night glasses, they’ll spot us before we even know that they’re there,” David whispered quietly. This was a very sobering thought; with night glasses, the marines would be able to see in the dark.


  “You are right, David. But there’s nothing we can do about that,” Kurt replied.


  “Except pray that they don’t have those night glasses,” Penny said softly.


  Penny had wondered how Kurt thought he could guide them in the darkness all the way back to the farm. Now she realized the dark wasn’t total; certain trees and clumps of bushes were distinctive. And Kurt had said that he’d taken careful notice when he’d escaped. Yet how can he be sure? She wondered. She shivered suddenly.


  Kurt felt her tremble and whispered, “Are you alright?”


  “Yes,” she said, “just scared.”


  “So am I,” he replied. “And so should we be.”


  It seemed as if they had been creeping through the forest darkness for hours. But suddenly David turned and whispered, “We’re at the edge of the farmyard, right behind the barn. There are lights in a farmhouse to the left and lights inside the barn. There’s a shed behind the house, but it’s dark, so I guess there’s no one inside it.”


  “That shed is important, David,” Kurt said quietly. “I heard them talk about it while I was locked up. Let me look.” Limping to the edge of the woods, Kurt crouched behind a large bush. Carefully he studied the scene. Penny and David crept up beside him.


  “See,” he whispered quietly, “that’s the barn where I was held prisoner. The nuclear missiles are in a wagon inside the barn. They’re going to roll them out to the plane when it arrives. And there’s the house to the left, where Hoffmann and Eric and their men have their headquarters. There should be men at each end of the runway, as well as men prowling around as scouts. We’ve got to see where they are before we make any moves.”


  “What can we do to stop the plane from taking off with those missiles, Kurt?” David asked, just as Penny had asked a short while before.


  “David, they spoke of a tractor with a trailer attached to it, loaded with firewood. Eric wanted to unhook the trailer and use the tractor to pull the wagon with the missiles to the plane. But Hoffmann refused, saying it was safer to have men roll the wagon. The tractor was parked by the barn, on this side, I believe.”


  Penny listened as Kurt outlined his plan to David. When he finished, she couldn’t help being appalled.


  “But how would you ever get away from them?” Penny whispered in alarm. “You’d be captured at once or shot!”


  “Well, maybe not,” Kurt said. “They do not expect anything like this to happen”


  “But Kurt, it’s too dangerous!” she whispered desperately. ‘You wouldn’t have a chance! Please think of something else!”


  “Penny, I’ve thought and thought, all the time we were coming back here. And this is the only thing I can think of that will accomplish our purpose. After all, we’ve risked out lives to get this far; have we done this for nothing because we are afraid to do what must be done?”


  David spoke then. “Kurt, I don’t see how we can come up with a better plan. We really don’t have much choice, Penny. But I’ve got two ideas.”


  “What are they?” Kurt asked.


  “The first is to create a diversion,” David suggested quietly. “The second depends on whether or not you have a cigarette lighter.”


  “Yes, I do. But what do you have in mind?”


  David told him.


  15


  “Stop Those Missiles!”
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  Mark was getting desperate. Dark had almost fallen, but the police had not yet arrived! He’d watched the Volvo from the forest since talking with his father so long ago. Time was running out, he knew. Where David and Penny might be, he couldn’t guess. He’d seen them run into the woods behind the policeman, and he thought they’d had a good chance of escaping the men who had leaped out of the bus. But he had no way of being sure.


  There’s nothing I can do! he realized. He couldn’t leave the Volvo, because he was the only one who could show the police where Hoffmann’s car had turned off from the highway. He certainly couldn’t go driving in there by himself; he’d just be shot, probably, and wouldn’t be able to help anyone find Penny and David.


  With a sense of increasing desperation, Mark began to edge through the woods in the direction of the Volvo. Cars passed periodically from the direction of the city. When they did, his heart leaped, hoping they contained police. But each time he was disappointed.


  Then the phone buzzed. Startled, he answered. “Yes,” he said quietly, eagerly.


  “Mark, this is Dad,” the firm voice replied. Mark felt better at once. “The police are on the way. But we’ve had trouble getting sufficient force. Do you have any idea what’s going on? They want to know why this is so important.”


  “Dad, all the policeman said while I was with him was, ‘There’s a catastrophe brewing!’ He said he had to contact the police station, and he asked if we could drive him to Freiburg. That’s when I ran back to get the car. But when I came back to pick him and Penny and David up and take them to the city, they waved me on. That’s when the bus came around the corner and a man jumped out with an automatic rifle and started shooting! So that’s all I know, except that he was desperate. Dad, do you think Hoffmann has anything to do with those men who shot at me?”


  “Yes, Mark,” his father replied. “Henri is helping us reach his friends in German counterintelligence. This situation calls for more than police. Whatever Hoffmann is up to has got to be serious. The police know there are gunmen involved. We’re just having trouble getting sufficient forces mobilized.”


  Mark’s heart sank. “Dad, it’s dark here now! Things could be desperate for Penny and David.”


  “I know, son,” his father breathed softly. “I know.”


  “If they just send police, will they be able to fight their way through gunmen to follow that side road where Hoffmann left the highway? They need the military for this, Dad!”


  “That’s what we’re telling them, Mark,” Jim Daring said.


  Suddenly two cars roared up the highway, slowed suddenly as they approached the Volvo and pulled off to the side. Mark saw the police markings on the sides of the cars as they went past.


  “They’re here, Dad!” Mark said with sudden excitement.


  “Sign off, then! Tell them about those automatic rifles!”


  “Yes, sir!” Mark said. He hurried toward the police cars that had just parked behind the Volvo.


  “Hi!” he called, then stopped and stood still. He didn’t want to alarm the officers!


  Soon he was surrounded by a group of heavily armed policemen, a SWAT team, he thought, answering a string of questions from an English-speaking sergeant. He told them all he knew.


  “I can show you the road where Hoffmann turned off,” he offered.


  “Wait,” Sergeant Garth commanded. He called police headquarters.


  He spoke for a while in rapid German, then hung up. Turning to the other officers, he gave them their orders. Then he spoke English to Mark: “They are trying to get military help for this mission. It is more complicated than we knew. But there are delays, it seems, and we have to wait.”


  “But my friends and that German policeman had to run into the woods over an hour ago! There’s no telling what’s happened to them! They may be captured by now! We’ve got to do something!”


  “I quite understand. But my orders are to wait until we receive directions from the military. Until then, we do nothing.”


  Mark felt so helpless. But there was nothing more he could.


  Moving with infinite care, David led Penny and Kurt through the edge of the woods just opposite the barn. When they’d passed it, they kept on until they’d gone beyond the house as well and were approaching the shed. Here they halted.


  “Let’s wait a minute and look around. We can’t afford to make a mistake now!”


  Standing close together, the three turned carefully, searching the darkness of the woods for any signs of sentries. But they neither saw now heard anyone.


  Suddenly the door of the house flew open and a group of men stormed out into the night, speaking as if they didn’t care who was hearing. A light flashed, and another light answered from the darkness at the far edge of the field. The barn doors were thrown open with a huge crash. Lights flicked on, and they heard men shouting.


  “Oh, David, they’ve opened the barn!” Penny said. “Are they bringing out the missiles? The plane must be about to land! Are we too late?”


  “We can’t be too late!” Kurt whispered emphatically. “We’ve got to stop those missiles from leaving this field! Come on! They are all busy with their jobs; no one’s looking for anything to happen over here!”


  “This is as close as we can get to the shed,” David said. “I’ve got to cross the open ground now.”


  “Just move slowly,” Kurt said. “Remember, the eye picks out motion when it might not pick out objects.”


  “David, what if the moon comes out from behind those clouds? They’ll see you!” Penny warned.


  “Well, it’s hidden now and has been for some time. I’ll crawl; no one will see me.” He dropped to his hands and knees and moved away from the trees toward the shed. Penny realized the darkness was so deep that David was barely distinguishable even at close range. No one would notice him from the barn. Besides, those men were all busy with their own chores.


  Looking back at the farmhouse, Penny saw several men running. Alarmed, she clutched Kurt’s arm. She strained to see David, but his shadow had merged with that of the shed. She thought she heard the door open, but she couldn’t be sure.


  “I think the plane must be approaching,” Kurt whispered. “They’re getting ready to meet it and put the missiles on board.”


  Inside the shed, David shielded Kurt’s cigarette lighter in his left hand and flipped it on. I sure hope there aren’t any cracks in those walls, he thought, and that no one’s looking this way. With infinite care, he began to search the walls and shelves.


  He found a kerosene lantern sitting on the long, waist-high shelf jutting out from the wall. There were three of them, in fact. On the floor were several cans. He knelt on the ground, unscrewed the top of one of these and sniffed.


  “It’s kerosene, all right! he thought. With equal care, he opened another can. This too contained kerosene. Greatly relieved, David checked the glass bottoms of the lanterns. They were filled!


  “They’re ready to go! he exulted. Now for the diesel. He began to search the floor of the shed along the walls for cans of the fuel.


  Outside in the woods, watching the dark shadow of the shed, Penny was alarmed by the amount of time it was taking David. What’s he doing? she wondered. “What’s happened to David?” she whispered aloud to Kurt.


  “Nothing, Penny,” the policeman replied. “It just takes time. He’s got to move slowly and keep that light covered, so it takes longer than we would expect.”


  Then David’s dim form began to materialize in the darkness before them. He hadn’t bothered to crawl back. “I got it!” he whispered. Kurt, you were right! Everything was there, just like you said it was.”


  “After all, David, I live on my father’s farm. Of course I know what farmers keep in their sheds!”


  “What did you bring?” Penny whispered.


  “A can of diesel fuel and a kerosene lamp. And two boxes of matches; there were several of those.” He handed a box of the matches to Kurt and told him what he had seen. “The cans of fuel are on the floor opposite the door. There’s another kerosene lamp - two more in fact - on the shelf just above those cans.”


  “Okay,” Kurt replied. “Now you two had better hurry. Don’t be careless, though! And remember, when you finish, head straight away from the field. I’ll be going the other way, back to our tunnel. We’ll trust that your brother, Penny, will be bringing help soon. Just stay hidden in the woods until then. We’ll meet in the morning.”


  He reached for their hands and shook each in turn. Penny threw her arms around his neck and began to cry. He hugged her, then stepped back. “Go with God!” he said simply.


  David put his arm around Penny’s shoulder, then pressed the kerosene lantern into her hand. “Help me, Penny,” he said. She took the lantern with one hand and held tightly to his arm with the other. They moved swiftly but carefully through the trees.


  “Oh David,” she whispered when they’d gone some distance, “he’s so brave! He’s hurt, and he’s still going to do this! How will he get away from the fire?”


  “I don’t know, Penny. I hope we can distract those men so he has a chance to get back to the tunnel. But you’re as brave as he is, you know. I couldn’t do this by myself.” He squeezed her hand.


  David carried the can of diesel fuel in his left hand and now held Penny’s hand with his right. In her other hand she carried the kerosene lantern. They crept through the edge of the woods on their desperate errand.


  “Do we have time, David?” she asked.


  “I hope so,” he replied. “The plane hasn’t come yet. I think we can make it.”


  The dark night sky was shattered suddenly by the noise of the C-130’s powerful engines. Startled, David and Penny glanced toward the far end of the field. Here they saw the dim outline of the big cargo plane swoop low over the trees and drop like a rock to the ground. The noise got louder and louder as the plane approached. Soon it roared past them, slowing all the while, and disappeared from sight behind the dark shape of the barn. Then the engines went silent.
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  “Jump, Penny!”
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  David and Penny moved quickly toward the dark blurs of the tractor and the attached wagon. Lights from the house gleamed far behind them and from the men approaching the aircraft. The big cargo plane had turned and was now pointed back toward the direction from which it had come, aimed for takeoff as soon as the nuclear missiles were loaded.


  Quietly, with pounding hearts, David and Penny crept toward the parked tractor and its high load of hay, now just 40 yards away. As they approached, they saw a smaller tractor and some wagons beside a row of fuel drums.


  “We’ll stay in the woods until we’re opposite the tractor and wagon, then head directly for them,” David whispered. “No one’s in sight from this angle. I can’t even see the plane behind the barn and the house.”


  “Kurt said there might be sentries around,” Penny reminded him. “We’ve got to watch out for them!”


  “You’re right,” he agreed. “But we’ll have to take a chance when we go for the tractor!”


  Finally they were opposite the tractor and its wagon. “Let’s go!” David whispered. They left the woods and moved silently toward their target.


  They reached the vehicle without trouble. David crouched by the driver’s seat, flipped on Kurt’s lighter, cupped his other hand around the tiny flame, and began to study the controls.


  “These are no problem!” he whispered thankfully to Penny crouched beside him. “They’re practically the same as those on the tractor Mark and I drove last week at Joseph Braun’s villa!”


  “Now to find the fuel tank…” He felt over the engine but couldn’t find what he was looking for. Finally he risked the lighter again.


  “Here it is,” he whispered. “Get some long strands of that hay from the wagon, Penny, and bring them here. Hurry!” He began to unscrew the cap to the tank. When she returned with the strands of hay, he twisted them into a kind of rope and stuck them in the tank.


  “Get some more hay and twist it into a long rope. I’ll climb up on the wagon and pour out the diesel fuel.”


  David scrambled onto the wagon and began to slosh the fuel all over the hay. The powerful smell made him realize the danger of what he was doing. When he’d emptied the can he dropped to the ground and joined Penny at the tractor.


  “I’ve made a rope of twisted hay, David, but I can smell the fuel soaking it already,” she whispered.


  “Great! That’s just what we want. But we’ve got to be careful or we’ll blow ourselves up!”


  “Are we in time?”


  “We are,” he replied. To himself he wondered if that was really a good thing or not; for now they could not escape the danger of what they were planning to do.


  “You’re sure you can start the tractor?”


  “Yes, the key is here, just like it is on most farms. I’ll put the thing in gear as soon as I start it, so hold on tight! You’ve got to be careful, Penny. Don’t catch your clothes in that wheel. Let’s get ready.”


  David climbed up into the seat and reached a hand down for Penny. She grabbed his wrist, he grabbed hers, and she swung herself up on the narrow board beside him. Here she crouched, her left arm gripping his leg, her right hand holding the lantern. He patted her head. “Let’s pray,” he whispered.


  Like a sudden explosion, the sound of the C-130’s engines shattered the dark stillness of the night. Far to their left, out of their sight, Hoffmann’s men backed the wagon away from the cargo plane. Hoffmann shook hands with the pilot, who then ran up the ramp. The ramp was drawn inside the plane, and the giant doors were closed. The craft was ready for takeoff.


  Hoffmann and his men walked quickly away toward the edge of the woods.


  The Iranian marines were cheering as the great engines roared to full power. “We’ve done it!” Eric had to shout for Hoffmann to hear. “We’ve done it! This will mean millions for our intelligence operations! This is the biggest haul yet!”


  “This operation redeems a lot of failures this summer!” Hoffmann shouted back gleefully.


  “Forget those failures!” Eric advised. “This makes up for them all, and much more besides! Do you realize how much the Iranians are paying for these nuclear weapons? Hoffmann, we’re heroes!”


  The shed to their right burst suddenly into towering flames! Shouting, the marines ran toward it, then backed frantically away, cowering before the flying debris and sudden explosions.


  Kurt had succeeded!


  Inside the cockpit of the C-130, which was now shuddering with the power of the roaring engines, the copilot blinked from the bright exploding flame of the shed ahead and to his right.


  “What’s that?” he shouted.


  “I don’t know! But it’s too close to the field!” the pilot yelled back. The noise within the plane was terrible with the engines running at full power. “I can’t take off so close to that fire! What have those fools done?”


  He turned down the power at once and saw men rush toward the flames. Good! he thought. They’re going to put the fire out!


  But then he saw the men run away from the burning shed. “What are they doing?” he shouted. “They’ve got to put out that fire!”


  Another can of fuel within the shed exploded, showering sparks and pieces of wood for many yards. How much fuel is still there waiting to explode? the pilot wondered. Maybe the worst is over. Then he made up his mind to risk it. “That fire will be seen by every plane in the area, and they’ll call the local fire departments. We’ve got to get away while we can.”


  “Let’s go!” the copilot shouted back, checking his controls.


  The pilot throttled the engines to full power again, released the brakes, and the plane began to move.


  At the other end of the field, David started the tractor. At least they can’t hear this thing for the noise of that plane! he thought gratefully. His foot slipped from the clutch, and the engine died. Struggling to control his panic, David started the engine again, then put it into gear. Carefully he let out the clutch and the tractor began to move, jerkily, towing the wagon of hay behind it. He turned left, and the tractor and long wagon entered the field.


  “Light the lantern, Penny,” he said.


  She did so, clutching David’s leg with her left arm while she lit the lantern with the lighter. Then she looked down the field. Her heart almost stopped. “David! The plane’s coming toward us!” she shouted.


  Glancing to his left, David saw the moving lights of the C-130. The giant cargo craft was rolling down the field directly toward them, picking up speed with every yard. If they can’t stop in time, they’ll hit this tractor and explode! he realized. The noise of the rapidly approaching cargo plane was deafening; David could no longer hear the tractor’s engine.


  “Get ready with that lantern, Penny!” he shouted into her ear.


  David pressed the accelerator, and the tractor increased speed, towing the wagon directly into the path of the swiftly approaching C-130.


  The pilot and copilot spotted the tractor and wagon in the same instant. “What are they doing?” the copilot screamed as the powerful lights of the cargo plane illuminated the tractor and wagon directly ahead of them. Desperately, the pilot gauged the course of the tractor and wagon; in a moment he would be on them! He couldn’t get by on the right - the wagon was still too close to the woods. Could he swerve left and pass ahead of them?


  But the tractor, increasing speed, had almost reached the middle of the field. The pilot knew he couldn’t make it; they would collide and explode. Cursing wildly, he stood on the brakes and threw the giant craft’s engines into reverse! Could he stop the moving plane before it hit the tractor?


  It was very close already; the noise of the aircraft’s engines was deafening and terrifying to David and Penny.


  ‘Now, Penny!” David yelled.


  Penny turned and swung the lantern in a great arc behind her, smashing it onto the floor of the wagon just behind. The glass burst, the kerosene splashed wildly over the wagon, and the burning wick lit a roaring blaze. Flames leaped along the top of the mound of diesel-soaked hay.


  “Jump!” David shouted as he shifted the transmission into neutral. The tractor jerked to a sudden stop. Leaping to the ground after Penny, he flipped on the lighter she had handed him and jammed it into the fuel-soaked hay coiled around the tank of the tractor.


  “Run!” he shouted. They dashed for the woods on the far side of the field.


  The approaching airplane shook the ground and the roar of its engines threatened to burst their eardrums. Bright lights on the wide wing raced toward the desperately running pair, overreaching them on either side.


  Would they make it safely to the woods?
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  A Shot Rings Out
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  Leaving the Volvo on the side of the road, the four police vehicles sped away. “You tell us when we are approaching that road, Mark, and we’ll slow down,” the lieutenant said.


  “Yes, sir,” Mark replied.


  Mark thought it had taken the military an eternity to arrive and take over this operation. Complete darkness had fallen before the command car arrived, followed by an armored personnel carrier.


  A lieutenant had jumped out and questioned the police sergeant and Mark. Then he had said to Mark, “Ride with me. Point out the side road as we pass. Get in! Sergeant, follow me with your men.”


  Now things moved with bewildering speed. The command car roared away, followed by the armored personnel carrier and the two police cars. Mark was jammed in beside the driver of the command car, watching the road with care. In the seat behind, the lieutenant was consulting with his superiors by radio.


  They rounded several curves in the road. Then Mark thought he recognized the area. “We’re almost there!”


  “Slow down!” the lieutenant commanded, and the driver did so. Behind them, the other vehicles did the same.


  Mark was in an agony of suspense. Would he recognize the place in the dark? Then he saw it!


  “That’s the road!” he pointed.


  ‘Keep going!” the lieutenant commanded instantly. “Don’t change speed.” He spoke on his radio again, this time to the vehicles behind.


  After another 200 yards, the road bent to the right. “Stop and park!” the lieutenant commanded. The other vehicles followed the command car to the side of the road. Men jumped out. Orders were given. One of the police cars turned around, then went back the way they’d just come. Mark had no idea what that vehicle was going to do. The commander spoke into his radio, listened for several moments, then spoke again. Finally he signed off.


  “The police will block any attempts to escape by the highway,” the lieutenant told Mark. “My command will go straight to the farm and capture those men. You stay here with Sergeant Garth.”


  “But I want to help find my sister and my friend!” Mark protested.


  “Let us do that. You must stay where it is safe.”


  Suddenly the sound of a multi-engine aircraft shattered the air. The plane came over them, dangerously close to the tall trees, deafening their ears, and landed on the airstrip. The men heard it reverse engines and brake to a halt. Then there was silence. The soldiers’ ears were still ringing.


  The lieutenant was shocked. “What’s going on in the forest?” he exclaimed. “They’ve landed a big plane in there! We’ve got to stop it from taking off!” He called to his men and jumped into the command car, which headed back toward the road, followed by the armored personnel carrier.


  Mark ran over to the police car and stood before Sergeant Garth. “Sergeant, is there anything I can do to help?”


  “That’s what I asked the lieutenant, but he said no. Yet I don’t think he appreciates the fact that those men could escape through the woods. But all his men have not yet arrived, and he says he must keep those few he has with him and head toward the farm and that airplane. I’m not sure it will be so easy to crash into the farm by frontal attack!”


  Suddenly they heard gunfire! Then a grenade exploded! And another! The sergeant clicked on his radio and informed his superiors at once. Then he listened. “Ja, ja!” he replied finally and signed off.


  “Come with me. I told them we heard the sound of an airplane in the woods, that the military vehicles are going toward the farm, but that they have met gunfire and grenades. My superiors say I must not wait any longer. We will head into the woods and try to stop that plane. You can help - carry my radio for me.”


  He thrust the radio into Mark’s hands, called out crisply to his men, and grabbed an automatic rifle and a bandolier of magazines from the car. Then he led the three policemen and Mark into the woods. More gunfire broke out to their right.


  “Those soldiers have run into an ambush!” the sergeant called out.


  The German soldiers had, indeed, been ambushed. The first burst of fire had blown out the front tires as well as the engine of the command car. It now blocked the armored personnel carrier from moving forward. Then a grenade was thrown at the command car. And another.


  The gunners in the two vehicles turned their machine guns toward the flashes of gunfire and sprayed the woods with long bursts. Then the doors were thrown open and the soldiers jumped to the ground and fanned out into the woods.


  “There are just a few of them!” the lieutenant called to his corporal. “Take three men to the right and I’ll take two to the left. We’ll flank and surround them. Fire when you see targets!”


  The two detachments took off, leaving a small force with the vehicles. The shooting had stopped, but the men took no chances. Not until the flanking parties had closed in did it become apparent their attackers had fled.


  Meanwhile, the police sergeant led his small force and Mark into the darkness of the thick woods. There was very little light, and the men stumbled constantly.


  “I don’t hear the engines!” Mark observed as he hurried along beside the sergeant.


  “Neither do I!” the sergeant replied. “What is happening?”


  A shot rang out, and they threw themselves to the ground. The rifleman fired again. Two of the policemen fired back. “Give me the radio!” the sergeant snapped. Mark handed him the instrument. A quick exchange in rapid German - Mark understood not a word - then the sergeant handed the radio back to Mark.


  “We’ll head left,” the sergeant said quietly. He called to his men. The group shifted position, moving to their left, barely discernible to each other in the dark shadows.


  Suddenly the moon broke from behind the clouds. A burst of gunfire drove the policemen to the ground once more. Two of the men returned fire while the sergeant, Mark, and the other policeman again shifted to their left.


  When their opponent fired again, the sergeant fired a burst. Yelling with pain, the rifleman ran away, crashing through the bushes as he did so.


  ‘We’ll shift left again,” the sergeant said quietly, and his companion passed the word to the others. The small group moved again through the woods.


  Suddenly the sound of the airplane’s powerful engines shattered the night! “They’re going to take off!” the sergeant said. “We’ve got to hurry!” The men broke into a run, stumbling into bushes as they struggled to reach the field.


  Then an explosion rent the air. Bright flames shot up through the trees, and screams punctuated the air. Men were running through the woods, shouting as they ran. Another burst of automatic gunfire broke out to the right of the policemen.


  “That’s our soldiers!” the sergeant said.


  Another explosion burst ahead of them! What’s going on up there? Mark wondered in alarm. There’s gunfire to our right, explosions and fires ahead of us! What’s happening?


  Mark stumbled and fell, sprawling flat on the ground, the policeman’s radio still clutched in his hand. The policemen rushed on, not noticing they’d moved on without him. Mark was getting to his feet when he heard a voice ahead yell “Halt!”


  He crouched and waited, listening intently. There was a burst of rapid German. Then a light flashed on, and the police sergeant and two of his men were standing illumined by its bright beam, their hands raised high.


  Shocked, Mark began to move to his left, seeking to get behind whoever it was who had caught the officers from their left flank while they were trying to reach the field. Carefully he stepped through the forest, unable to see the ground, just barely making out the dark bulk of the larger bushes before him. Shafts of moonlight illuminated parts of the woods, but not where he was. Silently he moved, in a crouched position, hands outspread for balance and for attack.


  Another burst of rapid German. Now Mark could see the back of the man who had ambushed the policemen. He had ordered the policemen to lie on the ground, apparently, for that was what they were doing.


  Is he going to shoot them? Mark wondered, shocked. He crept closer to attack!


  As he stepped forward, his foot kicked a branch. Instantly the rifleman whirled, aiming both light and rifle at him. But Mark was on him. A powerful swift thrust kick low to the body and the rifleman collapsed, dropping light and gun. Scooping up the rifle, Mark called to the sergeant: “I got him! Get your guns! We’ve got to get to the field!”


  “Thank you, Mark!” the sergeant said gratefully. Then the men were on their feet, once again hurrying through the trees, leaving their groaning disabled ambusher behind them.


  Another explosion rent the air! The pitch of the plane’s engines changed, diminished. What’s going on? Mark wondered.
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  Surrender
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  Kurt stumbled away from the burning and exploding shed, limping badly now and ready to collapse. Thank God I was able to set fire to that shed! he thought. Now everything depends on David and Penny! They’ve got to light those fires and block the plane from taking off! He had agonized over letting them do this. And in his mind he replayed the whole train of events that had plunged those gallant teenagers into such peril.


  Yet what choice was there? I was not able to move fast enough to reach the tractor and wagon, not with this limp! They’re the only ones who could. At least I got the shed burning, and that should distract those men long enough for David and Penny to escape!


  Finally he could walk no longer. With a sigh, he leaned against the dark bulk of a tree. Then he slid down and sat on the ground. The roar of the airplane’s engines increased to a high pitch, and more explosions broke out in the direction of the farm.


  Back on the far edge of the field, David and Penny hugged the ground. The tractor’s tank had just exploded, showering deadly bits of metal through the trees. The sound of automatic rifle fire broke out in the woods to their left. Exploding grenades shattered the night air. More guns fired.


  “Stay low, Penny!” David said quietly, his arm around her shoulder as they lay flat down on the ground. “There’s a real fight going on! Maybe Mark got through to your dad and the police have come! I’ll bet that’s what it is. The German police are attacking Hoffmann’s terrorists!”


  Suddenly, firing broke out in the forest directly ahead of them!


  “Who could that be?” David asked in alarm. What will we do if the fighting comes nearer? he wondered desperately. We can’t go back to the field, and we can’t go left toward that firing. The only place I don’t hear shooting is to the right, but we don’t dare get up and move now! Automatic rifles fired again, ahead and to their left. Another explosion rent the air from the direction of the airfield.


  “David, did we stop the plane?” Penny asked in a whisper.


  “We did!” he replied. “I saw it start to slow down just as it got close to the burning wagon! He didn’t have room to go around. We did it, Penny!”


  “Thank the Lord for that!” she said. “I was so scared.”


  “So was I!” he said fervently. “I was afraid all the time that you might get hurt. Thank God you’re safe!”


  “Quiet, Penny!” David whispered suddenly. “I hear men coming!”


  David realized they had to find cover. “Let’s crawl under those bushes,” he whispered. They moved quickly under the shelter of thick underbrush and leaned their backs again the branches, hardly daring to breathe. David put his arm around her, and she rested her head on his shoulder. Silently, each prayed.


  Back on the field, chaos reigned! The burning shed on the other side of the farmhouse still threw light into the sky, illuminating the house. The wagon load of hay was one huge fire now, and the blown-up tractor that had pulled it was also ablaze. The C-130 had come to a stop just a few dangerous yards away.


  The pilots and crew had leaped desperately from the stalled aircraft. “Get those nukes out of the plane before it catches fire and explodes!” the pilot screamed, and several men turned back to help him.


  They rushed to the cargo hatch, opened the doors, and began to work the machinery that would lift the missiles one by one and place them on the ground. One man, crazed with fear, bolted for the woods. The others remained, doing their duty, removing the nuclear missiles from the C130.


  Finally the missiles were on the ground. That was all the men could do. “Run!” the pilot shouted, dashing from the cargo door. “That burning tractor could explode the plane any minute!”


  Desperately the crew raced from the aircraft toward the farmhouse, only to be stopped by the sound of gunfire from the woods to their right. Instantly they threw themselves to the ground, swiveling their bodies around, aiming their weapons at the new threat.


  Then they saw the Iranian marines reeling back from the firefight with the German soldiers in the forest. Some of the marines ran toward the plane. “Don’t go near it!” The pilot screamed. “It’s about to catch fire from that burning wagon! It can’t take off!” He ran desperately toward the farmhouse, and the panic-stricken men ran after him.


  “We’ve got to surrender!” the marine sergeant yelled to the running men. “We can’t get away now! We’ve got to surrender before they kill us!”


  Just them Hoffmann and Eric ran up. “Surrender? You’re crazy!” Hoffmann yelled. ‘I’ll never surrender!” He dashed across the field to the forest beyond, with Eric close behind.


  “What happened?” Hoffmann screamed to Eric as they raced into the trees. “Everything was going like clockwork! What in the world happened?”


  “Those must have been soldiers attacking our scouts in the woods!” Eric replied. “They were firing automatic weapons! That means someone alerted the German army!”


  “That policeman!” Hoffmann raged as he ran. “Why didn’t those fools know they had to capture him? He was the only one who could reveal our plan!”


  How can this be happening to me?” Hoffmann asked himself as he ran full tilt into a tree, careened to his left, and plunged suddenly facedown into a stream of ice cold mountain water. The water closed over him before he felt the creek bed under his hands and knees. Frantically he lunged upward, climbing to his feet, desperately wiping the water from his eyes.


  He had stumbled to his feet just as Eric tried to leap the stream and came crashing down on Hoffmann’s back! Both men plunged into the cold water, Hoffmann under the larger man. Flailing desperately, Eric rolled off his companion and struggled to his feet. Then he lurched forward in the knee-deep water and groped for a branch to haul himself out the other side. Behind him in the stream, Hoffmann had just staggered to his feet again, cursing wildly.


  The branch broke in Eric’s hands. With a yell, the big man fell backward, arms outstretched, smashing into Hoffmann and knocking him under the cold water yet a third time.


  A wild scene ensued as the two men fought to climb the far bank and escape the stream. Finally, soaking wet and freezing, they pulled themselves up and began to stagger through the woods.


  Hoffmann had gone berserk. What had happened to his beautiful plan? “Who started all those fires and explosions?” he yelled as he ran, too crazed to realize the noise they were making. “Who drove that tractor in front of the plane? Did you see that? Just as it was about to take off, that tractor pulled a burning wagon in front of it, and the pilot stopped the plane! The plane with those nukes aboard! They’re right beside that burning wagon! The whole mountain might blow up!”


  “Quiet!” Eric warned as they crashed through the bushes in the dark. “We’ve got to be quiet! Besides, a fire’s not going to set off those nuclear weapons. Be quiet now so we can get away!”


  “Who’ll hear us over all that gunfire?” Hoffmann yelled back, frantic now with rage and frustration. “That sounds like World War III back there!”


  “Not anymore it doesn’t, you fool!” Eric hissed. “They’ve stopped shooting.”


  Suddenly Hoffmann realized Eric was right. There was no longer the sound of gunfire behind them; he began to come to his senses.


  “Let’s slow down,” he said, more calmly now. “I think I can get us out of the forest.”


  “We can’t go back through the farm!” Eric said. “The army has probably got that place all locked up.”


  “You’re right. But I know how we can get away.” Hoffmann had been shocked into calmness now.


  Eric was right about the German army’s presence in the forest. Two military helicopters swept onto the field beside the farmhouse and landed. While their rotors were still whirling, armed men leaped out and moved toward the woods. Into their trap rushed the Iranian marines who’d been fighting the German soldiers. Caught between the soldiers in front and behind, the Iranians threw down their weapons and surrendered.


  Just ahead of the still-burning tractor and wagon, Mark and the policemen emerged from the forest onto the field. Awed by the fires and the giant plane stalled before them, they halted. Suddenly they heard a shout: “Mark! It’s me, David!”


  David had heard Mark’s voice as the men came through the woods past the place where he and Penny were hiding. “That’s Mark!” David had said excitedly. Penny had heard him, too. At first she thought he might be a prisoner. Then she heard snatches of English conversation between her brother and one of the soldiers and she knew at once that he was with friends.


  “Careful!” Mark called as the policemen swung around, guns aimed toward the sound of David’s shout. “Be careful, David!” he yelled in warning. He didn’t want the police to shoot! Then, to the sergeant he said, “That’s my friend and my sister!”


  Huge fires still leaped from the shed Kurt had ignited on the other side of the farmhouse. They hay wagon was almost burned out, but fuel-soaked tires still flamed on the shattered tractor. The giant C-130 stood nose to nose with the burning vehicle; smoke from the tires wreathed the front end of the aircraft.


  Meanwhile, the captured marines were yelling frantically to the German soldiers, desperately seeking to persuade their captors to get them out of the neighborhood of the C-130 and its deadly cargo. What if the plane would catch on fire from the burning tractor? The soldiers ignored their pleas and tied them up.


  The German lieutenant had just begun to lead five of his men toward the farmhouse for a search when Sergeant Garth rushed up with Mark, David, and Penny. “Lieutenant! Listen to what these people have to say!” the sergeant exclaimed. Turning to David he said, “Tell them quickly!”


  David told him what was in the C-130.


  Horrified, the lieutenant grabbed his radio from the soldier beside him and called his superiors.
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  To Rome
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  It was after midnight when Sergeant Garth drove Mark, Penny and David up to his own home in a village near Freiburg. His wife, who also spoke English, fed them all a hot meal.


  “We don’t want to cause you trouble!” Penny had said. “We’ve already got rooms in the hotel!”


  But their kind hostess had laughed aside Penny’s protests. “Our children are grown and gone now,” she said, “and why should their rooms be empty tonight? You’re too tired to go back to your hotel in the city. I want you all to take hot showers, then go to sleep!”


  “We’ve got to call my father, sir.” Mark said to the sergeant.


  “I already have, Mark,” their host replied. “But of course he will want to hear from you right away. He will be here in the morning, incidentally. And he said a funny thing. He said that you three have had an extremely busy summer. What did he mean by that?”


  Mark, David and Penny looked at each other and laughed.


  “May we tell you in the morning?” David asked.


  “Certainly you may, David!” their hostess said. “Carl, leave your questioning until these children have had a rest!” She looked at Penny apologetically; “Honestly, policemen always have more questions.”


  “We’re mighty thankful that they do, Mrs. Garth,” Mark said fervently. “Your husband asked lots of questions tonight and then called in the German army. And that’s what saved us all!”


  “By the way,” David said, “did you hear from Kurt Block, the policeman who was captured by Hoffmann and his men and then escaped? We had to split up at the farmhouse. He was hurt, and I hope he was taken to a hospital. He’s the one who planned how we could stop the plane from taking off.”


  “Don’t worry,” Sergeant Garth replied. “We had enough forces in that forest and around the farm to see that no one could get left behind.”


  “No more talk tonight!” Mrs. Garth insisted. “You come with me, Penny, and I’ll show you your room and the shower. Carl will take care of the boys.”


  When the C-130 on the ground had radioed the emergency signal for aborting the mission, its companion in the sky had turned eastward at once. Now the second C-130 was flying in the civilian airline path, in touch with the various traffic control centers, still covered with its bogus identification as a military aircraft involved in humanitarian work for the UN. The pilot and crew knew they had to get away from the Black Forest at once, and they were wasting no time.


  Now they were on the way home.


  “We’ve got all of Germany to cross!” the copilot said bitterly. “What happened to those fools on the ground? One minute they signaled that they’d picked up the cargo and were about to take off. The next minute we got the emergency sign to abort the mission and escape.”


  “Maybe we’ll never know!” the pilot replied, studying the radar scope. “All we do know is that we’ve got all of Germany to cross, as you said. But our plan is foolproof; we’re properly identified, it’s dark, and no one will know the difference when we leave this country’s airspace and cross eastern Europe.”


  An hour later, the pilot and copilot were startled to see the flaming exhausts of two fighter aircraft sweep across the sky in front of them, slow down, then sweep back closer. Frantically the pilot throttled back his engines.


  “What are those fools doing?” he shouted. “Their exhausts will blow us out of the sky!”


  The message through his earphones made it very clear what they were doing: Luftwaffe fighters were ordering them to change course and land on a military airfield.


  Scornfully, the pilot replied that he was under military orders himself, serving the United Nations relief activities in Iran, and that he had no authorization whatever to change course and land without completing his mission.


  The two F-15s swept across the nose of the C130, very close now. The cargo plane rocked violently in the wake of the fighters exhaust, and the frantic pilot fought to keep on course.


  Again the deadly fighters swept across the path of the cargo plane. Now the pilot screamed his surrender: “That’s too close!” he shouted. “Your exhaust will destroy us!”


  Obediently, he turned as he was told to do, and followed the fighters to the nearest German military airfield. Their whole mission was about to be exposed.


  



  Jim Daring arrived at the Garth’s house just after 10 o’clock the next morning. The three teens greeted him ecstatically, and Penny stood hugging him as she introduced him to Sergeant and Mrs. Garth. Then they all sat down to a late breakfast. The sergeant had returned from his office so that he could question the kids. He also brought some great news.


  “They found Kurt in the woods last night. He was so exhausted that they carried him to a helicopter and flew him to the hospital. What a story he told me! But he insisted that he only knew part of it, and that you three could fill me in on the information he didn’t have.”


  “How is he?” Penny asked anxiously. “He had suffered so much!”


  “He wouldn’t quit until we could stop that plane from taking off!” David said.


  “I know.” Sergeant Garth said with a smile. “He’s quite a hero! And he’s not hurt, Penny. He is just exhausted. He sprained his ankle. Otherwise he is fine, now that he has had a rest, he insists on seeing you three for lunch.”


  ‘Great!” David said. “We want to see him! If he hadn’t blown up the shed, Penny and I might not have gotten away with pulling that wagon in front of the plane. He really distracted them with the fire and those explosions!”


  “What will you do with those nuclear weapons, Sergeant Garth?” Penny asked.


  “The army has already taken them, Penny. You can imagine how important that task was to our government. A special unit came in by helicopter just an hour after we brought you home and took the weapons away.”


  “Did they capture all those terrorists?” Mark asked.


  “They think so,” the sergeant replied.


  “Did they get Hoffmann?” David asked.


  Jim Daring spoke up then. “No, they didn’t, David. Henri called me this morning. We had told the German authorities about Hoffman, so they were looking for him. They were shocked to learn that he had the nerve to come back into the country. But they didn’t find him.”


  “He got away again?” Penny asked in alarm.


  “Well, temporarily, at least,” her father replied. “But they don’t think he can escape their patrols in the Black Forest. They’ll catch him.”


  Penny wondered if they had truly seen the last of their archenemy.


  “He always gets away,” Mark said thoughtfully.


  “But he always gets away empty-handed because of you three!” his father reminded him. “You folks have spoiled his mission again!”


  “But how can we rest easy until he’s captured, Daddy?” Penny asked, her eyes troubled. “He turns up no matter where we go!”


  “Well, he’s turned up pretty frequently,” her father admitted. “But he won’t bother you this next week. I’m taking you to Rome with me.”


  “Rome?” the three exclaimed in unison.


  “Rome,” he repeated. “I’ve got business there. We’ll explore Freiburg today; after all, that’s why you three came here. Then we’ll return to Frankfurt tomorrow, stay with the Schultzes, and fly to Rome the next day.”


  Mark’s face grew solemn. “The Schultzes! Oh, Dad, their car’s a wreck! One of those Iranian marines shot out the windows with his automatic rifle.”


  “He did a thorough job of it, too, the sergeant told me.” Jim Daring said, laughing. “Don’t worry! I have been told that they will be repaid in full. We’ll rent a car for our return.”


  



  After a delightful lunch with Kurt, and an exchange of addresses, Jim Daring and the three teens continued their study of the fascinating city of Freiburg, the study that had been so rudely interrupted just the day before.


  “I’ve got to get pictures from inside that tower,’ Penny said.


  “Penny!” Mark exclaimed. “We’ve already climbed that tower!”


  “I know, but I just took pictures of the city. I forgot to take pictures of the tower itself and the delicate stonework that tapers to the top!”


  “I’ll go with you, Penny,” David said. “You’ve got to remember that Mark’s wiped out with all his exercise yesterday!”


  “All his exercise!” she exclaimed, her pretty brown eyes wide with surprise. “Why, his exercise was child’s play compared to what you and Kurt and I went through in those woods! He just hid in safety and waited for the police while we were running for our lives to stop that plane from taking off!”


  “I know, Penny, but he’s not in shape like we are. Let’s go.”


  “Go ahead, you two,” Mark said. “The truth will out some day. I’ll just saunter back to that outdoor restaurant and read this history of Freiburg. I may even get another piece of that Black Forest cake.” He grinned his friendly grin and walked away.


  It was a cool day, and Penny had worn her gray wool skirt and white sweater. “That’s a pretty outfit.” David said. He took her hand, and they began to thread their way through the crowds in the square.


  “Thanks,” she said with a smile. “David, you really don’t have to climb all those stairs again if you don’t want to.”


  “I know that.” He smiled back. “Neither do you. Would you rather I carry you up to the top?”


  “Of course not!” she said, her face turning red. David laughed and squeezed her hand.


  Mark watched his sister and best friend walk through the crowds toward the wide doors of the great cathedral. But when he sat at the outdoor restaurant, he didn’t take up his book on Freiburg. He opened a guide book to Rome that he’d bought that morning.


  Rome! he thought. The eternal city! Birthplace of the Roman republic! Capital of the Roman Empire! Center of Western Christendom for over a thousand years! What a great time we’ll have there!


  Then he ordered that piece of Black Forest cake.
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    Peter Reese Doyle was born into a Navy family. His father was an aviator, then carrier captain in World War II, and later, carrier Admiral. When Peter was young his father loved to regale the children with thrilling stories of the Adventures of Elmer the Flying Cadet. In these stories, Cadet Elmer encountered dangers of every sort, and always managed to escape them and surmount all obstacles.


    Peter grew up with a love of adventure, and a love of story-telling; he too regaled his children, Jonathan and Susan, with tales of adventure as he drove them to school. Over the years Susan begged him to write these stories down “for your future grandchildren.” 


    Finally, he agreed, and began writing a series of adventures in which three modern teenagers encounter dangers of every sort in East Africa, and learn to face them with courage, with skill, and mutual cooperation and trust. So far twelve of these have been published as The Daring Adventure Series, for readers eight years old and up; more books are planned.


    Doyle also began a series of books for young readers about the American War for Independence, telling of that war through the eyes of fictional boys and girls who grow up in Williamsburg, Virginia, during those turbulent years. The boys serve as messengers for the Virginia Governor and thus travel to the other colonies and participate in many of the battles; Doyle does serious research in order to tell the history accurately. He plans to follow the course of that War and through this form of historical novel describe great events and battles, and major and minor characters from our nation’s early history. He hopes also to portray the principles for which that war was fought, and the kind of government the thirteen colonies determined to establish, with genuine civil and religious liberties under constitutionally limited government.


    Peter Doyle was born in Pensacola, Florida. His father’s naval career took them to different parts of the country, and then to Bermuda, Puerto Rico, and Taiwan. He graduated from Washington and Lee University, in Lexington, Virginia, and then trained for the ministry. His first pastorate was in southwestern Virginia, during the years of the Civil Rights movement. His opposition to racial segregation resulted in his being invited to resign that pulpit, and serve the Lord elsewhere!


    He met and married Sally Ann Jackson during his seminary training. They had met in Williamsburg, Virginia, as members of a summer play about the American War for Independence. She was a ballet dancer, with a heart set to dance in New York. Doyle, a true Southern Gentleman, knew that he had to save this sweet Southern Maiden from the dangers of that huge Yankee city, so he changed his own plans and persuaded her to marry him instead, to keep her safe. He then took her to West Africa, where they both taught, then to Europe, and then back to the United States. He subsequently served in pastorates, and taught in seminaries.


    The Doyles have two children and five grandchildren, and live in Auburn/Opelika, Alabama. He and his son enjoyed training together in martial arts, and he kept this up in later years. Doyle continues a discipleship ministry with Auburn University students, loves to shoot, travel, and write adventure stories, and hopes to have many more years to pursue these activities - and maybe others.
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    Thank you for your interest in The Daring Adventure Series by Peter Reese Doyle! 



    Dr. Doyle enjoys hearing from his readers.  If you would like to contact him, or to get additional information on other works by him, visit http://www.doyleadventures.com.
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