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To My Wonderful Readers



Thank you so very much for your ongoing and incredible support!


Please leave me an Amazon review! And if you have not done so, request your free eBook THE MILAGRO RUN!


The links to do both are at the end of this book!


Ok, are you ready to find out what happened to our Molka?


Great! Enjoy the ride!


Best Regards, 
Fredrick






PROJECT MOLKA

At the peak of her warrior skills, Molka resigned from an elite special forces unit and chose veterinary medicine as her post-military career. She opened a small clinic, built a small practice, and sought to live her life in humble obscurity.
And she did—until the Traitors Scandal intervened.
Her country’s foreign intelligence service—known as the Counsel—suffered an unprecedented disaster when moles burrowed in deep for 10 years popped up and exposed the identity of almost every covert operative.
In a small state with many enemies sworn to annihilate it, the safeguarding role of covert operations is indispensable. The Counsel, gutted and demoralized, fell into panic mode.
In the short term, they used a few uncompromised retired operatives—along with some career bureaucrats who never qualified for fieldwork—to fill the gaping void. The results disappointed, to put it mildly.
In the long term, new operatives would be recruited and formally trained, but the process would take several years.
It was the time in between when the country faced the most danger.
The Counsel’s solution was Operation Civic Duty—more often called the Projects Program. They recruited ordinary citizens who held what they deemed a useful skill or skills. Each citizen recruit—or project, as they were dubbed—received some quick, very basic operative training before being sent straight out to complete what the Counsel called a task.
It sounded desperate and borderline suicidal, and it was. Even so, they found willing projects everywhere: university students, factory workers, athletes, scientists, housewives.
But the Counsel’s prize recruit was Molka.
Their best recruiter, Azzur, told her as much when he came to her office. He said she was the preferred age range—not yet 30—maintained superb physical condition, retained a useful skillset from her military service, and could claim an excellent cover. Who could be suspicious of a person who lives to help animals?
He told her that the Counsel required her help. She told him she was a patriot, but she had already done her duty. She wasn’t interested. Please leave her alone.
He smiled and left.
He came back a week later with more information for her. Azzur can always find more information. He told her all about her worst special forces mission and how that mission led to the unavenged murder of her little sister, Janetta. He said the Counsel knew the identity of the one responsible and where this one hid. And if Molka completed 10 tasks for them, her 11th task could be personal. They would give her the identity and location of the one she would die to kill.
She agreed to the Counsel’s offer.
She agreed to serve under Azzur.
She agreed to become his project.
Project Molka.




CHAPTER ONE

Ok.
This is it.
There’s no turning back now.
Molka inhaled anxiously, exhaled still anxious, pushed the stainless-steel handle on the etched glass door, and entered the 5-star Tel Aviv beachfront hotel’s lounge.
She had been clothed and styled by the legendary Lady Elka in a sleeveless, body-hugging, short enough to induce a scandal, red dress, red high heels, a thin gold watch on her left wrist, and more hairspray and make-up than she usually wore in a month.
The spacious, high-ceiling lounge—schemed with sleek lines, stainless steel, and glass—sat almost empty at the pre-lunch hour and Molka’s heels emitted audible clicks as she made her way across the white marble floor.
Her target—a portly, bearded, middle-aged man in an expensive dark gray suit—occupied the end barstool at the black granite-topped bar.
Exactly where Azzur said he would be.
Her target’s two younger, bearded, hulking bodyguards—both squeezed into black suits—sat at a table a few steps from the bar.
Exactly where Azzur said they would be.
As instructed, Molka moved to the barstool at the other end of the bar from her target, mounted it, and crossed her legs, showcasing an ample view of her smooth, tanned, fit thighs.
Her move did not go unnoticed by her target, who made no attempt to curtail his blatant, lecherous gaze.
Molka encouraged him by flashing him a quick lascivious smile.
The bartender arrived. “What can I get for you, miss?”
“Whiskey Sour, please,” Molka said.
“Be right up.”
While the bartender mixed, Molka peeked over at her target’s bodyguards again. They had noticed her too. But unlike their boss, they did not view her with blatant, lecherous gazes. They viewed her with subtle concern and talked amongst themselves. Perhaps their boss fell prey to other beautiful women in upscale hotel lounges.
Their apprehension could pose a real problem for her.
She would need to separate them from her target.
The bartender returned with Molka’s cherry garnished drink, placed the etched coupe glass on a hotel embossed logo cocktail napkin, and moved back down the bar.
Molka took a minuscule sip. Chill bumps sprouted on her naked arms and shoulders from the room’s aggressive air conditioning.
Or maybe it was from her nerves.
Her target waved the bartender to him. The bartender arrived, and her target kept a side glance at Molka as he questioned him.
Was her cover blown?
No.
Azzur prepared Molka for such an inquiry. Her target would ask the bartender if Molka was a prostitute. The bartender would inform him that the hotel concierge only allowed a select few high-end escort girls to work the hotel lounge, and Molka was definitely not one of them. And that information would pique her target’s interest even more.
The bartender left Molka’s target and moved back to her. “The gentleman at the end of the bar would like to buy you a drink and asks that you join him.”
Molka caressed her target with a velvet smile, picked up her drink, slipped off her barstool, glided over to the stool beside him, mounted it, crossed her legs, and recited from the script Azzur had supplied her with. “I couldn’t help noticing you noticing me.”
Her target smiled. “Yes, I noticed.”
“Are you here at the hotel for business or pleasure?”
“To me, business is a pleasure.”
Molka feigned an impressed smile. “A man of wit. You must be a foreigner.”
“I am from Amman.”
“I’ve heard Amman has the most beautiful women in the world.”
“That is not quite true,” the man said.
“Why do you say that?”
“Because Amman does not have you.”
Molka smiled, seductive. “You are also a very charming man, mister…?”
“Please call me Walid.”
“And you may call me Orah.” Molka leaned her bare shoulder into Walid’s shoulder. “I have a confession to make, Walid. I’m very attracted to older men with wit and charm. Does this bother you?”
“Not in the least, Orah. And I have a confession to make as well. I am a married man with five children. Does this bother you?”
“Well…” Molka pulled the cherry from her drink by the stem, “there are married men, and then there are happily married men.” She put the cherry into her mouth and sucked it off the stem. “Which are you?”
Walid’s eyes lusted on her lips. “I am a married man. May I buy you a drink?”
“You mean here?” Molka said.
“Is there someplace else you would prefer?”
“Yes. The bar in your suite upstairs.”
Walid smiled. “Shall we go now, Orah?”
“Are your bodyguards coming with us?” Molka pointed a French-manicured nail at the husky table observers.
“Are they that conspicuous?”
Molka smiled, polite. “Let’s just say it’s clear they are watching over you.”
Walid sighed. “My wife’s brothers. She insisted they accompany me on this trip for my safety. However, they are staying in the adjoining suite and will not disturb us.”
Molka smiled, inviting. “Perfect.”
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“Ok, Walid, your turn to get naked now.” Molka exited the master bedroom in his extravagant suite wrapped in a small white towel, which barely concealed her breasts and crotch.
Walid set their drinks on the bar and removed his tie.
“Not out here.” Molka flashed a playful smile and gestured back to the bedroom. “Please wait for me in the jacuzzi next to the bed. It looks verrrry stimulating. I just need to use the little girl’s room first.”
Walid yielded a submissive smile, moved into the bedroom, and closed the door.
Molka put her ear close to the door until she heard the splash and slosh of him entering the jacuzzi.
She tossed away her towel. Under it, she still wore her dress—the bottom hiked up to give the illusion of nakedness. She pulled her dress back down, scanned the room for a few seconds, and barefooted across the room to a coffee table with a crocodile skin briefcase atop it.
She grabbed the briefcase, padded back to the bar, and retrieved her heels.
“What are you doing?”
Molka turned to a naked, dripping, furry Walid in the bedroom doorway. She couldn’t contain a grin.
Ha. How did he produce five kids with that little thing?
Walid’s face panicked on the briefcase in Molka’s hand. “You are robbing me! You are a prostitute!” He ran to the suite’s connecting door and pounded. “Yamin! Ayham! ROBBERY! HELP!”
Molka ran to the suite’s door, exited, ran down the hallway, bypassed the elevator, and headed for the fire escape stairs.
A moment later, the big boy bodyguards exited the suite and ran to the elevator.
Molka fast-trotted down the ten flights and pushed through the hotel’s rear emergency exit into a service lot. She carried her heels in her left hand and the crocodile skin briefcase in her right.
Twenty meters ahead, a white van waited with its side door open: her ride to the rendezvous point.
Molka jogged toward it.
The driver watched Molka approach, then his face widened in fear, and he stomped the accelerator and sped away.
Molka stopped jogging and watched him disappear around the building’s corner “Hey! Why did you—”
Molka’s peripheral vision quickly caught the reason.
Walid’s bodyguards ran hard toward her from behind holding pistols pointed down at their sides.

How did they know I would be back here?
Well, capture is not an option.
Preemptive strike!
Molka dropped her heels and the briefcase and charged the threats.
Her speed and aggression took them both by surprise.
They stopped and started to raise their weapons.
Too late.
Molka pounced.
Bodyguard one took a blink-fast roundhouse to the cranium.
Bodyguard two took an even faster one to the temple.
Both fell and sniffed the cement.
Molka disarmed them: a Glock 17 and a CZ 75.
“Please don’t harm us,” bodyguard one said.
“Our weapons aren’t even loaded,” bodyguard two said.
Molka pressed the magazine release button on each weapon.
Two empty mags clanked on the concrete.
“Why would you—” Molka viewed her watch. “Never mind!” She dropped the weapons. “I don’t have time!”
Molka ran back to the briefcase and her heels, snatched them, and sprinted around the building.
She reached the sidewalk outside the hotel’s front.
She looked to her right.
The rendezvous point waited there three blocks away.
She checked her watch again.
She had two minutes to get there.
The blocks were somewhat short.
She could still make it.
But a barrier of lunchtime pedestrians impeded her path.

Molka waded into the heavy foot traffic.
She tried to fast-walk through the slow walkers.
The citizens did not cooperate.
She played it politely.
“Pardon me.”
“Excuse me.”
“Pardon me.”
Ugh, everyone’s moving so slow.
“Pardon me.”
“Excuse me.”
“Pardon me.”
She covered one block.
I need to pick up the pace.
Molka started to push a little.
“Excuse me.”
“Excuse me.”
“Oh, sorry.”
“Excuse me.”
“Excuse me.”
She covered two blocks.
She jumped to look over top the masses.
She spotted Azzur at the street’s end.
He sat at a sidewalk café table: her rendezvous point.
Molka checked her watch again.
Thirty seconds to deadline.
I’m not going to make it like this!
The aggressor sets the rules!
Molka yelled:
“MEDICAL EMERGENCY!”
“CLEAR THE WAY!”
“WATCH OUT!”
Startled pedestrians began to part for her.
Molka ran through them.
Slow reactors got shoved aside.
“MEDICAL EMERGENCY!”
“CLEAR THE WAY!”
“PREGNANT WOMAN!”
Twenty seconds to deadline.
“CLEAR THE WAY!”
“MEDICAL EMERGENCY!”
“PREGNANT WOMAN!”
Fifteen seconds to deadline.
“I KNOW I DON’T LOOK PREGNANT!”
“THIS DRESS HIDES IT WELL!”
“YES, REALLY!”
Ten seconds to deadline.
“WATCH OUT ANYWAY!”
Four seconds to deadline.
Three…
Two….
Molka dove toward Azzur’s table, slammed the briefcase onto the tabletop as she flew by, crashed into a chair, tumbled onto the sidewalk, and scrambled back to her feet. “Did I make it on time?”
Azzur laid some cash on the table, rose, picked up the briefcase, and moved down the sidewalk.
Molka quickly followed.
Her fit for his 50s project manager—with a clear, dark complexion, neat, gray-specked black hair, and wearing his usual fashionable brown leather jacket—arrived at his curb-parked car and got into the driver seat.
Molka got in the passenger seat.
Azzur pulled into traffic. “Did you touch anything in his suite?”
“Only the towel I used and the case,” Molka said. “As instructed.”
“Any problems?”
“His two security men ran up on me at the back of the hotel. That’s why my driver got scared and took off, I guess. I had to neutralize them to get away. Non-lethally, which was good because their weapons weren’t even loaded.”
“You were to avoid contact with his security.”
Molka shrugged. “Well, they contacted me first, so….”
“What did the target tell you about himself?”
“He told me his name was Walid and that he was a married businessman from Amman.” Molka smiled. “Which was, obviously, just his cover story.”
Azzur lit a cigarette.
“What’s in the case?” Molka said. “Time-sensitive documents of an impending terrorist attack?”
Azzur turned into an alley, eased aside an open dumpster, stopped, dropped his window, tossed the briefcase into it, and drove on.
Molka twisted around in her seat and gawked back at the dumpster. “Why did you do that?”
“Because that briefcase does not hold anything of value to me.”
“What’s in it?”
“I would have no idea,” Azzur said.
“Then who was this Walid?”
Azzur flicked ash out the window. “A Counsel employee.”
Molka faced the front again and folded her arms across her chest. “Then, I’m very confused. And a little upset. But whatever. I’m new around here. What’s next for me?”
“You will go home and pack for your first task. You leave for Cyprus in the morning.”
Molka flashed Azzur a confused face. “Wait. Did you say pack for my first task?”
“That is correct.”
“Didn’t I just complete my first task?”
“No.” Azzur blew smoke. “You just completed your final training exercise.”




CHAPTER TWO

Fourteen Months Later
Melbourne Hospital
Melbourne, Australia
“Excuse me, sir.” The young nurse shook Azzur awake.
His eyes opened.
He slept on the couch in the Melbourne Hospital Intensive Care Unit waiting room.
Azzur squinted at the nurse. “Is Molka awake?”
She offered a compassionate smile. “There’s no change in her condition. But there is a gentleman in the public waiting area who has asked to see you.”
Azzur rose, left the restricted ICU area, and walked a white-walled hallway toward the floor’s public waiting area.
He carried his usual fashionable brown leather jacket—which he had been using as a pillow—and his hair was mussed by sleep, and a beard shadow covered his face.
Azzur turned the corner and approached the green plastic seated waiting area. A diminutive, older white man sat as the lone occupant. He featured thin receding white hair and wore a blue sports coat over an open-collar white dress shirt and blue dress pants.
The man smiled at Azzur’s approach.
He was the gentleman who had asked to speak with Azzur.
He was Azzur’s department head in the Counsel.
A man Azzur called chief.
And a man Azzur also called his mentor.
Azzur reached the man. “Please excuse my appearance, chief. I had no idea you were coming.”
The man’s smile faded to concern. “In my 47 years of service, I have always made it a point to be at the hospital when one of our people is injured. Wherever that may be. Come sit.”
Azzur slumped in the chair and stared straight ahead.
The chief spoke. “I read your understandably brief report of yesterday’s incident. I can now confirm to you the attacker, this…Nurse Bandini, was acting with the tacit, if not direct approval of the GBR.”
Azzur’s hands balled into fists. “Then, the GBR will be hearing from me soon.”
“We will discuss that at another time,” the chief said. “Please elaborate on our project’s injuries.”
Azzur continued to stare straight ahead. “A low stone wall shielded her from the grenade’s shrapnel. However, the detonation dislodged a large piece of the stone wall, which impacted the side of her head. Her skull was fractured, and a hematoma formed inside of it, putting pressure on her brain. They successfully operated to relieve the pressure, and she is now in a coma.”
The chief’s face softened. “I had wished it would be less severe.”
Azzur viewed the chief with bloodshot, moist eyes. “Her head is covered with a huge bandage, and the part of her face showing—her once beautiful face—is bruised and swollen beyond recognition.”
“What is her current prognosis?”
Azzur sighed. “When she awakens…if she awakens…they will know if any brain damage was incurred. I was told it would be judicious to prepare myself for the worst, just in case.”
“But let us hope for the best case,” the chief said. “I crossed paths with our American friends Nadia and Warren at the airport when I arrived. They are very distraught. They wanted to stay here with you but have been ordered out of the country. They informed me the success of their operation here was entirely credited to the actions of our project.”
“They told me the same thing,” Azzur said. “They said she performed brilliantly under near-impossible circumstances. And that she ran toward the attacker and saved their lives.”
The chief grinned and patted Azzur’s arm. “And to think, she was the one you wanted to remove from the program after her first task.”
“Yes.” Azzur sat up straight. “I now realize that was a very foolish and embarrassing request to make. You will have my resignation, of course.”
The chief’s face angered. “I do not accept. And your selfish self-pity does not become you.”
“Yes, sir. I am sorry. What are your orders?”
“Earlier today, our prime minister called the Australian prime minister with a request. It was granted, and an elite protective team will arrive at this hospital within the hour to safeguard our project around the clock.”
“From possible GBR retaliation?” Azzur said.
“Yes.”
Azzur’s hands balled into fists again. “I hope they do come.”
“And if they do,” the chief continued, “the protective team will handle them. My orders are for you to check in to a nearby hotel. Get some rest. And then you are to remain here and keep me updated on her condition. And when she is ready. If she is ready. You will bring home our brave Project Molka.”




CHAPTER THREE

Melbourne Hospital
Intensive Care Unit
Private Room
Patient: Molka
Am I alive?
Am I dead?
Am I dreaming?
I still don’t know.
I’m awake, but I can’t wake up.
Total darkness.
I can’t feel my body.
And I’m in no pain.
I’m just floating in the dark.
All alone.
No. Not quite.
I heard Azzur whisper in my ear.
He said, “Remember what happened in Turkey. So much went against you, and so many tried to kill you. But you did not give up on yourself, which is why you made it out alive. Do not give up on yourself now.”
Turkey.
Ha. If I never go back there, it will be too soon.
I shouldn’t say that.
I have nothing against Turkey.
It was more about some of the company I kept while there.
Turkey.
My first task.
Yes, so much went against me, and so many tried to kill me.
And while I did make it out alive, I still haven’t gotten over what happened there.
Maybe I never will.




CHAPTER FOUR

Fourteen Months Prior
Paphos International Airport
Paphos, Cyprus
Tuesday 11:43AM
“Last chance. Who are you? And what are you doing in Cyprus?”
The light blue uniformed female passport control officer sat across from Molka at a small table in a cramped windowless room. She asked Molka those same two questions—in good English—for the third time.
“As I said, my name is Molka. I’m a veterinarian. I’ve come to Cyprus as part of the veterinarian exchange program. I start working at the Paphos Animal Hospital, first thing on Monday morning.”
The officer stood, picked up Molka’s passport from atop the table, and smiled. “We shall see. Wait here, please.”
The officer departed and closed the door behind her.
Molka—attired travel comfortable in a pale-yellow sundress, white canvas sneakers, a French braided ponytail, and her black-framed glasses—flew in almost 90-minutes earlier from Tel Aviv. The passport control line she waited in after exiting the flight cleared passengers ahead of her smooth and quick.
But when her turn came, the young, blue-uniformed man sitting at a computer monitor behind glass, who examined her passport, picked up a phone and switched his voice from Greek accented English to pure Greek.
Molka did not speak Greek, so she had no idea the man had called his supervisor—the female officer—who quickly arrived and escorted Molka from the line and into the small windowless room for an aggressive 45-minute interrogation.
Molka told the officer exactly what Azzur had instructed her to say if questioned: she was a veterinarian who had come to Cyprus as part of the veterinarian exchange program. And she would start working at the Paphos Animal Hospital on Monday morning.
The legend Azzur created for her cover story contained truth at its core. All good legends do, Azzur told her. She was a veterinarian, and she had come to Cyprus as part of the veterinarian exchange program. But she would not start working at the Paphos Animal Hospital on Monday morning.
Instead, she would finish her real business in Cyprus—using it as a starting and ending point of her first task—and be long gone by Monday morning.
But only if her legend survived the skeptical female officer’s verification.
The door opened, and the female officer entered with a grimace.
Molka responded with a falsified innocent smile.
Her look doesn’t look good for me.
The officer sat down across from Molka again, clutching Molka’s passport. “In recent years, your country has used our country as a base for covert operations against other countries without bothering to ask for our permission beforehand. This is quite impolite of your country. And we now aggressively seek to discourage it. The reason you were singled out for closer scrutiny is because you fit the profile of a foreign operative from your country.”
Molka responded with a falsified shocked face. “I do?”
The officer’s grimace reemerged. “Yes.”
Molka said, “And do you personally think I look like a foreign operative from my country?
I wonder what it’s like to be deported.
The officer nodded. “I would bet my entire year’s salary on it.”
“You would?”
Hope they serve lunch in the detention center. Starving.
“Yes, I would,” the officer said. “But I am glad I didn’t.” Her grimace morphed into a polite smile. “Because it would have been a tough year for me without pay.” She passed Molka’s passport across the table. “I am sorry we inconvenienced you. Welcome to Cyprus.”
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Molka retrieved her black, hard-side spinner luggage case, rolled out of the terminal to a waiting taxi, and handed the Greek-speaking driver a slip of paper with her destination’s address printed on it.
The driver seemed pleased by the fare and started an hour's drive toward the island’s northwest coast.
 
[image: ]
Upon arrival at the remote estate’s massive mansion with dark maroon roof tiles over bright white walls, Molka’s first impression determined that—although impressive—it blighted the setting. Which was the cobalt blue Mediterranean and a white sand beach fronting the luxury home and acres of manicured emerald grass stretching out behind it.
In her humble estimation, the owner should have saved himself the high-priced construction costs and just pitched a tent on the beach, allowing himself to savor the gorgeous location for life.
She would not be able to share her thoughts with the owner, though. For one thing, he was an associate. “Associate” being the unofficial name given to foreign sympathizers who provide discreet, invaluable assistance to the Counsel. And ultra-useful associates like him received god-like respect by the Counsel. He was also absent, as his wife and he vacationed wherever wealthy people who live in idyllic vacation spots go to vacation.
But while away, he allowed his secluded property to be used by the Counsel as a staging area for a covert operation targeted at another country.
Ha. The vigilant passport control supervisor should have been given a promotion based on her instincts alone.
The taxi dropped Molka and her hardcase at the mansion’s front entrance and departed. She was the first of the team to arrive. Azzur informed her that he and several other Counsel employees would enter the country on separate flights later in the day.
The estate’s aging woman caretaker greeted Molka at the door, took her suitcase, and in Greek accented, broken English said, “Your lunch is prepared.”
Molka smiled. “Yeh.”
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Molka sat at a patio table on the mansion’s third-floor terrace devouring a delicious lamb and pork souvlaki with an unbelievable picturesque sea view.
Wow. Would all her tasks start out so pleasant?
She saved the last two bites for the owner’s dogs laying under the table at her feet: a pair of adorable white and brown purebred Kokoni. The poor dears shivered with distress—likely by their owners’ absence—but they’d quickly warmed to Molka. As all animals did.
The caretaker woman reappeared on the terrace. “Any more to eat?”
Molka smiled politely. “No. I’m fine. It was very good. Thank you.”
“The man Azzur called. Be here maybe, one half hour, he said.”
“Ok.” Molka patted the dog’s heads affectionately. “Would it be alright if I took them for a walk? I see they have a huge backyard to play in.”
“Yes. That will be all right. I will get their leashes.”
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The leashed up, happy dogs knew the routine and pulled Molka out a huge rear glass door, across a massive pool deck surrounding a gigantic kidney-shaped pool, and onto the vast, flat manicured emerald green grass plain stretching out behind the estate.
About 100 meters into the run, the dogs stopped to do their business.
That’s when Molka spotted the black speck of a low-flying aircraft approaching the estate from the seaside.
As it closed in, cruising at an altitude of no more than 20 meters, the black speck enlarged to a gray triangle and then formed a sleek, white, single-engine propeller-driven aircraft with fixed tricycle landing gear and a pointed chrome spinner cap.
The aircraft descended even lower and buzzed over the mansion’s roof at high speed, climbed, and continued inland.
Molka watched and smirked.
Reckless fool.
The aircraft made a hard-right bank, reduced speed, descended to about a 20-meter altitude again, and then headed back toward the estate.
Now, where are they going?
The aircraft lined up a landing approach on the estate’s grass about 300 meters to Molka’s right.
Are they really going to land here?
The aircraft descended to about 10 meters, leveled off, banked left, increased speed again, came around, and aimed its nose straight at Molka’s position.
The dogs growled at the coming threat.
The aircraft kept coming: distance 100 meters.
The dogs barked at the coming threat.
The aircraft kept coming: distance 80 meters.
The dogs strained against their leashes.
The aircraft kept coming: distance 60 meters.
Molka released the leashes.
The aircraft kept coming: distance 40 meters.
The dogs ran for the mansion.
Molka wanted to join them.
The aircraft kept coming: distance 20 meters.
But you can’t outrun an aircraft.
The aircraft kept coming: distance 15 meters.
Molka dropped face down in the grass and covered her head.
BUZZZZZZOWWWWWW!
The aircraft zoomed right over her.
The slipstream flipped her ponytail onto her shoulder.
Her dress hem lifted, exposing her underwear.
Molka uncovered her head and raised her face.
The aircraft wagged its wings and lined up for another grass landing 300 meters from where Molka lay.
That time the landing was completed.
The aircraft taxied to a stop about 50 meters from her and cut its power.
Molka stood, pulled her dress back down, flipped her ponytail back over her shoulder, and strode toward the aircraft.
The pilot’s side gull-wing door opened.
Molka kept coming: distance 40 meters.
A thin, dark-haired white male stepped out onto the wing.
Molka kept coming: distance 30 meters.
The man spotted Molka and hopped down to the grass.
Molka kept coming: distance 20 meters.
The man wore a white polo shirt, jeans, and white sneakers.
Molka kept coming: distance 10 meters.
Gray specks in his goatee aged him at late 30s.
Molka kept coming: distance 5 meters.
The man smiled. “You didn’t drop until the last possible moment. You have steel nerves, I’ll give you that.”
Molka came to a stop in front of him.
The man smiled again. “Sorry. I couldn’t resist.”
Molka smiled. “And neither can I.”
She backhanded him across the face. Hard.
The man’s head snapped to the side. “Hey!” He put fingers on his reddening right cheek. “My name is Uri!”
“Who cares,” Molka said.
“You should. I’ll be your pilot on this task.”




CHAPTER FIVE

Molka turned her back on Uri and headed toward the mansion.
Uri trailed a step behind her. “Again, I’m sorry about that.”
“Those poor dogs were stressed out enough,” Molka said. “The last thing they needed was to be traumatized by your crazy stunt flying.”
Molka stepped onto the pool deck and moved to the dogs hiding under an umbrellaed poolside table. She sat in a chair, and the dogs jumped up into her lap. She hugged and stroked them.
Uri sat on a lounge chair beside her. “I guess Azzur didn’t tell you about me.”
Molka smirked. “No. He must be saving it as a surprise.”
Uri sighed. “And again, third time, I’m sorry about that. Anyway, I’m the project’s only fixed-wing pilot. I’m not exactly a project like you, but I do fly projects in and out of, shall we say, rather tight spots. This will be my fourth time. How many tasks have you completed?”
“This will be my first.”
“Your first? No. Really?”
Molka allowed the calmed dogs to jump down from her lap. “Yes.”
“When Azzur told me I would be paired with an experienced warrior, I thought he meant experienced in tasks too. That means I’m the Counsel’s senior employee on this task.” Uri presented a self-assured sneer. “Which means Azzur will likely name me as team leader of this task.”
The caretaker woman appeared in the open glass door behind Molka and Uri. “The man named Azzur has arrived. He requests you meet him in the business room.”
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Apparently, the estate’s owner was a businessman because his mansion’s first-floor business room was all business.
The large open space featured a dozen cubicles with workstations. Two sat occupied by young males engrossed on laptops: a taller thin one with short brown hair and a light brown beard and a shorter stocky one with a shaved bald head and brown beard.
Commercial printers, copy machines, and walls covered in monitors tuned to business channels and various world stock exchanges rounded out that section of the room.
Molka, shadowed by Uri, crossed the space and headed toward a glassed-in room at the far side. The room contained a long, boardroom-like table lined with high-back black leather office chairs.
And at the table’s head—wearing a short-sleeved tan colored shirt and smoking a cigarette—waited Azzur.
Molka and Uri entered through a glass door into a chain smoker’s haze.
Azzur motioned to the two seats on his left. “Sit.”
Molka and Uri complied.
Azzur pointed a remote control at a large monitor on the right-side wall. On the screen appeared the photo of a chubby, middle-aged man with thinning dark hair and a bushy dark mustache. He wore a khaki military dress uniform adorned with elaborate gold rank insignia on the shoulder boards and many chest decorations.
Azzur spoke. “This gentleman, for the purposes of this task, is code-named Ibis. He is a very high-ranking intelligence officer from a target country who wishes to defect to our country. Stated reason: he has become disillusioned with his country’s policies toward ours and seeks to assist us in achieving a peaceful solution. Actual reason: he fell out of favor with his country’s regime and learned he would soon be arrested and likely executed. Our prime minister has instructed the Counsel to bring him to safety.”
Uri spoke up. “Which target country is he defecting from?”
“That is classified,” Azzur said. “Ibis’ grown children live in France. Two days ago, his wife joined them. And last night, Ibis slipped across the border into southeastern Turkey.”
Uri nodded. “So, the target country he’s defecting from is Syria, Iran, or—depending on its classification this week—Iraq.”
Azzur flicked ash into a cut-crystal ashtray. “That is classified.”
Molka spoke up. “Was Ibis smuggled across the border by our people?”
“No,” Azzur said. “The border region Ibis crossed into is extremely remote and mountainous. And the inhabitants, although technically Turks, identify more by their traditional tribes and speak their own language and practice their own culture. Ibis is currently under the care of a legendary tribal leader and self-proclaimed warlord known as Zoran the Great.”
Uri frowned, perplexed. “Zoran the who?”
Azzur clicked the remote at the screen and brought up the photo of an older man’s weathered brown face punctuated by deep-set dark eyes, thick graying eyebrows, and a large, prominent nose over a thick gray beard. A gold-colored keffiyeh covered his head.
Azzur blew smoke. “Zoran the Great.”
“You say he’s a warlord,” Molka said. “Is there a conflict in his region?”
“Zoran the Great’s domain—as he calls it—lies within the Golden Crescent, of which there is always conflict.”
“The Golden Crescent,” Uri said. “That’s what they call the opium smuggling route coming up from Afghanistan, right?”
“That is correct,” Azzur said.
Molka spoke up. “Ibis is under the care of a drug smuggler?”
“No. Zoran the Great, with the help of his loyal army of fighters, only provides well-compensated protection for the smugglers, as they pass through his domain, from the rival tribes and criminals wishing to steal the highly lucrative commodity.”
Molka frowned. “Providing well-compensated security for drug smugglers almost sounds worse than smuggling itself.”
Azzur flicked ash. “It is a little more complex than that. Zoran the Great has come to accept what all in that region have come to accept for centuries. Which is that the smuggling there will never stop. Therefore, he believes it is better to know and approve who passes through his domain—and make a profit for safeguarding their passage—while at the same time disallowing the more dangerous and violent elements in the smuggling trade entrance. Thereby safeguarding his people.”
“Ok,” Molka said. “There’s some nobility in that.”
Azzur continued. “Your task is as follows: Uri will fly you both in the aircraft he brought here to a remote airstrip near Mucize, Turkey, which is the main village in Zoran the Great’s domain and his home base. You will carry with you our cash payment agreed upon with Zoran the Great as a courtesy fee for his guardian services in sheltering Ibis.”
“How much is the cash courtesy fee?” Uri said.
“Four-million Turkish Lira.”
“How much is that in our money?”
“About two million,” Azzur said.
Uri blew out a harsh breath in a whistle. “Is Ibis really worth that much to us? I ask because I’ve been watching a lot of espionage thriller movies lately, and anytime someone with a high security clearance is captured by or defects to the enemy, his people immediately change any codes he has, cancel operations he knows about and recalls any covert assets he runs in foreign countries. You said Ibis disappeared last night; they’ve probably already changed everything usable he would give us.”
Molka nodded. “The Unit has some contingency procedures like that too.”
Azzur continued. “Ibis, as such, is not worth the amount we will pay for some of the reasons you have stated. However, what he’ll turn over to us is. Several years ago, Ibis’ home country worked with another target country to build a secret, well-hidden nuclear reactor to produce weapons-grade plutonium. By the time we discovered the reactor—and sent Molka’s former unit to destroy it—the reactor was only a month away from becoming operational. This was a major intelligence failure on our behalf thanks to Ibis’ cunning.”
“In what way?” Molka said.
Azzur continued. “As supervisor of the secret reactor, Ibis insisted that no electromagnetic communications be used on any part of it during construction. No telephones, cellphones, emails, or even old fax machines. All communications were put to paper, put in envelopes sealed with wax, and delivered by motorcycle courier. And then immediately destroyed after use.”
Uri smiled. “That’s very World War One-ish.”
“Yes,” Azzur said. “A brilliant use of retrogression that completely foiled our SIGINT until the last possible moment. However, Ibis’ home country was hardly dissuaded by the destruction of their first reactor. They are planning to construct another secret reactor—again with the assistance of the other target country—and, when that is completed, they will assist with the construction of secret reactors in several other target countries.”
“Righteous mercy,” Uri said. “That’s an epic disaster for us in the making.”
“That is correct,” Azzur said.
“And how will Ibis help us prevent that epic disaster?” Molka said.
Azzur continued. “Late last year, at an off the record meeting, the regime leaders of all these target countries shared their approved locations, in GPS coordinate form—for the new secret reactors.”
“Ibis was present at this meeting and—as he did with all the documentation to the first reactor—committed these GPS coordinates to a paper list, put the list in an envelope, and sealed the envelope with wax imprinted with his personal crest using a signet ring he always wears.” Azzur switched the screen to the close-up photo of a thick finger wearing a gold signet ring featuring an eagle holding a shield.
“That’s very Renaissance Age-ish,” Uri said.
Azzur continued. “Several months ago, already planning his defection, Ibis placed the envelope containing the list in a briefcase and brought it with him to the capital city of this island, Nicosia. Before leaving, he secretly secured the briefcase in a hotel safe in Nicosia where it remains today.”
Uri nodded. “And that’s what makes him worth four-million Turkish Lira.”
“Yes,” Azzur said. “We actually feel as though we are getting a tremendous bargain as Ibis’ list is currently the most sought-after document in all of the free world intelligence. For their part, the Americans have thousands of people spending millions of dollars trying to obtain it. But they will never find it because Ibis himself will place it in my hands.”
“How do we know he isn’t lying to us?” Uri said. “What if there isn’t a list. Or maybe he just made one up.”
Azzur stubbed out his cigarette butt and lit a new one. “Before we agreed to bring Ibis to safety, we informed him that should his list prove false, we would immediately take him back to the border and turn him over to his country’s brutal secret police. And Ibis is well aware of the unspeakably horrific fate they have planned for a traitor of his magnitude. Therefore, the list exists, it is legitimate, and is waiting precisely where he claims.”
“How will we connect with Ibis?” Molka said.
“When you arrive in Turkey, you will meet a contact. Through them, you will arrange to deliver the courtesy fee to Zoran the Great in exchange for Ibis. You will then fly back here with Ibis and turn him over to me, and I will take him to Nicosia to retrieve his list. So as you now realize, your task is merely a simple exchange and should not be too difficult. Even considering your neophyte statuses.”
Molka and Uri both raised their hands.
Azzur waved their hands down. “I will start addressing your questions before you ask them.” He clicked the remote again, and the screen filled with a professionally taken image of a thin, early 30s, dark-haired, dimpled, pretty man, sporting a slim-cut black suit and leaning crossed armed and confident against a silver Rolls Royce.
Azzur continued. “This is Tariq, your contact. He has been embedded with Zoran the Great and his fighters the past month and a half, laying the groundwork for your task. He comes to us courtesy of our friends in military intelligence. He was born and raised in the same area as Zoran the Great’s domain. Therefore, he speaks the local language and knows the local culture and is familiar with the local terrain. He also speaks good English in which you two will communicate with him.”
Uri chuckled. “What’s up with that pic of him? Is he a model too?”
Azzur blew smoke. “Tariq left Zoran the Great’s domain as a teenager to attend university in Istanbul on a mathematics scholarship. He subsequently dropped out to become a professional gambler. He also, on occasion, provided companion services for wealthy older married women. The photoshoot from which that photo was taken was a present from one of those lady admirers.”
Molka grimaced. “A gigolo. Ick.”
Azzur flicked ash. “Our military intelligence recruited Tariq as an asset when their surveillance of a ruthless Turkish special forces commander caught Tariq on video philandering with the commander’s wife. This commander became aware of his wife’s extra-marital proclivities and has threatened to kill the first one of her suitors he identifies.”
Uri chuckled again. “Sounds like our military intelligence blackmailed Tariq more than recruited him.”
“That is correct,” Azzur said. “Which is how many assets are recruited. Tariq has completed several successful missions for our military intelligence, and I have been told he is smart and exceptionally resourceful.”
“Let me get this straight,” Molka said. “For this task, we’re dealing with a gigolo, a warlord, and a turncoat defector. What, no genocidal mass murderer to add to the mix?”
Azzur frowned. “Your sarcasm aside, unfortunately, thanks to the Traitors, we have to make compromises as to whom we deal with.”
Azzur clicked the remote again, and a wide satellite view of rugged terrain appeared. “This is Zoran the Great’s domain. While there are no set boundaries—other than what Zoran the Great claims they are at a given moment—it encompasses some 2,500 square kilometers, with the main population center being the village of Mucize. Several much smaller villages and settlements are also scattered across it. As you can see, a large rocky mountain range runs through the area, and the surrounding valleys are mostly sparsely vegetated and contain boulders and large rock formations.”
“The main occupations are small farms and raising goats. On occasion, the Turkish Army will send a reinforced patrol into Zoran the Great’s domain just to remind him it is still their country. However, when they leave, they always know that part of it is still Zoran the Great’s land.”
“Where’s the airstrip?” Uri said.
Azzur clicked to another satellite photo displaying a small green grassy plateau at the foot of a mountain. A dirt strip ran the plateau’s length. “This is the airstrip. It is approximately 40 kilometers east of Mucize.”
Uri focused on the image. “Can you zoom in more?”
Azzur zoomed in tighter.
“It looks like it was freshly cut into that grass,” Uri said. “How old is that photograph?”
“Recent,” Azzur said. “Tariq supervised the construction in the last few weeks.”
“Why did he build it so far away from Mucize?” Molka said.
Azzur replied. “That is the nearest suitable location—as noted by the preponderance of boulders and large rock formations obscuring the surrounding valleys—which also offers some degree of seclusion from nosey locals.
“It looks pretty short and narrow,” Uri said. “What’s the length and width?”
“We will discuss that during your individual briefing to begin now.” Azzur then addressed Molka. “I will summon you again when I am ready to give you your individual briefing.”
“Alright.” Molka stood to leave.
Uri raised his hand again. “One quick question before she goes.”
“What is your question?” Azzur said.
“She told me this is her first task, so when we get on the ground, shouldn’t the Counsel’s senior employee act as team leader.”
Azzur stubbed out his cigarette butt. “As the Counsel’s senior employee on this task, Uri will act as team leader on the ground.”
Uri’s face beamed.
Molka left the room.




CHAPTER SIX

About an hour later, the caretaker woman summoned Molka from playing with the dogs in the backyard again to return to the glass boardroom.
Molka arrived, and Azzur directed her to her previous seat.
Azzur lit another cigarette, blew smoke, and viewed Molka with a disappointed frown. “During your time in the IDF, if you had struck a fellow soldier, what would have happened?”
“I would probably have been brought up on charges and then dishonorably discharged.”
“Consider that my policy as well, should you backhand another Counsel employee.”
Molka leaned back and folded her arms across her chest. “Did Uri also tell you what he did to get backhanded?”
“Yes. However, Uri is not only the program’s lone fixed-wing pilot; he is also one of the few pilots in our country who can fly a Cessna 350 under, and in the gaps of, Turkish and Syrian radar coverage and land and take off on a makeshift airstrip which is smaller than the recommended length.”
“Maybe that’s true,” Molka said. “I don’t trust pilots like him, though.”
“Like him in what way?”
“The risk-takers and showoffs who pull reckless stunts. They act like their behavior comes from their swagger and hyper-confidence. But it actually comes from emotional instability and fragility, and it’s really just a sad cry for help.”
Azzur offered Molka a curious gaze. “I was not aware that in addition to being a helicopter pilot and a veterinarian, you were also trained as a behavioral psychologist.”
Molka smirked. “Cute.”
“I also find it ironic that you speak of Uri’s reckless flying conduct. In my interview with your commanding major, he mentioned how you and some of your fellow pilots were reprimanded for playing ‘chicken’ with your helicopters.”
Molka shrugged. “Sometimes, there were long spans between missions. We had to do something to keep the adrenaline flowing. And the reprimand we received was only verbal, which made it worth it.”
“In any case, you should not judge Uri too harshly.”
“I don’t judge him. I just don’t like his type.”
Azzur flicked ash. “Perhaps there is also some envy within you since I assigned him to be team leader. Would you like to know why I did so?”
“There’s no envy in me over that. But yes, tell me why.”
“The fact he has already flown projects on three tasks had no bearing on the decision. It is purely for motivational reasons. Every project has a unique motivational trigger. And Uri’s is to be recognized as a special talent and therefore worthy of special recognition.”
“And what’s my motivational trigger?” Molka said.
“Yours is the best type: a self-firing trigger. With your unrelenting need to avenge your little sister’s death, I only have to point you in the right direction. You will then either complete the task or die trying. All for your little Janetta.”
Molka’s eyes fell to the tabletop. “Can we move on to the briefing?”
Azzur reached into his brown leather satchel on the floor, removed a tablet, and placed it in front of her. “Everything we are about to discuss, as well as additional task-related information, is contained on here. When you power it up, a running countdown clock will appear in the upper right-hand corner. When the clock reaches zero, the hard drive will automatically be wiped clean. Your clock will reach zero at midnight tonight. Study and commit all your task instructions and information to memory before then. Do you understand?”
Molka nodded. “Yes.”
Azzur used the remote to bring up the satellite photo of the airstrip on the wall monitor again. “There is no cellular service in the region you’re heading. Besides antiquated landlines, electronic communication is only available through handheld two-way radios and satellite phones. Tariq has a satellite phone preconfigured to communicate with the satellite phone you and Uri will have. Tariq will not know the exact day or time of your arrival. He was only given a three-day window in which to expect you. Tomorrow being the first.”
“Satellite phones can be encrypted,” Molka said. “Why not just call him and let him know we’re on the way?”
“Always assume all electronic communications are being monitored and deciphered, including when using the latest encrypted devices. Therefore, a strict communication blackout should be observed until the last possible moment: which is when you land. My communication security policy with projects is also contained on your briefing tablet for you to study and memorize.”
Molka’s face mocked excitement. “Can’t wait. So what is the time frame for this task?”
“You will depart at 4AM tomorrow to arrive at the airstrip at approximately 7:30AM. You will then spend the day contacting Tariq and making the exchange for Ibis. You will then fly out at first light Thursday morning to arrive back here before noon.”
Molka grinned. “Just in time for another delicious souvlaki lunch with the ridiculously beautiful terrace view.”
Azzur blew smoke. “You will act as the task security specialist.”
“And when you say task security specialist, you mean securing the money?”
“That is correct. Since Tariq does not know the exact day or time of your arrival, he will not be waiting for you at the airstrip. After you contact him, it will be at least an hour before he can reach your location from Mucize. You will use this time to conceal the bag containing Zoran the Great’s courtesy fee.”
“Conceal it where?” Molka said.
Azzur clicked the remote to another satellite photo. “Here. That large ravine in those hills is a quarter kilometer due east from the airstrip. Study the topography photos and maps carefully on your briefing tablet so you can swiftly locate the ravine upon arrival. I cannot stress this enough.”
“Ok,” Molka said. “And I’ve always been pretty good with maps anyway.”
“After landing, you, and you alone, will carry the bag with the money up into the ravine and bury it. The bag contains a watertight case holding the money, and an entrenching tool is included in your joint gear bag.”
“How big and heavy is the watertight case holding the four-million Lira?”
“The case is the size of two standard briefcases stacked atop one another. It contains 20,000 notes in the 200 Lira denomination. The approximate weight is 20 kilograms. Nothing you cannot handle.”
Molka’s brow furrowed. “Alright. And you want me to bury the money because....”
“Because this will allow you to keep it securely under your control until you personally verify Ibis is still in Zoran the Great’s possession and that Ibis still wishes to defect to our country and depart with you.”
Molka grinned. “You don’t think Zoran the Great might be just a bit upset when we tell him that I hid his money because we don’t trust him?”
“He will be irate. At first. Then you will tell him this as your reason: ‘A stranger too quick to offer you their trust can never be trusted.’ That statement is also in your briefing tablet. Memorize it.”
“What’s that statement’s significance?” Molka said.
“It is an old proverb of Zoran the Great’s tribe. He will understand your reasoning and respect you after you say it.”
Molka’s eyebrows rose with sarcasm. “Or he might cut off my head and let his fighters play football with it.”
“One final word on the money you are securing. It is not the Counsel’s. It belongs to the hard-working people of our country who have generously provided it to us to use as a tool for the greater good of our nation.”
Molka’s eyes narrowed. “What are you trying to say?”
“I am saying, should you and Uri decide to abandon your task, fly to Istanbul, and split the money for a luxury way of life, dissuade yourself of that immediately.”
“And if we don’t dissuade ourselves?”
“I will dedicate my life to finding and eliminating you.”
Molka grinned and leaned forward. “Oooo…I love a good threat.”
Azzur moved closer. “I have never made a threat I failed to carry out.”
Molka sat back. “No worries. My parents didn’t raise a thief.”
Azzur nodded. “Good enough. Questions?”
“First, let me go over this task again to make sure I have it. Our objective is to extract a high-value defector, code named Ibis, who is under the care of a warlord named Zoran the Great. We first fly to a remote airstrip in southeastern Turkey. When we land, I bury the cash courtesy fee that our country is paying Zoran the Great for sheltering Ibis. We then make contact with Tariq, who will take us to meet Zoran the Great. I confirm Ibis is still with Zoran the Great and that Ibis still wishes to defect to our country and leave with us. We then recover the money from its hiding spot and give it to Zoran the Great in exchange for Ibis. Finally, we take Ibis to the airstrip and fly him back here.”
“That is correct. Your recall is good. Likely from your time with the Unit where you received many briefings.”
Molka frowned. “Too many.”
“Questions?”
“Just one. I packed an outfit for operating in rough terrain, as you suggested. What about the weapons I requested?”
“You will find them in a gear bag already waiting in your room here.”
“Good,” Molka said.
“Also, give your passport to Uri. He will secure it with his inside the aircraft should you need them.”
“Ok. Are we done?”
“Yes.”
Molka stood.
Azzur stubbed out his cigarette butt. “I am going into the city for a nice dinner and then for some drinks. What would you say to joining me?"
“I would say I’m going to ask the caretaker for a simple sandwich, and then I’m going to study my briefing tablet and then go to bed.” Molka moved toward the door. “If you don’t mind, I have to get up early and complete a task tomorrow.”




CHAPTER SEVEN

Munich, Germany
Chasseur Restaurant
Tuesday, 8:00PM
The trendy 5-star restaurant featuring trendy European cuisine and trendy European décor was overbooked and filled to capacity as always.
Hopeful standby diners crowded the attached bar, and many others waited in a line outside.
The restaurant’s slicked-back-haired, black tuxedoed maître d' crossed the main dining area and climbed the steel stairs to a loft office with one-way tinted windows overlooking the satisfied feasting patrons.
The maître d' knocked and opened the office door and entered. The gray-walled, gray-carpeted room contained a gray steel desk inhabited by an early 40s white male. He exhibited a lean muscular fitness under a tight, classy dark blue suit. His short, side-parted hair was ash blonde, his eyes were an attentive blue, and a pointed nose jutted over a close-cropped ash-blonde beard.
The man looked up from a stack of papers on his desktop and addressed the maître d'. “How goes it down there, Perry?”
“Good, sir. But great if we had another one hundred seats.”
The man grimaced. “I know this only too well.”
“Yes, sir. Sir, the party in the Trophy Room wishes to meet the owner.”
The man time checked a gold watch. “Oh, have they arrived already?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Very well. Please tell them I will be by when they finish their entrées.”
“Not them, sir,” the maître d',” said. “Just one gentleman.”
“A lone gentleman reserved the entire Trophy Room for himself?”
“Yes, sir.”
“What is his name?”
“The reservation was made under the name Monsieur Deuxième, and he speaks French. But I do not believe Monsieur Deuxième is his real name, nor do I believe he is French.”
The man gazed past the maître d' and rubbed the back of his neck with his right hand. “How intriguing.”
“Yes, sir. He wishes to meet with you now.”
The man’s eyes focused on the maître d'. “And I, him.”
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The Trophy Room private dining area in the Chasseur restaurant’s basement offered a dramatic departure from the gender-neutral trendiness upstairs.
The space featured unapologetic masculinity in the form of a heavy, lodge-like mahogany table set for 20, hunter green carpet, blood-red walls—displaying big game taxidermy mounts and vintage hunting rifles—and a separate menu created for serious carnivores.
Sitting at the table’s head, the brown-skinned man calling himself Monsieur Deuxième carried a full beard, dyed pure black, and short receding hair which was pure gray and aged him in his late 60s. He wore a charcoal suit jacket over a black dress shirt buttoned to the top with no tie. An unfiltered cigarette smoked in a brass ashtray before him, and beside that lay a black leather folder and a phone.
The man from the upstairs office approached Deuxième and spoke good French with a slight German accent. “Good evening, sir. I am the owner, Reinhold Jäger.”
Deuxième smiled and spoke good French with a slight Arabic accent. “Good evening.”
“And how is your dining experience thus far, sir?”
“Excellent. I just enjoyed the wild boar schnitzel as a starter. Delicious.” He raised a heavy pewter goblet. “And this Franconian Riesling the waiter suggested made an excellent pairing. My compliments to your fine establishment, Hauptman Jäger.”
“Thank you, sir. However, I am no longer a captain. It is just Mr. Jäger now.”
“Is it? I understood you were referred to as Captain Jäger even after you left the special forces.”
“When I left the service, I was privileged enough to work in another business with men who offered such respect. However, I am now just a humble restauranteur, Mr. Jäger.”
“If I might.” Deuxième reached into his coat’s inside pocket, removed a leather ID case, opened it, and showed Jäger.
Jäger viewed the ID. “I wasn’t aware that your country’s internal security service operated in Germany.”
“We do not.” Deuxième repocketed the leather case. “I came here strictly to see you on a matter of a job offer. Will you join me, please?”
Jäger occupied the seat to Deuxième’s right. “May I ask who recommended me?”
“A mutual acquaintance, Colonel Qasim.”
Jäger pursed his lips. “I see. Well, I have not spoken to Colonel Qasim in nearly three years. And he should not have presumed to recommend me for a job. I no longer do such work. Nor do I wish to resume doing so.”
Deuxième took a wine sip. “I really do not think that you have a choice.”
“Why is that?”
“Because you selected the restaurant business as an alternative to being a mercenary soldier.”
Jäger’s smile showed annoyance. “The preferred description is private military contractor. Or PMC, as the acronym obsessed Americans say.”
Deuxième puffed on his cigarette. “By whatever moniker you choose to call your former profession, leaving it for the restaurant business has placed you in a compromised position.”
“You know the restaurant business?”
“No. However, I do know your restaurant’s business. And while very popular and recently profitable, it is not profitable enough to stay ahead of the coming trends or to repay your creditors who have called in your loans. Should I continue to tell you what else I know?”
“Please,” Jäger said.
“I also know you put all your life’s savings and sweat and heart into this restaurant. And you love it more than anything you have ever done. And when it fails, you will be devastated beyond repair. And I know you are already contemplating returning to private military contractor work to avoid the sad fate of living out your years on a soldier’s pension.”
Jäger pointed to Deuxième’s wine bottle. “May I?”
“Of course.” Deuxième picked up the bottle and half-filled the pewter goblet at Jäger’s place setting.
Jäger picked up the goblet and took a drink. “Mr. Deuxième, you speculate very intrusively about me and my situation.”
“Yet you have not denied any of it. Please do so now if you can.”
Jäger remained silent.
Deuxième continued. “The good news for you is that we can help you hold on to your dream here.”
“How so?”
“By assuming your financial liabilities, of course. A Chinese investment firm we are very friendly with has purchased your loans from your creditors.”
“I was not aware of this,” Jäger said.
“The transaction was just finalized this morning.” Deuxième passed the black leather folder lying next to his phone to Jäger.”
Jäger opened the folder and examined the documents inside. After a moment, he closed the folder and set it aside. “So, it appears I now find myself in your debt.”
“Yes,” Deuxième said. “However, our terms are much more lenient. When you complete the job for us, the loans will simply be written off.”
Jäger offered a skeptical smile. “Written off? Just like that?”
Deuxième brushed his palms together. “Just like that. And then you will be free and clear. You will also be provided with a new, substantial interest-free loan to keep your restaurant truly profitable and ahead of the trends for the foreseeable future. And keep you from the sad fate of which I spoke of.”
“Who is the prey?” Jäger said.
“A high-profile traitor who crossed the border and is hiding in southeastern Turkey.” Deuxième picked up his phone and swiped to a man’s photo. “I understand you have done a job for him in the past.”
Jäger viewed the photo. “I have.”
“I am told in addition to several other languages, you speak fluent Turkish.”
“I speak above average Turkish, which I picked up when my unit trained alongside Turkish special forces for several months.”
Deuxième nodded. “That will suffice.”
Jäger said, “My next question should be why does the prey’s—now-former—organization not go after him themselves? They are certainly capable. But to do so would require obtaining permission from the Turks. Which would, in turn, expose to the world the defection of a very, as you say, high-profile traitor and cause a major embarrassment to your country’s regime. Something they can ill afford internally after a series of recent embarrassments.”
Deuxième smiled. “Colonel Qasim believes your ability to grasp political implications makes you even more exceptional at your human hunting specialty. I wholeheartedly agree.”
“And now you want me to go quietly kill him. And should I get caught, your country would have plausible deniability. Well, I am sorry you wasted your time in coming here and assuming my debts, because as Colonel Qasim should have also told you, I am not a hired assassin.”
“But you have killed for money in the past.”
“Yes,” Jäger said. “In combat situations where the people I killed were also armed and had weapons to defend themselves.”
“And you maintain this position of not acting as a paid assassin even after I have presented you with the consequences of declining?”
Jäger locked his eyes on Deuxième’s eyes. “Absolutely.”
Deuxième smiled again. “Just as I had hoped you would say. Were it only the simple matter of assassination, we would have contracted a team to do so for much less money. However, we want the traitor located, captured, and brought back across the border alive. All without the Turks ever knowing he was there. And you are one of the few men in the world with the intellect, skills, and temperament to see this through.”
Jäger’s face brightened. “That is obviously a much different job. And thank you for your kind words.”
“Then do we have a deal?”
Jäger took another drink of wine and smiled. “Well, as you said, I do not really have much of a choice, do I?”
“Excellent.” Deuxième toasted Jäger with his goblet and drank. “You will be operating in a somewhat hostile territory due to the narcotics smuggling. Therefore, you will undoubtedly want your trusted old comrade in arms—who also speaks Turkish, I understand—Feldwebel Fuchs along for security purposes.”
“If I am going to be shot at, there is no one I would rather have at my side than him for defense. But private citizen, Ernst Fuchs, is unavailable. He is working security for the Dutch Royal Family. And being obscenely well paid to do so, he tells me.”
“He left that position this morning and awaits your arrival at one of our military bases near the Turkish border.”
“I see,” Jäger said. “And when do you want me to meet him at this base?”
Deuxième puffed his cigarette. “Tonight.”




CHAPTER EIGHT

Molka’s phone alarm awoke her at 3:00AM in a large comfortable canopy bed in one of the mansion’s guest bedrooms.
She rose and outfitted in a black mock turtleneck, black jeans, black Bates performance socks, black Bates tactical boots, and strapped her old pilot’s watch on her left wrist.
She moved into the room’s private bathroom, stood before the mirror, put contacts in her large, oval-shaped blue eyes, and high ponytailed her long dark hair with her bangs swept right to left.
Exiting the bathroom, she walked to a small black gear bag atop the bureau. She unzipped it, removed a Beretta 96A1 semi-automatic pistol, released the 12-round magazine loaded with .40 caliber hollow points, inspected it, reinserted it, made sure the weapon was safe and then set it aside.
Next, she removed a little Glock 26—aka “Baby Glock”—semi-automatic pistol, released the 10-round magazine loaded with 9mm cartridges, inspected it, reinserted it, made sure the weapon was safe and set it aside.
Next, she removed two spare loaded magazines for the Berretta and one for the Glock. She inspected all three and set them aside.
Lastly, she removed a black carbon fiber SOB—small of the back—holster for the Beretta, placed the weapon in the holster, and placed the holster back into the bag. She laid the Glock back in the bag next, followed by all the spare mags, zipped up the bag, slung it over her left shoulder, and moved toward the bedroom door.
She paused in the doorway, turned, and moved back over to her phone on the nightstand. As per instructions, it would not be going with her. She picked it up and swiped to the photo of a pretty 11-year-old girl wearing a white dress with pink flowers on it. The girl also wore a pink bow in her hair. And her big smile revealed braces on her teeth. A caption on the photo read:
First day at my new school!
Molka held the phone screen to her heart.
This is all for you, my little Janetta.
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Molka exited the mansion’s large rear glass door, crossed the pool deck, and stepped out onto the darkened, manicured emerald grass behind the estate.
Morning dew wetted her boot’s toes. About 100 meters ahead, the Cessna 350 aircraft waited, illuminated by a large LED light bank mounted on a white pickup truck parked beside it. Both gull-wing doors on the aircraft were open, and the engine cover had been removed. Uri—dressed casually in a light blue windbreaker over a red polo shirt, jeans, and white sneakers—stood beside a green coveralls wearing man observing the engine.
Molka arrived at the aircraft, ignored. Uri and the coveralls man conversed in Hebrew: something about aspiration and derated power.
Fifty meters beyond the aircraft, two other green coveralls wearing men worked to place small lit LED lanterns in the grass at intervals. Runway lights?
A larger, white gear bag laid beside the aircraft’s right fixed, underwing landing gear. Molka unslung her bag, laid it on the grass, crouched beside the white gear bag, unzipped it, and inventoried the contents: a black satellite phone, a spare battery for the phone, black military-grade Steiner binoculars with an attached neck strap, a military-style entrenching tool folded into its black nylon carrying case, a first-aid kit in a red zippered case, 24 bottled waters, two 12-count boxes of protein bars, two boxes of wet wipes, and a thick sealed envelope she knew from her briefing tablet contained 2000 Turkish Lira in task expense cash.
Uri turned away from his conversation and addressed her. “That’s our joint gear bag. It will be stored in the baggage compartment here.” He opened a small hatch behind the left-side door to expose a compartment behind the rear seats. “Our individual gear bags go in there too. I taped a zippered case containing our passports under the right-side seat.”
Molka nodded. “Alright.”
“If you need to take a final pee or whatever, you still have time. But when you hear me start the engine, that’s the five minutes until departure warning.”
She nodded. “Ok.”
Uri resumed his conversation with the green coveralls man.
Molka picked up her gear bag, moved to the baggage compartment hatch, and placed her bag inside next to another black gear bag identical to hers—probably Uri’s.
She walked around behind the right wing and used a retractable footstep to climb onto it and into the cockpit for a look of where she would sit.
Tight fit. Upfront were two high-back gray vinyl seats—split by a console—with a flight control joystick mounted next to each. And besides three gauges on the pilot’s side, the instrument panel was all digital avionics.
The rear cabin featured two high-back gray vinyl seats side-by-side.
With nothing else to see—including a bag holding a watertight case with four-million Turkish Lira—Molka climbed back out of the aircraft and down onto the grass.
The white pickup truck with the light bank also carried a portable black fuel bladder in the rear, and the coveralls man attached a hose to it presumably to top off the aircraft’s tanks.
Molka observed.
Uri zipped up the white gear bag and placed it in the baggage compartment.
Molka checked her watch: 3:46AM. They should be able to leave right on time.
She glanced at movement behind her. Azzur approached wearing his fashionable brown leather jacket. He carried a box-shaped, dark-colored duffle bag in his right hand. The orange glow from a lit cigarette fronted his face.
Molka bolted and ran toward him.
Azzur halted 50 meters away, placed the duffle bag on the grass, and watched Molka’s fast approach.
Molka pulled up her run and stopped before Azzur.
Azzur frowned at her. “I suggest you skip your morning cardio regimen and conserve your energy for the long day you have ahead of you.”
“I wasn’t doing cardio. I was running to warn you not to bring a lit cigarette anywhere near aviation fuel fumes.”
Azzur blew smoke. “You studied and committed your instructions to memory?”
“Yes.”
He pointed down at the dark blue duffle bag. “I now place the money into your custody.”
Molka grinned. “You say that as though you’re nervous about it. But like I said, no worries, I’m not going to steal it. Or let Uri steal it, either.”
“I am not concerned about that.” Azzur looked past Molka and viewed the aircraft. The coveralls man had finished fueling and worked to replace the engine cover, and Uri sat in the pilot’s seat.
Azzur’s eyes moved back to Molka. “I am concerned you still may have doubts about Uri. Do you?”
“Yes.”
“Then understand Uri has his instructions too, and he understands his main job is to get you in and get you out. I have every confidence in his abilities to do so. And you should too.”
Molka shrugged. “I’ll believe it when I see it.”
The Cessna’s engine started, growled, and idled at a smooth purr.

Azzur consulted his watch and raised his voice above the noise. “A final word. I do not anticipate any significant problems with this task. However, every operation will incur at least some minor difficulties, and Uri will undoubtedly offer you a myriad of solutions for them. Listen to him respectfully, but do not commit yourself, or the task, to his suggestions. Instead, I want you to consult with Tariq and defer to Tariq’s judgment. Consider him in charge of the ground operation in Turkey. Do you understand?”
“Yes,” Molka said.
“I will see you back here tomorrow with Ibis.”
“Alright. I’ll do my best.”
Molka waited for wishes of good luck or a final encouraging word that she would do fine on her first task.
But Azzur just turned and headed back toward the mansion.
Molka lifted the somewhat weighty duffle bag, slung it over her right shoulder, and jogged toward the aircraft.




CHAPTER NINE

Military Base
Four Kilometers South of Turkey’s Southeastern Border
Wednesday, 4:11AM
Jäger—still dressed in his classy dark blue restaurant owner suit—entered the base’s briefing room.
The space featured pale green walls, a wall-mounted monitor, and a large wall-mounted regional map at the room’s front, rows of chairs in the room’s center, and an occupied couch against the room’s back wall.
The couch’s occupier was a very tall, late-30s, white male snoring on his back. He wore only white undershorts on a body builder-like frame and possessed a legitimate full red beard and legitimate short red hair.
Jäger moved across the room, stood over the man, and yelled in German: “On your feet, Sergeant Fuchs!”
Fuchs startled awake and sprung up in his seat. “Yes, sir!” His shiny reddish-brown eyes focused on Jäger. He smiled and spoke in German. “Hello, captain.”
Jäger smiled. “Hello, Ernst.”
Fuchs rose and towered a full head over Jäger.
The men engaged in an Alpha male embrace with lots of solid back slapping.
Fuchs pushed Jäger away and inspected his suit. “So it’s tailored suits now?”
Jäger stroked his lapels. “Custom made, actually?”
Fuchs made an exaggerated bow. “Oh, I beg your pardon, your lordship.”
“Why are you sleeping in here? They didn’t offer you a bed?”
“They cleared a bed for me in the barracks. But I declined, of course.”
Jäger nodded. “Of course.”
Fuchs sat on the couch’s edge, reached under it, and pulled out a dark green, purse-sized zippered case. He unzipped the case and removed a wooden tobacco pipe—with the bowl hand carved into a fox head—a leather tobacco pouch, and a small, silver metal, butane lighter.
Jäger grimaced. “You’re not still smoking that malodorous thing?”
Fuchs opened the pouch and began packing the pipe. “Better this than your vile chewing tobacco.”
Jäger spun one of the room’s audience chairs to face Fuchs and sat. “I gave that up last year.”
“Then you have fully transformed into a proper civilized gentleman.” Fuchs put the pipe in his lips. “You have my sympathies.” He lit the pipe, puffed, and viewed Jäger. “I was very surprised when they told me you were coming. You vehemently swore off this life, as I recall. Bored with the restaurant business already, are you?”
“Let me just say they gave me no choice.”
“Care to elaborate on that?”
Jäger smiled. “Not at this time. But I am surprised to see you here too. You told me you were living extra-large in the Netherlands.”
“I was. The pay was great, the food good, and Amsterdam is not the worst place in the world to live for many reasons.” Fuchs puffed his pipe again.
“However?” Jäger said.
“However, when I was approached about this job, it occurred to me that babysitting a bunch of rich spoiled brat princesses and princes was unworthy of my talents and training.” Fuchs’ face hardened on Jäger. “And that I left the special forces much too soon.”
“Have you been briefed?” Jäger said.
“Only who the target is and how much they will pay me. They said you will fill in the details. And the first thing I want to know is what did that cagy old bastard do to get us after him?”
“He had a falling out with the regime and decided it was time to take his leave. He slipped across the border into Turkey last night. They want us to bring him back.”
“He slipped across the border near here?” Fuchs said.
“Very near. We will actually use the same remote crossing point he did.”
“I was wondering why we’re staging from in the middle of nowhere. Do we have any idea where he’s at now?”
“We do.” Jäger stood and walked to the room’s front and the wall-mounted map of Turkey.
Fuchs rose and followed him.
Jäger viewed the map. “The target is under the protection of a local warlord named Zoran the Great based in the town of Mucize.” He pointed to Mucize on the map. “Less than 25 kilometers from here.”
“Zoran the Great.” Fuchs puffed his pipe. “I’ve heard of him. He and his men kicked some serious ass in the terrorist war.”
“Yes. And now he rules over a semi-autonomous region with his fighters. The target will remain with Zoran the Great until he can arrange to leave Turkey without the Turks knowing.”
“And why can’t the Turks know?”
“Our employers do not want the world to know about the target’s embarrassing defection.”
“Understood,” Fuchs said. “What’s the target’s departure plan?”
“That has not been confirmed yet, but they believe he will contact the Americans and then be extracted to the US airbase in Izmir, Turkey before being spirited out of the country without the Turks knowing about that either.”
“Makes sense.” Fuchs used his pipe to point to Izmir on the map. “I’m sure that installation is also home to a significant US intelligence presence. But it’s, what…over 1,500 kilometers away from Mucize? One hell of a covert extraction, even for the Americans.”
“True. It could be done though.”
“How much time do we have before they do?”
“Not enough,” Jäger said. “But be where your enemy is not, as we will have the advantage of already being on the ground where the target is located and access to some intel the Americans will not have just yet.”
“If we’re going to take him away from Zoran the Great, I hope we have some help.”
“We will. Our employers have secured us local assistance in the form of Rivin and his men.”
“Who’s Rivin?” Fuchs said.
“He leads what our American PMC colleagues would call a cowboy outfit. About 100 well-equipped, well-armed men. He’s based here.” Jäger pointed to another spot on the map. “Just outside of Zoran the Great’s domain in a 1300-year-old fortress he calls ‘The Red Lion’s Den.’”
Jäger removed his phone from his jacket and scrolled to the photo of a large, thick-walled, reddish colored, ancient-looking fortress atop a rocky hill.
Fuchs viewed the image. “Definitely a very formidable looking fortification. Why does he call it ‘The Red Lion’s Den?’”
“Because he calls himself ‘The Red Lion.’”
“And what does Rivin ‘The Red Lion’ and his men do from that fortress?”
“A little smuggling, a little stealing from smugglers, and a lot of stealing anything else of value they find. But what Rivin really loves to do—which makes him even more useful to us—is fuck with Zoran the Great.”
Fuchs puffed his pipe. “I don’t think Zoran the Great is a man to be fucked with in his own domain.”
“I agree,” Jäger said.
“Then what’s our plan?”
“I will explain our options when I wake up. First, I would like to borrow your couch for a nap. We will be escorted to the border crossing point just after sunrise. How rested are you?”
Fuchs shrugged. “Pretty much been sleeping since I got here.”
“They have the gear I requested and a vehicle for us waiting here. Go now and inspect everything and wake and report to me in two hours.”
“Yes, captain. I’ll get dressed and get right on it.” Fuchs moved back toward the couch.
Jäger called after him. “Ernst.”
Fuchs stopped and turned. “Yes, captain?”
Jäger smiled. “It is good to be back on the hunt with you.”
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CHAPTER 10

For the flight’s first 60 minutes, Uri did not speak a word into his headset microphone in the darkened cockpit as he monitored instruments and flew a low, circuitous, easterly route over the Mediterranean north of the Cypriot coastline.
Without being told, Molka understood he worked to evade the air traffic control radar and air traffic on an officially non-existent flight.
She kept quiet on her headset microphone as he did his job.
But when Cyprus faded into the predawn behind them, and the lights on the coasts of Turkey and Syria appeared before them, Uri engaged the autopilot, relaxed his shoulders, and smiled over at Molka. “I did it. The hardest part is over.”
“Ok,” Molka said. “Sounds good.”
“So…what did you think of Cyprus?”
She shrugged. “What little I saw of it seemed nice.”
“First visit?”
“Yes.”
“I’m not a big fan of the place. I was there once before on vacation with my ex-wife. Maybe that’s what put me off. It’s a divided country. In the 70s, the Turks invaded and occupied the northern section and created the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus. Of course, the Turks are the only ones who recognize the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus as legitimate. They closed off the border, too, for decades. But now—”
Molka interrupted. “But in recent years, they’ve opened the border back up to the point where you can go back and forth fairly easily with a passport. I learned all about that in high school.”
“Oh. And did you get a chance to attend university too?”
“Yes. And I graduated. I also went back and graduated from veterinary medicine school.”
“Really?” Uri said. “I thought that veterinarian cover story was just part of your legend to enter Cyprus. I guess we’ve entered the get-to-know-each-other portion of the task.”
“We have?”
“I’ll start. My grandfather, father, and uncle were all pilots who saw combat in the wars.”
“Did they?” Molka said. “Interesting, because my Uncle Eli flew combat missions in the wars too. Helicopters.”
“But my family members were all top ace fighter pilots. Our family name is famous in the air force, and ever since I was born, all I wanted to do is follow in the family footsteps. My father taught me to fly when I was seven years old. I got my Private Pilot License as soon as I turned 17. And I worked hard to excel in my studies so I would be eligible to apply to the air force flight academy. And I was accepted.”
“Then, right before I was due to report for basic training, a group of friends and I went down to Eilat for one last party weekend. You know, stupid kid stuff. While we were there, I crashed on a scooter and fractured two vertebrae in my back. That put my entrance into the academy on indefinite hold.”
“That’s too bad,” Molka said.
Uri continued. “I had surgery and rehabbed like a maniac for months until four separate top orthopedic surgeons declared me as 100 percent healthy. I just had to be cleared by an air force doctor, which was supposed to be a formality. But after he looked at my x-rays, he wrote a report that said, ‘out of an abundance of caution, the applicant should be disqualified from flight training.’ I mean, really? No consideration was even given to my family’s famous name within the air force or my rightful destiny to carry that legacy on.”
“That was a tough break,” Molka said.
“So, I became a private flight instructor. Opened my own flight school. Made a good living. But my true passion is training young pilots with aspirations to become fighter pilots. So far, I’ve trained seven.”
“Very commendable, Uri,” Molka said. “Instead of being a single fighter pilot, you helped create seven. You should be very proud.”
“That’s what everyone keeps telling me. And easy for you to say. Azzur told me you served with the Unit as a helicopter pilot. He also told me while you were serving with the Unit that you had an affair with a married American special forces officer. Azzur told me the IDF asked you to resign when they found out, you did, and then you became a veterinarian.”
Molka frowned. “Azzur tells too much. But much of that is not true.”
“Well, fill me in on the real story,” Uri grinned. “We still have over two hours until we land.”
“I think we should end the get-to-know-each-other portion of the task and just concentrate on the completing-the-task portion of the task.”
Uri’s face lit up with childlike excitement. “I can’t wait to meet this Zoran the Great. I wonder what a real warlord is like? I imagine he lives in a palatial palace. And when we get there, he will welcome us as honored guests with a great feast held in a huge dining hall proceeded by beautiful dancing girls and feats of skill and strength by his fighters.”
Molka shot Uri a side glance. “You watch a lot of movies, eh?”
Uri’s face fell serious. “Listen, I know you’re very nervous about being on your first task. But I don’t want you to worry. If anything goes wrong, I’ll think of something and handle it.”
“Will you?”
“Yes. And if you have a problem with your portion of the task, you can always come to me for guidance.”
Molka mocked meekness. “I can?”
“Yes. Don’t forget, I’m the team leader.”




CHAPTER 11

Southeastern Turkey
7:41AM
“And there it is,” Uri said. “Found it on the first try. My navigational skills are always perfectly on point.”
Molka opened her eyes from a semi-doze to a bright, cloudless, blue-sky morning. They approached, at the descent, a smallish green grassy plateau surrounded by steep green hills climbing to a craggy rocked gray mountain.
A narrow, straight, dirt road running north-south spanned the plateau’s length.
Uri lined the Cessna’s nose on the dirt road’s near end, the south end, and prepared to land.
Molka pointed at the dirt road. “Is that the airstrip?”
“That would be it.”
“Wow. It looks even shorter than it did in the briefing photos.”
“Yes, it does,” Uri said.
“But you got this, right?”
Uri presented a self-assured sneer. “Just watch and be impressed.”
“I appreciate your confidence.” Molka tightened her seat belt.
Uri did have it, though. After one small bounce, he eased the Cessna onto the dirt surface and brought it to a stop two meters before the strip ended. Then he spun the aircraft around 180 degrees, pointed the nose back down the runway to the south, and cut the engine.
Molka exhaled. “Ok. That was an impressive landing.”
Uri’s self-assured sneer reappeared. “No, that wasn’t an impressive landing. That was a spectacular landing.” He unbuckled, lifted open the pilot’s door, climbed out on the wing, hopped down, and stretched.
Molka did the same.
The higher altitude air hit the skin much cooler and dryer than that from the warm, humid, close to sea level Cyprus. Molka pushed down her sleeves. Might regret not bringing a jacket later.
The small plateau they landed on was attached to a broad, sparsely vegetated valley—strewn with boulders and large rock formations—spreading out for many kilometers to the south.
Uri noted the hazardous to aircraft landing topography too. “Azzur was right. This is literally the only spot within 100 kilometers we could have landed.” He looked left and pointed to an orange conical tube attached to a pole stuck into the grass 10 meters away. “There’s the windsock. There’s supposed to be a little refueling truck parked here too.”
Molka scanned the surroundings. “I don’t see one.”
“I’ll ask Tariq about that. I’ll call him now.”
Uri opened the baggage compartment hatch, removed the large white gear bag, placed it on the ground next to the left underwing landing gear, unzipped it, and removed the satellite phone.
He walked a few paces away from the aircraft, raised the phone’s thick antenna, powered it up, and frowned. “Oh, crap.”
“What’s wrong?” Molka said.
“No signal.”
“Oh, crap.”
“It’s ok,” Uri said. “It happens with satphones. Just need to wait about 30-minutes or so for the next passing satellite to get closer.” He moved back to the bag and pulled out a box of protein bars. “Breakfast?”
Molka’s face brightened. “Yes! I’m starving.”
Back in her right-hand side seat, Molka powered down two protein bars and drank a full bottle of water while Uri, back in his pilot seat, nibbled on one bar, sipped water, and fiddled with the satphone.
Breakfast finished, Molka exited the aircraft again, retrieved a box of wet wipes from the white gear bag, took them into some hip-high grass 20 meters away, squatted, relieved herself, and returned to the aircraft.
Uri poked his head from the door and grinned at Molka. “I promise I didn’t look.”
“Your semi-gentlemanly manners are noted. But I actually went way over there to be polite. Being on field maneuvers as the lone woman in a unit with over 30 men kind of tamped down my shy-girl modesty.”
Uri chuckled. “Funny.”
Molka tossed the wipes box back into the gear bag, grabbed the Steiner binoculars, and moved to the aircraft’s other side. She binocular scanned the hills due east below the rocky mountain less than a quarter kilometer away until she located the opening to the ravine where Azzur instructed her to conceal the money duffle bag.
Might as well go bury it.
She turned back to the aircraft.
Uri stood on the wing, staring southward. “Can I see those binoculars?”
Molka passed them up and moved to the baggage compartment hatch. She reached inside, and with some exertion, pulled the dark blue money duffle bag from the compartment and laid it on the dirt strip surface.
She then removed the entrenching tool case from the white gear bag.
“Here comes Tariq,” Uri said.
Molka moved to Uri’s side and viewed where he pointed the binoculars at the lower valley.
She saw movement.
“Can I take a look?” Molka said.
Uri handed the binoculars to Molka, and she focused in on it.
Perhaps a kilometer away, three vehicles crawled around the boulders and large rock formations, taking the best route possible toward the plateau.
Closer examination revealed a dark green SUV—with homemade black and brown camouflage applied—leading two small pickup trucks. The pickup trucks carried the SUV’s same paint scheme, and each featured a manned weapon mounted in the bed.
“How do we know that’s Tariq?” Molka said.
“Didn’t you read your supplemental briefing material? They’re all flying a green pennant with a gold lion emblem in the center. That’s Zoran the Great’s personal flag.”
Molka confirmed the vehicle’s little flags matched the photos of Zoran the Great’s distinctive colors from her briefing tablet. “Ok. But how did he know we arrived?”
“Again, I refer back to the briefing. Zoran the Great deploys mountain-based lookouts in his domain to watch for smugglers.”
“I know. What about them?”
Uri sighed. “They must have spotted us coming in and radioed him and he informed Tariq.”
“We just got here, though,” Molka said.
“Yes, but they could have seen us approaching a long way off with decent optics. It’s not like there’s a lot of other air traffic nearby. Better try to call Tariq again and let him know we see him.” Uri jumped off the wing, pulled the satphone from his jacket pocket, walked a few paces toward the coming vehicles, and tried again. “Still no signal.”
Molka refocused on the two-armed pickup trucks. “Those technicals are mounting 12.7s behind armored shields.”
“What’s a technical 12.7?” Uri said.
“A technical is a civilian vehicle mounting a weapon. Twelve-point seven millimeters is the caliber of their heavy machine guns. That’s a lot of firepower for a friendly ride.”
“Not for a friendly ride who thinks they’ll be carrying back four-million Turkish Lira.”
“Good point,” Molka said. “Which reminds me.”
Molka handed the binoculars back to Uri, removed her small gear bag from the baggage compartment, and laid it atop the left wing. She unzipped it, removed the holstered Beretta, and tucked it inside her waistband in the small of her back. She reached back into the bag and removed the Baby Glock and slipped it into her right front pocket. She then removed the three spare mags. The two Beretta mags slipped into her left front pocket, and the Glock’s spare mag slipped next to the weapon in her right. Lastly, she uncased her tactical sunglasses and put them on.
Uri stood behind her, watching. “Why are you arming up?”
“I’m going into the hills to conceal the money.”
“Ok. But I ask again, why are you arming up?”
“I don’t know what might be roaming around up there,” Molka said. “Could be a pack of big, terrifying Yetis, for all I know.”

“But Yetis are said to live in the Himalayas, thousands of kilometers from here.”
“Can you prove that?”
Uri shot Molka a perplexed look. “Well…no.”
“Then you can’t prove Yetis don’t live up here either, can you? Excuse me.”
Uri moved aside. “Oh, you’re joking again. Right?”
Molka slung the duffle bag over her right shoulder and grabbed the entrenching tool carrying case with her left hand. “It will probably take those vehicles about half an hour to get around that obstacle course down there and climb up here. It will take me longer than that to conceal this, but I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
“Wait,” Uri said. “Tariq isn’t supposed to know about you concealing the money. What am I supposed to tell him?”
Molka started to move away, glanced over her shoulder. “I don’t know. But you’ll think of something.” She smiled. “Don’t forget, you’re the team leader.”




CHAPTER 12

Some say being wealthy is a heavy burden to carry.
Really?
They should try carrying it a quarter kilometer up a 30-degree incline hill at altitude.
Whew.
Molka reached the ravine opening, dropped the duffle bag on the ground, and crouched beside it to recover her breath.
Below her, the three vehicles still boulder and rock formation dodged in the valley as they continued to approach the plateau.
Speaking of being wealthy.
Molka’s eyes shifted to the duffle bag.
That’s the closest I’ll ever get.
Wonder what it looks like?
She unzipped and opened the bag. Inside rested a black rectangular plastic hardcase. Two thick plastic clasps secured it. She released the clasps and needed to exert moderate pulling pressure to unstick the lid’s thick rubber watertight seal.
And waiting in the case: shrink-wrapped bricks of lavender colored paper currency bearing the number 200 as their denomination.
Wow.
I could buy my own office and my own house with that.
No more lease payments.
No more rent.
And still have plenty left to start an animal rescue.
And then really do some good in the world.
My dream come true.
Molka closed and resealed the hardcase and rezipped the duffle bag.
Fantasy is over.
Go up this ravine a few meters and find a good place to dig a hole.
Molka rose, re-slung the duffle bag, and entered the ravine.
The crevice measured about three Molka’s shoulder-to-shoulder wide and a Molka standing on another Molka’s shoulders high with walls comprised of the same craggy rock that formed the mountain above.
A few steps in, the ravine curved to the left, and when she turned the curve, the ravine curved back to the right to form an elongated S. Then it straightened.
She needed to find a distinctive feature to bury the bag next to for ease in recovery. But nothing stood out. Just more jagged rock walls and a gravel and dirt mixed floor.
Keep looking.
She moved another 20 meters on.
Wait.
That’s it.
Ahead on the right, a little outcrop in the wall formed a rough letter J laying on its side.
J for her little Janetta.
She could never forget that.
Molka dropped the bag again. She removed the entrenching tool from its case, folded down the spade portion and locked it into place, extended the telescopic handle and locked it into place, and then speared it into the crunchy soil.
Within 15 minutes, she carved out a duffle bag wide hole about a meter deep. She placed the bag inside, covered it with the dugout dirt, and used the edge of her boot sole to smooth the surface gravel over the filled hole.
She took a few steps back and observed the concealment spot.
Not bad.
Unless you knew where to look, you wouldn’t know the ground had been disturbed.
Ok. The treasure is well buried.
Ha. I would make a good pirate.
Molka folded the entrenching tool into its case and headed back toward the ravine’s entrance.
On the way, she time checked her watch; she had been gone about 40-minutes. Tariq and his convoy should have reached the aircraft by then. Hopefully, the excuse Uri gave him for her temporary absence wasn’t too convoluted.
Simple lies are the best lies, as Azzur liked to say.
Uri could have told Tariq that she’d gone up into the hills to conceal herself during relief because of her shy-girl modesty.
Darn.
Should have suggested that before I left.
Molka moved through the S curve, reached the ravine’s opening, exited, and looked down on the little plateau’s airstrip.
Tariq’s convoy did not wait next to the Cessna. And if it had ever arrived there, it had turned around and left because it motored back in the direction from which it came in the valley below.
That’s odd.
And where’s Uri?
I don’t see him near the aircraft.
Is he hiding inside?
Did he leave with them?
No.
He wouldn’t do that without telling me.
Would he?
Molka descended the steep hill as fast as possible using a controlled short step jogging technique to keep from falling head over boot heels.
She made it down safely and ran across the plateau’s grass.
She reached the aircraft.
She circled the aircraft.
She searched inside the aircraft.
She answered her own question.
The answer is, yes.
Uri’s gone.




CHAPTER 13

Molka cupped her hands over her sunglasses to shade them for a better view.
She observed the dark green SUV with black and brown camouflage—about a half-kilometer away—leading the two, dark green with black and brown camouflage, technicals until they all disappeared behind a large rock formation.
Seriously?
Uri just left me here?
That is not the plan.
Their instructions were to meet with their contact Tariq together. And then both be taken by Tariq to Mucize to meet Zoran the Great with Tariq acting as their translator.
So why had Uri deviated?
To grab the glory?
Maybe his insecure ego told him that as the team leader, he should handle the negotiations alone. And since Molka was just the security specialist, the security specialist should be left behind to secure the money until the team leader summoned her.
Well, team leader or not, she would only answer to and be judged by, Azzur for her performance on each task. He’d made that unquestionably clear. And failure to carry out his instructions—he also made unquestionably clear—would be grounds for immediate dismissal from the program.
And that would mean no justice for her little Janetta.
And that could never be allowed to happen.
So her task would be carried out as instructed. Which meant even though Mucize lay 40 kilometers away, she would proceed there on foot to meet with Zoran the Great and confirm Ibis’ presence and intentions.
She checked her watch again: 8:34AM.
It had been a while, but in the IDF, she’d made forced marches of over 40 kilometers and longer. A decent pace could get her to Mucize well before sundown.
Uri had taken all the gear bags, which meant he took all their drinking water. Not good. Because she was already thirsty from her climb and digging activities.
Why didn’t he at least leave me a few bottles?
Probably to discourage me from what I’m about to do.
The bastard!
He earned himself another hard backhand to the face.
She would have to gut it out.
The other liability would be having no map to take along.
But from her map study on her briefing tablet, she knew Mucize lay, more or less, due west. She also noted a narrow dirt road running east-west in the broad valley below, presumably leading to Mucize because of the fact there wasn’t anywhere else for it to go.
Find that road and follow it.
Molka cupped her hands over her sunglasses again and viewed the valley closer. No dirt road was visible from her position. Just boulders, large rock formations, and the empty southern horizon her transportation disappeared into.
Molka tossed the entrenching tool into the Cessna’s back seat, closed the baggage compartment hatch, and closed both doors. She would have liked to lock it up, but it did not come with keys. And even if it had, Uri would probably have taken them with him too.
She debated leaving her Beretta or at least the Baby Glock in the aircraft to reduce weight on a waterless march but decided a big piece of mind was worth a little extra pain.
Molka took a deep breath and cursed Uri again on the exhale.
Alright soldier, stow that anger for now.
Move out.




CHAPTER 14

The trek down from the plateau to the boulder and large rock formation strewn valley took longer than Molka figured because it was farther away than it first appeared.
No big surprise. Distances can be deceiving when crossing such wide-open ground.
The boulders ranged in size from up to Molka’s knees to over her head, and the nearest rock formation appeared the size of a small house.
Together they concealed something from her earlier scans: about 200 meters ahead, the narrow, dirt east-west road.
Molka jogged until she reached it.
The road’s crunching gravel under her boots gave comfort.
She had something definite to follow.
And she had the company of fellow westbound travelers.
Approaching the road some 75 meters away, about 15 goats walked with a small boy herding them from behind.
The boy’s head movements and stares revealed that he’d spotted both Molka and the Cessna up on the plateau.
That couldn’t be helped. But maybe he could help her confirm she was heading the right way.
Molka stepped off the road and waited.
The white, brown, and black goats reached her and continued down the road with the unique “goaty” stench the bucks emitted. A stench she could never forget from her teen years on her grandfather’s kibbutz.
The boy reached Molka and stopped and stared again. He was about 10 years old with dark skin, short black hair, and clear dark eyes. He wore black dust covered sneakers, jeans, and a red shirt with a white Adidas logo. He carried a long stick for herding purposes.
Molka smiled and spoke to him in English. “Hello.”
The boy turned his head toward the plateau, pointed at the Cessna, and spoke rapidly in a language that hit Molka’s ears as somewhat Arabic, somewhat Persian, and somewhat Turkish. Had to be the local tribal language.
He looked back to Molka, still chattering, and pointed at the aircraft again.
He’s asking if that’s my plane.
Molka nodded affirmative, held out her arms to make airplane wings, and then pointed at herself.
The boy stopped talking and stared at her again.
Now what?
Ask him about Mucize.
She pointed west. “Mucize?”
The boy continued to stare.
“Mucize?”
The boy continued to stare.
“Mucize?”
The boy continued to stare.
Her throat was parched from thirst and stress.
She really needed some water.
Goats need water too.
Where are the goats going?
To water?
To Mucize?
Maybe he spoke some Arabic.
The boy continued to stare.
What’s the Arabic word for water?
I’ve heard it before.
Is it maa?
“Maa? Maa?” Molka opened her mouth, pointed, and then repeated, “Maa? Maa?
The boy smiled and pointed west. “Maa. Maa.”
Molka smiled and nodded. “Maa.”
The boy smiled again and ran to catch up to his goats.
Molka ran to catch up to him.




CHAPTER 15

It wasn’t Mucize the goats entered with the boy and Molka still following them.
Mucize lay at least another 30 kilometers away.
And Mucize was a village and what they reached wasn’t big enough to be one.
It was more like a settlement with four small, rough constructed cinderblock homes. Two apiece sat on each side of the dirt road, which ran on into the distance. All the homes mounted cylindrical gray water tanks on their flat roofs, and if anybody was home, they kept to themselves.
The goats cut between the two houses on the left. The boy and Molka turned the corner with them. The goat’s destination appeared in the form of a pen pasted together from various sized wood planks, logs, and sticks. A rusty metal gate waited open.
The goats penned themselves, and the boy closed the gate behind them. He then ran up to Molka and pointed at an old hand-cranked rusty water pump behind the nearest house. “Maa. Maa.”
Molka smiled and nodded. “Maa.”
The boy smiled back and ran to the goat pen.
Molka moved to the water pump and cranked the handle. Brownish water spurted out on the dusty bare ground. She kept cranking until the water cleared, and then scooped quick palm-fulls of metallic tasting well water into her mouth.
Ick. They drink this every day?
I guess you get used to it.
Or not.
Molka wiped her mouth on her sleeve and viewed the two houses across the road. About 100 meters behind them lay a plowed field in which sixteen men, women, and children worked with hand tools. The house’s occupants? Probably. Perhaps some were the boy’s family. Maybe all of them were. They labored without words or pauses.
Hard work in a hard land for a hard life.
Molka time checked her watch: 11:34AM. The goats walked slow. She lagged behind the pace she wanted to set. Get moving.
She glanced over to the goat pen. The boy carried a large metal bucket and dumped something into the pen. Feeding time.
Molka caught the boy’s eye, smiled, and waved. “Thank you. Goodbye.”
The boy stared at her for a moment and went back to his goats.
Molka moved back between the two houses and toward the road.
She emerged from the little alley, stepped into the road, and…
LOOK OUT!
Molka jumped back.
An eastbound beige Land Rover SUV swerved to miss her.
Molka stumbled, tripped, and fell on her rear end.
The Land Rover braked hard and stopped.
Two men exited the vehicle: driver Jäger and passenger Fuchs.
Both wore identical sunglasses, khaki work shirts—with the sleeves rolled neatly above the elbows—khaki cargo pants, and tan colored, laced boots. Their headgear diverged with Jäger sporting a brimmed khaki cap and Fuchs donning a desert camo floppy bush hat.
Fuchs remained next to the SUV while Jäger ran to Molka’s seated position.  He reached her, knelt, and spoke to her in Turkish.
Molka shook her head, rolled the dice, and went with English again. “Do you speak English?”
Jäger answered in clear German-accented English. “I do. I also speak a little Israeli Hebrew, if I hear your accent right. Are you injured?”
“No,” Molka said. “Just a close call.”
“I am so sorry. Allow me, please.” Jäger reached a hand down to Molka.
Molka took it.
Jäger pulled her up. “I have to say, seeing an Israeli woman like you, or any woman like you for that matter, in a place like this is…somewhat unusual to put it mildly.”
Molka smiled. “Well, the explanation is…
Remember, Molka, simple lies are the best lies.
Use the emergency cover story from your briefing tablet.
Molka continued. “I’m a tourist. My boyfriend’s a pilot, and we flew our private plane into Mucize yesterday and flew out this morning for Mardin. But we had an engine problem and had to land beside the road back there.” She pointed in the right direction. “He hiked back to Mucize to get help. I was supposed to wait in the aircraft but got impatient and decided to walk to Mucize myself. You haven’t seen him, have you?”
“Seen who?” Jäger said.
“My boyfriend. Taller skinny guy with a beard, light blue jacket, red polo shirt, blue jeans… maybe riding in a pickup truck or SUV with someone?”
Fuchs spoke up. “Is he an Israeli too?”
Molka looked past Jäger to address Fuchs. “Yes. He’s an Israeli too. Does that make a difference?”
Jäger smiled. “We have not seen anyone around here besides you. We just crossed the border a little while ago. We are part of a surveyor firm hired to layout a new natural gas pipeline.”
Be nice to them, Molka.
Maybe they’ll give you a ride.
Molka smiled again. “How interesting. I’ve always been fascinated to learn how such things are done.”
“Yes, it is fascinating work.”
Molka pointed at Jäger’s desert tan combat boots. “Oooo…I like your boots.”
“Thank you.”
“Brand new Danner’s, right?”
Jäger viewed them. “Are they? I would not know; the company issued them to me.”
Molka pointed to her boots. “I’m a Bates girl myself.”
Stupid convo, Molka!
Shut up about tactical footwear!
Molka continued. “I mean, my boyfriend bought them for me. He wouldn’t let me wear my cute UGGs out here.”
“I see,” Jäger said. “Well, I am glad you are not injured, and again I apologize.”
“Thank you. I would…um…love to hear more about your fascinating work.”
Jäger grimaced. “If we only had more time. But we are on a very tight schedule. And we would give you a ride to Mucize, but we are going in the opposite direction.”
“No worries.” Molka brushed the dust off her backside. “I wasn’t going to ask you for a ride anyway.”
Darn!
Jäger smiled. “Good luck.”
Molka forged a smile. “You too.”
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Five kilometers out of the little settlement, Jäger glanced over at Fuchs, who had sat in silent since they left. “Problem, Ernst?”
Fuchs reached under his seat and pulled out his pipe case. “I’m confident the indigs around here will believe our surveyor cover and not mention us to a nice local warlord fighter, but I’m not so confident the Israeli tourist woman will. Her people are predisposed to be suspicious of Germans.”
“I do not believe that to be true. And by the way, why did you ask her if her boyfriend was Israeli too? Have you become radicalized?”
“No. I was trying to catch her in a lie.” Fuchs removed his pipe and placed it in his lips. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to light this until we get there. I know how you hate smoking in vehicles.”
“Thank you,” Jäger said. “But why do you believe the Israeli tourist woman was lying?”
“Because according to my map, that road she’s on doesn’t lead to Mucize. It passes seven kilometers to the south and dead-ends at an old, abandoned settlement.”
“Then, she is lost.”
“We should go back and make her loss permanent.”
Jäger grinned. “Same old, Ernst. What was that Latin phrase you used to say before an operation?”
“Caedite eos. Novit enim Dominus qui sunt eius. Kill them all and let God sort them out.”
Jäger shook his head. “You are a ghoul, Fuchs.”
Fuchs continued. “They’ll say she should have stayed with her aircraft. Anything could have happened to her out here. It wouldn’t be the first tragic disappearance in a desolate region.”
“Even so,” Jäger said, “we should not risk having our imprint on her tragedy in any way.”
Fuchs shrugged. “On the other hand, as the finest officer I ever served under would say, ‘If it can be helped, never leave anything to risk.’”
Jäger gave a slow nod. “I suppose I cannot disagree with my own words.”
“What then?” Fuchs said.
“We will put the question to Rivin as to what should be done about her as soon as we get there. And then let him do it. That is what he is being paid for.”




CHAPTER 16

Five and a half hours after leaving the little settlement and walking the dirt road through another broad valley strewn with boulders, large rock formations, and devoid from any human habitation in any direction, Molka expected to see Mucize on the horizon.
She did not.
The road continued into infinity through more boulders and large rock formations.
Molka walked on.
Two hours later, the sun set.
All-encompassing darkness surrounded Molka like an army of night stalkers.
She should have reached Mucize well beforehand.
Either she had made a gross miscalculation about the pace she needed to cover 40 kilometers, or she was lost.
Molka removed her sunglasses and placed them atop her head, moved a few meters off the road, and sat with her back to a boulder. Her feet throbbed. The Bates boots she bragged about featured top quality, but her model was designed for stealth, speed, and flexibility in a tactical operation, not for 40-plus kilometer road marches.
Now what?
She could keep moving forward and hope for the best. Or return to the aircraft and wait for Uri to show up and ask her for the money. Maybe he already had. No. He was probably just sitting down to the huge welcoming feast in Zoran the Great’s palatial palace which was proceeded by beautiful dancing girls and feats of skill and strength from Zoran the Great’s fighters.
Ugh. I could use a huge feast!
I’m so hungry!
Make a decision. Choose the sure thing. Return to the aircraft and wait for Uri. At least she could get water again in the little settlement.
She viewed the sky: clear night. Wait and rest a bit until the moon came up for a little illumination.
Molka tipped her head back against the boulder and closed her eyes.
My first task couldn’t have started any worse.
But the good news is, it can only get better from here.
Right?
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Gravel crunching under fast-rolling tires woke Molka.
The headlights from a westbound vehicle about a half kilometer away approached.
She checked her watch: 8:11PM.
She’d dozed for over an hour.
The vehicle continued its fast approach.
Maybe they knew where Mucize was. She could ask them. Maybe they would even give her a ride?
Molka stood and moved roadside.
In her home country, hitchhiking was an accepted practice. In her college days, that was how she and her friends got around on weekends. But she wasn’t in her home country now. What if in the particular section of the country she was in, hitchhiking wasn’t socially acceptable? What if it was even considered impolite? Or worse yet, what if it was considered an explicit threat?
Best to prepare for all eventualities.
With her right hand, Molka drew her Beretta from the SOB holster, racked it, and held it behind her back.
Her left hand rose into a wave position, and a friendly smile crossed her face.
The vehicle continued speeding toward her.
She took a half step back for safety.
The vehicle’s headlights alit her.
She broadened her smile.
The vehicle sped past.
Darn!
The vehicle locked its brakes and skidded to a stop.
A dust cloud shrouded it for a moment, then white backing lights shown, followed by a dark green SUV with homemade black and brown camouflage.
The SUV backed parallel to Molka and came to a stop.
The tinted passenger window dropped.
A red keffiyeh wearing, bearded man’s face appeared.
He raised an AK-47 and aimed at Molka.
Molka’s Beretta hand came from behind her body and up.
His face flashed shock on her weapon, and he cocked his.
Molka fired first.
Her .40 caliber hollow point entered the man’s forehead.
Blood, skull fragments, and brain matter expelled from the back of his head and onto the driver.
Molka assumed a combat shooting stance and then aimed at the driver.
Before she could fire, the SUV’s opposite side rear passenger door flew open.
Another red keffiyeh wearing, bearded AK-47 shooter clambered out.
He raised the weapon over his head and fired blindly on full auto over the SUV’s roof toward Molka.
A round creased her left shoulder.
She ignored the searing pain and dropped flat.
She faced the shooter’s boots from beneath the SUV.
She fired twice into his right ankle.
He fell hard onto his side and screamed.
His left cheek entered her sights.
She fired again.
His head exploded into a gruesome pulp.
The driver stomped the gas.
The SUV, still in reverse, threw gravel.
Molka scrambled to her feet and stumbled back.
The SUV’s front end swung around toward her.
Her sunglasses fell from her head.
The SUV’s tire crushed them.
She spun and ran down the road.
The SUV finished turning around and ran after her.
She couldn’t outrun it.
She stopped, spun back, assumed a combat shooting stance, sighted the driver’s position, and emptied the magazine into the windshield.
The windshield buckled under the impacts and shattered.
The SUV cut hard left, rolled over a hip-high boulder, and flipped onto its roof.
The engine cut off, but the headlights still shown.
Molka unlocked her Beretta’s slide and re-holstered it, drew the Baby Glock from her right front pocket, racked it, and then ran toward the driver door to eliminate any further threats.
Molka reached the SUV and crouched to view into the driver’s window.
The unmoving driver no longer possessed a human face.
More crunching gravel under fast-rolling tires sounded on the road.
Molka stood and looked toward the east.
Headlights from two more westbound vehicles sped toward her.
Here come their friends.
I can’t get into another firefight.
Take cover before they spot you.
Molka ran into a large rock formation two meters away from the road and concealed herself in a cranny. Not an ideal place for cover, but at least it gave some flank and rear protection. She repocketed the Glock, drew the Beretta again, dropped the empty mag, removed a spare from her front pocket, slammed it in, racked the weapon, and listened.
The two vehicles arrived adjacent to her position with gravel under tire skids.
Multiple doors clicked and creaked open.
Fast cross-chatter from several men erupted: all speaking in the same language as the goatherd boy.
The chatter silenced.
A slight Turkish accented male voice called out in good English: “You, in the rocks. We saw you go in there. You can’t hide from us, and you can’t get away. So you may as well come out.”
Molka did not reply.
The fast-foreign cross-chatter of several men resumed.
The chatter silenced again.
The English speaker called out: “They’re telling you to drop your weapon and come out with your hands raised. They say this is your only hope to live.”
Molka did not reply.
The fast-foreign chatter resumed.
The chatter silenced again.
The English speaker called out: “They said if you don’t come out, they’ll throw fragmentation grenades into those rocks. And even if the grenade shrapnel does not reach and kill you, the rock fragments the shrapnel throws off will, or least badly wound you.”
Molka replied in English: “I know the effects of fragmentation grenades. I’ll take my chances.”
“What are you doing out here?”
“I’m heading to Mucize.”
“This road doesn’t lead to Mucize. The turn off is about 35 kilometers back.”
“Then I’m lost,” Molka said.
“By the mess you made of these dead men, I would say you’re lost and lethal.”
“They attacked me first,” Molka said.
“I know.”
“How did you know that? And how did you know I speak English?”
“Because I’ve just been having a little fun with you, Molka. Come on out. Keep your weapon. You’re among friends. I’m Tariq.”




CHAPTER 17

A few moments later, Molka sat in the rear seat of a ten-year-old, plain white eastbound traveling SUV while drinking an ice-cold bottled water.
The vehicle she rode in trailed an older model plain black SUV occupied by two men wearing olive-green fatigues and gold-colored keffiyehs.
Two identically dressed men rode in the front seats of Molka’s ride, and Tariq rode beside her, styling creased, black dress pants, an expensive light gray suede jacket with the collar turned up over an open-collar white dress shirt, and polished black leather dress shoes. He accessorized with a long, wide, fringed gold-colored scarf around his neck.
Molka questioned his chosen ensemble.
Totally inappropriate for the harsh terrain all around them?
Yes.
Did he look sharp anyway?
Yes.
Tariq’s grooming was on point, too, starting with his thick black hair quaffed with product to give it just the right combination of lift, texture, and healthy shine. His nails featured a recent no polish manicure, and he’d applied an enticing cologne, which somewhat mitigated the body odors from the men riding upfront.
Tariq presented as a little too pretty for Molka’s taste, but it could be understood how other women—and especially the lonely middle-aged married ones he sometimes serviced—would appreciate his attentions.
Molka finished gulping the bottled water and wiped her mouth on her sleeve.
“There’s more in the cooler behind us,” Tariq said.
“I’m fine now,” Molka said. “Thank you.”
Tariq shifted in his seat for a better view of her, and his face teased with an ultra-charismatic smile. “Ahhh…the legendary beautiful women of Israel…”
Molka smirked. “Would not be interested in you.”
Tariq laughed. “Beautiful and sarcastic. Just my type.”
Molka smirked again. “Lucky me.”
“We’ve been searching for you for hours.”
Molka nodded toward the front seats. “Who is we?”
“These men are all Zoran the Great fighters he assigned to assist me. The little goat boy finally pointed us out here. Good thing too, because we never would have thought to come this way.”
“He was a very nice boy,” Molka said. “He gave me water too, but his didn’t come with a pick-up line. They live very poorly in that settlement. I wish I had some money to give him.”
Tariq’s smile faded to disgust. “I swore off that type of backcountry, backward lifestyle a long time ago. I think the people who stay in it are fools.” He grinned. “But call me your hero, because I did give him and the others some money for his kindness and all their troubles. Probably more than they see in a year.”
“Very nice of you.”
“I’m a nice guy. Now let’s talk about you.”
Molka sighed. “So I guess you want to know why I left the aircraft and started walking to Mucize?”
“I already know why.”
Molka’s face hardened. “Yes, you would, wouldn’t you? I’ll have something to say about that in a minute. Where is Mucize from here, by the way?”
“About 30 kilometers north. The turnoff from this road is just before you get to the goat boy’s house.”
Molka winced. “I missed that turnoff. I was too busy following the goats. Any ideas on who those guys who attacked me are—I mean, were? I’m guessing drug smugglers.”
“No, they were some of Rivin’s men.”
“Whose Rivin?”
“He’s the young lion to Zoran the Great’s old lion.”
“What does that even mean?” Molka said.
“He’s a regional rival who raids into Zoran the Great’s domain and takes or destroys anything of value. But when they tried to take you, they got destroyed instead. Very impressively, I might add. Azzur said he was sending a warrior, and he was not exaggerating. I’m just glad Uri also didn’t try to resist when they took him earlier today.”
Molka shot Tariq a confused glance. “Who took Uri earlier today?”
“Some more of Rivin’s men,” Tariq said.
“Where did they take him from?”
“From the airstrip. Right after you landed.”
“Wait,” Molka said. “That wasn’t you who came and picked him up?”
“No. I was still in Mucize, waiting for your satphone call. But Zoran the Great’s mountain lookouts witnessed him being taken. They were too far away to do anything other than notify me. We immediately came to get you, but you had already left on your walk to nowhere.”
“But the vehicles that approached us at the airstrip carried Zoran the Great pennants.”
Tariq grinned again. “An old trick Rivin uses to put his potential victims at ease.”
Molka reached behind her head and tugged on the base of her ponytail. “I should have recognized that old trick too.”
“Zoran the Great has no need to announce his presence in his own domain. On the contrary, he likes to move unnoticed for security reasons. That’s why he uses these older plain-looking vehicles.”
“What will they do with Uri?” Molka said.
“Try to ransom him back to your country. Kidnapping is a lucrative side hustle for Rivin.”
Molka sighed again. “Then the op—I mean the task—is blown.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Well, we lost the pilot for starters.”
Tariq waved a dismissive hand. “That’s not a problem. I’ll get him back. I went to school with Rivin. Before he got kicked out, that is. We’re not close friends. But he trusts me. Somewhat.”
“Ok. And how will you do it?”
“Just pay Rivin myself. He’d rather accept a quick, smaller offer from me than get into a protracted negotiation with your country. Azzur provided me with some cash for such emergencies.”
Molka’s brow furrowed. “But the task is still endangered if Uri tells Rivin why we’re here, and Rivin tells the Turkish authorities. They might pay big money for Ibis themselves.”
“First of all, Rivin can’t go to the Turkish authorities. They have arrest warrants stacked up for him. And secondly, if Uri’s smart—and I understand he is—all he has to do is give Rivin your emergency cover story. You memorized it too, right?”
“Yes, and I actually used it with a couple of surveyors I encountered passing through that settlement.”
“Do you think they believed you?” Tariq said.
“They didn’t question it. And by the direction they were headed, they had to drive right past the aircraft in plain sight on the plateau. So that would give my story some cred at least.”
“Rivin’s not stupid, but he’s not going to dazzle anyone with deep thinking either. If Uri sticks with the cover story, Rivin will totally believe it too.”
“But what if Rivin tortures him for information?” Molka said
Tariq grinned yet again. “Your naivety is so cute. You don’t torture hostages in an extortion deal. Hostages are a valuable commodity. And damaging the goods only lessens the asking price. And it also might bring a rescue mission down on you. And then you lose out either way. You might kill a hostage if the ransom isn’t paid. But you never torture them. Uri’s probably being treated as an honored guest. Hospitality to guests is very important in this culture.”
Molka’s eyebrows rose. “Ok. I hope you’re right. When will you go talk to Rivin about Uri’s release?”
“As soon as we see Zoran the Great and inform him of the situation.”
“Are we going to do that tonight?”
“Yes,” Tariq said. “But first, we should go get Zoran the Great’s money. Where is the money, by the way? I tore that Cessna apart and didn’t find a trace.”
“It’s secured,” Molka said.
“Secured? Ah yes, the mountain lookouts said you carried something into the hills near the airstrip. They lost sight of you, though. You hid it somewhere up there?”
“It’s secured.”
Tariq smiled. “Of course. You’re the security specialist. It’s secured, and that’s all that’s important right now.” He patted Molka’s left shoulder and noticed her ripped shirt and wound. “Oh my, you’re hurt.”
Molka glanced down at the injury. “It’s not too bad. Only grazed me. Just need to clean it and put a little bandage on it.”
“You’re tough, but I know that’s painful. Pardon me a moment.”
Tariq removed a handheld two-way radio from his jacket pocket and transmitted in the local tribal language. A female voice responded in the same dialect.
They carried on a one-minute conversation, and then Tariq contacted a male speaker for a short conversation, and then he put the radio back into his jacket pocket. “We’ll stop off and get you treated before we meet Zoran the Great. Mucize doesn’t have a hospital or any doctors, but it does have a clinic operated by Zoran the Great’s daughter, Zilan. She was educated in the UK and speaks English better than I do. She’s an excellent nurse, who is fortunately also very beautiful.”
“What’s her beauty have to do with her being an excellent nurse?”
Tariq’s face teased with an ultra-charismatic smile again. “For you, absolutely nothing.”




CHAPTER 18

Mucize at night from a distance would make a great screensaver. Soft yellow lights from homes and buildings lay in the dark background embrace of a tall crescent-shaped mountain under a clear, clean star-filled sky.
Stunning.
The two SUVs reached Mucize and entered a narrow cobblestone street, which zig-zagged its way up the foothills below the crescent-shaped mountain. The drive revealed the village to be laid out as a series of ascending terraces.
The village structures—none higher than three stories—all featured masonry construction in a distinct taupe color. Many carried ornately carved stone facades giving off a Medieval era vibe, which is probably when some were built.
The leading black SUV pulled over and parked curbside in front of a small one-story building. The white SUV Molka rode in parked behind it.
“We’re here,” Tariq said and exited.
Molka exited too.
The other four men waited in the vehicles.
Molka followed Tariq to a white wooden door with green lettering and a red crescent painted on it.
He opened it to a small waiting room with wooden chairs, clean white walls, and a well-worn white linoleum tile floor scrubbed clean. The air bore the scent of disinfectant.
A little smile crossed Molka’s lips. The well-kept humbleness of the small clinic made her homesick for her well-kept, humble little veterinary office.
A side door opened, and a woman in her late 20s appeared in the doorway. She wore clean green medical scrubs over a petite but curvaceous body. Her side-parted dark hair was rolled into a bun, and well-groomed thick dark eyebrows made her large brown eyes even more striking.
Molka could not yet vouch for her skills as an excellent nurse, but the beautiful part was not in question.
Tariq spoke. “Molka, this is Zilan. Zilan, this is Molka.”
Molka smiled politely. “Hello.”
Zilan returned her smile and spoke in slightly accented English. “You are welcome here.”
Tariq addressed Zilan. “I was hoping that when you get done fixing her up, you would come with us back to your father’s house and be her translator. As soon as I check in with the great man, I need to go talk to Rivin and retrieve the pilot.”
Zilan nodded. “Of course.”
Tariq smiled. “Beautiful and generous, just my type of woman.”
Zilan suppressed a smile, stood aside, and motioned to Molka with her hand. “Please follow me.”
Molka moved toward the door with Tariq trailing.
Zilan waved a finger at Tariq. “Patients only. Wait out here, please.”
Zilan led Molka into the middle of the three little examination rooms. The white walls and worn linoleum tile inside were also clean. The room contained an examination table, a white storage cabinet, and a small side sink.
She gestured for Molka to sit on the table and started to wash her hands in the sink. “Tariq said you have a superficial gunshot wound?”
“It barely grazed me,” Molka said. “It’s more of a burn.”
“What do you think of Tariq?”
“Um…he seems nice. I just met him, though.”
“I think I might like him,” Zilan said. “But I think I should wait to ensure I’m certain.”
Molka smiled. “I think that’s a good idea.”
Zilan dried her hands on a sterilized towel and pulled on sterilized gloves. “Tariq said three of Rivin’s men attacked you and lived to regret it.”
“Well, technically, they didn’t live.”
Zilan laughed. “Yes, I see your point. That will make my father very happy.”
“I understand Rivin gives your father a lot of trouble. Based on your father’s reputation, I’m surprised Rivin is still around to do that.”
Zilan removed a blood pressure monitor from the cabinet, pushed up the sleeve on Molka’s right arm, and attached the cuff. “My mother blessed my father with seven beautiful daughters but no sons. Rivin was orphaned at age six and came to live in our home. My father grew to love Rivin deeply and treated him as the son he would never have and groomed him to be the heir to Zoran the Great’s domain. Rivin relished this great honor and became a ferocious fighter in his own right, totally dedicated to serving my father.”
Zilan noted Molka’s blood pressure reading and removed the cuff. “But then impatience intervened in my father and Rivin’s relationship. The impatience of young men who feel entitled. Rivin, tired of waiting for my father to step aside or die, formed a group of men to remove my father by coup.”
Zilan retrieved a no-contact thermometer from the cabinet drawer. “Rivin’s coup failed. My father executed all of Rivin’s coconspirators, but Rivin’s punishment was banishment for life. My father said he did this so Rivin would have to live with his shame. A much worse fate than death, he said.” She pointed the thermometer at Molka’s forehead. “But I believe, even after the severest of all betrayals, the real reason my father spared Rivin is that my father still loves him.”
Molka nodded. “A fascinating story. And an explanation.”
Zilan read the thermometer and set it aside. “I did not tell you that story to fascinate or explain. I told you as one woman helping another woman. You will soon be negotiating with my father. My father has old world views about the role of women. He is also a complicated and sometimes an extremely stubborn man. So I hope the insights I gave you about him will be of some assistance.”
“I’m sure they will,” Molka said. “Thank you.”
Zilan viewed Molka’s wound. “Would you like me to cut the sleeve off, or would you like to remove the shirt?”
“I’ll remove it,” Molka said. “I didn’t bring a change of clothes.”
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Contrary to Uri’s movie-fed supposition, Zoran the Great did not live in a palatial palace.
He lived in a large, two-story, taupe-colored, red-tiled roofed, villa-style home built into the side of the hill on the highest terrace over Mucize.
A street leading up to it ended at a closed steel gate in a tall masonry wall. An AK-47 armed man—dressed identical to the men with Tariq in olive-green fatigues and gold-colored keffiyehs—waited outside. He spoke to the men in the black SUV, which again led the white SUV with Molka and Tariq. Zilan had followed behind both in a small silver car.
The gate guard spoke into a handheld two-way radio.
“It will be a couple minutes,” Tariq said. “They need to inform Zorn the Great and his wife of our arrival.”
“Ok.” Molka’s eyes drew to movement outside on her left. Across the street, a man stood in front of a small house and videoed the waiting SUVs.
Molka nudged Tariq with her elbow. “Um…I know I’m new to this neighborhood. But that looks a bit suspicious.”
Tariq chuckled. “He’s not too subtle, is he?”
“Who is he?”
“Another Rivin man. Three years ago, Rivin got the semi-inspired idea of having one of his distant cousins buy that house. He promptly kicked the cousin out and installed his own men to survey Zoran the Great’s home around the clock.”
Molka’s eyebrows rose. “And Zoran the Great just allows this?”
“Yes, he welcomes it because he can control what he wants them to see.”
“Like a form of counter-surveillance.”
“Exactly,” Tariq said. “And Zoran the Great took his counter-surveillance measures one step further a year later when he sent one of his trusted unit commanders to Rivin posing as a traitor. The unit commander told Rivin he was tired of the old man’s old ways and wanted to help a ‘young lion,’ Rivin, finally overthrow Zoran the Great and take over his domain. Instead, this unit commander acts as a double agent who feeds Rivin disinformation within actual information.”
“And Rivin hasn’t figured that out yet?”
“Like I said, Rivin is not a deep strategic thinker. But it’s more that his overwhelming hatred of Zoran the Great blinds him from thinking logically. He believes this unit commander could betray Zoran the Great because he himself did. And it also feeds into Rivin’s ultimate dream of someday catching Zoran the Great outside of Mucize without his normal security complement.”
“How big is that?” Molka said.
“Zoran the Great always travels with no fewer than two full units of 25 men each. And these 50 men, all very good men, are more than a match for Rivin’s 100-plus hired guns. Rivin knows that too. But he keeps hoping Zoran the Great will slip up one day.”
The gate opened, and the three vehicles drove through, up a circular driveway, and stopped outside the home’s front door.
Zilan exited her car, still dressed in her scrubs, and entered the home.
Tariq spoke to the two men in the front seat in their native language, and the men exited and joined the two men who had exited the black SUV and cigarettes were lit.
Tariq removed the gold-colored scarf from his neck and wrapped it around his head to form a keffiyeh as he addressed Molka. “I’ll inform Zoran the Great you’ve arrived and about the situation with Uri. He may or may not want to meet with you. He has certain views about women.”
“So I’ve heard.”
“If he does meet with you and asks about his money, it's best if you don’t inform him you’ve hidden it. Just tell him Uri will bring it to him when I get Uri back.”
“I have my instructions of what to tell him about the money,” Molka said.
“From Azzur?”
“Yes.”
“Which are?” Tariq said.
“Which are classified.”
Tariq shook his head. “I’ve heard Azzur deals out trust sparingly. Shall we go in?”
Molka trailed Tariq from the SUV, up stones steps to the heavy front door, and inside to a large multicolored terrazzo floored foyer.
Zilan waited there beside a woman: a middle-aged version of herself dressed in a long turquoise colored dress ornamented with gold embroidery.
The woman smiled and spoke to Molka in their native language.
Zilan translated to Molka. “This is my mother, Amira. She says you are most welcome here.”
Molka nodded with respect. “I am honored. Thank you.”
Zilan translated to Amira.
Amira smiled at Molka and then addressed Tariq.
Tariq acknowledged her words with his own, and then he addressed Molka. “Zoran the Great is out patrolling with his men. But he should return shortly. I’m going to get Uri. I’ll be back as soon as I can, and then we’ll go recover the money and wrap this mission up.”
“Alright,” Molka said.
Tariq departed.
Amira spoke to Molka again.
Zilan translated to Molka. “My mother says refreshments have been prepared on the terrace. And that her other guest waits there and wishes to speak with you. I’ll show you the way and translate.”
“Thank you,” Molka said. “And please thank your mother again for her kind hospitality.”
Zilan translated Molka’s gratitude.
Amira smiled again and then departed.
Molka followed Zilan up a carved wood railed staircase to a second-floor family room-type space. They crossed the room to an open French door and out onto an iron-railed terrace which overlooked the spectacular Mucize night view.
A large table on the terrace had been laid out with platters of cheeses, fruits, nuts, and a small ceramic pot containing hot, sweet tea.
A man sat at the table’s far end: Ibis.
He matched his briefing photos, except his hair and mustache had grayed more. He sported a brown V-neck sweater over an open-collared cream-colored dress shirt. He wore the gold signet ring he used to imprint wax seals on documents on his right middle finger. On the table before him, a thick unpleasant-smelling cigar smoldered in an ashtray next to a half-filled stemmed glass of red wine.
He viewed Molka’s arrival with apathy.
Molka addressed Zilan. “Please tell him my name is Molka, and I’ve come to take Ibis to safety.”
Zilan translated to him in Turkish.
His face flashed with annoyance, and he addressed Molka in Arabic accented English. “I am not an Ibis. I am Major General Ahmad Shamieh. Please dispense with that ridiculous code name and address me by my proper title.”
Old habit brought Molka to attention. “Yes, general.”
The general puffed his cigar. “I assume you are the security specialist on this operation and not the pilot.”
“Yes, general. But I’m also a pilot. Helicopters.”
The general grunted. “And I assume the pilot, the man, is meeting with Zoran the Great right now to finalize the deal, and we will be leaving in the morning.”
“I’m not sure about that yet,” Molka said.
“Why are you not sure?”
Molka paused.
Zilan smiled. “I’ll leave you two to talk in private.”
Molka smiled at her. “Thank you.”
When Zilan left the terrace, the general repeated. “Why are you not sure?”
“There’s been a slight setback.”
“During an operation, there is no such thing as a slight setback.”
“You’re right, general,” Molka said. “Unfortunately, our pilot, Uri, was taken captive by another local warlord named Rivin, who plans to ransom him.”
The general dropped a heavy fist on the table. “How could that possibly have happened?”
“Right after we landed, we were approached by armed men in vehicles bearing Zoran the Great’s markings. Or so we thought and—”
The general interrupted. “And these armed men took the pilot away from you? You are the security specialist. Were you not armed too?”
“Yes, general,” Molka said. “But I was…away in another location when they arrived.”
The general turned his head to view the tranquil Mucize below. “When the Traitor’s scandal crippled your organization, I praised the perpetrators as angels. Now I curse them as demons. For they have placed my life in the hands of rank amateurs.”
“Yes, general,” Molka said. “But Tariq is on the way now to negotiate the pilot’s release.”
The general faced her. “Tariq is a very capable young man. However, negotiate does not necessarily mean secure.”
“No, general.”
The general stood, placed his cigar in his mouth, picked up his wine glass, and glowered at Molka. “I should have listened to my wife and approached the Americans first.”
The general exited the terrace.
Molka sat and consumed cheese, fruit, and nuts from the platters with vigor to quash her extreme hunger.
I don’t think the general thinks very much of me.
Molka checked her watch: 9:35PM.
Ugh, what a day it’s been.
My first task went from bad to worse.
Stay positive.
Keep believing things will get better.
But when?
Zilan stepped back onto the terrace. “My father has returned and wishes to speak to you in his office.”




CHAPTER 19

“The Red Lion’s Den”
10:27PM
“The first fortress was built here by the Hamdanid dynasty in the 8th century AD. They recognized how this position could dominate that pass just to the south, which was one of the trade routes from Persia. Nothing remains of the original fortifications. These outer walls were constructed between 1626 and 1656 and are 13 meters high and 5 meters thick.”
Rivin narrated in Turkish a walking tour of his fortress home to Jäger and Fuchs as the trio walked alongside the parapet atop the south wall.
Jäger and Fuchs still wore their khaki surveyor outfits from earlier that day and Fuchs puffed his pipe.
The mid-30s Rivin styled a newer combat uniform with a digital pattern of greens, browns, and black over his shorter, stocky frame. His black hair was cropped close, and his full black beard hung down to his upper chest. Close-set dark eyes were topped with a near-unibrow, and a thin red scar ran from the corner of his left eye to the middle of his left cheek.
Rivin continued his lecture. “And as control of this region passed to the Ottoman Empire and later to modern Turkey, a continuous military presence occupied this fortress until the 1950s.”
“Why did the Turks abandon it then?” Jäger said.
“They decided aircraft surveillance of this remote, mostly peaceful, location would be good enough.”
“Which made it impractical to garrison,” Fuchs said.
“Yes,” Rivin said. “And now it’s been removed from their books and all but forgotten.”
“And when did you take it over?” Jäger said.
“As kids, me and my friends cut through a little fence they placed over the entrance gate. We made this place kind of our private playhouse. Then when I set out on my own 12 years ago, I decided to move in permanently. And as you can see, I’ve made some improvements.” He pointed to pillboxes mounted atop the wall at each corner containing a heavy machinegun and heavy mortars emplaced on the fortress’s interior yard to fire over the walls at attackers in any direction.
Fuchs said, “So, assuming you’re not assaulted by air, this position is invulnerable to any ground threat.”
Rivin flashed an annoying face. “The only real threat I have in this region is the old man of Mucize. And he wouldn’t dare attack me here again.”
A man wearing a similar uniform to Rivin and a red keffiyeh climbed the stone steps leading to the wall top and approached the trio.
Rivin addressed him. “What is it?”
“Sir, we still have not heard back from them.”
Rivin’s face angered. “Those assholes. Send someone over to the camp and see if they went there.”
“Yes, sir.” The man headed back down the stone steps.
“Problem?” Jäger said.
“The three men I sent to go grab the Israeli tourist woman haven’t come back, and they’re not answering their radios. They probably went to the big refugee camp near here. In it, I operate a brothel, a bar, and a store where I sell contraband. Sometimes my men sneak off to the brothel and drop my name to get free service.”
Fuchs said, “We passed the Israeli tourist couple’s abandoned airplane on the way here. It’s very nice. When you ransom them back to their country, will that also be included?”
Rivin grinned. “No. I’ve already put it up for sale online and have offers. Now let’s finish your tour. Any questions?”
“How many entrances?” Jäger said.
“Only two,” Rivin said. “The main entrance gate and one that men like you would appreciate.” He grinned again. “Follow me.”
Rivin descended the stone steps to the fortress’s interior yard, which was covered in crushed gravel and illuminated with wall-mounted LED lights. The yard’s northwest corner served as a parking lot for over 30 SUVs and technical trucks. And centrally located in the yard sat a large, one-story, concrete-walled building called the blockhouse.
Rivin led Jäger and Fuchs across the yard to the blockhouse. When they reached the heavy steel entrance door, Rivin paused and addressed Fuchs. “I don’t allow smoking inside. The ventilation in there isn’t the greatest.”
Fuchs tapped his pipe on his boot heel and emptied the bowl onto the gravel yard.
Rivin opened the door and the trio stepped from the 1650s outer fortress walls into 1950s chipped light gray painted walls and a worn gray tiled floor hallway.
Straight ahead lay a large open common space containing several long tables with several uniformed men seated at them watching an action movie on a sizeable TV mounted on the wall. An open door on the room’s opposite side revealed a barracks area.
Rivin turned to the left and walked to the hallway’s end to a closed door. He opened the door, and they entered a large bedroom. He moved to a king-sized bed and pushed it across the room, leaving behind a small red rug on the floor. He moved the rug aside. Underneath was a closed, metal hinged hatch with a metal handle. He grabbed the handle and opened the hatch to expose a vertical shaft made from concrete blocks extending down into darkness. A metal access ladder was bolted to one side of the shaft.
Rivin pointed into the shaft. “That leads straight down 30 meters to a horizontal tunnel. That tunnel extends all the way under the north wall and continues on another two kilometers beyond it to another vertical shaft. A ladder in that shaft climbs up to an exit hatch in the ground concealed by a fake boulder made from fiberglass.”
“So this is an escape tunnel?” Fuchs said.
Rivin smiled. “I call it my mutiny hole.”
“Mutiny hole?” Jäger said.
“Yes,” Rivin said. “The old man of Mucize hoards all the decent men around here, so what’s leftover—and what I have to bring in—are questionable at best. Their loyalties depend on how well I do in leading them to things worth taking. I’m damn good at that. But they could still turn on me. And if they do and decide to mutiny, I’ll be long gone because they have no idea this is here. I told anyone curious about the crew I brought in from Mardin to build it that they were fixing a 100-year-old broken sewer line.”
Fuchs grinned. “And no one wants to go look at a broken sewer line. I like the way you think, Rivin.”
Jäger said, “Thank you for the informative tour of your impressive fortification. And for the drinks and the fine dinner your cook prepared. But it is getting late, so can we discuss a plan for removing General Shamieh from—as you say—the old man of Mucize and turning him over to me before the Americans decide to come and take him away.”
Rivin smiled. “You have nothing to worry about. General Shamieh isn’t going anywhere until I say so. And he has no deal with the Americans. He hasn’t even contacted them yet.”
Jäger gave Rivin a doubtful glance. “You have confirmed this through your operative in Zoran the Great’s camp?”
“Yes. And also, through new intel from your employers. I have friends there too.”
“Then, what is your plan to achieve our goal?” Jäger said.
“I’ll let you know when I’m ready.”
Jäger frowned.
A knock sounded on the door.
Rivin called out: “Hold on!” He closed the hatch, replaced the rug, pushed the bed back into place, moved to the door, and opened it.
The same Rivin man from the wall stood outside.
“What is it now?” Rivin said.
“Sir, your friend Tariq is at the gate.”
Rivin smirked. “Tariq is not my friend.”
“He wants to see you.”
“No, he wants to steal something from me right before my eyes and make me believe it was all my idea. Because that’s what Tariq does best.” Rivin addressed Jäger and Fuchs. “You should know about this Tariq. He grew up around here and was always a real scammer and hustler. Then he told us all to go to hell and left for Istanbul to make his fortune. And then a few weeks ago, after over ten years of being gone, I see him in the refugee camp hiring workmen. He didn’t say what for. And then I heard he’s friendly with one of the old man of Mucize’s daughters. I pretended we were friendly too and invited him to hang out here whenever he wants so I could find out what he’s up to because I know it’s worth something. I haven’t figured it out yet, though. My point is, he’s a sly one. So as long as you’re around Mucize, best to watch out for him.”
Rivin’s man spoke up. “Should I send him away, sir?”
“No. Bring him to me. Perhaps this time I can keep something from him and make him believe it was all his idea.”




CHAPTER 20

As Zilan led Molka from the terrace back downstairs, Molka tried to imagine what the private office of a famous warlord would look like.
She pictured a masculine room with dark wood furniture and walls covered in paintings of horrific battles and weapons taken from vanquished foes—maybe even their swords—and maybe even their stuffed and mounted heads!
She checked her vivid imagination, but what she found when Zilan opened the door for her challenged the wildest expectations she possessed.
The only furniture in the space was a modern-style workstation desk holding a laptop, an ergonomic office chair behind the desk, and two plain office-type chairs fronting it.
And the four white walls were covered with hundreds—maybe over a thousand—framed family photos: most featuring seven pretty girls chronicling their lives from newborn infants to married women.
In the privacy of his practical, functional, unassuming office, Zoran the Great, legendary warlord, was above all a proud daddy.
Molka liked that.
Zoran the Great entered.
Unlike the general, his current age matched her briefing photos. And like his fighters, he wore olive-green fatigues and a gold-colored keffiyeh on his head. He also wore a broad gold sash around his waist. In his right hand, he carried a spotless AK-47 with a folding metal stock folded under, and in his left hand, a black two-way radio.
He moved past Molka without comment or glance, walked behind his desk, laid his weapon atop it, placed his radio beside his weapon, and sat.
During her time in the IDF, Molka had seen many high-ranking commanders. All looked authoritative, but she could tell some just acted the part while others personified it.
Zoran the Great was not acting.
Zilan moved to Zoran’s side.
Zoran spoke to her in their native language.
When he finished speaking, Zilan translated to Molka. “My father asks that you please sit.”
Molka sat in the right-hand chair facing the desk.
Zilan continued. “My father says he asked to see you because he has a question. My father says that Tariq told him over the radio that the man you came here with was taken as a hostage by the cowardly dog Rivin and that Tariq now seeks to gain the man’s release. My father’s question is this: should Tariq not be able to secure the man’s release, will your country send another man to complete the negotiation of our deal?”
Molka answered. “No. In such a case, I will finish negotiating the deal and consult with Tariq about an alternate way to get Ibis out of the country.”
Zilan translated to Zoran.
Zoran replied.
Zilan translated to Molka. “My father says, then we no longer have a deal.”
“Why?” Molka said.
Zilan translated to Zoran.
Zoran replied.
Zilan translated to Molka. “My father says a warrior should only negotiate with another warrior.”
Molka answered. “Please tell your father, I am a warrior. The man who came with me is a pilot.”
Zilan translated to Zoran.
Zoran replied.
Zilan translated to Molka. “My father says you do not look like a warrior. You look like a pretty girl from Tel Aviv who should be keeping a fine home for her husband and raising many healthy children.”
A pang of anger shot through Molka.
What an insulting—
Wait. He’s testing me.
Remember from your briefing info Zoran the Great loathes weakness.
Stand your ground.
Molka looked Zoran in the eye. “Please tell your father I served for five years in the IDF, most with an elite special forces unit and saw much combat. And less than two hours ago, I killed three of Rivin’s men who attacked me.” She stiffened and leaned forward in her chair. “And I may be a pretty girl from Tel Aviv, but I am also a warrior. A warrior equal to any of Zoran the Great’s fighters, and perhaps even a warrior equal to Zoran the Great himself.”
Zilan’s eyes widened. “Are you sure you want me to tell my father that?”
Molka leaned back and folded her arms across her chest. “Tell him. Word for word.”
Zilan translated to Zoran.
Zoran glared at Molka, threw up his hands, spoke rapid words with a gruff tone, stood, and stamped from the room.
Zilan followed him.
Molka sat alone.
So…that didn’t go over as well as I’d hoped.
Nice job, Molka.
A few uncomfortable moments later, a composed Zoran—trailed by Zilan—reentered the room.
He sat behind his desk again and addressed Molka in a calm and measured tone.
Zilan listened and then translated to Molka. “My father says he should not disrespect the cultures of outsiders as he does not abide outsiders disrespecting our culture. For this, he apologizes.”
Molka answered. “Zoran the Great’s words are wise and thoughtful. No apology necessary.”
Zilan translated to Zoran.
Zoran nodded to Molka and replied.
Zilan translated. “My father says if Tariq returns with your pilot, it will not be until morning. But there is still much work to do tonight. A group of smugglers has entered Zoran the Great’s domain without Zoran the Great’s permission and has occupied the small village of Umut, where they are terrorizing the villagers. But tonight, their terrorism will end very badly for them. Perhaps the pretty warrior woman from Tel Aviv will accompany us? I’ll be going along too as a medic.”
Molka addressed Zilan. “I’m not sure I should involve myself in a local dispute. That’s not part of my task.”
“If your task is to negotiate a deal with my father, you should consider this invitation as part of it.”
Molka viewed Zoran’s weapon on the desk. “Because claiming to be a warrior is one thing. Proving it is another.”
Zilan smiled. “You are beginning to understand him.”




CHAPTER 21

Three, 10-year-old, mud-spattered, plain SUVs waited in the driveway outside Zoran’s home: one white and two black.
An olive-green fatigue and gold-colored keffiyeh wearing driver leaped out of the white SUV and opened the front passenger door for Zoran and the two rear passenger doors for Molka and Zilan.
All boarded, and the three-vehicle convoy departed.
The driver negotiated the narrow, descending switchback road with expert deftness until they reached a large fenced in area just on the Mucize’s outskirts.
Another armed fighter opened a gate in the fence and let the SUVs pass.
They cruised across a large dirt lot—filled with dozens of older, plain-looking SUVs and cars and two dark green BTR-80 armored personnel carriers with 30-millimeter cannons—and parked outside an unremarkable, white aluminum, barn-like building.
The driver leaped out again and opened the doors for everyone. All dismounted, and Molka followed Zoran and Zilan through a door into the building.
Inside the cement floored space, olive-green fatigue and gold-colored keffiyeh wearing fighters in the dozens—ranging in age from about their early 20s to late 40s—clustered around rows of long tables stacked with various military gear and weapons.
They broadcast an excited male’s conversational din, and a cloud of their cigarette smoke hung above them in the fluorescent lighting.
Except for the huge green flag with a gold lion emblem in the center hanging on the far wall, the scene was not unlike some field staging areas Molka had witnessed during her time in the service.
Zoran’s fighters noticed his presence, cheered, and began a chant.
Zilan put her mouth close to Molka’s ear to be heard. “Please wait here. I’m going to change clothes.”
“Alright,” Molka said.
Zilan departed, and Zoran approached his admirers, who poured from around the tables and formed a large circle around him. He raised his right hand, and the cheering and chanting ceased.
Zoran then spoke in short, forceful sentences. Molka did not know what he said but knew the context: a commander’s final pep talk before leading his men to battle.
When Zoran finished speaking, another cheer and chant erupted, and the men broke into five separate units, each with its own commander issuing orders.
Zoran observed them for a moment until Zilan joined him.
Zilan had changed from her scrubs into dark blue cargo pants and a dark blue jacket, and she carried a large red trauma kit bag, giving her an EMT look.
Zoran conversed with Zilan for over a minute, and then Zoran moved to a nearby gear table, picked up a powerful night vision rifle scope, and approached Molka with Zilan following.
Zoran stood before Molka and spoke.
Zilan translated. “My father asks if you are carrying any weapons and if so, please show him.”
Molka drew her Beretta from her SOB holster with her left hand, pulled the Baby Glock from her front right pocket with her right hand, and presented them for Zoran’s inspection.
Zoran nodded his approval.
Molka resecured her weapons.
Zilan continued translating. “My father says he now understands that you would not wish to get involved with a local dispute. So he asks you instead remain with me during the battle observing from a distance, with this night vision scope, and act as my security. If you are agreeable.”
Molka looked at Zoran and nodded.
Zoran the Great handed Molka the scope, called out to his fighters, and led them toward the door.
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The convoy of over 20 nondescript SUVs and cars carrying 125 Zoran the Great well-armed fighters exited the staging area through the gate, left Mucize, moved onto a two-lane road, and—with practiced precision—spaced out to give the illusion of normal traffic.
Molka again rode in the rear passenger seat of Zoran the Great’s white SUV sitting next to Zilan.
During the ride, Zoran communicated with several men using his two-way radio.
After almost 20-minutes, the convoy turned off the two-lane road onto a one-lane dirt road and—still maintaining their spacing—rode on for about another 10 minutes.
The convoy closed into a tight formation for a moment and then pulled over as one and stopped on the dirt road’s side.
With quiet precision, the fighters exited their vehicles, formed back into their five separate units—with their commanders at the head—lined up, dropped to one knee on the roadside, and awaited their orders.
Zoran and his driver then exited.
Molka took Zilan’s visual cue to do the same.
The night cooled a little more, and the moon at full rise gave adequate light to operate without the use of night vision.
Zoran moved to the SUV’s front, and his five unit-commanders left their men and joined him.
The men low-talked for a moment, and then all looked ahead down the road as three fighters emerged from cover in a roadside ditch 20 meters ahead and jogged to Zoran.
Molka identified the three men as advance scouts who had the smuggler-terrorist-controlled village—probably located further up the road—under observation.
After the scouts made their report and rejoined their units, Zoran issued orders to the unit-commanders, and they rejoined their men.
A moment later, five fighters—carrying only long combat knives—reported to Zoran. He issued orders to the men, and they jogged down the road and vanished into the dark.
Zilan whispered to Molka. “Those men who just left are known as the ‘Reapers.’ They will eliminate the sentries of the smuggler-terrorists. We will be advancing shortly after.”
Molka drew her Beretta, checked it, re-holstered it, took a knee, and engaged her breath control technique.
Even though she would only observe the attack while providing security for Zilan, the old pulse racing and skin tingles that always challenged her before an op with the Unit reemerged.
A muted radio call sounded on Zoran’s radio. He responded, unslung his weapon, and moved to the front of the five-unit column.
All the fighters rose into a ready position as he passed them.
Once at the column’s head, Zoran led his men forward at a fast pace down the road.
Zilan and Molka walked at the rear of the last unit.
The road continued for about 100 meters to the crest of a hill and dropped down at a steep angle.
The column descended the hill and disappeared over the edge like an olive-green with gold specks waterfall.
The unit-commander of the men Zilan and Molka followed stepped out of line, spoke to Zilan, handed her a two-way radio, and jogged to catch his men.
Zilan addressed Molka. “We are to wait here.”
“Alright.” Molka raised the rifle scope to her eye and viewed the village below.
About three dozen small homes—all resembling the goatherd boy’s—surrounded a large, open village square.
The village sat blacked out except for three houses, and Zoran’s five units split up and moved with stealth and quickness to surround each.
A few moments later, a firefight erupted.
Bright muzzle flashes lit up the village.
Zilan addressed Molka. “What is happening down there?”
Molka kept her eye on the rifle scope. “It looks like they’ve caught the enemy totally by surprise and have them pinned down in three houses.”
After several minutes of continuous fire, a call came over the two-way radio Zilan held.
She replied and turned to Molka. “A wounded prisoner has been taken. They are bringing him to the village square for me to treat.”
Zilan picked up her trauma kit bag and jogged downhill toward the village.
Molka jogged close behind.
They reached the cobblestone paved square. Long tables outlining the space indicated it as a market during the day.
Next to one of the tables, a Zoran fighter stood guard over the seated wounded prisoner: a short, thin, bearded man wearing a way too large woodland camouflaged BDU jacket over jeans and white socks without shoes. His left hand dripped blood.
Zilan crouched beside him and examined his injured hand.
Molka put the scope back to her eye and viewed the firefight.
The firing slowed to intermittent.
The operation was winding down.
Zilan wrapped the prisoner’s wound.
Molka lowered the scope, tucked it into her belt, and said, “It’s almost over.”
“Good,” Zilan said.
The prisoner flicked his right wrist, and a Glock slipped from concealment up his sleeve into his hand.
Like a scurrying rat, he scrambled fast around the crouching Zilan, crouched behind her, pointed the weapon to her temple, and yelled at the stunned fighter guard in Turkish.
Molka thought about pulling her weapon.
But even if she could clear the holster without the prisoner seeing, did she have a makeable shot?
The prisoner’s diminutive size allowed him to conceal his whole body behind Zilan with only a tiny sliver of his face visible.
The shot would have to be perfect.
Even a centimeter off target would be tragic.
Too risky.
Don’t draw.
The prisoner yelled at the fighter guard again.
The fighter guard laid his weapon on the cobblestones, stepped back, and raised his hands.
Zilan’s face showed anxiety but not terror.
The prisoner looked to Molka and yelled at her.
She knew he was telling her to raise her hands too.
Molka raised her hands.
A Zoran unit about 15 meters away marched a group of five more prisoners with their wrists bound behind them toward the square.
The prisoner behind Zilan yelled at the fighter guard again.
The fighter guard yelled to the approaching unit.
They paused, confirmed the threat, laid their weapons on the ground, and began to untie their prisoners.
Zoran ran into the square with two other men.
He viewed his Zilan’s death peril, stopped 10 meters away, laid his own weapon down, and ordered the two men with him to do the same.
Molka assessed the situation.
When the five other prisoners got their hands free, they would pick up the Zoran fighter’s weapons and either massacre everyone in the square or take Zoran hostage and order him to make the rest of his fighters surrender and then massacre everyone.
Conclusion:
Can’t allow those prisoners to get armed.
She had to make an immediate high-risk move.
And only get one chance.
In less than a blink, Molka leaped toward the crouching pair and fired a hard side kick into Zilan’s chest.
Zilan and the prisoner rolled as one like a ball onto their backs.
In another sub-blink, Molka dove on the shock-faced prisoner clamped a side wrist lock on his gun hand, pulled the weapon from his hand into hers, sprung to her feet, and dropped a knockout ax kick to his temple.
After a stunned moment, the fighter guard grabbed his weapon and yelled at the fighters untying the prisoners.
They stopped untying and retrieved their weapons.
Zoran and the two men with him recovered their weapons and ran toward Zilan.
Molka helped Zilan to her feet. “Sorry I had to kick you so hard. Are you ok?”
Zilan beamed. “Yes, thank you. That was amazing. Thank you.”
Zoran arrived, embraced his daughter, and then faced Molka and spoke.
Zilan translated. “My father says you have the bravery and fierceness of a true warrior. He thanks you for my life and for saving him from great shame. He says he is in your debt. And so am I.”
Molka shrugged. “Don’t think of it.”
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After the last group of prisoners was led away toward the vehicles, every home in the village lit up, and jubilant people gathered in the square by the dozens ranging from cane-walking village elders to swaddled babies.
A three-man band formed with a stringed instrument, a long flute, and something resembling a large tambourine and started playing upbeat folk-style music.
About two dozen adult villagers formed a long line—all holding hands—and danced in time to the music with synchronized side-to-side and forward and back movements.
The village children formed their own dance line and mimicked the adults.
Adorable.
As Zoran watched the dancers, a smile cracked open under his mustache, and he clapped along to the beat.
Zilan did the same.
Molka wanted to clap as well, but as an outsider, it might be considered rude. Instead, she tapped her boot until someone tapped her shoulder from behind.
She glanced behind her.
Tariq.
He held a large plastic bag. He grinned at Molka, moved past her, jogged to the dancing children, opened the bag and passed out what looked to be candied treats.
The children swarmed him with gleeful shrieks.
When the bag emptied, he joined the adult dance line and kept in perfect step with a joyous expression.
The song ended.
The people clapped.
Tariq clapped too and jogged back to Molka.
“Where’s Uri?” Molka said
Tariq grinned again. “It’s been a long time since I’ve done that. I forgot how much fun it was.”
The band started a new song, and the dancing resumed.
Molka repeated. “Where’s Uri?”
Tariq watched the dancers and danced in place. “I heard over the radio what you did here. Great job. That’s really going to help us with our negotiations.”
“Ok. But where’s Uri?”




CHAPTER 22

Tariq told Molka it would be easier to talk in the quiet confines of his SUV parked near the village entrance.
With the celebration escalating, she agreed.
They proceeded to the vehicle.
Tariq got into the driver's seat.
Molka occupied the passenger seat and peered into the backseat.
No Uri.
She viewed Tariq. “Where’s Uri?”
Tariq’s grin faded. “Sadly, I have some bad news.”
Molka sighed. “More bad news is the last thing I needed today….” She checked her watch: 12:09AM. “I mean, the last thing I needed yesterday or again today.”
“I sympathize.” Tariq unwrapped the keffiyeh on his head and fashioned it back into a neck scarf. “But unfortunately, Rivin turned down my offer for quick cash. He plans to demand a huge amount from your country for Uri, and quote, ‘rape them like the whores they are.’ Needless to say, he’s not a big fan of your country.”
Molka’s face hardened. “Yes. Needless to say.”
Tariq used the rearview mirror to give his thick hair a finger restyling. “There’s a happy ending to the story, though.”
Molka’s eyebrows rose. “I hope so.”
“I contacted Azzur, and he’s sending us another pilot. The pilot will leave the city of Antep by car in the morning and get here sometime late tomorrow afternoon or early evening.”
Molka’s face contracted into puzzlement. “Another pilot is coming?”
“Yes,” Tariq said. “Now, this pilot is a total civilian and has no idea about our operation. He’s just been told you and Ibis are a tourist father and daughter who chartered a private plane to fly you out to see some ancient cave writings in the mountains near here. And while you were viewing them, your pilot went off on a drunken binge and can’t be located. Yes, I know it’s not the best cover story, but with all the money Azzur’s paying him, he won’t pry.” His face teased with an ultra-charismatic smile. “See, told you the story had a happy ending.”
Molka shifted in her seat to face Tariq. “Wait? You called Azzur tonight, and he’s already arranged a replacement pilot for us?”
“That’s right.”
“What did he say about losing Uri?”
“Nothing, of course,” Tariq said.
“Nothing?”
Tariq patted Molka on the shoulder. “I keep forgetting you’re new at this.”
Molka’s eyes attacked his patting hand. “That’s no reason to patronize me for it.”
“Sorry.” Tariq pulled back his hand. “But you have to understand when you have an obstacle during a mission, you can’t dwell on it. You just adapt and overcome it. Because accomplishing the mission is not just the most important thing, it’s the only thing.”
Molka turned her body and face away from Tariq. “I understand.”
“You don’t sound so sure. What’s wrong?”
“I would like to borrow your satphone and contact Azzur.”
“What about?” Tariq said.
“I need to confirm he’s sending us a replacement pilot. May I have the satphone now?”
Tariq raised his hands palms up to Molka. “I’m sorry I can’t do that. I was specifically instructed by Azzur not to allow anyone else to use it. No exceptions. Azzur is quite paranoid about all electronic communications being monitored, even when using state-of-the-art encrypted equipment.”
“I read and know his task communication security policy,” Molka said. “And me calling him would be a blatant violation. But since this is an extreme circumstance, I think he’ll only be moderately furious.”
Tariq offered Molka a smug face. “Oh…ok. I know what this is really about. You don’t need to confirm with Azzur. He told you I’m in charge of the ground operation here and to defer to my judgment. You just don’t trust me.”
“It’s not that. It’s that this whole…Uri thing has me freaked out. I’m questioning my own capabilities. Maybe talking to Azzur will reassure me I can still see this task through.”
Tariq smirked. “Now you’re patronizing me. You don’t trust me. Admit it.”
Molka looked Tariq in the eye. “Ok. I don’t trust you. But it’s because I don’t really know you. Don’t take it personally; I’m naturally mistrustful.”
“Were you briefed on my background?”
“Very lightly,” Molka said.
“Then please allow me to lay it on a bit heavier. Over the last three years, I’ve completed 14 missions for your country’s military intelligence service. And on those missions, I’ve been slapped, punched, choked, cut, almost drowned, and shot at for your country.” Tariq’s tone turned surly. “But forget all that, because the totally inexperienced operative on her very first mission—task or whatever the hell you people call this, is not sure she can trust me yet.”
Molka affected a respectful tone. “I respect your past service. I would just feel better if I could confirm with Azzur.”
“Confirm? You want to confirm? How’s this for confirmation?” Tariq removed a regular phone from his jacket, swiped to a photo, and presented the image to Molka. “I’m sure you recognize the person shaking my hand.”
Molka viewed a black tuxedo-wearing, smiling Tariq shaking hands with her country’s prime minister. “Yes.”
“That was taken at a private, off the record, ceremony your prime minister organized to personally thank me. I only saved a few thousand lives for your country on that one.” Tariq re-pocketed his phone and turned his head away from Molka. “But, of course, you can’t trust me.”
After a few silent moments, Molka resumed her respectful tone. “Ok. I was wrong. I think I can trust you.”
Tariq spun his head back toward her with resentful eyes, “No, no, no, don’t try to backpedal. It’s a sign of weakness. And you’re the security specialist and can’t show weakness. So we’ll call Azzur right now so you can be sure that you can trust me.”
“I said, I trust you. And we don’t need to contact Azzur.”
“But now I insist we do.” Tariq exited the SUV, leaving the driver door open, and removed a satphone from his coat pocket.”
Tariq dialed the phone.
Molka put out a stop sign hand. “Don’t do that. I want to maintain task communication security.”
Tariq glared at Molka. “Too late for that now.”
Molka’s face broke into anxiousness. “Please don’t—"
Tariq reached back into the vehicle and held the phone toward Molka’s face.
Azzur’s awoken from sleep voice answered: “Hello. Hello?”
Molka viewed the phone in silence.
Tariq pushed the phone closer to her face.
Azzur’s voice: “Hello? Tariq?”
Molka viewed Tariq with distressed eyes and shook her head furiously.
Azzur’s voice: “Tariq? I hear you breathing. Answer me, damn it!”
Tariq put the phone to his ear. “Sorry, Azzur, I accidentally butt-dialed you. It won’t happen again. Sorry.”
Tariq ended the call, put the phone back into his jacket, reentered the SUV, and shut the door.
Molka exhaled. “Thanks. What’s next?”
“Zoran the Great will want to spend more time tonight with his people and then rest. We can make the exchange deal with him in the morning and then take the general to the plane and meet the pilot there in the afternoon. In the meantime, tonight, we’ll go get the money from where you hid it.”
“My instructions from Azzur are to confirm that Ibis—by the way, I met the general earlier tonight. He introduced himself and insisted I stop calling him by the code name and address him properly.”
Tariq nodded. “He said the same thing to me.”
Molka continued. “Ok, so my instructions from Azzur are to confirm the general still wishes to leave with us—me—and defect to our country. Only then am I to retrieve the money. And if you want to change those instructions, we will have to call Azzur and let me talk to him.”
Tariq sighed and stared forward into the night. “Azzur has a fine operational mind but no tact when it comes to delicate interpersonal negotiations. If we show up in Zoran the Great’s office tomorrow without the money, he’s going to be very offended. He’ll almost certainly call off the deal and throw us out of his domain. Or maybe even hand us over to Rivin and his cutthroats.”
“Azzur anticipated that reaction and gave me instructions on how to diffuse the situation.”
“I’m sure he did. So be it, we’ll follow your instructions. It’s only our lives that are on the line.” Tariq started the SUV. “I’ll take you to Zoran the Great’s home. They prepared a room for you to sleep in.”
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CHAPTER 23

Mmm…
Enticing, hunger-inducing bread baking aroma stirred Molka awake in a soft bed in a large upstairs guestroom in Zoran’s home.
She sat up and viewed her old pilot’s watch on the nightstand. She had completed a good, solid eight hours sleep.
She rose in her black bra and panties and paused at an odd sight on the chair beside the closed guestroom door.
The previous night before crawling into bed, she’d sat in the chair and removed her tac-boots and socks and placed them beside it. Then disrobed and laid her mock turtleneck and jeans atop the chair.
But her things did not sit as she left them.
She moved to the chair and examined.
During the night, someone took her clothes away, mended the bullet rip in her shirt, laundered everything, and replaced them neatly folded. And her boots had been cleaned of all the dust and mud making them gleam as if out of the box new.
What considerate hosts.
She walked back across the soft, sore-foot-soothing carpet to the nightstand and opened the top drawer.
Her weapons and spare mags waited untouched.
What respectful hosts.
Molka entered the room’s private bath to find the thoughtful hospitality continued.
Women’s grooming products awaited her on the basin counter, including several different brands of shampoo, conditioner, body wash, body lotion, and deodorant. A new brush and comb waited beside them, and a new toothbrush in its wrapper lay next to a new tube of toothpaste.
And how they knew she wore contact lenses and included contact lenses cleaning solution and eye drops was a pleasant mystery.
Molka had never stayed in a 5-star hotel, but she imagined even they could not be as accommodating.
She showered—taking care not to wet the bandage on her wound—rubbed lotion on her body, applied deodorant, brushed her teeth, removed, cleaned, and replaced her contacts, and brushed out her hair and pulled it into a high ponytail.
She moved back into the bedroom, dressed, strapped her old pilot’s watch on her left wrist, and rearmed.
On the way out the door, she paused to view herself in a full-length mirror.
Day two of your task will be much better.
Mandate it!
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Amira—wearing a long purple dress adorned in gold embroidery—greeted Molka with a smile at the foot of the stairs and bid Molka to follow her.
They crossed the spacious, well-decorated house to a large dining room with a sizeable dining table. A place setting waited at the end seat surrounded by food covered platters.
Molka did not need a translator to tell her breakfast was served. She sat, and Amira departed with a smile.
The offerings included the fresh-baked flatbread she smelled on waking, butter, jam, several kinds of cheese, green olives, honey, yogurt, and a pot of strong black tea.
Molka’s ravenous appetite put a significant dent in everything.
Twenty minutes later, as Molka sipped her tea, Zilan entered wearing fresh blue medical scrubs and a fresh hair bun.
Zilan smiled at Molka. “Good morning.”
Molka smiled back. “Good morning.”
“I see you’ve eaten well; did you sleep well, too?”
“Best night’s sleep I’ve had in a while.”
Zilan sat across from Molka, scooped some yogurt onto a plate, added fresh berries as a topping, ate it all down with a spoon, wiped her mouth on a napkin, and addressed Molka. “Tariq is upstairs showering. He said he’ll be down in a minute.”
“Oh. Ok.” A small smile crossed Molka’s lips before she sipped more tea.”
Zilan smirked. “What does that mean?”
Molka’s little smile widened to a grin. “Nothing.”
“Yes, my room is upstairs too. But Tariq sleeps in a separate guestroom not attached to mine.”
“And it's none of my business any way,” Molka said. “Do your six sisters live here as well?”
“No.” Zilan’s eyes fell into a stare at the platter holding the flatbread. “They’re all married to wonderful men and have their own homes and children. And I’m still single, living with my parents, and running a small clinic with not enough supplies and outdated equipment and no doctors.” Her eyes refocused on Molka. “How does your shoulder feel?”
“It’s throbbing a little,” Molka said. “But nothing serious.”
“I can give you something for pain.”
“I’m fine, thank you.”
“May I take a look?” Zilan said.
Molka stood and pulled her shirt overhead to expose her left arm.
Zilan stood, moved to Molka, peeled back the bandage, and examined the wound. After a moment, she replaced the dressing. “You’re a fast healer.”
Molka pulled her shirt back on. “Doctors have told me that before.”
“You should still have a doctor examine it when you get home today.”
“I will,” Molka said. “Thank you, again.”
“And thank you, again.” Zilan smiled. “You’re my hero.”
Molka shook her head. “What happened to the wounded prisoner and the rest of the prisoners?”
“They’ll be taken back to the border from which they crossed into this country and turned over to the police.”
“Your father is a very benevolent victor,” Molka said.
“With those border police, they might wish they had died in battle.”
“Good morning, ladies!” Tariq bopped into the room with freshly quaffed hair, a fresh shave, a white turtleneck over pressed creased black slacks, shined black boots, and another alluring cologne. He carried a black leather jacket and a gold-colored keffiyeh.
Tariq paused and ogled Zilan and Molka. “And it’s also a beautiful morning in sooo…many ways.”
Zilan ignored Tariq’s flirtations. “I have to get back to the clinic. Please stop on the way out so I can redress her wound.”
Tariq’s face teased with an ultra-charismatic smile. “You just want to see me again. And who could ever blame you?”
Zilan addressed Molka. “There is no end to his self-flattery. I’ll see you soon.”
Zilan departed.
Tariq watched her leave. “She opens that little clinic up every morning at 6AM, and there’s usually already a line waiting. She takes care of all those people, comes back here to grab a quick breakfast, goes back to the clinic and doesn’t finish up there until after dark.”
“Admirable,” Molka said.
Tariq took the chair beside Molka and helped himself to flatbread, butter, honey, and yogurt. After devouring, he said, “This is one of the few things I miss about this place: the traditional, simple, all fresh ingredient breakfast.
“You seemed to be enjoying the traditional dancing last night too.”
Tariq smiled. “You’re right. I did.”
“And when you passed out candy to the village children, you looked happier than they did.” Molka grinned. “That’s a lot of happiness for someone who swore off this backcountry, backward lifestyle a long time ago.”
Tariq shrugged and poured himself a cup of tea. “Just a little nostalgia. Trust me, I’m getting back to the big city, big lifestyle first chance I get.”
“When will we meet with Zoran the Great?”
“Any moment. Amira’s going to let us know when he’s ready to see us.”
On cue, a smiling Amira entered the room.
Tariq picked up his keffiyeh and began to wrap it on his head. “Well, here we go. Please don’t get us killed.”
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Amira escorted Molka and Tariq to Zoran’s office.
Zoran sat behind his desk in fresh olive-green fatigues and his gold-colored keffiyeh.
Seated at the desk’s left, the general sported tan desert boots, khaki pants, and an open, khaki safari-style jacket over a green button-up collared shirt. A thick cigar smoldered in an ashtray on the desk.
Zoran motioned to Molka and Tariq to the side-by-side chairs facing his desk.
Molka and Tariq sat.
Zoran smiled at Molka and spoke.
Tariq translated to Molka. “He asks if you slept well last night and dined well this morning?”
“Yes,” Molka said. “Very well, and the food was delicious. Thank you for your generous hospitality.”
Tariq translated to Zoran.
Zoran replied.
Tariq translated to Molka. “He says it is he who thanks you again.”
Molka bowed her head humbly.
Zoran spoke.
Tariq translated. “He says he can see you have not brought his money. So he must assume you have decided not to make a deal.”
The general’s face angered, and he spoke to Molka in English. “What is this betrayal?”
Molka addressed the general. “No betrayal, general. I’m following my instructions. I’ve secured the money until you verify to me you still wish to leave with me and defect to my country?”
The general coughed until his face reddened. “I did not come to this horrid place to retire. Of course, I wish to leave with you and defect to your country.”
Molka addressed Tariq. “Please tell Zoran the Great, as per my instructions, I have now verified the general is still the guest of Zoran the Great. And I have verified the general still wishes to leave. And that I have buried Zoran the Great’s money near the airstrip for security purposes, and I am now ready to retrieve it and make the deal.”
Tariq exhaled a nervous breath and translated.
Zoran’s expression traveled the road from confusion to rage. He scowled at Molka and spoke.
Tariq translated to Molka. “He says there is no greater insult than to be insulted in one’s own home. And he will not sit for it.”
Zoran stood and moved to leave.
Molka grabbed Tariq’s arm. “Now tell him I said this, word for word, quickly: A stranger too quick to offer you their trust can never be trusted.”
Tariq translated to Zoran.
Zoran stopped at the door and turned back. His face had softened from insult to a knowing smile, and he spoke.
Tariq translated to Molka. “He says you not only have the bravery and fierceness of a true warrior, but you also possess the cleverness of a leader. And if he had five commanders like you, their problems in this land would be over very quickly.”
Molka bowed her head once more.
Zoran sat back down, assumed a serious face and spoke at length to Tariq. Tariq replied to him. And then a back-and-forth conversation ensued between the two for several minutes.
Molka and the general exchanged a tense glance.
Finally, Tariq addressed Molka again. “Zoran the Great proposes he send four of his most trusted fighters with us to escort the general to the airstrip. When we arrive, you will show his fighters where his money is buried, and they will recover it. At that moment, his fighters will release the general to your custody. Do you agree to these terms?”
Molka’s face alit. “Yes. Perfect. I couldn’t ask for better terms. No. Tell him I said Zoran the Great’s proposal is more than fair and very generous. And I thank him for, and greatly appreciate his wisdom.”
Tariq grinned at Molka. “That’s not bad.” He faced Zoran and translated.
Zoran smiled at Molka and then spoke in Turkish to the general.
The general and Zoran rose and shook hands.
The general placed his cigar in his mouth and moved to the door. As he passed Molka, he spoke to her. “Inform me when we are ready to leave.”
Molka nodded. “Yes, general.”
Zoran moved from around his desk, approached Molka, and offered his hand for shaking.
Molka rose and took his hand.
As they shook, he spoke.
Tariq translated. “Zoran the Great wishes the pretty warrior woman from Tel Aviv all the best of luck.”




CHAPTER 24

Tariq parked his white SUV on the narrow cobblestone street outside the Mucize clinic.
Zoran’s four trusted fighters escorting the general drove in a black SUV and parked behind Tariq’s.
Tariq addressed Molka in the passenger seat. “I’ll see you shortly.”
“What? You’re not going in with me to honor Zilan with your irresistible presence?”
Tariq smiled. “No. I’m going to stay out here and call the pilot on the satphone and make sure he’s still on schedule. So please tell Zilan she will not have the pleasure of my company anymore today.”
“Lucky her.” Molka opened her door.
“Oh, one quick thing before you go in. Zoran’s fighters back there were asking how far away from the airstrip you buried the money? They’re tired from the operation and all the celebration wine last night.”
“It’s only about a quarter kilometer due east from the aircraft.”
“Straight up into those steep hills?” Tariq said.
“Not all the way. It’s back in a ravine less than halfway up.”
Tariq smiled again. “They’ll be relieved to hear that.”
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After Molka received a quick redressing and a kind goodbye from Zilan, the two-SUV convoy exited Mucize and cruised at high-speed toward the east-west dirt road running through the boulder and large rock formation strewn valley and the little green grassy plateau at the base of the rocky mountain containing the airstrip.
During the ride, Molka watched for any suspicious vehicles that might be on their tail. She saw none.
The drive east to the plateau’s location took 30 minutes. The maze-like drive from the dirt road around all the rocky obstacles and up and onto the plateau and airstrip took another 30.
Tariq parked next to the Cessna, and Zoran’s fighters parked behind Tariq. The aircraft’s doors were still closed, and it seemed untouched from when Molka left it the previous morning.
Molka and Tariq exited into the noticeable cooler air. Molka pushed down her pushed up sleeves again. Tariq unwrapped the keffiyeh from his head, tossed it back into the SUV, and used the side view mirror to give his hair a finger restyling. Satisfied, he popped the collar on his black leather jacket and waited.
Zoran’s four fighters vacated their vehicle. All carried AK-47s and wore web gear holding spare magazine pouches. One also brought along a shovel.
The general then stepped out from the passenger door, and two Zoran fighters moved behind him, and the other two took a position in front of him.
Molka addressed Tariq. “Are we ready?”
“Almost,” Tariq said. “First, give me the rough direction we’re heading in so I can tell them.”
Molka pointed due east up the steep hills. “You see the gap between the two hills?”
Tariq shaded his eyes and scanned where Molka pointed. “Yes.”
“That’s actually an opening to a good-sized ravine.”
“And it's buried in that ravine, right?”
“Right.”
“Got it.” Tariq walked back to the Zoran fighters, spoke to them, and then returned to Molka holding the satphone. “One quick thing before we head up there, I want to make one more call to the pilot and confirm he’s still on schedule to get out here by this afternoon.”
Molka checked her watch: 11:48AM. “Alright.”
Tariq dialed and then frowned at the phone. “Signal interference. These damn things.” He pointed the phone’s antenna at the Cessna. “That big hunk of aluminum might be the problem.” He walked away from the aircraft and down the airstrip about 20 meters and stopped. Then he turned to face Molka with the phone to his ear and gave her thumbs up.
Call finished; Tariq pocketed the phone and returned to Molka.
“Everything ok?” Molka said.
“Everything is right on schedule.” Tariq smiled and swept his hand toward the hills. “Lead the way, security specialist.”
Molka took the lead.
Tariq walked behind her.
Two Zoran fighters followed Tariq.
The general followed them.
And the other two Zoran fighters followed the general.
Molka’s superior cardiovascular fitness caused her to outpace the city-soft Tariq, the more heavily laden Zoran fighters, and the out of shape late-middle-aged general.
About three quarters the way up, she turned back to see her followers all paused about halfway and standing around the general who assumed a hands-on-knees position.
Tariq looked up to Molka, cupped his hands around his mouth, and called to her. “The general asked for a minute to catch his breath.”
Molka waved acknowledgment, continued to the ravine’s opening, and waited.
Ten minutes later, the contingent arrived with the general grumbling in Turkish at Tariq. Even in the chillier mountain elevation, the general’s brow had become soaked along with his green shirt’s front.
Molka addressed Tariq. “What’s wrong?”
“The general is complaining he should have been allowed to remain in the SUV with two men while the other two came up here to retrieve the money.”
Molka shrugged. “Would have been fine with me too.”
“Well, we’re all here now. Lead the way.”
Molka moved into the ravine, and the same alignment as the climb trailed her. She again outpaced her cohorts and arrived a full minute ahead at the little outcrop in the wall forming the letter J laying on its side—J for her little Janetta—under which she buried the money duffle bag.
Molka pointed to the spot. “Zoran the Great’s money.”
The fighter with the shovel stepped forward, and Molka stepped aside and stood between the general and Tariq to observe. The other three fighters stood behind the trio.
The fighter with the shovel made quick work and had the bag uncovered and out of the hole in less than five minutes. He set the shovel aside, knelt next to the bag, unzipped it, released the latches on the watertight plastic case inside, opened the lid, and exposed the shrink-wrapped bricks of lavender colored, 200 Lira notes.
Tariq’s face enraptured at the sight. “The price of freedom.”
BANG!
BANG!
BANG!
BANG!
Rapid shots sounded from the ravine opening behind them.
Zoran’s fighters fell in sequence.
Head strikes.
All dead.
Molka yelled: “GET DOWN!”
She dropped flat.
The general dropped flat on Molka’s left.
Tariq remained standing on Molka’s right.
Molka reached for her weapon.
Tariq pulled a Glock from his leather jacket’s pocket and pointed it at the back of Molka’s head. “Please don’t move, Molka. You can still live through this. Put your hands out in front of you.”
Molka complied and twisted her head to glare up at him in disgust. “What are you doing?”
Tariq’s eyes focused on the ravine opening, and he called out. “It’s ok! I have her covered!”
Two trotting figures emerged clad in combat ghillie suits camouflaged to match the surrounding terrain.
They also wore full-face camouflage tactical hoods, and each carried a Heckler & Koch G36 assault rifle with a red dot sight on a tactical sling.
The armed figures arrived.
One kept their weapon pointed at Molka and the general.
The other moved behind Molka, removed her Beretta from the SOB holster, bound her wrists with flex-cuffs, sidestepped, bound the general’s wrists, and moved back beside the other armed figure.
The armed figures removed their tactical hoods:
Jäger and Fuchs.
Tariq addressed Jäger in English. “You said you weren’t going to kill them.”
Jäger answered in English. “I did not kill them. Unfortunately, Ernst deviated from my instructions.”
Fuchs spoke in English. “I’m sorry, captain, but your plan was flawed. Now when Zoran the Great sends a patrol to find these men, they will not be able to tell him about the involvement of the two Germans. So he will spend all his resources hunting down the two traitors he will believe stole his money.”
Molka spoke up. “There’s only one non-traitor left here.”
Tariq moved into Fuchs's personal space and glowered up at him. “Those were all good men. All who had children.”
Fuchs smiled down on him. “Pretty man, you would be well-advised to step back.” His smile faded, and his muscular body bowed up. “NOW!”
Jäger moved between the men, pushed Fuchs away, and addressed Tariq. “What has happened cannot be changed. Is it not best if we finished our business?”
Tariq sighed angrily. “I suppose.”
Jäger lowered his weapon and smiled at the general. “Nice to see you again, General Shamieh.”
The general answered. “I wish I could say the same of you.”
Jäger’s smile moved to Molka. “And nice to see you again too, lost Israeli tourist woman.”
Molka turned her face toward the general. “General, I have a theory. I don’t believe those two men came here as surveyors for a new natural gas pipeline. I believe they came here for you. And I believe Tariq gave you to them in exchange for your four-million Lira courtesy fee.”
Tariq picked up the duffle bag and moved next to Jäger. “I told you she was very smart.”
Jäger viewed Molka with a soft expression. “Perhaps. But perhaps not, when one considers the depressing fate awaiting her.” His face hardened to all-business, and he raised his weapon again. “Get them on their feet. Time to end this.”




CHAPTER 25

With the duffle bag slung over his right shoulder, Tariq led the way out of the ravine and down the hill.
Molka trod angrily behind him, the general shuffled resigned behind her, and behind him Jäger and Fuchs marched elated, keeping the prisoners at HK point.
Molka spoke to the back of Tariq’s head. “Let me guess, you didn’t talk to Azzur last night, and no replacement pilot is coming to fly me out of here.”
“That’s right.”
“And I assume the Germans are ex-special forces, current mercenaries?”
“A good assumption,” Tariq said.
“Ok. I know where the general’s going; what’s the depressing fate awaiting me?”
“You’ll find out when you get to ‘The Red Lion’s Den.’”
“What’s ‘The Red Lion’s Den?’” Molka said.
“Rivin’s fortress.”
“Can’t wait. So when exactly did you choose to go over to the other side?”
“I’ve only been on one side my whole life: My side.”
“You think your new friends across the border are rough on traitors? Wait until you see what we’ll do.”
“I already know,” Tariq said. “I would be given a prison sentence and then let out early. Your country is very forgiving and doesn’t use the death penalty anymore.”
Molka scowled at him. “But exceptions are sometimes made. Azzur will insist.”
“Azzur is the reason I did this. Your country’s military intelligence was almost done with me. I’ve been overexposed in Turkey, and it’s just a matter of time before I’m burned there. They were going to cut me loose with their thanks and blessing. But then Azzur made a trade with them to acquire my services.”
“And when you say Azzur made a trade to acquire your services, you mean he also acquired the blackmail information military intelligence has on you.”
“That’s right,” Tariq said. “And he can hold that over my head and send me on missions all around the world for the rest of my life if he chooses.” He glanced over his shoulder with an anguished face. “And I’m sorry you got caught up in this, but I can’t live like that. I just can’t do it, Molka.”
“Well, four-million Turkish Lira is a lot of money to a poor, broke veterinarian like me but isn’t nearly enough for you to stay on the run for a lifetime. Not from us.”
“True.” Tariq turned his face away from Molka. “But at least it’s a start.”
The group reached the hill’s bottom, stepped onto the grassy plateau, and moved toward the Cessna.
Jäger removed a two-way radio from his pocket and spoke into it in Turkish. A moment later, a dark green SUV with black and brown camouflage—driven by a red keffiyeh wearing Rivin man—moved from total concealment behind a huge rock formation just short of the plateau’s edge, crawled up and onto the airstrip, and parked aside Tariq’s and Zoran’s dead fighters’ vehicles.
Upon its arrival, Jäger took the general by the elbow, and Fuchs took Molka by the elbow and led them to it.
Jäger searched the general, only finding six cigars in his jacket’s pockets and a lighter in his pants pocket. He didn’t take them.
Fuchs searched Molka and removed her SOB holster, Baby Glock, and the two spare mags.
Molka and the general were then put into the SUV’s backseat, and Jäger and Fuchs shed their ghillie suits, exposing their khaki surveyor outfits underneath. They tossed the suits into the SUV’s rear cargo space and retrieved and put on their hats.
Tariq watched and waited beside his SUV.
Jäger and Fuchs approached him.
Tariq ignored Fuchs, smiled at Jäger, and put out his hand for shaking. “Best of luck, captain.”
Jäger pointed his weapon at Tariq. “Drop the bag and raise your hands, please.”
Tariq’s smile disintegrated. “Really?”
Jäger’s stone face gave him his answer.
Tariq let the bag slip from his shoulder and raised his hands.
Fuchs moved forward and searched Tariq and removed the Glock, the satphone, and Tariq’s regular phone from his jacket pocket. He kept the Glock and satphone, returned Tariq’s useless regular phone back to his pocket, picked up the duffle bag, and carried it to the Rivin SUV.
Tariq frowned. “You’re going to double-cross me, captain? I thought you to be an honorable man.”
“I am not double-crossing you,” Jäger said. “Our agreement has not yet been fulfilled.”
Tariq’s face broke into confusion. “What do you mean? I brought you the general.”
“We still have to verify the man you brought me is indeed Major General Ahmad Shamieh.”
“Verify? You said you knew him personally.”
“You may put your hands down,” Jäger said.
Tariq complied.
Jäger continued. “It looks like him. But his country is renowned for the use of very good doubles. Perhaps the general sent this man here for us to chase while he smokes cigars somewhere in freedom.”
“How are you going to verify it’s really him then?” Tariq said.
“We will take a DNA sample and send it across the border to his people, and if it is a match, we will give you the bag back, as per our agreement.”
Tariq frowned again. “I don’t believe you will.”
“Why not?” Jäger said.
“Because I don’t trust you.”
“Why do you not trust me?”
“Because we only met yesterday,” Tariq said.
“I understand your apprehension. How about if we allow a disinterested third party that you do know to hold the bag until the general’s identity is verified?”
“Like who?”
“The man who brokered our arrangement,” Jäger said. “Your friend Rivin.”
Tariq smirked. “Rivin is not my friend, and if you give him that bag, he’s not going to give it up to anyone.”
Jäger smiled. “That is something you two will have to work out amongst yourselves.”
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After a 25-minute ride west on the east-west road and a turn onto another dirt road heading south, “The Red Lion’s Den” came into view atop its rocky hill location and gave off an immediate and unmistakable aura: impregnable.
The foreboding approach reminded Molka of a movie she’d watched in which a captured princess was imprisoned in a similarly imposing fortress.
Except there would be no handsome prince leading an army of knights to come to rescue her.
Rivin’s man drove toward the front gate with Jäger angled in the passenger seat to keep an eye on this prey: the general.
Fuchs sat in the rearmost seat watching Molka.
Back at the airstrip, Molka witnessed Tariq being disarmed and de-monied and noted his demoralized face as he followed in his vehicle behind them.
A 20-meter-long earthen ramp, surfaced with road bricks, climbed from the dirt road to the fortress’s black iron bar gate. And although wide enough to allow three SUVs to enter side-by-side-by-side, the gate appeared as a somewhat tiny opening in the massive reddish colored stone wall.
As they started up the ramp, Molka viewed a flagpole mounted atop the wall directly over the gate, flying a large white flag with a red lion emblem on its center.
Two bearded men waited outside the gate wearing combat uniforms with a digital pattern of greens and browns, red keffiyeh’s, and slinging AK-47s.
The Rivin driver halted the SUV a meter from the gate.
Tariq stopped a meter behind him.
The armed men split up, and each inspected the interior and underneath of the vehicles.
Assured, one spoke into a two-way radio.
A moment later, the gate slid to the left enough to let the vehicles pass through.
Rivin’s man drove across the gravel interior yard and parked outside the central blockhouse’s steel door.
Tariq parked behind him.
Jäger and Fuchs exited.
Jäger helped the general step out.
Fuchs opened the door for Molka to step out.
Jäger opened the blockhouse’s door, and the group stepped into the light gray walled with worn gray tile-floored hallway.
Tariq passed by them, moved straight ahead into the common room, and spoke to several men watching the big screen TV.
Jäger addressed the general and Molka. “Please follow me.” He turned to the right and moved down the hallway with the general with Molka following him and Fuchs following behind them.
Jäger stopped outside the open door to a small room.
Fuchs held Molka in the hallway, and Jäger entered the room with the general. The room appeared to be a first-aid station with shelves holding various medications, boxed bandages and field dressings, and a counter with a sink.
Jäger washed his hands, dried them on paper towels, put on sterilized gloves, and opened a plastic tube holding a DNA swab. “Open your mouth wide, please, general.”
The general grunted. “I will not. I have accepted you are leading me to horrible torture and agonizing death. All I have left now is my dignity, and I intend to keep it until the very end.”
“I can appreciate that, general. But having me put you in a chokehold while Ernst pries your mouth open—in front of this young woman nonetheless—would be much less dignified than opening your mouth wide for a few seconds.”
The general grunted again, opened his mouth wide, and allowed the swabbing. Jäger sealed the swab back in the plastic tube and handed it to Fuchs.
Fuchs departed back down the hallway in the direction from which they came.
Jäger addressed Molka and the general again. “You will now be taken to a holding cell. I apologize that the conditions there are not the best. But I have requested they give you all the comforts possible.” He pointed further down the hallway. “That way, please.”
They moved to the hallway’s end at a large arched opening covered by riveted steel plating with a windowless, handle-less, steel door in the center.
Jäger approached a keypad mounted on the wall to the door’s left and punched in a six-digit code. A metallic clank sounded, and the door cracked open.
Jäger needed two hands to pull the meter-thick door open enough to allow them access. “Come inside, please.”
Molka and the general entered onto the landing of a stone staircase lit by naked bulbs.
“Down the stairs, please,” Jäger said. “And watch your step, please.”
Molka went first, followed by the general, followed by Jäger.
The steps descended through six more landings and ended at a cavernous, musty scented, fluorescent lighted, stone-walled space that probably served as a powder magazine in earlier times.
Three jail cell-sized cages waited at the space’s far end.
A lone prisoner sat on a cot in the right-side cell: Uri.
Along the room’s left side lay another much larger cage.
Inside it, seven pretty young women wearing traditional dresses sat around a small table and gaped at the new arrivals.
A camouflage uniformed and pistol armed guard sat at a small desk in the center. He stood and waited for the group to reach him.
Jäger spoke to the guard in Turkish.
The guard removed a set of keys from the desktop and unlocked and opened the door to the cell holding Uri.
Jäger addressed Molka. “Please join your partner.”
Molka entered the cell, and the guard locked the door behind her.
Molka exchanged glances with an anxious Uri.
He had removed his light blue windbreaker, and his shoes lay under the cot.
Jäger spoke to the guard in Turkish again.
The guard unlocked the center cell and opened the door.
Jäger addressed the general. “Please step inside, general.”
The general did, and the guard then locked the door behind him and returned to his seat at the desk.
Jäger produced a black, folding tactical knife from his pocket, opened it, and addressed Molka. “Put your back to the bars, and I will cut your hands loose.
Molka complied while viewing the surroundings. All three cells contained a single military-type cot, an open toilet, and a wall-mounted sink.
Jäger cut the flex-cuffs from her wrists and moved to do the same for the general.
Jäger spoke to the guard in Turkish once more.
The guard pulled a two-way radio from his pocket and spoke into it.
Jäger addressed the general. “I requested that they bring some water and something to eat.”
The general ignored him, sat on his cot, and took out a cigar.
Jäger looked to Molka. “I also requested another cot for you.” He turned to leave.
Molka moved to the bars and called after Jäger. “I have a question for you, captain.”
Jäger turned back. “Yes?”
“Once you secured the general, you could have let me go or just killed me. Why take the trouble of bringing me to this dungeon?”
Jäger smiled. “The dungeon is what they call this place too. But to answer your question, the master of this fortress requested your presence.”
“Ha. I figured you as a skilled mercenary warrior. Not an errand boy to a criminal.”
Jäger’s smile faded at Molka’s insult. “We prefer to be called private military contractors, but unfortunately for you, you became part of my working agreement with Rivin.”
“You traded me to him?”
“In a manner of speaking. Anything else?”
“Yes. My name is Molka. What’s yours?”
“Reinhold Jäger.”
“I’ll remember that. And maybe one day, I’ll come visit you.”
Jäger smiled again. “If you do, I would love to invite you to the finest restaurant in Munich for a lavish dinner with its dashing and debonair gentleman owner. Me.”
Molka watched Jäger turn and go back upstairs.
When he vanished from sight, Uri spoke to Molka’s back in Hebrew. “Great! You got yourself and Ibis captured by a damn mercenary! And I suppose he’s going to turn the general back over to the general’s people?”
“Yes,” Molka said.
“Nice going, security specialist!”
Molka spun on him. “Hey, you got yourself captured before me, team leader!”
“Because you left me unguarded!”
“I left you unguarded because you assured me the men in those vehicles had to be Tariq and Zoran the Great’s fighters.”
“Let’s not debate the blame now,” Uri said, waving his hands dismissively. “Because we need to prepare for the rescue team. They’ll probably cut the power when they arrive. So when the lights go out, we should all lay flat on the floor with our hands spread palms down in a non-threatening manner. We don’t want to get hit by friendly fire.”
Molka shook her head. “What rescue team?”
“Obviously, before you were captured, you contacted Azzur about my abduction. He will arrange a rescue mission.” Uri stood and paced the cell. “They’ll probably send your old unit, thee Unit.” He stopped pacing, sat back on the cot, and viewed Molka with a self-assured sneer. “And how embarrassing will it be for you when your old comrades find you here?”
“Uri, I didn’t break task communication security to contact Azzur.”
Uri sprung to his feet. “What! Why?”
“Because I was told by Tariq that Rivin was already negotiating with our country to get you back. But Tariq has flipped on us, so I’m not sure what Rivin has planned.”
“I know Tariq has flipped,” Uri said. “He’s the one who told me last night that the general’s country is going to pay Rivin a large amount for a very high-value Israeli operative.”
Molka’s eyebrows rose. “Oh, really? Does Rivin have a very high-value Israeli operative to sell them, then?”
Uri smirked. “Very funny. But I wouldn’t be joking about this if I were you because you’re probably getting sold to them too. And do you have any idea what his country’s secret police will do to us?”
Molka addressed the general in English. “General, if we are also turned over to your country’s secret police, what will they do to us?”
The general puffed smoke toward the ceiling. “It is best if you do not know until they do it.”
Uri flopped face down on the cot. “Oh my god, that sounds horrible.”
Molka sat on the floor across from him with her back to the bars and reached behind her head and tugged on the base of her ponytail. “That bastard, Tariq. I’m going to put a boot into his pretty man face the first chance I get.”
Uri turned anguished eyes toward Molka. “Save the warrior bravado and just accept the truth.”
“Which is?”
“Certainly, you know we’re both doomed?”
“I only know one thing for certain.” Molka glared toward the staircase. “Nothing is decided until it’s decided.”




CHAPTER 26

An hour into captivity, Molka still sat on the floor.
The general and Uri both dozed on their cots.
Molka checked her watch: 4:07PM. They should have landed back in Cyprus hours ago. How long before Azzur became concerned?
Three more Rivin men entered the dungeon and arrived at the guard’s desk. They all stared at Molka, made comments, and laughed.
It was bad enough she had likely been sold to a target country’s secret police to be tortured to death, but to be harassed like an animal in a cage from a bunch of uncaged animals was proving to be too much.
Molka leaped to her feet, pushed her face through the bars, and screamed her best warrior scream at them.
They stopped smiling and laughing and recoiled.
The general and Uri jerked awake.
Molka continued her menacing scream.
The men screamed back at her in jest.
The seven girls in the cell across the room watched with terrified expressions.
Molka continued her scream.
Rivin and Tariq stepped off the staircase and entered the dungeon.
His men silenced and stood at attention.
Molka stopped screaming.
Rivin fast-walked to his men and yelled in Turkish.
The men offered meek replies.
Rivin yelled at them again.
The three newcomers ran upstairs, and the guard took his seat.
Rivin moved before Molka, with Tariq at his side, and smiled at her.
She found his unibrow more cringe-worthy than his facial scar.
Rivin stared at Molka and spoke.
Tariq translated to Molka. “This is Rivin, ‘The Red Lion,’master of ‘The Red Lion’s Den.’ He welcomes you and apologizes for the rude treatment by his men.”
Molka stared silently.
Rivin spoke again.
Tariq translated to Molka. “Shortly, you will be taken upstairs to more comfortable quarters where his most trusted man, Omar, will see to your needs and make sure no one else bothers you.”
Molka stared silently.
Rivin spoke again.
Tariq translated to Molka. “Rivin says he will come to see you again later tonight.”
Molka stared silently.
Rivin turned and headed back upstairs.
Tariq trailed him.
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Three flights into their ascent from the dungeon, Tariq said, “Are you putting her in Jhara’s old room?”
“What do you know of Jhara?” Rivin said.
“Your men told me about her time here.”
“I told my men to keep their mouths shut about that. But you have a way of making men open their mouths, don’t you? It’s a useful talent. That’s why I’m keeping you around. For now. But don’t forget, you step outside these walls, and the old man from Mucize will be waiting to unleash vengeance on you.”
“Thank you for allowing me your protection,” Tariq said. “And I’m glad to be of service. But if you’re putting her in Jhara’s old room, are you also going to treat her like you treated Jhara?”
“I will do with her as I please when I please.”
“Understood,” Tariq said. “I translated to her as you asked. Can we talk about my money now?”
Rivin grinned at Tariq over his shoulder. “What money?”




CHAPTER 27

Fifteen minutes after Rivin’s departure, two more of his men arrived in the dungeon. Both carried AK-47s. The desk guard removed Molka from the cell, and the two new men handcuffed her before escorting her upstairs.
Uri and the general watched without comment.
They had their own depressing fates to ponder.
Molka’s escorts kept their eyes, comments, and hands to themselves as they led her down another hallway lined with closed doors.
They stopped her at the second from the last door at the end, which contained double deadbolts. One man opened it. The other man stepped back and pointed his rifle at Molka, and the first man removed the handcuffs from her and pushed her inside.
The door closed and locked behind her.
Molka put her ear to the door and listened. She couldn’t hear retreating footsteps. She put her shoulder into the door and pushed.
No give.
She stepped back and fired a hard side kick into the door.
No give.
She stepped back again and fired a harder side kick into the door.
No give.
Her probing proved the door to be extra-thick wood secured with two deadbolts deep-set into concrete walls.
She couldn’t force it open.
But even if she could, how could she escape a fortress filled with armed men?
Molka viewed her new cell, which played more like a femininely decorated bedroom.
Pleasant pastel walls complemented by a pleasant pastel rug and pleasant pastel bedding on a queen-size bed topped with many pleasant pastel pillows.
A little barred over glass window beside the bed appeared to be a more recent addition cut into the thick blockhouse wall. Molka moved to it and looked out across the interior yard.
Next, she opened a small door on the room’s opposite side and found a small bathroom, which also featured pleasant pastels.
A well-timed discovery.
Molka washed her hands after making use of the toilet when two hard knocks sounded on the door. She dried her hands on a pastel towel, stepped from the bathroom.
Now what?
The door unlocked and opened to the biggest bald man Molka had ever seen.
Maybe one of the biggest men she had ever seen, period.
His height equaled the towering Fuchs, but he was much thicker. His muscled bulk filled a black warm-up suit. And enormous black sneakers held him upright. His brown complected face placed him at about age 30.
He viewed Molka and spoke in Arabic accented English. “I am Omar. I speak good English.”
“I’m Molka. And yes, you do.”
“I want you to know, although I work in this place, I do not agree with trading human beings for money.”
“Good to know,” Molka said. “And it makes you the rare exception here.”
Omar smiled. “I hope you will be comfortable here in Jhara’s old room.”
“It’s a very comfortable room. Who’s Jhara?”
“Someone who used to live here.” Omar’s face saddened a bit. “A friend.”
Molka dialed up a, ‘let’s be friends too’ smile. “Hopefully, we can be friends too.”
Omar smiled back. “I will go get you something to eat now.”
“Oooo…food!” Molka did little excited hops. “Now I know we’re going to be friends, Omar.”
Omar smiled again and exited, locking the door behind him.
He likes me already.
I can use that to my advantage.
As Azzur said, always look to recruit useful assets.




CHAPTER 28

Jäger stood outside the blockhouse, ignoring Rivin’s men scrambling around the interior yard and held a satphone to his ear.
He clicked off the call. “Damn.”
He dialed another. “Ernst, get back here…No…The border crossing is unavailable…Right.”
He clicked off again and focused on the commotion before him.
Rivin’s men in the dozens—geared for combat—swarmed around their vehicles.
Ammunition was being loaded into the technicals for their bed-mounted weapons, and cans of fuel poured into all.
Rivin exited the blockhouse also geared for action and wearing a red keffiyeh to match his men. He held an MPT-76 assault rifle and a two-way radio.
Jäger approached Rivin. “I have a worrisome problem.”
Rivin shrugged. “What man doesn’t?”
“Our friends on the other side of the border just informed me that a large Turkish Army mechanized unit is now bivouacked less than one kilometer from our crossing point.”
“I know,” Rivin said. “My scouts watched them arrive this morning. The Turks do that from time to time to show our friends their flag, flex their muscles, and let them know they could invade any time they wish.”
“Then how will we get the general’s sample across the border tonight?”
“You won’t. But the Turks never stay in that area for more than 48-hours. Just wait them out here.”
Jäger frowned. “Just wait them out here?”
“Yes. Or…you and Fuchs can go to the refugee camp and stay at my brothel. All beautiful, fresh teenage girls. Get drunk and lay with them…or lay with all of them. I will tell them you are my guests, and you will be well taken care of, I can assure you.”
Jäger frowned again. “I planned on being back in Munich by tomorrow night. I hate being away from my restaurant for more than a few hours, let alone a few days.”
“We all have our worrisome problems. Now, if you’ll excuse me, your worrisome problem is my great opportunity.”
“How so?” Jäger said.
“Our friends on the other side of the border will be preoccupied watching that Turkish mechanized unit. This means they won’t be watching another smaller crossing point 10-kilometers away. The smugglers know this too and will try and push as much through as they can tonight.” Rivin grinned. “And I will be waiting there to take all of it from them.”




CHAPTER 29

Molka peered out her room’s little barred window and counted 26 vehicles leaving “The Red Lion’s Den” in a single line: 17 SUVs and 9 technicals. Each one transported at least four men, which meant over 100 left the fortress.
Must be something big.
Two knocks sounded on the door. It unlocked and opened to Omar. He entered carrying a small folding table with a wooden tray atop it, holding a big, covered bowl, spoon, cloth napkin, and small teapot and drinking glass.
Molka smiled. “Yeh! Food!”
Omar kicked the door closed behind him and placed the table next to the bed. “Jhara liked to sit on the edge and eat from the table. Would that be acceptable for you?”
“Omar, if you threw my food against the wall and I had to lick it off, it would be acceptable at this point.”
Omar chuckled. “Please come sit.”
Molka sat on the bed’s edge.
Omar moved the table in front of her. “I made this for you personally and hope you will enjoy it. The old cook who works here does not make food fit for a lady.”
Molka looked down at the covered bowl. “What is it?”
“It’s a local dish. Kind of a lamb stew.” Omar removed the lid.
Molka viewed the thick, chunky brown concoction.
Omar said, “I can guarantee you it tastes much better than it looks.”
“I hope so. Because this looks more like lamb poo than lamb stew.”
Omar chuckled again. “Humor in the face of extreme adversity shows extreme character.”
“Or extreme lunacy,” Molka said.
“I’ll be back in about 30 minutes to pick up these things.”
“Ok. Thank you, Omar.”
Wait. Always look to recruit useful assets, Molka.
“Wait,” Molka said. “I wanted to ask you what happened to Jhara?”
Omar stopped and turned. “Rivin got rid of her after she refused to give herself to him.”
“She was able to fight him off, eh?”
“No, he took her almost every night.” Omar put his massive hand over his heart. “But Jhara refused to give herself to him in here. So he put her to work in his brothel.”
Molka patted the bed beside her. “Please sit with me while I eat so I can give you my opinion of your cooking.”
Omar did.
Molka picked up the spoon from the tray and took a big stew bite.
Omar viewed her with hopeful eyes. “Yes?”
Molka nodded. “Mmm…yes!”
Omar smiled.
Molka swallowed. “Who are those girls in the dungeon?”
“Rivin calls them his harem. I look after them too.”
Molka swallowed another bite. “His harem. That’s disgusting.”
“Yes, but they are more than playthings to him. They were all abducted by him from Zoran the Great’s domain. And keeping them gives him a sense of power over the great man he could never achieve in battle.”
Molka wiped her mouth on the napkin. “Don’t take this the wrong way because you feed me, and we’re becoming good friends, but why would a kind, thoughtful, strong man like you want to work with a weak, deranged animal like Rivin?”
“You keep eating, and I will tell you my story.”
Molka smiled and dug back into the stew.
“I come from across the border,” Omar said. “Not the border to which you are going, the other border attached to this country. My family is very poor, and the jobs are very few.”
“Eight years ago, my father agreed to smuggle a small amount of narcotics into this country for Rivin. My father was not proud to do this, but six starving children made him do things he is not proud of.”
“My father was stopped by the border police. He managed to escape them, but he lost the narcotics Rivin had already paid for. Rivin came to our home with his men and many guns. He threatened to kill me and all my brothers and sisters in front of my parents unless my father made good on the debt he owed. But my father could never pay that amount back.”
“So Rivin took me instead. Now I must stay here and work for Rivin until he decides my father’s debt is repaid.”
Moka swallowed. “And you’ve been here eight years?”
“Yes.”
“How much longer will it take to repay the debt?”
“I do not believe Rivin will ever consider the debt as repaid.”
Molka nodded. “And that’s why Rivin also considers you his most trusted man. He’s holding the lives of your family over your head to keep your loyalty. For life.”
Omar’s face showed resignation. “Yes. I am a prisoner here as much as you are.”
Molka swallowed the last stew bite, wiped her mouth on the napkin, exhaled, and smiled. “You were right. It did taste much better than it looked. Much, much, much, better.”
Omar smiled again. “I am so happy you enjoyed it. Would you like to take a walk in the yard around the interior walls before you sleep? Jahra and I would do this. I still do every evening. I find walking in the fresh air before bed helps me to relax.”
“Is that allowed for me? I don’t want to get you in trouble.”
“It will be fine. When Rivin is away, I am in charge of the garrison in ‘The Red Lion’s Den.’ A great responsibility to uphold since this fortress has never fallen to an outside attack in its 1,300-year history?”
“Wow,” Molka said. “That is an impressive responsibility. I saw many men leaving. Where are they going?”
“To do the things such men do in the dead of night.”
“And how big is the garrison left here you’re in charge of?”
“That would be me, a single guard on the front gate, a single guard on the walls, the old cook, and a single guard looking after the dungeon hostages.” Omar grinned. “I was only being playful. The responsibility of the garrison when Rivin is away with his men is not that great. Now may I ask you a question?”
“Of course,” Molka said.
“How do you plan on escaping?”
Molka’s eyebrows rose. “Why do you think I’m going to try and escape?”
“Because you have humor in the face of extreme adversity and because you have a healthy appetite. These are two things which tell me you have not accepted your fate.”
Molka smiled. “You’re right. I haven’t. Because I’m counting on you letting me go.”
Omar frowned. “Molka, I wish I could. But my family would pay a horrible price.”
“I understand.” Molka poured herself a glass of the hot sweet tea and took a sip. “Well, with that option off the table, obviously getting out of a locked room and then getting out of a guarded fortress is not ideal. So my one chance to escape is when they take me to the border. I’ll make a move then. There’s no way I’m crossing that border. Not alive, anyway.”
Omar’s face saddened. “I truly hope it does not come to that.”
“Thanks. I would like to take that walk now, my friend.”




CHAPTER 30

Tariq entered the blockhouse’s common room to find Jäger sitting at a table watching a German football match on the big screen.
Tariq sat across from him. “Good evening.”
Jäger frowned. “Is it evening already? It is hard to tell inside this concrete tomb.”
“Yes, it’s already dark and ‘The Red Lion’ is out on the hunt.”
Jäger frowned again. “And I am stuck in his den.”
“I heard you and Fuchs will be staying for a few more days.”
“Regrettably.”
“I’ve known a few men in your profession, and they usually get a nice, guaranteed fee upfront. If this type of indefinite delay had happened, they would leave and move onto the next job.”
“Unfortunately, I do not have that option.”
Tariq grinned. “On the good side, I also understand Rivin has given you and Fuchs VIP access to all the beautiful teenage girls at his brothel in the refugee camp.”
Jäger used a remote to mute the television gone to postgame commentary. “I never take my enjoyment until I take care of my business.”
Tariq grinned again. “Well, I’m sure Fuchs will gladly enjoy your share.”
“Ernst Fuchs would never even consider going to such a place.”
“Oh, he’s a virtuous man?”
“In our line of work?” Jäger raised a sarcastic eyebrow. “Not possible. He just does not want to have any friendly or intimate contact with indigs.”
“What are indigs?” Tariq said.
“The indigenous people. The locals.”
Tariq nodded. “So he has racial issues.”
“No. The only people he really hates are the Russians. And that is because several of his relatives are still buried there in lost unmarked graves from the Second World War.”
“Then what’s his issue with indigenous people?” Tariq said.
“During our special forces service, we did 18 months in Afghanistan together. Our zone was supposed to be relatively quiet. The Americans got all the shit areas. But it was their war. Our job was to train indigs into police officers.”
“The men they sent us to train had to be approved by certain government officials in Kabul. A government which at that time set a new standard for corruption.”
“The first class we graduated went off to their assignment in an area north of us. Then one morning, about a month later, we received a distress call from them that they were pinned down by a superior force of insurgents and needed help. Our 15-man unit choppered up there.”
“When we arrived, our friends in distress quickly melted away, and we found ourselves surrounded and caught in a classic ambush. We called for air support. The Americans sent an A-10. Thank goodness for the A-10. We were able to be extracted but had two killed and four wounded. The men who died were very close to Ernst.”
“Obviously, we had been set up by our former trainees. Most likely for money or ideological reasons. They claimed they only withdrew to a better cover position. We knew better. We filed a formal complaint with the Kabul government officials, who promised there would be a thorough investigation. They concluded these friends of ours did not act improperly. Preposterous, of course. We later learned most of them were related to the officials who did the investigation.”
“Ernst was enraged and heartbroken. And not just by the loss of his two friends. Also, by the betrayal of the indigenous people he’d trained and grew to admire and respect. Something changed in him after that. A coldness came over him. He was never the same.”
“Not long after that, it came to my attention Ernst had recruited several men for an unauthorized operation. They would disguise themselves as insurgents, carry captured insurgent weapons, and pay our old friends a visit at their police station one night and make sure none of them woke up the next morning.”
“I canceled the operation, quietly, as I did not want Ernst to be brought up on charges. But I also, quietly, and behind Ernst’s back, requested he be sent home and recommended for an early discharge. He was sent home and given an early discharge for medical reasons.”
Jäger gazed past Tariq and rubbed the back of his neck with his right hand. “Ernst knew I was behind his discharge. He said he understood my reasonings. But I do not believe he has ever forgiven me for it. Or ever will, for that matter.” His eyes refocused on Tariq. “But enough old soldier stories. How goes your dilemma?”
“My dilemma is your dilemma. Until the general’s DNA sample gets confirmed, Rivin said the money will stay secured in his safe.”
“And if it is confirmed, he will give the money to you?”
“Of course not,” Tariq said.
“Then what will you do?”
“I’m not sure yet.”
Jäger smiled. “You impressed me today.”
“I did?”
“Yes. Very few men have stood that close to Ernst in a threatening manner and lived to tell the tale. You were very courageous at that moment.”
Tariq’s face hardened. “Killing those men was wrong. You should have done something about that.”
Jäger’s face hardened. “Killing those men was tragic and not the outcome I wanted. But they were armed combatants with a mission to safeguard the general. They should have employed advanced scouting. They should have been more cautious. You all walked within two meters of our concealment spot on the hill leading to that ravine. Those ghillie suits are very good camouflage systems but not infallible to the vigilant eye. Those four men failed themselves.”
Tariq’s hard face fell to resignation. “Maybe you’re right. Although, it sounds like you’re trying to rationalize to yourself as much as you are to me.” His eyes viewed the silent television screen. “But if I was really courageous at that moment, I would have shot Fuchs in the head.”
Jäger smiled. “Let us change to a less threatening subject, like idle gossip. Do you not think it a shame about what Rivin has decided to do with the Israeli woman? Very pretty. Very spirited.”
Tariq looked back to Jäger. “Yes, I hope her people have some captured operatives from that country they can exchange for her.”
“Then you have not heard the latest,” Jäger said. “Rivin’s decided to keep her as his personal concubine and then when he is done with her, put her to work in his refugee camp brothel. What do you think of that?”
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Omar opened his bedroom door to a knock.
Tariq waited in the hallway. “Omar, my friend.”
“Tariq, my friend.”
“How are you on this night?”
“I am well.”
Tariq smiled. “And how is your beautiful new woman prisoner?”
“She went to bed.”
“May we talk a moment? In private?”
Omar nodded. “Of course, my friend. Please come in.”
Tariq entered the room, and Omar shut the door behind him.
“What do you think of the two Germans?” Tariq said.
“The captain is quiet, professional, polite. The tall one, though, he is…not a nice man. He is very dismissive.”
“That’s Fuchs and a very good description. When he turned in his weapon, did he also give you a Glock?”
“Yes,” Omar said.
“He took that from me, and I would very much like it back.”
“Are you leaving?”
“No,” Tariq said. “I’m staying, which is why I want it. I may be a guest here, but I’m not sure how welcome I am. Could you get it for me?”
“My friend, you know Rivin requires all weapons to be secured in the armory unless you are leaving ‘The Red Lion’s Den’ for an operation or are on guard duty.”
“I know about his paranoia. Perhaps we can make a deal between friends, though. Did you enjoy that bottle of Arak I brought you a couple weeks ago?”
Omar smiled. “It gave me great comfort, my friend. Thank you again.”
Tariq’s face teased with an ultra-charismatic smile “How about if I sneak over to the camp now, get another bottle, and bring it to you. We can drink together, and you can tell me stories about your days as a great young wrestler. And at the end of the night, if my Glock happens to be sitting on that dresser, and I take it with me when I leave, who will be the wiser, my friend?”
Omar smiled again. “Make it two bottles, my friend.”




CHAPTER 31

Was I dreaming?
I swear I heard the door unlock.
Molka looked toward the door in her darkened room.
It opened a crack.
She tossed back the covers and sat up. “Omar?”
No answer.
The door opened further.
“Omar?”
No answer.
A male form stepped into the room.
Much too small for Omar.
Rivin come to rape her?
Not without a fight!
Molka leaped from the bed—clothed except for boots and socks—took one big step, and launched a flying side kick at the intruder.
She connected with his chest.
The intruder groaned and crumbled backward to the floor.
Molka advanced and readied herself to strike again.
The intruder threw up defensive hands. “No, Molka. It’s Tariq.”
Molka moved to the light switch and clicked it.
Tariq, still dressed sharply in his white turtleneck, black pants, and black leather jacket, lay on his back.
Molka sighed. “Sneaking into my room while I sleep. Really?”
Tariq shook his head. “You don’t understand why I’m here.”
Molka smirked. “I think I do.”
“You’re wrong.” Tariq stood, winced, and eased the door shut. “I’m letting you go.”
“Go where?”
“Wherever you want, away from here. Rivin’s gone on a raid. Maybe Zoran the Great will still help you if you go to him and tell him what really happened in that ravine.”
“I saw Rivin and his men leaving earlier,” Molka said. “Do you know when they’ll be back?”
“Not until after daylight. So you’ll have some time to get past the two guards. One on the wall and one on the gate. I left a scooter for you outside the wall lying next to the bottom of the ramp.”
Molka moved to the door, cracked it open, peered into the hallway, and eased the door shut. “Where’s Omar?”
“He’s passed out dead drunk in his room across the hall.”
“Jäger and his partner?”
“Asleep in separate rooms down the hall.”
“When are they taking the general out?”
“It will be at least a few more days,” Tariq said. “A Turkish army unit is camped out near their border crossing point. They haven’t even sent the general’s DNA sample across yet.”
Molka checked her watch: 11:56PM. She moved to the bed, sat on its edge, and pulled her socks from her boots on the floor beside it. She started to put on her right sock but paused and viewed Tariq. “Why do I suspect this is another trick? You let me out of this room, I walk out there, and get shot.”
Tariq held his hands up. “No trick. Like I told you, I did what I did because of my horrible situation, and I had a momentary moment of moral weakness. But if you were in my position, tell me you wouldn’t have done the same?”
Molka pulled on her right sock. “I’m not sure what I would’ve done.”
“I checked on the general and Uri earlier. Uri thinks I’m just a paid informer for Rivin. You didn’t tell him about what I actually did. Why not?”
“I didn’t have time,” Molka said.
Uri nodded. “I admit, having you become Rivin’s hostage and getting ransomed back to your people was nasty of me, but I could live with that. And then when I heard he decided to sell you to the general’s country’s secret police, I told myself, well…you’re a warrior, you knew the risks of this job. And I could live with that too.”
Molka pulled on her left sock. “Then what exactly changed your mind?”
“I found out tonight that Rivin now wants to keep you here until he’s done with you and then put you to work in a brothel he runs. That I couldn’t live with.”
Molka put on her right boot and tied it, put on her left boot and tied it, and stood. “I shouldn’t thank you. But I do.”
Tariq pulled his Glock from his jacket pocket and handed it to Molka. “You’ll need this.”
Molka grinned. “Ok, now I think I might be falling in love with you.”
Tariq smiled. “Seriously?”
Molka smirked. “Never in this lifetime, pretty man.” She released the weapon’s mag, inspected it, and reinserted it. Do you know what they did with the satphone Uri had?”
“It’s probably in the same place as the one they took from me, in the refugee camp. Rivin also runs a store there selling things he steals.”
Molka frowned. “Darn. I assume you’ll be leaving too?”
“I can’t leave for the foreseeable future,” Tariq said. “Because Zoran the Great will want to discuss his missing money with me.”
“And that discussion will not end well for you. Where is his missing money?”
“Locked in a safe in Rivin’s room waiting for his crooked banker from Ankara to arrive and deposit it in his crooked bank. What’s your plan?”
Molka moved to the door, cracked it open again, and took another peek down the hallway. “First, go get the general and Uri and release those girls. And then figure out how to get us past those two guards outside.”
“You can’t free the general or Uri or those poor girls. Because you can’t karate kick or shoot that massive steel blast door open that leads down to the dungeon. And I don’t have the code.”
Molka eased the door closed and frowned again. “I was just going to ask you that. You know, it’s not going to take Rivin long to figure out you unlocked that door for me.”
“That’s why I’m going to tell him I did it. For the reason you suspected me of. But using your superior warrior skills, you knocked me out and got away.”
“I think he’ll still be pretty upset.”
“Incensed,” Tariq said. “But he’ll understand. I’ve been drinking, and a man gets lonely in a fortress. That’s why he keeps his harem downstairs. He’ll slap me around a little, but he’ll get over it quick.”
Molka’s eyebrows rose. “If you say so. Ok. Here I go.”
“I just need one small favor before you leave.”
“What?”
“Hit me in the face,” Tariq said.
“Hit you?”
“Yes. Hard enough to leave a mark that will convince Rivin you knocked me out. Can you do that?”
A smile creased Molka’s lips. “I can try.”
“Good luck tonight. I mean that. I know you can make it out of here. You have too.”
“I’ll do my best. Ready?”
Tariq put his hands to his sides, raised his chin, and closed his eyes. “Ready.”
Molka stepped back and fired a no-nonsense roundhouse at Tariq. Her boot connected with the right side of his face.
He dropped unconscious to the floor.
Molka inspected her work.
Ouch.
Not as pretty now.
But that should definitely convince Rivin.




CHAPTER 32

Molka soft-stepped into the dark hallway holding the Glock at the ready.
She closed the door behind her, locked the double deadbolts, and moved past the other closed doors until she reached the hallway’s end, where it intersected another hallway running perpendicular.
She paused.
The blockhouse exit lay to her right.
The door to the dungeon lay to her left.
Conscience took her to the left.
She reached the massive dungeon door and tried to pry it open
Useless.
She moved to the lock keypad and—just for the, “you never know,” factor—typed in 1-2-3-4-5-6.
Nothing.
She typed in 6-5-4-3-2-1.
Nothing.
Sorry general.
Sorry Uri.
Sorry girls.
Molka backtracked, reached the blockhouse door, cracked it open, peeked out, and viewed the gate about 50 meters away.
Just to the gate’s left sat a little, square-shaped, concrete guard shack she had not noticed before. The shack featured glass view slots in every direction and an overhead light inside illuminating the back of a red keffiyeh on a seated guard’s head.
Molka assessed.
The shack’s position abutting the south wall’s interior allowed the guard unlimited view of the interior wall to his right.
But the interior wall to his left would be a blind spot for him.
A careless design flaw.
Then again, a fortress is supposed to keep people out, not keep people in.
Her first goal would be to cross the thankfully dimly lit yard without the shack guard seeing her, get into his blind spot against the interior wall to his left, locate the guard patrolling the wall tops, and then decide how to proceed.
Molka crouch-ran straight ahead, keeping her eyes on the shack guard’s keffiyeh. It never turned in her direction, and she reached the interior wall about 10 meters from the shack and put her back to it.
She took a relief breath and scanned the wall tops.
South wall above her, clear.
North wall across from her, clear.
East wall to her left, clear.
West wall to her right…occupied.
The guard atop the wall sat on the parapet with his back to Molka about 40 meters from her position.
Alright.
Before he turns around, takedown the gate guard and slip out.
Molka held the Glock at her right side, pressed her back tight against the rough 500-year-old brickwork, and used side steps to ease toward the guard shack.
Directly across from her, Fuchs stepped out from the blockhouse wearing only his white undershorts. He held his pipe and tobacco pouch and leaned next to the door.
Molka was eight meters from the guard shack.
Fuchs removed tobacco from the pouch and packed his pipe.
Molka was six meters from the guard shack.
Fuchs placed the pipe in his mouth and lit it.
Molka was four meters from the guard shack.
Fuchs puffed and expelled a face-covering smoke cloud.
Molka was two meters from the guard shack.
The smoke cloud cleared from Fuchs’ face.
Molka was one meter from the guard shack.
Fuchs spied Molka.
He looked to the shack guard.
The enclosed shack guard might not hear a warning yell.
He looked up at the cigarette smoking wall guard.
Fuchs yelled at the wall guard:
“Alarm!”
“Alarm!”
“Alarm!”
Molka’s eyes flashed to Fuchs and up to the wall guard.
The startled wall guard stood and looked down to Fuchs.
Fuchs pointed vigorously at Molka:
“Prisoner escaping!”
“Prisoner escaping!”
“Prisoner escaping!”
The wall guard spotted Molka and readied his weapon.
Molka aimed at the wall guard and fired.
The wall guard fell and smacked the yard gravel: dead.
Molka spun fast and fired a shot toward Fuchs.
The shot hit wide against the blockhouse wall.
Fuchs dove behind the blockhouse door.
The shocked gate guard stepped from the guard shack.
He viewed the dead wall guard.
He viewed Molka.
He tried to unshoulder his weapon.
Molka aimed and fired.
The gate guard fell dead.
Molka entered the guard shack.
Fuchs peered out the blockhouse door.
Molka turned the key on the control panel to open the gate.
Fuchs dropped his pipe, burst from the blockhouse, and sprinted toward the guard shack.
The gate began a slow slide to the right.
Molka stepped from the shack and waited for room to exit.
Her back was to Fuchs fast approach.
The gate was almost open enough.
Molka readied to run out.
Fuchs tackled Molka from behind.
She fell hard, fumbling the Glock.
Fuchs tried to pin her arms.
Molka twisted onto her back and fired hammer fists.
Fuchs’ gigantic forearms blocked them.
Molka bucked her hips and tried to leg lock his neck.
Failure.
Fuchs got his arms around Molka.
He pinned her arms to her sides.
With minimal effort, Fuchs rose, lifting Molka with him.
Her boots dangled off the ground.
They stood chest to chest, face to face.
Fuchs glared at Molka.
Molka squirmed to free herself.
Pointless.
Fuchs squeezed her with incredible force.
Her breath snuffed out.
Her lungs began to collapse.
Fuchs smiled at her.
Molka couldn’t take much more.
Fight an animal like an animal!
Molka tipped her head forward and chomped into Fuchs’ large nose.
Fuchs bellowed.
Molka locked her jaw and yanked at cartilage.
Fuchs bellowed again and his grip slackened.
Molka released the bite and fell to the ground.
She thudded on her side and gasped for air.
Fuchs screamed in rage, grabbed Molka’s ponytail, yanked her up, and slung her into the guard shack.
Molka’s arms blocked most of the force.
But she played hurt and stayed down.
He’s too strong.
Can’t fight him off for long.
One final chance.
Fuchs touched his wounded nose and pulled away blood-covered fingers. “Now you die, bitch!”
Fuchs stomped toward Molka.
Molka sprung to her feet.
Her recovery and quickness stunned him.
He hesitated.
Lightning-swift, Molka launched her body forward, secured a neck clinch on Fuchs, pulled his head down, and fired rapid knees strikes into his groin.
Bullseye.
Fuchs moaned and sunk to his knees.
He absorbed Molka’s first side kick to the head.
Her second to his temple he could not sustain.
Fuchs fell over unconscious.
Molka spit out Fuchs’ salty-hot blood, wiped her mouth on her sleeve, retrieved the Glock, and viewed her victim’s bloodied face.
Shoot him?
No. He came at me unarmed.
She ran through the gate, ran down the ramp, found a white scooter laying on its side at the bottom, righted it, got on, started it, and sped full throttle into the darkness on the dirt road.
When Molka reached the turnoff heading toward Mucize, she stopped.
What do I do now?
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CHAPTER 33

“Molka, wake up.”
Molka slept sitting with her back to the Mucize’s clinic’s door. The white scooter sat parked beside her on the sidewalk. And behind the scooter, four villagers stood lined up waiting for the nurse to arrive.
Molka opened her eyes to Zilan’s distressed face glowing from the rising sun. “You shouldn’t have come here.”
Molka rose. “I didn’t know where else to go. Can you help me?”
“I don’t think so.”
“What happened is not what you think. I didn’t have anything to do with killing your father’s fighters or taking his money. I can explain.”
“You should leave.”
“Just let me explain. If you don’t believe me,” Molka pulled the Glock from her waistband and offered it to Zilan, “do what you have to do.”
Zilan took the weapon and spoke to the villagers in their native language and then looked back to Molka. “Come inside.”
Zilan unlocked the door and entered.
Molka followed her, fell into a waiting room chair, reached behind her head and tugged on the base of her ponytail. Her eyes widened, and she stared at the floor. “I escaped, but for what? I can’t go home. I can’t stay here. I failed the task. Uri and the general are going to die. And Azzur’s going to kill me. They killed my little sister. What kind of animal kills a sweet 11-year-old little girl for revenge? You want revenge, come after me, you coward!” Molka bowed her head and put her face in her hands, and whispered. “I’ve failed you, my little Janetta. I’ve failed you, my little Janetta.”
Zilan knelt beside Molka.
Molka continued to whisper:
“I’ve failed you, my little Janetta.”
“I’ve failed you, my little Janetta.”
Zilan placed her hand on Molka’s shoulder.
Molka continued to whisper:
“I’ve failed you, my little Janetta.”
“I’ve failed you, my little Janetta.”
Zilan gently squeezed Molka’s shoulder. “Molka, Molka, Molka, shhh, shhh, shhh, just take deep breaths.”
Molka silenced and looked up at Zilan with tear-filled eyes.
“I’ll get you some water,” Zilan said. “And then I’ll examine your wound.”
“Ok.” Molka wiped her eyes on her sleeve. “Will you listen to me and believe me now?”
“I only believe you have been through much trauma. But out of respect for the debt owed to you by my father and myself, I will listen to you.”
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“Oh, and one more thing,” Molka said. “And I can’t believe I just thought of this!” She sat on the examination table with her shirt still off after receiving a fresh bandage and holding a bottled water.
Zilan sat in a chair across from her with a note pad and pen, writing down Molka’s account of events.
Molka continued. “The weapons I carried fired .40 caliber hollow points and regular 9-millimeter. Your father knows this; I showed him my weapons before the village operation. But that mercenary maniac who killed your father’s fighters used an HK G36 assault rifle, which fires a higher velocity 5.56-millimeter NATO round. Much different wounds. Your father would be able to tell that. So that’s it. What do you think?”
Zilan laid the pad and pen on the counter and frowned. “I’m very disappointed in Tariq.”
“That makes both of us. Although he did help me escape, so I have to give him points for that.”
Zilan focused on the wall behind Molka. “Yes, I suppose he deserves some credit for that.”
“Then, you believe me?”
“Yes.”
Molka exhaled, relieved. “Thank you. I’m sorry about my little anxiety attack earlier. I’ve been under a lot of stress and it all just kind of came pouring out. I’m usually more under control emotionally.”
Zilan focused a stern gaze on Molka. “But as far as your story, what I believe cannot help you. So you have a choice to make, and you must make it right now.”
“What?”
“You can choose to leave here, which I will allow without contacting my father. Or you can come to my father’s house with me and tell him your story.”
Molka hopped from the table and pulled her shirt back on. “If I leave here, I’m not going to get far with your father’s fighters out searching for me and Tariq with, as you said, kill on sight orders.”
“True,” Zilan said.
“On the other hand, if I go to your father’s home and tell him my story and he doesn’t believe me, I probably won’t walk out of his office. Will I?”
“Not likely. Which will you choose?”
Molka smiled. “Take me to Zoran the Great.”




CHAPTER 34

“The Red Lion’s Den”
7:12AM
“And this one is for just now telling me she killed the three men I sent to abduct her instead of one of the old man of Mucize’s units like you first told me!”
Rivin slapped Tariq again hard, adding a split lip to go along with a bloody nose he’d given him, also adding to the red boot sole abrasion on his right cheek and black and purple knot under his right eye from Molka’s earlier kick.
“Sorry.” Tariq kept his head tipped forward so the blood dripping from his nose would not fall on his white turtleneck.
The confession, interrogation, and slapping meeting took place in the interior yard.
Jäger and Fuchs looked on with Fuchs wearing a large white bandage on his injured nose.
In the background, Rivin’s men worked to square away their vehicles and unload their take from the previous night’s thievery.
Rivin shoved Tariq to the gravel. “I’m going to ask you again, how did she get into the armory and get that weapon?”
“How could I know?” Tariq said. “I don’t have access to it. You know that.”
Rivin paced three steps to the left, turned, and paced three steps right, and repeated the maneuver. “So, she killed three of my men by herself and then kicked you in the face and knocked you out like a little bitch and then killed two more of my men and then tried to bite Fuchs’ nose off and then kicked him in the balls and then kicked him in the head and knocked his ass out.”
Fuchs spoke with a pinched nose voice due to his wound and bandage. “She just got lucky. I see her again, the bitch dies.”
Rivin continued his rant to Tariq. “Is she that good, or are we just that bad?”
“Well,” Tariq stood, “she served with an Israeli special forces unit. That’s what they’re trained to do. They’re very dangerous people to be messing with.”
Rivin’s face became more annoyed. “Then why did you get my man Omar drunk and try to fuck her?”
“I couldn’t resist,” Tariq said. “Her beautiful butt mesmerized me. Have you noticed how it has that perfect athletic but feminine shape?” He drew an air outline with his index fingers to illustrate.
Rivin raised his hand to Tariq again.
Tariq flinched.
Rivin pulled his hand away. “You were always such a smart -ass bullshitter. And you still are. You shouldn’t have come back here.”
“Again, I’m sorry,” Tariq said. “And yes, it was my fault you lost one Israeli intelligence operative that you wanted to sell and then decided to keep for yourself. But look on the positive side. You still have one Israeli intelligence operative you can sell left.”
Rivin glared at Tariq and then smiled. “No. You’re wrong about that.”
“Wrong about what?”
“I still have two Israeli intelligence operatives that I can sell.” Rivin pointed his weapon at Tariq. “To the dungeon with you.”
“Hold on a moment,” Fuchs said. “Since he’s fallen out of favor here, I would like to give him a chance to back up his tough talk to me yesterday.”
“Go ahead,” Rivin said. “But take him down to the dungeon and do it. I don’t want the men to see a foreigner beating on him. They really like him for some reason. Omar will open the dungeon door for you.”
Fuchs smiled at Tariq and motioned him toward the blockhouse. “After you, pretty man.”
Tariq walked to the blockhouse with Fuchs on his tail. Fuchs opened the door for him and followed him inside.
Tariq stopped and faced Fuchs. “Before you take me down there and beat me near to death, I have something to tell you.”
Fuchs smirked. “What, your theory about not turning a valuable commodity like a hostage into damaged goods?”
“No—well, yes, there is that—but I also want to tell you something else that you should seriously think about.”
“What?”
“Something that can make you seriously rich.”
“How?”
“Do you have a satphone?”
“Yes,” Fuchs said. “Why?”




CHAPTER 35

Zoran the Great’s Private Office
8:32AM
Zoran the Great sat behind his desk listening.
Zilan sat in a chair next to him, translating.
And Molka sat in a chair facing Zoran, telling him her story in all the details she could recall.
When Molka finished, Zoran spoke.
Zilan translated his words to Molka. “My father says he believes you.”
Molka bowed her head humbly. “Thank you.”
Zilan translated.
Zoran spoke.
Zilan translated to Molka. “My father says he will deal with Tariq’s treachery in due time. My father says he has lost some money, and you have lost a general and a pilot. My father says there are much worse things to be lost in life and that you should go home and find a nice man to marry to raise many healthy children with.”
Molka frowned. “I can’t go back home without the general.”
Zilan translated.
Zoran spoke.
Zilan translated to Molka. “My father says, if that is so, you are welcome to stay here and join his fighters.”
“A tempting offer,” Molka said. “But your father did not mention something else that is lost. That being, seven pretty young women from his domain locked in a cage in a dungeon and being used for the vilest of purposes by Rivin.”
Zilan translated.
Zoran spoke.
Zilan translated to Molka. “My father says he thinks of these poor girls each day and grieves for their situation. And someday, the cowardly dog who took them will pay for it. But unfortunately, he cannot rescue them right now.”
Molka spoke. “In the two hours since I arrived here—and enjoyed another delicious breakfast, thank you—I’ve been thinking. And I’ve come up with a plan to rescue those poor girls, free the general and my pilot, recover the money, and take ‘The Red Lion’s Den.’”
Zilan translated.
Zoran laughed and then spoke.
Zilan translated to Molka. “My father says you possess the bravery and fierceness of a true warrior and the cleverness of a leader, but even these great qualities are not enough to achieve such impossibilities.”
Molka spoke. “When I was imprisoned inside the fortress, I learned that when Rivin goes out on a raid, he takes all but a few of his men.”
Zilan translated.
Zoran spoke.
Zilan translated to Molka. “My father says this is because Rivin is scared when he leaves the fortress and wants to ensure of his safety.”
“I agree,” Molka said. “And that means the fortress is very lightly garrisoned and vulnerable during these times.”
Zilan translated.
Zoran spoke.
Zilan translated to Molka. “My father says, even a small garrison operating the heavy machineguns and heavy mortars from behind those huge walls can hold off a much larger force. My father says he knows this to be true because he and his fighters have attacked that fortress unsuccessfully on two occasions before, both times suffering heavy losses.”
Molka spoke. “In my time serving with the IDF, I witnessed that a good diversion can be a very powerful force multiplier. And that if properly employed, this tactic can overcome seemingly near-impossible odds. And I believe I can suggest just such the diversion we would need.”
Zilan translated.
Zoran spoke.
Zilan translated to Molka. “My father says he is listening.”




CHAPTER 36

“The Red Lion’s Den”
9:51AM
Rivin entered the blockhouse’s common room outfitted for action again, including a red keffiyeh and carrying an assault rifle.
Jäger slouched in a chair wearing a white tee shirt and his khaki cargo pants. His khaki work shirt was draped on the chair back and his cap sat on the table before him. Hatless Fuchs lay on an old couch against the wall also wearing a white tee shirt and his khaki cargo pants.
Both watched another German football match on the big screen.
Rivin viewed them. “You two look beyond bored.”
Jäger answered without looking. “We are.”
“Well, come with us. We’re about to have a lot of fun.”
“What kind of fun?”
Rivin grinned. “The old lion is dead. Long live the young lion.”
Jäger twisted in his seat toward Rivin. “And what does that mean?”
“My informant has just confirmed the old man of Mucize left his stronghold and is heading to the little village of Umut in his domain. The people there are hosting a big ceremony at 11AM to formally thank him for saving their village from smugglers.” Rivin grinned. “And we’re going to crash the party.”
Fuchs kept his eyes on the game. “Didn’t you tell us the last four times you took your 100 against one of his 50-man patrol formations you got a real ass beating.”
Rivin grinned again. “My informant also confirmed that he’s only traveling with a two-vehicle, 8-man bodyguard detail. Apparently, his fighters had a hard time in that village battle, and he wants them to rest and recover.”
“What is your strategy?” Jäger said.
“We’ll ride to Umut, dismount about a half kilometer away, and then quietly encircle it. I want to catch the old man alive so I can take my time killing him.”
“You will deploy a reconnaissance team first, of course.”
Rivin’s face flashed with annoyance. “No need for that. I just told you, he only has 8 men with him.” He moved around Jäger and Fuchs and stood before them. “Thirteen long years I’ve waited for this day.” He pointed to his facial scar. “The old man gave me this for making a simple error that cost a single man his life. He said it would remind me for the rest of my life the price of careless mistakes.” He unsheathed a combat knife on his belt and plunged it into the table next to Jäger. “Now he has made the careless mistake of his life and will get more than a scar to remind him.”
Jäger looked to Fuchs. “Daddy issues are a tragic thing.”
Fuchs tipped his head back and howled in laughter.
Rivin glared at them. “You two coming, or not?”
Jäger rose, unstuck the knife from the table, and tossed it back to Rivin. “May as well.” He grabbed his shirt and hat. “Better than watching Bayern lose again.”
“No, thanks,” Fuchs said. “I’ve seen enough dirty little villages with dirty little villagers to last the rest of my life.”




CHAPTER 37

Zoran the Great’s Staging Area
Outskirts of Mucize
10:33AM
A full 25-man unit of Zoran the Great’s fighters stood in formation beside their vehicles.
Each man wore their standard olive-green fatigues with gold-colored keffiyeh headwear. They all waited equipped for combat with full web gear, and shoulder slung AK-47s.
The unit commander viewed two people exiting the aluminum barn-like building behind them and called his men to attention.
One of the approaching individuals was Zilan dressed in her dark blue cargo pants, dark blue jacket, and carrying her red trauma kit bag.
Molka walked alongside her. She traded her black mock turtleneck and black jeans for olive-green fatigues and wrapped a gold-colored keffiyeh around her head. She carried an AK-47 with a folded under metal stock slung on her back. Her black tac-boots and old pilot’s watch on her left wrist carried over from her previous look.
Zilan and Molka arrived before the formation.
The commander spoke to Molka.
Zilan translated. “The commander asks that you speak to his men before the attack.”
Molka nodded to the commander and addressed the men with Zilan translating as she spoke.
“Fighters, as you may know, I was imprisoned in ‘The Red Lion’s Den.’ And while I was fortunate enough to escape, I came to appreciate why in its 1,300-year history this mighty fortress has never once fallen to an attacking army.”
“However, if we all carry out our assignments within Zoran the Great’s plan, I feel we have a better than average chance of victory.”
“Fighters, best of luck to you all. I hope to see you inside.”




CHAPTER 38

Village of Umut
11:28AM
BOOM!
BOOM!
BOOM!
BOOM!
Jäger knelt behind boulder cover on a rocky hill overlooking the village. He used binoculars to observe Rivin, and about 20 of his men, retreating toward him at the run from the village center while being chased by explosions from mortars and heavy automatic weapons fire.
A sweat-soaked, agitated Rivin, and his accompanying men, scrambled up the hill near Jäger and took cover behind other boulders.
Rivin called to Jäger. “What the hell was that?”
Jäger lowered his binoculars with a wry smile. “I would say that was a little more than a two-vehicle, 8-man bodyguard detail.”
Rivin scowled at Jäger. “No shit, smartass!”
Jäger raised the binoculars and observed again. “And that is not a village hosting a celebratory party. That is a village converted into a fire support base with two 120-millimeter mortars and at least four 12.7-millimeter heavy machine guns.”
Rivin pounded his fist into the ground. “The old man tricked me! He had his spy feed me just enough truth for the past two years to get me to trust him and walk me right into this trap.” He grinned. “Zoran the Great is still the best.”
Jäger continued his visual assessment. “They have pushed back your center, and your flanks are about to be flanked by superior infantry formations and two armored personnel carriers with 30-millimeter cannons.” Jäger lowered the binoculars. “This engagement has been decided.”
Rivin crawled over to Jäger, grabbed the binoculars, and focused on the debacle unfolding below. “Damn it! I’ve lost over 40 men down there!” He removed the two-way radio from his pocket and yelled into it. “Red team, white team, pull back! Pull back! Everyone, pull back! Get to the vehicles! Prepare to withdraw!” He lowered the radio and locked his terrified eyes on Jäger. “We better get to the Den before he kills us all!”




CHAPTER 39

Large Rock Formation
Five Hundred Meters South of “The Red Lion’s Den”
11:41AM
What would the major say if he was here?
He would say…
Ok, Molka. They now have two guards on the wall. One of whom is manning the heavy machinegun pillbox in the southwest corner. And that weapon has an effective range of around 2000 meters. So as soon as you leave cover, he can cut you into mangled little pieces. And even if he misses, the other wall guard and gate guard can get you with their AKs.
That’s the bad news.
The good news is, if your plan works, they’ll never see you coming.
Now go accomplish your mission.
Yes, sir.
Molka lowered the binoculars she’d borrowed from the unit commander and started to climb down from her observation position atop the large rock formation.
The unit waited on the ground below her. They left their vehicles beside the dirt road a kilometer away and concealed themselves behind the rock formation without detection.
Someone should have blasted those rocks to dust years ago to give the fortress defenders a deeper field of fire. But after centuries of invincibility, maybe they never felt the need.
Molka reached the ground and approached the commander with Zilan standing beside him. Three fighters worked to set up a 120 mm mortar, and the others took a knee and awaited orders.
Molka handed the commander his binoculars back, and the commander handed Molka a purse-sized, olive-green canvas bag holding a bell-shaped object. The bag was closed by a drawstring, and Molka used the string to tie the bag to her belt on her left hip.
Zilan viewed the object on Molka’s belt with apprehension. “Are you sure that will work?”
Molka shrugged. “Nothing is for sure in an operation. But once I get to the wall and deploy this,” she patted the bag, “there is a good chance ‘The Red Lion’s Den’ will fall to us. If I don’t get killed first, of course.”
Zilan frowned. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”
“Me too. Tell the commander I’ll call when I reach the wall.” Molka nodded at a two-way radio in Zilan’s hand. “If you don’t hear from me, don’t come looking. Just get back to the vehicles and rejoin Zoran the Great.”
Zilan translated to the commander.
The commander nodded at Molka.
Molka took a deep breath and then exhaled. “Alright. I’m ready if he is.”
Zilan translated.
The commander nodded again and moved behind the mortar and its crew.
Molka walked to the rock formation’s edge, unslung her weapon, and viewed the fortress again.
She glanced back to the commander and gave thumbs up.
The commander issued an order to the mortar crew, and they fired two rounds.
Molka watched and waited for the impacts.
THUMP!
THUMP!
Right on target, the two smoke rounds impacted at the base of the fortress wall slightly to the right of the entrance ramp and created a dense white cloud that rapidly obscured the gate and a large portion of the south wall.
Molka broke from her cover and ran for a point she visually fixed on the wall to the left of the entrance ramp.
One hundred meters into her run, the machinegun atop the wall opened fire.
Molka increased her pace.
The machinegun kept firing.
But she did not hear any rounds zipping by or see any ground impacts, and she was not dead yet.
So far, so good.
THUMP!
Another smoke round impacted to the right of the ramp.
The commander noticed the wind picking up and the smoke cover dissipating faster than planned.
Good man.
Three hundred meters into the run, the drawstring holding the bag to her belt snapped, and the bag fell to the ground.
Darn!
The machinegun kept firing.
Molka backtracked.
The intensified smoke cloaked the ground all around her.
She dropped into a crawl and probed blindly with her hands.
Where is it?
Where is it?
Find it!
Found it!
She tucked the bag under her arm, got back to her feet, and resumed her run.
The machinegun kept firing.
Four hundred meters into her run, rounds tore the ground in her path.
She cut to the left to avoid them and sprinted until she reached the south wall’s massive blocks.
She assessed her position: a couple meters left of her desired destination, which was the point where the entrance ramp abutted the south wall.
She moved to it, put her back into the corner created by the abutment, sat, caught her wind for three breaths, and pulled a two-way radio from her pocket. “I made it!”
Zilan answered. “Thank goodness!”
“Here I go! Stand by to advance!”
“Acknowledged! Good luck!”
The machinegun kept firing.
Molka re-pocketed the radio and looked down at the olive-green canvas bag holding the bell-shaped object.
When I thought of this, it seemed like a great idea.
But now that I’m actually here and ready to use it…
The machinegun kept firing.
Oh well, too late to change my mind.
Molka undid the bag’s drawstring.
Reached inside.
And removed:
A megaphone.
She clicked on the power switch and held it to her mouth:
“Omar! It’s Molka! Come to the gate!”
“Omar! It’s Molka! Come to the gate!”
“Omar! It’s Molka! Come to the gate!”
The machinegun ceased firing.
Molka raised the megaphone to her mouth again:
“Omar! It’s Molka! Come to the gate!”
“Omar! It’s Molka! Come to the gate!”
“Omar! It’s Molka! Come to the gate!”
A stressful, silent moment passed.
Molka raised the megaphone to her mouth once more.
Before she spoke, Omar called out from above her behind the gate:
“Molka! You’re alive! I’m so happy!”
“Thanks!” Molka said. “Can I come to the gate and talk to you face to face?”
“Yes, Rivin and his men are gone! I am in charge here again! I promise you will not be harmed!”
Molka stood, slung her weapon on her back, left the megaphone, moved through the dissolving smoke, ran down to the ramp’s starting point, and ran up the ramp to the gate.
Omar waited on the other side in the same black warm-up suit and black sneakers.
He smiled at Molka. “I see you have new clothes and new friends.”
“Yes,” Molka said.
“But you are free. Why would you come back to this place of suffering?”
“I came for the general and Uri.”
“And I would love nothing more than to give them to you, but you know what Rivin would do to my family.”
“As we speak, Zoran the Great and his fighters are chasing Rivin and what’s left of his men back here.”
“Rivin’s attack failed?”
“Rivin walked into an ambush. And now they run like cowards for the safety of these walls. But those cowards can’t have the safety of these walls if we don’t let them inside. And then Zoran the Great will catch them and put them all down.”
Omar’s face brightened. “I would love so much to believe you.”
“Think of it, Omar. You repaid your father’s debt a long time ago. And today will be the day of your freedom. Today you can go home to your family.”
Omar sighed. “If only that were true.”
Molka pointed at the two-way radio in Omar’s left hip pocket. “Can you monitor Rivin’s radio traffic? They should be in range by now.”
“Yes.” Omar removed the radio and switched the channel.
The speaker blared panicked voices with gunfire in the background.
Omar listened to their laments and beamed. “It is true!”
“Tell the guards to put down their weapons and assemble in the yard. They won’t be harmed. You have my word.”
“They will not oppose you,” Omar said. “You have my word.”
“Where are Jäger and his partner?”
“Jäger is with Rivin. His partner, Fuchs, is inside laying on a couch watching the football matches.”
“He won’t be now, after all the firing.”
“Maybe, he will. The walls to the blockhouse are over two-meters thick.”
“And where’s Tariq?” Molka said.
“Rivin had him put in the dungeon. He was not happy about Tariq’s lust allowing you to escape.”
Molka flashed a serious face. “This Fuchs is a problem. A BIG problem.”
Omar grinned. “But you handled him quite well. He won’t be tasting his food or his pipe for some time.”
“I got a little lucky. He’s very strong and very dangerous. We’ll have to secure him shortly.”
“You mean lock him up?” Omar said.
“Yes. Zoran the Great will want to see him.”
“Understood. What do you want me to do now?”
Molka smiled. “Open the gate and let us in.”




CHAPTER 40

Rivin’s three guards and the old cook seemed more relieved than upset about a unit of Zoran the Great’s fighters now controlling “The Red Lion’s Den.” They sat together in the yard, smoking and chatting with a single fighter watching over them.
The unit commander directed his men to man all the machinegun positions atop the wall and all the mortars in the yard.
They planned a nasty greeting for Rivin’s impending arrival.
Molka followed Omar—who confiscated one of the guards’ AK-47s for himself—into the blockhouse and into the common room.
The German football match played on.
But Fuchs did not lay on the couch watching.
“You were right,” Omar said. “He’s probably hiding somewhere panicked.”
“Does he have his weapon with him?”
“No, the weapon he had was loaned to him by Rivin. And all weapons in ‘The Red Lion’s Den’ must be locked in the armory when not in use.”
“Why is that?” Molka said.
“Rivin believes men walking around with weapons all the time encourages them to commit coups and mutinies.”
Molka grinned. “Ha. He should know. But I still don’t like the idea of Fuchs roaming around here, weapon or not.”
“We’ll find him. And he’s not going anywhere anyway. There’s only one way in and out.”
“Let’s go free some hostages,” Molka said.
They moved to the hallway’s end and arrived at the steel blast door leading to the dungeon. Omar punched in the entry code, pulled open the door, and they started down the seven flights.
At the sixth landing, Molka held Omar up. “I’ll wait here while you go ahead and disarm the guard. He might start shooting at us or the hostages if he sees me and my weapon.”
“Good thinking,” Omar said.
“Call me when you do.”
“Understood.”
Omar stepped into the dungeon and crossed the large space. Ahead of him, the three male prisoners all sat on their cots: Uri still occupied the right-side cell, the general the center cell, and newcomer Tariq the left-side cell.
The seven girls in the large cell against the left-side wall sat around their table in quiet terror again.
Omar raised his weapon, pointed at the seated guard’s surprised face, and spoke to him in Turkish.
The guard stood, removed the pistol from his holster, laid it atop the desk, and headed for the stairs.
Omar called out:
“Ok, Molka!”
Molka trotted down the last flight—passing the surprised guard on his way up—and entered the dungeon.
When she came into view of the cells, Uri rose from his cot.
When Uri spotted Molka’s weapon slung on her back, he sprung to the bars, released a joyful scream, and said, “I knew it! The Unit came to rescue me! I told you guys!”
Molka arrived before the cells.
Uri’s face perplexed on Molka’s uniform and gold keffiyeh. “Why are you dressed like that?”
The general stood up from his cot and addressed Molka. “What is going on here?”
Molka moved to the general’s barred door. “General, Zoran the Great took this fortress. We’re leaving.”
“She is being ridiculously humble,” Omar said. “She took this fortress single handily for Zoran the Great.”
Tariq moved to his bars, and his face teased with an ultra-charismatic smile. “Congratulations, Molka! I knew you could do it!”
Molka viewed Tariq’s split lip. “I didn’t hit your lip, too, did I?”
“No, Rivin did. He wasn’t too happy about me letting you escape.”
Molka grinned. “Then he’s really going to hate this.” She turned to Omar. “Toss me the keys, my friend.”
Omar retrieved the cell keys from the desk and tossed them to Molka.
Molka hesitated and turned to the still cowering and confused harem girls. “Them first. They’ve been here longer. Come with me.”
Omar followed Molka to the girls’ cage.
Molka unlocked and then opened the door. “Please take them upstairs and explain what’s happening. And tell them that Zoran the Great will be here soon to take them home.”
Omar smiled and spoke to the girls.
With reluctant but hopeful faces, they followed him toward the stairs.
Molka returned to the cells and unlocked the general’s and Uri’s doors.
Both men grabbed their jackets and stepped out.
Uri viewed Molka with a perplexed face again. “Why are you dressed like that, and what did he mean you took this fortress for Zoran the Great? The Unit didn’t take it?”
“No. The Unit is not here. The rest is a long story from a long two days, and I don’t feel like talking about it now.”
“But I’m the team leader,” Uri said. “I need to be brought up to speed on the task.”
Molka sighed. “What do you want to know?”
“Tariq told me he only pretended to flip against us so he could get in here and help me escape and that he did help you escape. Is that true?”
“He helped me escape.” Molka gazed at Tariq. “What else did Tariq tell you?”
“He said he needs to leave with us because he won’t be safe in Zoran the Great’s domain anymore. Because Zoran the Great does not abide any type of betrayal, even if it was just a ruse to assist us. And since Tariq all but works for Azzur now, I agreed he should come with us.”
“Do you, team leader?”
“Yes, and he said you would have a way of smoothing things over with Zoran the Great and get his permission to let Tariq leave.”
Molka moved in front of Tariq’s cell. “Uri, please take the general upstairs, and I’ll meet you in the yard.”
“What are you doing?” Uri said.
“I want to talk to Tariq.”
“About what?”
Molka glanced back at Uri and smirked. “About our mad love affair.”
Uri grimaced. “Gross. Please come with me, general.”
Tariq laughed and put his leather jacket on.
Uri and the general headed upstairs.
Tariq moved to his cell’s door. “What’s up? Unlock it. Let’s go.”
Molka stared at him and spun the key ring around her finger.
Tariq viewed the keys and smiled. “Oh…ok. I know what you’re thinking. But don’t even think it, Molka.”
Molka smiled. “What am I thinking?”
“You’re thinking about leaving me locked in here, so I’ll have to answer to Zoran the Great for my moment of moral weakness.”
“You mean your moment of moral weakness when you conspired with his most hated rival and two German mercenaries to steal his money, which resulted in four of his best fighters dying.”
Tariq nodded. “And you’re also thinking about leaving me locked in here for deceiving you. Which you are taking very personally, I can see.”
“That’s right, I am.” Molka tossed the keys back onto the desk. “And now you’re going to tell me since you let me escape, I should let you escape, and that would make us even. But it wouldn’t come close. Because your deceit got me captured in the first place. If anything, I still owe you one for almost causing the task to fail. But if I did let you out, just because I’m a little soft-hearted to people locked in dungeons, you’ll never make it out of Zoran the Great’s domain alive anyway.”
“I know,” Tariq said. “That’s why you’re going to tell Zoran the Great you have forgiven me for my treachery against you and that you wish to take me with you because your boss, Azzur, has recruited me into your organization, and I have much important work to do for your country.”
Molka grinned. “And why would I want to do that?”
“For the simple reason that I didn’t tell Uri about my moment of moral weakness, which means he can’t tell Azzur. And the general also didn’t get around to telling Uri, and before he did, I convinced the general not to tell Uri or Azzur because a man like him falling for my deceit would make him look like a fool in Azzur’s eyes and then to be thought of as useless after Azzur gets his list.”
Molka shrugged. “And what does that have to do with me not leaving you here for Zoran the Great and not telling Azzur what you did myself?”
“When Azzur finds out about how I deceived you, he will consider that an egregious failure of your security specialist duties and immediately dismiss you from the program. And then you will never get the chance to avenge your little sister’s murder.”
Molka’s face hardened. “How did you know about that?”
“I did my research on you.”
“Well, if Uri can’t tell Azzur and the general and I decide not to, he’ll never know, will he? I guess I should thank you for that as I decide to leave you here.” Molka stepped back. “Goodbye.”
Tariq moved forward and grabbed the bars. “Think about this, Molka. I had no idea that psycho Fuchs would kill those men. You saw my angry reaction in the ravine. So I shouldn’t also be made to pay for it by Zoran the Great. But if you leave me here, I’ll die or perhaps disappear forever. And since Azzur has recruited me, he will want to know what happened. He’ll make all inquiries, and he will find out why I won’t be working for him. And that means he will also find out about your unforgivable failure. But if you take me with you and we both keep it a secret about what I did, you will get to stay in the program, and I’ll get to work for Azzur for life. Which means I’m not entirely escaping punishment.”
Molka sighed and shook her head. “Behind that pretty man face lurks a dangerously devious mind.”
Tariq’s face teased with an ultra-charismatic smile. “Then we have a deal?”
Molka moved back to the desk, grabbed the keys, and opened an ecstatic Tariq’s cell.




CHAPTER 41

Two Kilometers North of “The Red Lion’s Den”
12:34PM
In a huge expanse of boulder and large rock formation strewn ground, a fake boulder made from fiberglass tipped over, and Fuchs climbed from Rivin’s “mutiny hole” exit hatch.
He had donned his surveyor costume complete with desert camo bush hat. His pipe case was tucked into his right-side cargo pocket. He ran for cover behind a real boulder nearby and watched a rolling firefight 100 meters ahead on the dirt road approaching the fortress.
About a dozen Rivin dark green with brown and black camouflage SUVs and technicals sped for home, throwing up a large dust cloud. A few Rivin men hung out the side windows or manned the bed-mounted weapons and fired at their pursuers.
Their pursuers, less than a quarter kilometer behind and closing, consisted of over 30 SUVs and cars throwing up a huge dust cloud. Men hung from the side windows on every vehicle and sprayed heavy fire toward their prey.
The carnage moved past Fuchs’ position and continued toward the fortress. When the dust cloud cleared, he viewed two Rivin vehicles driven off the road: an SUV and technical mounting a 12.7mm heavy machinegun behind an armored shield.
He left cover and jogged toward them.
The SUV contained two bullet holes in the rear window, and a slumped over, dead driver.
The technical featured a shattered rear window, two dead men in the cab, and three more piled in the bed.
Fuchs opened the SUV’s driver door, and an MPT-76 assault rifle fell onto the ground. He picked it up and released the mag: full. He reinserted the mag, leaned the weapon against the fender, pushed-rolled the dead driver over the center console into the passenger seat, retrieved the weapon, and got into the driver seat.
Binoculars hung from the rearview mirror.
He shifted the stalled vehicle into neutral and pushed the start button.
The engine started.
He viewed the fuel gauge: plenty.
He put the vehicle into gear and raced down the road away from the fortress.
A few minutes later—after passing several more abandoned Rivin vehicles with dead occupants—Fuchs spotted a khaki-clad man ahead walking down the road’s center with a slight limp:
Jäger.
His hat was missing, his face blackened from burning oil smoke, and his right sleeve ripped, exposing a bloody abrasion.
Fuchs stopped just short of running him over.
Jäger came to the rolled down driver window.
Fuchs grinned. “You’ve looked better, captain.”
“What is the situation inside ‘The Red Lion’s Den?’”
“You mean, the general’s situation?”
“Yes,” Jäger said.
“I assume the Israeli woman has him again. She took the fortress with only a megaphone.”
“How is that possible?”
“She asked Omar to stand down the garrison and open the gate. He did, and she walked in with a unit of Zoran the Great’s fighters.”
Jäger gazed past Fuchs and rubbed the back of his neck with his right hand. “She must have recruited Omar when he was her keeper. And then coordinated his fortress handover with an excellent diversion by Zoran the Great to pull out Rivin’s forces. Very impressive. One almost pities the targets of her future operations.”
Fuchs pulled out his pipe and tobacco pouch. “And not to mention how her current operation has completely wrecked ours.”
Jäger’s eyes refocused on him. “Amid chaos, there is also opportunity. Let us go back to their airstrip and set another ambush to take the general away from her again.”
Fuchs raised the assault rifle and rested the barrel on the windowsill, pointing it just past Jäger. “I can’t assist you on that, captain. I’ve decided to resign from this job.”
Jäger viewed the weapon with a disgusted face. “Have you?”
“Yes, I’m heading to the refugee camp.” Fuchs packed his pipe. “I need to have a little fun.”
“With your new friend?” Jäger pointed to the dead man in the passenger seat.
Fuchs put the pipe in his mouth and lit it. “I’ve kept worse company.” He puffed and blew smoke in Jäger’s face. “At least he’ll never stab me in the back.”
Jäger nodded. “Very well. Our association and friendship have ended. But for the sake of better times in the past, would you mind giving me a ride to the airstrip?”
Fuchs grinned. “Staying on the hunt. You must really love that restaurant.”
“About that ride?”
“I would captain, but I’m going the opposite way, and I’m on a very tight schedule.”
“So you will really leave me here without even a way to recross the border and get home.”
“As I said, I’m going in a different direction. But for the sake of better times in the past, there’s an abandoned technical about a kilometer back. It's stalled out but looks to be mechanically undamaged. It does come with a few more travel companions than I have with me, though.”
Fuchs laughed, put the SUV in gear, and sped away.




CHAPTER 42

Molka, Uri, the general, Tariq, and Omar stood together atop “The Red Lion’s Den” south wall and watched the large dust cloud of Zoran the Great’s many vehicles chasing the smaller dust cloud of Rivin’s fewer vehicles toward the fortress.
Omar’s radio blared with desperation.
Terrified men yelling in terrified voices.
Some undoubtedly begging the fortress garrison to open the gate for them.
Eight Rivin vehicles approached the entrance ramp and were greeted by Zoran’s fighters inside the fortress firing Rivin’s own machineguns and mortars down upon them.
Two vehicles disintegrated into flames and smoke.
The six survivors turned wildly away from the fortress and ran headlong into Zoran’s arriving onslaught.
All the vehicles disappeared into a huge, combined dust cloud and small arms fire erupted into an unbroken crackle.
Within 20 seconds, the firing slowed to silence.
Beyond the battlefield, two Rivin SUVs raced south toward the mountain pass leading to the border. By their distance, it was obvious they had broken away from the others and were headed in that direction before the final massacre even started.
Six Zoran vehicles pursued them, but then they all stopped, turned around, and headed back toward the fortress.
The two Rivin vehicles made it through the pass and disappeared across the border.
The dust cloud before the fortress cleared to reveal a tangle of wrecked, shot up, and burning Rivin vehicles and one shot up Zoran vehicle.
Zilan scanned the bloodbath. “There are several wounded still moving.” She ran with her trauma kit bag for the steps leading down to the yard.
The rest of Zoran’s force rolled up the ramp toward the fortress gate, which was opened to a victorious attacking army for the first time in its 1,300-year history.
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About 30 minutes later, after all Zoran the Great’s vehicles entered the fortress, the fighters stood at attention, facing the flagpole atop the south wall over the gate.
A Zoran fighter standing alongside the flagpole lowered Rivin’s white flag with the red lion emblem in the center, detached it, and tossed it to the ground. He then attached a Zoran the Great green flag with the gold lion emblem in the center to the flagpole and raised it high.
When the flag unfurled with the gentle breeze, the fighters exploded into chants and cheers, singing and dancing.
Zoran observed his men’s joy with a joyous smile.
A moment later, Omar brought the freed harem girls to Zoran. Zoran hugged and kissed each of them on the forehead.
The girls wept exuberant tears.
Molka, Uri, the general, and Tariq waited in the yard, watching the ceremony and celebration.
Tariq moved closer to Molka. “I think all the goodwill you’ve earned with Zoran the Great to cause this festive occasion will help you when you tell him you’re taking me with you.”
Molka grinned. “You better hope so.”
The general addressed Molka. “When will we be leaving?”
“As soon as we can secure transportation, general. I’m sure Zoran the Great will accommodate us. I’ll ask when he gets a free moment.” Molka turned to Uri. “Unless you, as task leader, would like to make the request?”
Uri nodded. “You’re right, I should.”
“Ok,” Molka said. “After you introduce yourself, make sure you tell him the reason you got captured by Rivin’s men is that you fell for the old false flag trick. I’m sure it’ll give him a good laugh.”
Uri’s face became introspective. “On second thought, since you have already established a repertoire with Zoran the Great, I think it’s better for you to ask him.”
Molka grinned. “Alright.”
The general grunted. “Such amateurs. Until you do finally arrange our transportation, I am going inside to find something to drink and eat. We were not fed today.”
“I’ll join you, general,” Uri said.
The general and Uri moved toward the blockhouse.
Tariq addressed Molka. “I think we should go get the money out of Rivin’s safe now. We can probably find something in the armory to blow it open with.”
“No worries,” Molka said. “The men I came with brought some C-4 block charges.”
Tariq’s face alit. “Wonderful!”
“Um…you do know I’m going to give the money to Zoran the Great as instructed, right?”
“Yes, of course. But….”
“But what?” Molka said.
“But I’ve been thinking that you’ve put yourself in a very advantageous position when it comes to that money.”
Molka sighed. “Ok. I’ll play along. Advantageous in what way?”
“You are personally responsible for Zoran the Great’s greatest victory and ridding him of his greatest foe. The least he could do is let you keep the money.”
Molka laughed and shook her head. “Yes. I’m sure he’ll be happy to do that.”
Tariq’s expression fell serious. “Hear me out on this. Zoran the Great isn’t interested in enriching himself. Never has been. I did my research on him. The fees he’s charged smugglers all these years he’s mostly given away to his people. And all he wants now is to spend his final years making his domain safe and seeing his last unmarried daughter find a good husband. He told me that himself when I met him.”
“Then why did he ask my country for the big courtesy fee?” Molka said.
“He didn’t. They offered it to him to try and earn his respect. And you’ve definitely earned his respect for your country. I’m sure he would be happy to let you take it back with you.”
“You really think so?”
“Yes.” Tariq’s face teased with an ultra-charismatic smile. “And then you and I could split it 50-50. And I won’t tell Azzur if you don’t.”
Molka smirked. “I should have known where this was going. But you need to worry more about me changing my mind and telling Azzur you tried to steal it in the first place.”
Tariq frowned. “Be serious, Molka, and consider this: Your country won’t miss that money, and if you returned it, it would only be wasted on some other crazy mission. I’m sure you could find a much better use for it.”
“Like what?” Molka said. “Live a luxury way of life? I wouldn’t even know how to do that, and it’s not my style anyway.”
“Well, I've lived rich, and I've lived poor. Trust me, living rich is way better.”
Molka presented a contemplative face. “I should think of much better things to do with it, you say?”
“Yes.”
“Alright. I will think about that while we’re blowing open the safe.”
Tariq beamed.
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Zoran’s fighters discovered a cache of wine in the blockhouse and used it to fuel their celebration unabated all around the yard, with Zoran the Great right in the middle of it.
Molka—with the money duffle bag over her shoulder—stood outside the blockhouse door with an anxious Tariq watching.
Omar approached Molka, leading the harem girls. “Zoran the Great has put them in my care. I will now take them home and then return to my home.”
Molka smiled. “I’m very happy for you, my friend.”
Omar smiled. “Thank you. And goodbye, my friend.”
Molka’s body disappeared from sight when the gigantic Omar hugged her. He released her and led the girls to a waiting Zoran SUV.
A moment later, the general, Uri, and Zilan exited the blockhouse and joined Molka and Tariq.
Molka addressed Zilan. “How are the wounded?”
“Our man is good. Three of Rivin’s, not so good. I’m going to take them to the clinic tonight and do what I can to stabilize them and then try to get them to a hospital in Mardin tomorrow.”
“Did you see Rivin in the wreckage?”
“No. My father says he realized what was happening here and sent his men to their deaths while he broke off and ran across the border to safety.”
Molka frowned and shook her head. “Seems like the worst ones always get away.”
“For the moment,” Zilan said.
“We need to leave,” Molka said. “Could you ask your father to get us a ride to our plane?”
“Of course.”
Zilan moved across the yard to where Zoran talked with a group of fighters. She spoke to him, and they both moved back to where Molka and the others waited.
Zilan addressed Molka. “My father says you may use his personal SUV.” She pointed to the white vehicle parked nearest the open front gate. “But you must drive yourselves and leave it to be picked up later. He does not wish to take his men away from their fun.”
Molka nodded humbly to Zoran. “Thank you. I have one other request. Tariq has apologized to me for his treacherous actions, and I have accepted his apology. And I wish to take him with me. He has more services to perform for my country.”
Zilan translated.
Zoran spoke to Molka.
When he finished, Tariq’s face froze in dread.
Zilan translated to Molka. “My father says he thought you would ask this. This is why he has not spoken to Tariq yet. But now he will speak to Tariq’s fate.”
Zoran spoke again.
When he finished, Tariq closed his eyes and bowed his head.
Zilan translated to Molka. “My father says Tariq should consider himself the most fortunate man in the world today that you have made this request on his behalf. And that he will grant your request, and, out of respect to you, he will also forgive Tariq for his wrongdoings.”
Zoran spoke.
Zilan translated. “My father says the pretty warrior woman from Tel Aviv will never be forgotten by Zoran the Great and that his people shall sing songs of her praises forevermore.”
Molka nodded to Zoran humbly again and handed him the duffle bag. “Thank you for all your help.”
Zilan translated.
Zoran spoke.
Zilan translated to Molka. “My father says he would like to give you this money as a small payment for debts he owes to you that he can never fully repay.”
Zoran passed the duffle bag back to Molka.
The general viewed the bag and frowned.
Uri viewed the bag and smirked.
Tariq viewed the bag and beamed.
Molka viewed the bag and grinned. “This is the kind of money that can change my life and change the lives of people like me. And I thank Zoran the Great for the generous gesture. And I must confess, while we were blowing the safe open, I thought about all the good things I could do with it.” She winked at Tariq.
Tariq’s beaming face beamed brighter.
Molka continued. “So I would like to donate this to the Mucize clinic to adequately supply it and buy new equipment and to hire full-time doctors so it may become a much-needed hospital.”
Molka offered the bag to Zilan.
Tariq’s chin fell to his chest.
Zilan took the bag, burst into tears, hugged Molka, and translated to Zoran.
Zoran embraced Molka, kissed her on the forehead, rejoined his fighters, and spoke to them.
They all turned to face Molka, fired their weapons into the air, and chanted:
“Molka!”
“Molka!”
“Molka!”
“Molka!”
Molka smiled and waved to them and then addressed her people. “Well, my father used to say it’s always better to leave a party a little too early than a little too late. Time to go.”
Molka, the general, and Uri moved toward the SUV.
Tariq stayed behind with Zilan.
Zilan watched Molka walk away and wiped her eyes. “Her selfless act will help so many people. I hope she has a happy life in spite of all her personal pain.”
Tariq viewed the duffle bag at Zilan’s feet and sighed. “But some things are just not meant to be.” He smiled at Zilan. “I’m going to miss you, beautiful nurse. And I’m also going to miss….”

“Your home?” Zilan said.
“Yes. This will always be my home, even if I can’t be here.”
Zilan smiled. “If I didn’t know better, I would say you’ve matured. A little.”
“Don’t give me too much credit yet. And…well…I can’t promise I’ll ever come back here again, but if I do, and you’re still free….” Tariq’s face teased with an ultra-charismatic smile. “Maybe we could get to know each other a lot more intimately.” He moved in for a cheek kiss.
Zilan pushed him away with a playful smile. “Come back first. Then we’ll talk about it.”




CHAPTER 43

Molka sped Zoran’s white SUV on the dirt road running east-west across the broad, sparsely vegetated valley strewn with boulders and large rock formations until they came parallel to the green grassy plateau containing the airstrip.
She turned north off the road and began to negotiate the boulder and rock formation obstacles separating the road from the plateau.
In the front passenger seat, the general held his cigar high to protect it from the jostling Molka’s evasive maneuvers inflicted on the vehicle and Uri and Tariq bounced and rocked silently in the backseat.
About 40-meters from the plateau, Molka drove around a house-high rock formation and almost collided with a dark green Rivin SUV parked askew.
The SUV’s rear window contained two bullet holes, and its dead driver lay slumped over the steering wheel.
Molka stopped beside it, and everyone viewed.
Uri spoke. “He tried to run from Zoran the Great, and this is as far as he made it.”
Molka drove on another few minutes until they reached the plateau’s edge. She gunned the engine to climb the steep slope and crested it onto the airstrip’s south end.
At the north end, the Cessna still waited in takeoff position.
Molka raced the airstrip’s length and parked just off it across from the aircraft.
Everyone exited.
Molka left the keys in the ignition and the borrowed AK-47 on the floorboard.
Uri viewed the windsock. “We have two big departure problems.”
“Which are?” Molka said.
“First of all—"
The Cessna’s left-side gull-wing door popped open.
The pilot’s seat was occupied by a crouching man:
Fuchs.
He aimed an MPT-76 assault rifle at the foursome.
Fuchs yelled in English. “Hands over your heads! Now!”
The startled foursome complied.
While keeping his weapon pointed at his targets, Fuchs—with binoculars hanging from his neck—climbed from the cockpit, onto the wing, hopped to the ground, and addressed Molka. “Lift your shirt with your left hand and spin around.”
Molka complied.
“Where’s your weapon, Israeli woman?”
“You just saw that I don’t have one,” Molka said.
“That means you left it in the SUV.”
Uri addressed Fuchs. “You’re making a huge mistake. You better just let us leave with the general. If you don’t, our people will—"
Fuchs stepped forward and thrust the rifle butt semi-hard into Uri’s temple.
Uri reeled back and winced.
Fuchs glared at him. “No talking unless spoken to! Get your hands back up!”
Uri complied.
Fuchs looked to Tariq. “Get her weapon.”
Tariq walked to the SUV, retrieved Molka’s AK-47, and moved beside Fuchs.
Fuchs placed his left hand on Tariq’s shoulder and grinned at Molka. “This man is a genius. I can see why your people want him. He promised me that after he let you escape ‘The Red Lion’s Den,’ you would come straight back and break the general out.”
Molka glared at Tariq. “And then he made sure I would bring the general straight to you. Again. What do you get out of it this time?”
Tariq’s eyes fell to the ground.
Fuchs answered for him. “He just gets a safe ride across the border with me to start a new life. He decided he doesn’t want to work for your country anymore. He told me that he wants—” Fuchs’ eyes darted to something in the distance. “Cover them, Tariq.”
Tariq pointed the weapon at the captives.
Fuchs lowered his weapon and used the binoculars to scan the valley.
A half-kilometer away, a dark green technical truck with black and brown camouflage and a bed-mounted machinegun behind an armored shield slowly negotiated the boulders and large rock formations, moving towards the airstrip.
Fuchs sighed. “It’s the captain. He’s still coming for the general. There’s just no question, he must really love that restaurant.” He lowered the binoculars and raised his weapon again. “But unfortunately for him, and unfortunately for you too, general, I talked to your people today and cut a new deal. And they agreed to my view that rather than bringing you back, it would be much easier to just kill you on the spot.”
The general glowered at Fuchs and spit toward him.
The spit fell short.
Fuchs smiled and addressed Molka and Uri. “He’ll be begging me in a minute. As for you two, I told the general’s people you are both just hapless amateurs with no real intelligence value and not worth my time or trouble.” He turned to Tariq. “You shoot the pilot. I’ll shoot her. Then I need you to use my phone and take a video of me executing the general so I can get paid.”
Tariq flashed Fuchs a shocked face. “You didn’t tell me I would have to kill anyone.”
Fuchs smiled widely. “We’re in this together, pretty man. We both need to spill blood. I’m not going to be the only one their people come after.”
“I told you I was in the army for two years and learned how to use a weapon, but I never killed anyone.”
Fuchs shrugged. “It’s easy. I’ll show you how it’s done.” He addressed the captives. “Everyone, get on your knees, and I promise you will get clean headshots. A painless death.”
The general and Uri complied.
Molka stood still, staring at Fuchs.
Fuchs stared back. “On your knees. NOW!”
Molka did not move. “Never for you.”
Fuchs grinned. “These Israelis are so tough. And I respect that. I really do. He didn’t make a sound when I hit him, and she’s defiant, even though she knows I’m really going to make her suffer now. Starting by shooting her fucking nose off.” He addressed Tariq. “You first.”
Tariq took two side steps away from Fuchs, cocked the weapon, and pointed it at Uri.
Uri lowered his head.
Tariq gazed upon Uri. “They were good men. They had many children.”
Fuchs viewed Tariq with confusion. “What are you talking about?”
Tariq’s eyes left Uri and bored into Fuchs. “They didn’t deserve to die like that. But you do.”
Fuchs’ face exploded into rage. “Damn you!” He started to turn his weapon toward Tariq.
Tariq spun his weapon faster toward Fuchs and fired.
Fuchs crumpled to the dirt under a headshot. Dead.
Molka dove and grabbed Fuchs’ weapon.
Tariq dropped the AK-47, stepped back, and raised his hands.
Molka smiled at him. “Tariq, I just fell in love with you all over again.”
Tariq smiled back. “See, I knew when you said that the first time you weren’t joking!”
“I actually was joking, and I still am. But thank you!”
Uri and the general stood.
“What is this?” the general said.
Tariq turned to him. “General, I lied to Fuchs about trading you for a ride across the border. I just wanted him waiting here so I could make him answer for murdering those four Zoran the Great fighters.”
Uri touched his temple where Fuchs had struck him and winced. “Why didn’t you just shoot him as soon as you got Molka’s weapon?”
“Because I wanted to look him in the eye first. For my people.”
Molka viewed the valley below. “I don’t see Jäger. He must be under the lip of the plateau climbing up here. We need to leave before he gets that heavy machinegun in position.” She whirled around. “Everyone on the plane. Uri, start the engine and get us out of here.”
Uri, the general, and Tariq climbed on to the Cessna’s wings and scrambled into the cabin.
Molka looked toward the valley again. “Darn! Too late!”
Jäger pulled the technical onto the airstrip’s south end, advanced about 10 meters, turned the vehicle sideways to form a blocking position, leaped out, and manned the bed-mounted machinegun.
Uri called out the open aircraft door. “We need every centimeter of this airstrip to take off. Can you hit him?”
Molka shook her head. “Not at this distance and not behind that armored shield. But he won’t fire at the plane. Unlike his partner, his deal isn’t to kill the general.”
“But it doesn’t look like he’s going to move either.”
“Then I’ll have to move him,” Molka said.
“How?”
Molka ran to the SUV still with the weapon, got into the driver seat, closed the door, started it, and drove around the aircraft to Uri’s side. “Start the engine and be ready for takeoff. But don’t leave without me.”
“What if you get killed?” Uri said.
Molka smirked. “Ok. Then you can leave without me.”
She pointed the SUV to head down the airstrip toward the technical, stopped, and put on her seat belt.
She took a deep breath, exhaled, lowered her body in the seat as far as she could while still being able to see, and started to move down the airstrip at a fast pace.
Ten seconds in, she expected 12.7 mm rounds to explode the front windshield.
But Jäger held his fire.
Molka stomped the accelerator.
Jäger opened fire.
But not at the windshield.
Rounds impacted the front bumper.
Rounds pierced the radiator.
A steam geyser obscured Molka’s limited view.
Jäger continued firing.
The SUV’s left front tire went down.
Jäger continued firing.
CRUNNNNNCCCHHH!
The SUV impacted the side of the technical’s rear bed.
The airbag deployed into Molka’s face.
The SUV’s momentum and mass pushed the much lighter technical the 10 meters back off the airstrip, and both vehicles went over the plateau’s edge.
The technical rolled over twice and landed on its wheels.
The SUV rolled another few meters and stopped when it high-centered itself atop a boulder.
Molka unbuckled, opened her door, grabbed the weapon, tumbled out onto the ground, and did a self-assessment:
Adrenalized but unscathed.
She scrambled to her feet and ran toward the technical:
No sign of Jäger.
She changed direction, climbed the hill up onto the airstrip, and waved at the running Cessna at the opposite end.
Uri’s hand waved back from the pilot’s window.
A cough and groan sounded behind Molka.
She looked over the plateau’s edge and spotted Jäger laying on his back 5 meters from his vehicle. He must have been thrown clear on the impact.
Molka moved back downhill, jogged to Jäger, and stood over him while keeping him covered. “Can you move?”
“Yes,” Jäger said. “But I do not wish to for a few minutes.”
“Your right arm is injured.”
“That was from an earlier crash.” He turned his blackened face toward Molka. “Very well played.”
“Thank you, but you could have fired higher, and I might not have made it. Why didn’t you?”
“I came here to capture a traitorous general. Not to kill a brave warrior.”
“An ethical man in an unethical profession,” Molka said. “Your former partner had other ideals, though.”
“I assume former means you have made sure Sergeant Ernst Fuchs has smoked his last pipe?”
“Not me. Tariq.”
“That, I would not have guessed. How?”
“Looked him in the eye and shot him in the head.”
Jäger nodded slowly. “Tariq is a complex man.”
“I have to go,” Molka said.
“Before you do, I want to apologize for my actions against you. I assure you; they were not personal.”
Molka shrugged. “No worries. We all have our jobs to do.”
“Spoken like a true professional.” Jäger sat up. “I would love to invite you to the finest restaurant in Munich for a lavish dinner with its dashing and debonair gentleman owner. Unfortunately, my failure here ensures I will not be the owner when I return.”
“That’s a shame.” Molka grinned. “It’s been a while since I’ve been on a dinner date with a dashing and debonair gentleman.”
“That is a shame. A great shame.”
“What will you do now?” Molka said.
“Make some money and open the next finest restaurant in Munich.”
“That’s the spirit. What are your job prospects?”
“I think I will talk to Zoran the Great and offer him my services.” Jäger smiled. “He may want some assistance in hunting down his wayward prodigal son, Rivin.”
“Sounds like a good plan. And when you talk to Zoran the Great,” Molka grinned again, “tell him Molka sent you. Might be helpful.”
Molka ran back up the hill, climbed back onto the airstrip, ran its length to the Cessna, tossed the weapon into the grass off to the side, climbed onto the wing, dropped into the seat beside Uri, and pulled the door closed.
The general and Tariq sat in the back.
Tariq spoke up over the engine noise. “That was awesome, Molka!”
The general spoke up. “Did you kill that pig, Jäger?”
“No.” Molka put on the passenger headphones.
A headphone-wearing Uri looked at her. “Then what exactly were you doing down there?”
“Just paying respects. I came here to pick up a defecting general. Not to kill a brave warrior.” Molka smiled at Uri. “Next stop, Cyprus!”
“We still have two big departure problems to discuss,” Uri said.
“What?”
“Since Tariq didn’t have the refueling truck here as planned, we—” Uri glanced back at Tariq. “Why didn’t you, by the way?”
Tariq spoke over the engine noise again. “The guy I hired didn’t show up with it. Sorry.”
Uri continued. “Since the refueling truck never made it, we don’t have enough fuel to return to that estate where Azzur is waiting.”
“Then what’s our range?” Molka said.
“We can make it to Cyprus. But we’ll have to land at Larnaca airport, which is about 160 kilometers short.”
Molka shrugged. “Azzur will just have to wait a little longer. We’re already over a day late. What’s the second problem?”
“We’re overweight,” Uri said. “This airstrip was laid out with a distance that this aircraft with three passengers of our weights could just make on takeoff. Now we have an extra person.” He turned slightly and spoke over his left shoulder. “How much do you weigh, Tariq?”
“About 80 kilos,” Tariq said.
Uri did the conversion in his head. “That’s about…one hundred and seventy-seven pounds. We’re definitely overweight.”
Molka viewed the digital fuel gauge on the instrument panel. “Maybe without a full fuel load, that will offset the extra weight in here.”
“Maybe,” Uri said. “Far from certainly, though. I’m not sure we can make it.”
“We can make it,” Molka said. “We have to. We need to get out of here before something else goes outrageously wrong on this task.”
Uri shook his head. “But I’m just not sure I can do it.”
“Not sure you can do it? Where’s that Uri hyper-confident swag attitude?”
Uri’s face sank into a self-doubting softness.
Molka grabbed Uri’s arm. Hard. “Listen to me, Uri. Azzur told me you’re one of the few pilots in our country who can make this takeoff. Now live up to your famous top fighter aces family name and make it!”
Uri’s face hardened. “Everyone buckle your seatbelts!”
Molka released Uri’s arm and buckled up.
The rear passengers buckled up.
Uri locked the brakes and opened the throttle to what seemed was full power.
The engine revved to a violent whine.
The cabin vibration chattered teeth.
Uri’s eyes focused straight ahead. “Here we go!”
He released the brakes.
The aircraft shot forward.
It accelerated rapidly and felt like it wanted to fly.
But not soon enough to take off before the airstrip’s end.
Uri called out. “V one! No aborting now!”
Molka fixated on the plateau’s drop off rushing toward them.
We’re not going to make it!
We’re not going to make it!
We’re not going to make it!
“Rotate!” Uri pulled the stick back.
The nose pitched up.
The nose gear lifted off.
The underwing mounted gear rolled off the airstrip’s edge.
The Cessna dipped.
We’re not going to make it!
The aircraft climbed into the cloudless sky.
Molka exhaled and spoke with a calm tone. “I told you we would make it.”
I can’t believe we made it!




CHAPTER 44

Approaching the Coast of Cyprus
5:04PM
For three hours, as the Cessna cruised westward in the clear late afternoon sky, Molka kept up constant small chat with Uri.
The rifle butt to the head Fuchs gave him seemed to have a delayed effect and his concentration waned a bit. Her chatter—which launched him into more self-aggrandizing family tales—was to make sure he didn’t nod off.
But in the rear seats, the general and Tariq did nod off and snored.
Ugh, what a flight crew.
Finally, mercifully, the green-brown form of Cyprus arose from the Mediterranean ahead.
Uri used the aircraft radio to contact the proper air traffic control authorities, declared an emergency for low fuel, and received clearance to land at Larnaca International Airport.
“Are we in Cypriot airspace?” Molka said.
Uri nodded. “Yes.”
“We’re supposed to contact Azzur. Can you use the radio to do that?”
“No.”
Tariq, who had awakened, gently tapped Molka’s shoulder.
Molka glanced back and moved her left headphone aside.
“You can use my phone,” Tariq said. “It has a signal.” He dialed Azzur and passed it to Molka.
“Put him on speaker,” Uri said.
Molka did.
Azzur answered in English. “Yes, Tariq.”
Molka stayed with English. “It’s Molka.”
“Why are you calling on Tariq’s phone?”
“I borrowed it from him. The satphone was lost.”
“Report.”
“We’re flying in Cypriot airspace.”
“Do you have Ibis?” Azzur said.
“Yes. And he asked us to call him by his proper title.”
“His condition?”
“Unharmed and currently sleeping.”
“You are over a day late.”
“We know,” Molka said.
“What is your ETA?”
“We’re on approach to land at Larnaca International Airport within...” she looked to Uri.
“Twenty minutes,” Uri said.
“Why are you landing there?” Azzur said.
Molka answered. “We weren’t able to refuel at the airstrip and don’t have enough to make it all the way. We declared an emergency and got clearance into Larnaca.”
“Why were you not able to refuel as planned?” Azzur said.
“That’s a long story,” Molka said. “We also have Tariq with us.”
“Why do you have Tariq with you?”
“That’s a much longer story.”
Tariq spoke up. “Hello, Azzur.”
Azzur answered. “What is your explanation for being in that aircraft?”
“I had to run a covert operation within the operation to assist Uri and Molka, which put my safety in jeopardy in that region. They can explain it to you if they wish.”
Molka did not know whether to admonish or admire Tariq’s effortless lying capabilities.
Azzur spoke. “I think your explanation is a nice way of saying you put your life in jeopardy by covering for mistakes made by my neophytes.”
Uri spoke up. “Excuse me, Azzur, do you want us to refuel at Larnaca and proceed to your location?”
Pause.
“No,” Azzur said. “Too many questions will be asked because you declared an emergency. Upon landing, get away from the aircraft immediately and avoid talking to any airport operation authorities. We will set a new rendezvous point, and I will come to you.”
“Understood,” Molka said.
Azzur continued. “And please tell me everyone has their passports.”
Molka reached under her seat and removed the zippered case taped there containing hers and Uri’s. “Uri and I are good.”
“I always carry mine,” Tariq said.
Molka looked over her shoulder. “Wake up the general and ask him.”
Tariq tapped the general.
He grunted awake.
“Have your passport, general?” Tariq said. “We’re getting ready to land.”
The general grunted an affirmative and removed it from a hidden pocket inside his jacket.
“He has it,” Molka said.
Azzur continued. “Welcome to Cyprus, general, and welcome to freedom. There has been a slight change of plans that my people will inform you of.”
The general grunted again. “There is no slight change when it comes to operational plans.”
“That is correct, general,” Azzur said. “And we will discuss it, by way of an apology, over a nice dinner in Nicosia this evening.”
Tariq spoke up again. “Azzur, be advised, the general’s home country secret police were alerted that he would possibly be taken to Cyprus yesterday or today. Which means their operatives are infiltrating Cyprus now if they have not already.”
Azzur spoke. “Your source in military intelligence gave you that information?”
“Yes. I know you told me Uri and Molka aren’t cleared for information from that source, but obviously, they need to know now. Right?”
“That is correct,” Azzur said.
“My source also said that the leak came from within the Counsel and that unfortunately, you guys have not weeded out all the traitors from the Traitors scandal.”
Azzur’s voice became agitated. “We do not need anyone from military intelligence to tell us that. Nevertheless, those operatives sent by the general’s country will undoubtedly have the general’s travel records of his previous trips to Cyprus and will put all the hotels he has used in Nicosia under surveillance. Do you agree, general?”
“I agree,” the general said. “Although, that would take some time to organize.”
Tariq spoke up. “I have a suggestion if that’s ok?”
Azzur answered. “What is it?”
“When we land, have Uri and Molka take the general to the hotel in Nicosia where his briefcase is locked away. It’s about an hour's drive from the Larnaca airport up to Nicosia. Once there, the general should recover the briefcase, and then Molka and Uri can secure them both in another location in the city and wait for you to arrive. I would suggest a hotel the general has never stayed in before.”
Pause.
“I agree,” Azzur said. “Molka, do you have any of the task expense cash left to obtain a ride?”
“No,” Molka said. “That was lost too.”
Tariq spoke up. “I can rent her a car at the airport with my credit card. I’ll also buy her a prepaid phone there.”
“Your assistance is appreciated,” Azzur said. “Report to me at my Tel Aviv office Monday at 10AM.”
Tariq smirked. “Sure thing.”
Azzur continued. “Molka and Uri, you will take the general to Nicosia, retrieve the briefcase, and secure them both in a hotel that the general has never visited. I will call you back shortly and let you know when I will arrive in Nicosia to take over control of the situation. Do you understand?”
“We understand,” Molka said.
Azzur ended the call.




CHAPTER 45

Possible concussion, no problem. Uri got final clearance from the Larnaca airport and made a smooth, soft landing.
He ignored further instructions coming over the radio and fast-taxied the aircraft toward the terminal and parked it and shut down on a little side apron area.
Everyone unbuckled.
Molka handed Uri his passport and pointed at a line of passengers deplaning down exterior airstairs from a smaller aircraft 40 meters away. “Perfect timing. We’ll go in with them.”
After the foursome exited the Cessna, they waited for the passenger line to pass them and fell in behind.
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It took under 30 minutes for them to clear passport control—no serious questioning of Molka that time—and everyone headed to the nearest restrooms. Relief achieved; Tariq led the way toward a large seating area. On the way, Uri’s walk became a little woozy and Molka had to steady him a couple of times.
Molka, the general, and Uri sat in the first row of empty seats they came to.
Tariq pointed across the terminal at a rental car counter. “I’ll get your car now.”
“Alright,” Molka said.
Tariq departed.
The general closed his eyes and resumed his nap.
Uri stared at the floor.
Molka unwound the keffiyeh from her head, shook out her ponytail, and fashioned the keffiyeh as a loose scarf around her neck.
A moment later, Tariq’s phone in her pocket played dance club music. She pulled out the phone. The music was a ringtone: Azzur calling.
Molka answered, listened, stood, walked a few paces over to a cellphone sales kiosk, borrowed a pen and brochure from the young, pretty salesgirl, and wrote down Azzur’s instructions.
The call ended, and Molka walked back to her seat.
About 15 minutes later, Tariq returned. “I rented two cars. One for you and one for me.”
“Where are you heading?” Molka said.
“I’m going down to Limassol and enjoy my last free weekend before I report to Azzur. And speaking of that devil, have you heard back from him yet?”
“Yes. He’s chartered a jet and will land at Nicosia International Airport at 8:45PM.”
Tariq offered Molka a puzzled look. “Nicosia International? It’s been closed for decades. Since the Turkish invasion.”
Molka shrugged. “If that’s where Azzur said he’s going to land, that’s where he’s going to land. I have to pick him up.”
Tariq’s face moved from puzzlement to contemplation, and then he looked to Uri. “How are you doing, Uri?”
Uri gazed up with bleary eyes. “I’m fine.”
“No, you’re not. I think you might have a concussion. You should get checked out.”
Molka said, “I’ll drop him at the hospital when we get to Nicosia. You said it’s an hour away, right?”
“Right.”
Molka held out Tariq’s phone. “Thanks.”
Tariq raised a hand. “Just keep it.” He smiled and glanced over at the young, pretty salesgirl in the cellphone kiosk. “I’ll pick up a new one for myself that Azzur can’t reach me on.”
Molka grinned. “I don’t blame you.”
“Well, time for me to leave.” Tariq handed Molka a car key. “It’s a new white Toyota. They’ll have it parked right outside the main entrance for you.”
“Alright.”
“Molka, thanks for getting me out of there and good luck to you.”
“You too,” Molka said.
Tariq turned and moved toward the cellphone kiosk.
The general stood and called after him in a booming voice. “Wait! Tariq!”
Tariq stopped and glanced back.
The general waved him over.
Tariq returned.
The general addressed Tariq and pointed at Molka. “This woman is grossly inexperienced and needlessly reckless and got me captured and nearly killed on two separate occasions. I do not feel safe with her. Therefore, I think it is best if you accompany me to the hotel in Nicosia and remain in my company until Azzur’s arrival.”
“That’s not my job, general,” Tariq said. “My part was done when you got on the plane. And no offense, general, but with your people on the way here to find you, the last place I want to be is in your company. Goodbye.”
As Tariq moved back toward the cellphone kiosk, his face teased with an ultra-charismatic smile.
Even with his facial injuries, the young, pretty salesgirl had a smile waiting for him.
Molka addressed the general. “Ready to go, general?”
“I am not ready to go anywhere with you.” The general sat down hard and folded his arms across his chest. “I will wait right here until Azzur arrives to accompany me.”
“Azzur is not coming here,” Molka said. “I thought you heard him on the phone say he’s flying into Nicosia, and we’re to meet him there.”
“Then contact Azzur and tell him to divert here instead.”
Molka looked to Uri. “Team leader, a little help, please?”
Uri kept his eyes on the floor. “Righteous mercy, my head is pounding.”
Molka took a few steps away from the general and Uri and dialed Azzur.
Azzur answered: “Yes, Tariq.”
“It’s Molka again. We have a problem.”
“What now?”
“The general refuses to leave with me. He doesn’t trust me as a security specialist. We had some difficulties in Turkey. Would you like to hear about them now?”
“No,” Azzur said. “If the general does not trust you, just tell the general I have appointed Uri as security specialist to see to the general’s safety.”
“I don’t think that will work. Uri is—”
Azzur interrupted with an annoyed tone. “Molka, you will get the general into a car and get him to Nicosia before I arrive by any means necessary. Even if you have to drag him out of that airport by his saggy old balls. This is now your task. And failure to complete it will result in your immediate dismissal. Am I clear?”
“Yes.”
Azzur ended the call.
Molka returned to the general and Uri. “I’ll be right back.”
The general said nothing.
Uri continued his floor staring.
Molka moved to the cellphone kiosk where Tariq still stood closely inspecting the merchandise.
He also held a new phone purchase.
“I have a problem,” Molka said.
Tariq turned to her. “What’s wrong?”
“The general still refuses to leave here unless you accompany him.”
“What are you going to do?”
“I’m going to ask you to accompany him.”
Tariq chuckled. “Sorry I can’t do that.”
“You could,” Molka said. “You just don’t want to.”
“That’s right.” He turned his attention back to the salesgirl.
Molka reached behind her head and tugged on the base of her ponytail. Then grabbed Tariq’s upper arm. Hard.
Tariq’s eyes and face winced at Molka’s grip.
“Can we talk in private a moment,” Molka said.
“I guess I have no choice if I want to keep my arm.”
Molka released her grip.
Tariq spoke to the salesgirl in Greek, winked, then followed Molka to a nearby empty seating area.
Molka sighed. “I’m in a tough spot. I really need your help.”
“I’m sorry,” Tariq said. “But I wasn’t exaggerating about the general’s people. If they locate him, anyone they see helping him is going to die first and fast, and that’s not going to be me. Because above all, I’m a survivor.”
Molka smirked. “Among other things.”
Tariq smirked. “So you were briefed on me a little more than lightly. Fine. Yes, I offered my time and attention to some older lonely, neglected wealthy married women. And I made them feel desirable. And in their gratitude, they provided me with nice apartments and nice clothes and nice cars and nice vacations and a nice leisurely life. They were happy, and I was happy. What’s wrong with that? Then I was entrapped by your country. And just when I thought I escaped, Azzur entrapped me for life. And now things can’t get worse for me.”
“Yes, they can,” Molka said. “If I tell Azzur about your moment of moral weakness.”
Tariq frowned. “I saved your life today.”
“And I do appreciate that, and maybe I can pay you back in some small way someday. But that is a personal issue between us. I’ve been instructed to get the general to Nicosia within the next three hours by any means necessary. And right now, you’re my only means. And if that means I have to call Azzur right now and tell him what you’ve done, I’ll have to do it. Even if it means my dismissal from the program because that will happen anyway.”
Tariq presented a concerned face. “I’ve heard Azzur’s a man who deals out severe repercussions to people who cross him.”
“Very severe.” Molka lied. “He might even order me to eliminate you on the spot. Which I will do.” She gripped his arm again. Hard. “And Tariq, you know I can. Because you’ve seen what I can do.”
“But if I agree to help you, you won’t tell him. Ever. Right?”
Molka nodded. “You have my word.”
Tariq pulled away from Molka’s grip, turned, took a few steps, stopped, exhaled hard, turned back, and returned to her. “If I’m going to help you with this, we have to do it my way. That means no questioning and debating my decisions. Especially by Uri.”
“Uri won’t be a problem,” Molka said. “He’s still out of it and getting worse. As I said, I’m going to drop him at the hospital as soon as we get to Nicosia.”
Tariq sighed. “Ok.”
“Do we have a deal?”
“We have a deal.”
Molka and Tariq moved back to the general and Uri’s seats.
Tariq stood before the general. “General, I’ve decided to accompany you to Nicosia and stay with you until Azzur arrives.”
The general grunted. “Good.”
“What hotel is the briefcase at?” Tariq said.
“The Promontory.”
Tariq’s face flashed impressed. “The best in the city.” He removed his new phone from his jacket pocket and searched. “General, have you ever stayed at the Cadmus Hotel across the street from the Promontory?”
“Never.”
“Perfect,” Tariq said. “Anyone watching the Promontory will have their backs to it.” He addressed Molka. “You take Uri in your car. I’ll take the general with me. While you drop Uri off at the hospital, the general and I will go to the Promontory and do a little counter-surveillance to make sure we’re in the clear. If so, we’ll retrieve the briefcase, check into a suite at the Cadmus, and wait for you there. Then once you verify we’re secure, you can go pick Azzur up and bring him straight to the general.”
Molka addressed the general. “Would that be acceptable to you, general?”
The general grunted. “Yes.”
Tariq typed a text on his new phone. The notification chime on his old phone in Molka’s hand sounded. “Ok, you have my new number. Now we need to get moving.”
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As the sun set, Molka and Uri in their white Toyota rental car followed right behind Tariq and the general in their black Toyota rental north on the A2 and A1 motorways for just under an hour to Nicosia.
Tariq exited and headed northeast toward the downtown location of the Promontory Hotel, and Molka exited and drove northwest toward Nicosia Hospital.
Molka parked and walked Uri into the hospital’s busy Accident and Emergency Department. When the language barrier had been established, an English-speaking nurse was located, and she asked Uri a few questions about symptoms, attached a wrist band on him, and pointed to the waiting area.
Uri sat, and Molka stood over him.
“I’m going to have to leave you here,” Molka said. “But I’ll let Azzur know where you’re at, and I’m sure he’ll send someone to get you.”
Uri resumed his floor staring. “I know it looks as though I’ve been drifting in and out, but I’ve heard everything that’s been said, and I know what’s going on.”
“Ok,” Molka said. “That’s a good sign, I think.”
“Before you go, I want to tell you something. I’m not sure why, but I do.”
“Alright.”
“When I was locked in that dungeon with the general and Tariq, those two did a lot of conversing, and get this…all in Turkish. What do you think of that?”
Molka shrugged. “Turkish is Tariq’s second language, if not his first by now. But you think they didn’t want you to join in their discussions?”
“Yes,” Uri said. “I don’t know why they wouldn’t, though.”
Molka surmised their conversation involved their mutual best interests in not telling Uri, and later Azzur, about Tariq’s deceit. She checked her watch. “I really have to go. So Uri, if I don’t see you again, I just want you to know I think you’re a great pilot. One of the best I’ve ever seen. You lived up to your family’s famous name.”
Uri raised his bleary eyes to Molka. “Make sure you tell Azzur that too.”
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Molka texted Tariq as soon as she exited the hospital:
Dropped Uri
Heading downtown
Tariq texted right back:
Come to Cadmus Hotel
Room 707
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The Cadmus Hotel was a modern, cylindrical-shaped, seven-story, black glass tower.
Molka parked in the hotel’s parking garage and took the attached elevator to the seventh floor. The elevator doors opened onto a black and white checkered carpet hallway. Molka walked to room number 707 and knocked.
The door opened to Tariq’s smile.
He allowed Molka into the moderately sized suite decorated in black and white: nice but nothing special.
Tariq walked past Molka into the suite’s living room area.
Molka trailed him.
Children’s cartoons played on the wall-mounted flat screen.
The general sat on a black cloth couch watching the TV with his right leg crossed over his left. His right foot twitched with a nervous rhythm. His left hand held an unlit cigar. And he tapped the gold signet ring on his right middle finger on the couch’s armrest.
Tariq turned to Molka. “How’s Uri?”
“He was waiting to see a doctor when I left.” Molka scanned around the room. “Where’s the briefcase?”
“Still locked in the safe across the street at the Promontory.”
Molka’s face perplexed at Tariq. “Why didn’t you get it?”
“Because we thought it would be best if you came with us for security.”
“Did you spot any potential threats during your counter-surveillance?”
“No,” Tariq said. “But that doesn’t mean there aren’t any. So we would feel much safer if you came with us should anything arise. Right, general?”
The general’s eyes darted from the TV. “Uh, yes, that’s right.”
Tariq whispered. “You see how nervous he is.”
“Ok,” Molka said. “I’m flattered by your confidence in me. But if there’s trouble, I don’t have a weapon to do anything about it.”
Tariq’s face teased with an ultra-charismatic smile. “From what I’ve seen, your whole beautiful, perfect body is a weapon.”
Molka smirked. “Ugh. Alright. If there’s trouble, I’ll do what I can.
The general stood. “Then let us go now.”
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The trio rode the elevator to the hotel lobby featuring a distinctive black and white checkered marble floor.
They exited through the main entrance, passed between two long, large decorative planters holding local flora, moved onto a pedestrian light sidewalk, and crossed a vehicle traffic-heavy street.
Molka scanned night darkened faces in the vehicles for potential security threats. She did not detect any, but she was not trained to spot such things in a strange city in a strange country.
The Promontory Hotel they approached was a much larger and more traditional structure than the Cadmus. It’s 10-stories carried a granite facade spread over three wings.
The general, Molka, and Tariq entered the hotel’s spacious, red-carpeted lobby.
A smiling, dapper suited, gray-haired older man approached them.
Tariq whispered to Molka. “Don’t worry. I think he’s the hotel manager.”
The general and the manager exchanged warm greetings in Greek and a brief humorous exchange.
The manager led the general—with Molka and Tariq trailing—to a carved mahogany door next to the hotel’s long marble-topped check-in counter. The door opened to a red-carpeted hallway, which ended at another carved mahogany door.
The manager opened the door and politely allowed the trio to proceed ahead of him into a large, well-appointed office.
The manager then shut the door behind them and crossed the room to a door-sized mahogany panel. He opened the panel to reveal a built-in safe. He unlocked and opened the safe’s door, removed a black leather briefcase with brass, dual combination locked clasps, and carried it to the general.
The general took the briefcase from him, and they shared another humorous exchange, and shook hands.
The general exited the office carrying the briefcase with Molka and Tariq following.
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Five minutes and still no apparent threats later, the trio re-entered the Cadmus Hotel lobby and moved to the elevators.
Tariq pushed the up button and looked at his phone. “Oh my. Molka, you see the time? You better leave right now for Nicosia International—or what’s left of it, I should say—if you’re going to be on time to meet Azzur.”
Molka checked her watch: 7:57PM. “You’re right.”
“We’ll be fine here until you guys return.”
Molka’s eyes focused on the briefcase.
“What’s wrong?” Tariq said.
“Nothing,” Molka said.
Tariq presented a smug smile. “Yes, there is. You still don’t trust me, do you?”
“No, it’s not that. It’s just that—”
Tariq put his right hand over his heart. “I’m genuinely hurt. I really am. I thought after these past two days, and especially after today, we had built—never mind. You’re right. I don’t deserve your trust yet. General give her the case to take with her.”
The general’s mouth slacked open in shock. “What?”
The elevator doors opened.
Tariq motioned for them to move to the side.
They reformed a few meters away.
Tariq addressed the general. “General, let her take the case with her, so there’s no mistrust between us.”
The general shook his head back and forth in disbelief. “I do not believe that—”
Tariq interrupted. “General, think about this: both our lives are in Azzur’s hands now. And she’s Azzur’s chosen representative. We would be smart to show her respect, thereby showing Azzur respect. Which would get us off to a good start with that hard, hard man.”
The general gave Tariq a thoughtful nod. “There is good sense to your reasoning. Yes, I agree with you.” He held the briefcase out to Molka. “Please, take it with my compliments to Azzur.”
Molka’s hands remained at her sides. “Just keep it general. I’ll let Azzur know you were both very respectful.”
Tariq shook his head, distressed. “Please just take it and give it to Azzur. We both need all the help we can get with him.” He took the briefcase from the general, grabbed Molka’s right hand, and placed it on the handle. “Please, Molka.”
Molka took the briefcase. “Alright. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
Tariq and the general turned their backs to Molka without further comment and moved toward the elevators.
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Old Nicosia International Airport
8:32PM
If you wanted to make a film set in a bleak dystopian future and needed a real deteriorating international airport for a scene, the old Nicosia International Airport would be ideal.
Two camouflage uniformed British soldiers, sporting light blue UN peacekeeper berets, passed Molka through the entrance gate and directed her to park outside the old terminal building: a dilapidating, three-story structure time frozen in the 1970s.
Molka faced her car toward the northwest and viewed the adjacent main runway. It was lit and looked serviceable, but several old, deteriorating commercial aircraft abandoned on the apron around it had long since flown their last flights.
Molka checked her watch: Azzur due to land in six minutes.
Six minutes later, a white, two engine, private chartered jet made a landing, turned around, and taxied to within 10 meters of Molka’s car.
The aircraft’s side door opened, and the airstairs lowered. The cabin lights backlit Azzur exiting. He wore his usual fashionable brown leather jacket over gray slacks and a white shirt, carrying his usual brown leather satchel.
Exiting behind him were the younger white male tech guys Molka had noticed working in the cubicles at the estate: the taller thin one with short brown hair and light brown beard and the shorter stocky one with a shaved bald head and brown beard. They both wore tan jackets over jeans and carried laptop cases.
And deplaning behind them was a muscular man in his 30s, outfitted in a black leather jacket, black pants, black tac-boots, and dark sunglasses at night.
Molka assessed him: obviously not a tech guy.
Azzur moved to Molka’s car and got into the passenger seat. His three men filled the backseat.
Azzur took out a cigarette pack from his jacket pocket. “Did the general retrieve the case?”
“Yes,” Molka said.
“And you witnessed him retrieving it?”
“Yes. I watched the manager of the Promontory Hotel remove the case from the hotel safe and hand it to him.”
Azzur lit up. “Where is the general secured now?”
“Waiting in a suite at the Cadmus Hotel downtown.”
“Proceed there.”
Molka started the car and headed for the gate.
Azzur removed a phone from his pocket. “What room number is the general in? I want to call ahead and tell Uri I am on the way.”
“Uri’s not in the room with the general.”
“Why is Uri not waiting with the general as I instructed?”
“I dropped him at the hospital to get checked out. He has a head injury.”
“What type of head injury?” Azzur said.
“I think he’s concussed. A German mercenary struck him with a rifle butt just before we left Turkey.”
Azzur sighed. “Neophytes. Shelf that story for now. So you have left the general alone in the hotel?”
“No. Tariq is with him.”
“Why is Tariq with him?”
“Because, as I also told you, the general refused to leave Larnaca airport with me. And Uri was too out of it to take over as task security specialist. But the general said he would leave with Tariq. He trusts Tariq. So I had to…practically beg Tariq to accompany him. It was my only means.”
Azzur rolled down his window and flicked ash. “I do not like the idea of Tariq being alone with the general and his briefcase.”
“Tariq is not alone with the general and his briefcase,” Molka said.
“What does that mean?”
“It means I took the case with me when I left them.”
Azzur flashed an anxious look at Molka. “Where is the general’s briefcase now?”
“In the trunk.”
A devious smile creased the corners of Azzur’s lips.
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Azzur instructed Molka to park on the first level of the Cadmus Hotel’s parking garage. “What room is the general in?”
“Seven-O-seven,” Molka said.
Azzur looked into the backseat at his sunglasses-wearing assistant and nodded.
The man exited and headed across the garage and toward the hotel elevator.
Azzur addressed Molka again. “Remove the briefcase from the trunk.”
Azzur and Molka exited, followed by his two tech guys.
Molka opened the trunk.
Azzur removed the briefcase and placed it atop the roof of the car. He entered the code to unlock the left clasp and then the right clasp and then opened it.
Inside waited a single business-sized white envelope sealed with red wax, which was imprinted with an eagle and shield, the general’s personal crest from his signet ring.
Azzur broke the seal, opened the envelope, and pulled out three folded sheets of white paper. He unfolded the pages, which were filled with text in Arabic and GPS coordinates.
Azzur passed the pages to the bald tech guy who scanned through them and addressed Azzur. “Totally consistent with the previous highly-classified documents we have obtained from that intelligence service.”
Azzur took the pages back from the bald tech guy, placed them back in the envelope, placed the envelope back in the briefcase, closed the briefcase, and relocked the clasps.
When he looked up, another devious smile creased his lips.
Molka grinned. “No, really, Azzur. That’s fine. No need to thank me. You’re welcome.”
Azzur ignored her sarcasm. “Everyone back in the car. Molka, enter the downtown Sheraton hotel into your GPS and proceed there.”
Molka pointed up. “We’re not going up to get the general?”
“No. If he still wants my help to save his life, he can come to me and plead for it.”
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Azzur’s large sixth-floor suite featured two workstation desks. Upon entering, Azzur’s tech guys each headed straight to one, shed jackets, removed slim laptops from their cases, sat down, and got to work.
Azzur laid the briefcase and his leather satchel atop the minibar. He opened the briefcase again, removed the envelope, and carried it to his taller helper. “Get that to Tel Aviv, highest priority. Request confirmation.”
“Yes, sir.”
Azzur addressed the bald guy. “Call the Nicosia hospital and leave a message for Uri to call this room.”
“Yes, sir.”
Azzur moved over to floor-to-ceiling drapes and opened them to reveal a metal-railed balcony and two patio chairs. He slid open the glass door, sat in a chair, put his feet up on the railing, leaned back, lit another cigarette, and observed the downtown lights.
A guarded man in subtle celebration mode.
He glanced over his shoulder. “Molka, call the general. I will speak with him now.”
Molka called Tariq’s new phone.
Tariq answered. “Hello, Molka, are you guys on the way?”
“No, I’m with Azzur at his hotel. He wants to speak with the general.”
“Sure thing. He’s right here.”
Molka handed the phone to Azzur, and he motioned for her to stay. He placed the phone to his ear. “Hello again, general…No. I am at my hotel…No. I wish you to stay where you are …I understand you are nervous, but I have a man watching your room as we speak…Yes…Very capable…No. When I think it is appropriate, I will have him escort you here…I am not sure yet. I will call you back when I decide. Goodbye.”
Azzur ended the call and handed the phone back to Molka. “Why are you dressed like that?”
“I had to go native,” Molka said. “But it sounds like you’re brushing the general off because you have the list and don’t really need him anymore.”
“That is exactly what I want him to think. My orders are to return with him to Tel Aviv tonight, and that is what I intend on doing. However, for the next hour or so, I want him to have doubts about that and then fears that I may just allow his people to silence him. Perhaps these fears will dislodge more useful information he can provide me. If you can comprehend this?”
Molka mocked a confused face. “Oh, I’m sorry, I can’t. That type of sophisticated thinking is well above my neophyte project status to comprehend.”
Molka grinned.
Azzur’s face remained unamused.
Molka fake sighed. “You’ll never get my humor, will you? So what do you want me to do now?”
“You mean, besides toning down your usual sarcasm?”
Molka grinned again. “Ha. No promises.”
“Just stand by here. I will arrange a commercial flight for you to fly home in the morning.”
“Alright.” Molka moved to the living room area, sat in a chair, and used the remote to turn on the TV. She scanned through the channels and found an American romantic comedy she liked but muted the volume and turned on the captions because it was dubbed in Greek.
A moment later, the message notification chimed on the phone in her pocket: a text message from Tariq.
Molka read: Did you tell Azzur?
Molka replied: No. I kept my word.
Tariq: Thank you.
And again, I’m sorry about that whole thing.
Molka: Don’t think of it.
Tariq: How’s Uri?
Molka: Still at hospital.
He’s going to call when he’s done.
Tariq: Tell him I hope he gets better soon.
Molka: You can tell him yourself.
I have a feeling the three of us are flying to Tel Aviv tomorrow crammed into the economy section seats.
Tariq: Why is that?
Molka: bc the Counsel doesn’t fly projects first class.
So you better get used to that.
Tariq: hee. hee. never. Bye.
Molka: see you in a bit.
Molka rose, went behind the mini-bar to the mini-fridge, and helped herself to a bottled water. She returned to her chair and drank half of it in one swift gulp. She had not realized how thirsty she was. It had been a long stressful day, and when she stressed, she had to remind herself to stay hydrated.
Her first task completed. But she didn’t feel happy as she thought she would. It was more like the feeling she got after she took a tough exam in her university days: relief it was over mixed with anxiety about how she did.
In the Unit, after her first mission, they told her the first mission was always the hardest. And then it would get easier and easier. It wasn’t true, but the lie gave her the confidence to move on to the next mission with a little less terror.
She wished Azzur would tell her the first task would be the hardest. Because whatever he planned for her next terrified her.
Azzur spoke up. “Molka, call the general back.”
Molka rose, walked to the patio, and dialed Tariq.
The phone rang until it went to voicemail.
“No answer,” Molka said.
“Call the hotel room,” Azzur said.
Molka looked up the hotel number, dialed, and reached the operator who answered in Greek.
“English?” Molka said.
“Yes.”
“Room seven-O-seven, please.”
The operator transferred her call.
After over 15 rings, Molka said, “No one is answering.”
Azzur removed his phone from his jacket and placed a call. “Did the general and or Tariq leave the room?...Did anyone go into the room?...I know you would have reported that, but I am asking anyway…You are sure?...Maintain your position.” He clicked off and addressed Molka. “Try to call the general again both ways.”
Molka called both Tariq’s phone and the room again.
No answer at either.
Azzur stood, walked to the balcony railing, and stared into the night.
Molka spoke. “You think the general’s people found them?”
Azzur walked back into the room, engrossed.
He lit a new cigarette.
He blew smoke.
He stubbed out the cigarette after a single puff.
He moved to his satchel on the minibar.
He opened it.
He removed a Sig P226 semi-automatic pistol.
He tucked the Sig into his waistband.
He reached back in the satchel and removed a Glock 17.
He handed Molka the Glock. “Come with me.”




CHAPTER 48

At Azzur’s urging, Molka drove crazy-fast through heavy evening restaurant and nightclub traffic across the downtown area to the Cadmus Hotel.
On route, Azzur made a call. “Did the general and or Tariq leave the room?...How many?....Maintain your position.”
Azzur ended the call.
Molka glanced at Azzur. “Was that your man in black we dropped at the Cadmus?”
“Yes.”
“What’s the status there?”
“No one has left or entered room seven-zero-seven since his arrival. And only two other people have been on the seventh floor, that being, lone guests who entered rooms seven-zero-two and seven-zero-four both located at the hall’s opposite side.”
Azzur addressed Molka. “Try Tariq’s phone and the hotel room again.”
Molka pulled the phone from her pocket and tried both again.
Nothing.
Azzur sat motionless the rest of the ride to the Cadmus.
It spooked Molka in a way.
He didn’t even light a cigarette.
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Molka and Azzur exited the elevator on the Cadmus Hotel’s seventh floor and stepped onto the black and white checkered carpet.
Located at a 45-degree angle to the elevator was the fire escape door featuring a small window. The door opened, and Azzur’s man poked his head out, still wearing sunglasses.
Azzur glanced at the man.
The man shook his head and slipped back into the stairwell.
Molka appreciated the man’s choice. His observation position blocked anyone from approaching the floor via the stairs and also positioned him for simultaneous views of the elevators and room 707’s door.
Molka and Azzur moved down the hallway toward room 707.
Azzur low-talked to Molka. “There has been no further movement on this floor.”
Molka low-talked back. “Maybe they just fell asleep?” She checked her watch: 10:11PM. “We had a rough two days. I’m about to pass out too.”
Azzur pursed his lips. “Perhaps.”
Molka and Azzur arrived at the room door.
Azzur stepped away from the door’s peephole. “Knock.”
Molka smiled. “I now give you Major General Ahmad Shamieh. And again, no need to thank me, you’re welcome.”
She knocked hard enough to wake the dead tired.
After a pause, the locks clicked, and the door opened to the annoyed face of a dark-haired, chunky woman in a green bathrobe. A wide-eyed, pigtailed toddler girl in yellow pajamas peeked from behind her.
The woman’s face flashed surprise at Molka and Azzur, and she spoke words in Greek.
“English?” Azzur said.
She answered in English. “Yes, what do you want?”
Azzur looked past her. “I want the two men staying in this room with you.”
“There’s only one man staying in this room with me. My husband.”
Azzur pulled out his weapon.
The woman’s face terrorized.
He scowled at the woman. “Do not move from this spot.” He looked at Molka. “Draw your weapon.”
Molka drew the Glock.
“Watch her.” Azzur moved into the room weapon first.
The woman’s face terrorized further on Molka’s weapon, and the little girl hugged the woman’s leg, trembling in fear.
A moment later, a man’s voice speaking Greek sounded from deep in the room.
Azzur speaking English answered.
A conversation in English ensued, but what was said could not be deciphered from Molka’s position.
A few uncomfortable minutes passed and Azzur reemerged. “I apologize, ma’am. We are with hotel security. We are at the wrong room.”
Molka followed Azzur back down the hall.
The door slammed behind them.
“The general and Tariq weren’t in there?” Molka said.
“No.”
“Who are those people in their room?”
“The registered guests for it,” Azzur said.
Molka’s eyebrows rose. “Oh. The general and Tariq must have checked out.”
They reached the elevators, and Azzur stopped and faced Molka. “The general and Tariq were never checked into that room. The husband showed me their reservation, and the daily room charges receipts. They have been in that room for the last four days.”
Molka’s face flashed puzzlement. “Four days? That’s impossible. I was in there with the general and Tariq a few hours ago. And I didn’t get the wrong room either. I took a pic of the door number when I left so I wouldn’t forget.” She pulled out the phone and showed Azzur the photo. “See?”
Azzur ignored her, removed his phone, dialed, and put the phone to his ear. “Give me the location of Tariq’s phone, immediately…Yes…I will stay on the line.”
Molka raised her hand. “Um…I have Tariq’s phone. He gave it to me. He’s using a new prepaid one.”
Azzur grimaced and spoke into his phone. “Cancel that. Standby.” He looked to Molka. “Give me his prepaid phone’s number.”
Molka swiped to Tariq’s text messages and read the number off to him.
Azzur repeated the number into his phone. “Call me when you have its location.” He clicked off and glared at Molka. “When did Tariq give you his phone?”
“At Larnaca airport after he rented me the car.”
“And then he informed you he was leaving and went to buy the prepaid phone for his use?”
“Yes,” Molka said.
“And that is when the general refused to leave with you because he did not trust you to safeguard him anymore as the security specialist?”
“Yes.”
“But he told you he trusted Tariq, and wished for Tariq to accompany him instead. However, Tariq said he was not interested?”
“Yes,” Molka said.
“And that is when you called me with this problem. And I told you to inform the general that Uri was now the security specialist and that he would see to the general’s safe travel to Nicosia. But Uri was in no condition to do so, of which you failed to inform me?”
“Yes.”
“So you ran after Tariq, who had not quite made it out of the airport yet?”
“Yes,” Molka said. “He was still talking to a young, pretty phone salesgirl nearby.”
“Of course, he was. And you went to him and asked him to reconsider and accompany the general here because you had no other means at your disposal?”
“Yes.”
“And Tariq strongly refused at first, but then he reluctantly agreed only if you agreed to the stipulation things be done as he saw fit?”
“Yes. Exactly.” Molka’s face beamed with wonder. “Amazing. How did you figure all that out?”
Azzur’s face darkened with certitude. “Because I have also recruited assets without the asset knowing they were being recruited.”
Molka’s wonder face fell to a look of confusion. “Ok. Now I’m a little confused.”
Azzur glared at her again. “Yes, you are.”
Azzur’s phone rang.
He removed it from his pocket and answered. “Yes?... That is confirmed?... I see…No. We did not…Return to the airport. I will meet you there.”
Azzur clicked off and put the phone back into his pocket.
His face drained white.
His face flushed red.
His eyes closed, and he whispered. “No.”
His eyes opened. “No.”
He ran the hallway’s length to a sealed window at the end.
He pounded the window and yelled:
“NO!”
“NO!”
“NO!”
“NO!”
Molka thought the window might break, and Azzur would fall or jump seven stories to his death.
His man burst from the stairwell and ran past Molka toward Azzur with a Glock held to the side.
Azzur stopped pounding and turned around. He ignored his man and walked recomposed back toward the elevators.
His man followed him. “They’re not in the room?”
“No,” Azzur said.
“Do you want me to start searching the hotel?”
“It is now too late to search this hotel for them. And it may even be too late to search this country.”
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Molka and Azzur rode the elevator to the lobby.
Azzur, with Molka in tow, headed for the main entrance, walked out, moved to the large planter on the right, sat on its edge, and lit a cigarette.
After several silent minutes of standing before him, Molka could not contain herself any further. “Azzur, I swear I was in that room with the general and Tariq today. You can polygraph me again if you want.”
Azzur flicked ash into the planter. “That will not be necessary. I know you were in that room with the general and Tariq.”
“Ok,” Molka said. “So they must have bribed or forced those people to let them use their room.” She shook her head. “That woman is a natural actress. Her denial sounded legit, and she really looked terrified.”
“Her reactions were genuine. There are many ways to gain entrance into other guest’s hotel rooms when they are not in them, use the room for deceptive purposes, and then leave without the guests ever knowing you were there. As when a little family on vacation spends the day out of their room on a hotel sponsored sightseeing tour. It is not as difficult as it sounds, especially for experienced operatives like the general and Tariq. In normal times, we also trained our own operatives to do so.”
“Interesting,” Molka said. “But I couldn’t have guessed that because I’m not a trained operative.”
Azzur blew smoke and nodded glumly. “No, that you are not.”
“You said it was maybe too late to even search the country for them. Where do you think they are now?”
“Likely across the border in Turkish controlled Northern Cyprus awaiting transport to the US airbase in Izmir, Turkey. Once there, they will formally request that their new American Corporation friends guarantee them protection from us. This request will be granted.”
Molka grimaced. “Oh. Darn. I guess that’s what the distressing call you got upstairs was about. You took it very hard, but you still have the general’s list, which is what you really wanted anyway.”
“That distressing call was not about the general—with Tariq’s deceitful help—double-crossing me and going over to the Americans. It was to inform me that Tel Aviv confirmed that the general’s list you brought me of GPS coordinates for proposed secret nuclear sites around the world actually contains the GPS coordinates of the general’s favorite cigar shops.”
Molka smiled. “Ha. Uri guessed it. The general was lying.”
“Uri did not guess it, and the general was not lying. The list with the real GPS coordinates exists, and the general has it in his possession.”
“Again, I’m confused.”
Azzur continued. “When you split from Tariq and the general at Larnaca airport to take Uri to the hospital here, what did they tell you they would do?”
“They would go straight to the Promontory Hotel where the general’s briefcase was, do counter-surveillance, and if they thought it was clear, they would recover the briefcase, check into a room here, and wait for me.”
“And this raised no concerns with you?”
“No,” Molka said. “I mean, why would it? We were on the same team. And we had all just faced down death together. And you were on the way. I would never have suspected them of betraying a man like you.”
“Nevertheless, what did they say when you arrived here and visited them in the room?”
“They told me they decided against going to the Promontory Hotel to retrieve the case until I returned to go with them, for security reasons.”
“And this flattered you?”
“Yes,” Molka said.
“Why did this flatter you?”
“Because Tariq was an experienced operative, and the general was a high-ranking leader in his country’s intelligence service, and they both wanted me to provide their protection.”
“And when you accompanied them to the Promontory Hotel and witnessed the general retrieving the briefcase, you had your eyes on the briefcase the entire time from when you left the Promontory Hotel, crossed the street, and arrived here?”
“Yes,” Molka said. “No way he could have opened it and switched the contents without my knowledge.”
“That is correct. Which is why the switch had already been made.”
“But how?”
“While you were taking Uri to the hospital, they were not waiting in the room for your return to accompany them to retrieve the briefcase from the Promontory Hotel safe. They instead retrieved the briefcase themselves, removed the real list from the envelope and inserted the well-made fraudulent list—most likely emailed to them by the Americans and printed out in the hotel’s business center—resealed the envelope with wax from a cheap drugstore candle and imprinted it with the general’s signet ring, placed it back in the briefcase, had the briefcase placed back in the hotel’s safe, and then waited for your return to go retrieve it again.”
Molka frowned. “And that way, I would report to you I had witnessed, what I thought, was the legit list being removed from the safe.”
“That is correct. And what happened after you all brought the briefcase with the fraudulent list to the room here?”
“I never made it back up to the room. In the lobby, Tariq suggested I better leave to pick you up on time. He said the general and the case would be secure in the room until I returned with you.”
“And you expressed concerns about that?”
“Not exactly,” Molka said. “Tariq noticed me looking at the case with concern, though. Then he accused me of not trusting him, said he was offended, and insisted I take the case with me to meet you.”
“And the general simply agreed to this?”
“No. He was against it. Then Tariq told him it would be smart of them to let me take the case as a way of showing me respect, thereby showing you respect to…you know, to kiss up since you controlled their safety now.”
Azzur shook his head with a begrudging smile. “Tariq is such a clever devil. This is why I wanted him for the program.”
“I can see that now,” Molka said.
“And then the general handed over the briefcase?”
“He tried, but I said that would not be necessary.”
“And then Tariq insisted you take it?”
“Actually, he practically begged me to take it and took the case from the general and literally placed it in my hand.”
Azzur glared at Molka. “And then their newly recruited asset literally handed their treacherous little joke to me.”
Molka frowned again. “Yes. Sorry.”
Azzur flipped away his cigarette butt, lit a new one, and gazed down the walkway at the traffic passing the hotel. “I warned the Counsel about the projects program. I told them that—” Azzur’s phone rang. He removed it from his jacket pocket and answered. “Yes?” He listened and sprung to his feet. “Text me that address and keep me updated on any movement.”
“Good news?” Molka said.
“Come on.” Azzur jogged back into the hotel.
Molka caught up and jogged alongside. “We’re heading back up to the room?”
“No. To the car. Tariq’s phone has been located. It has not crossed the border yet.”




CHAPTER 49

The address Azzur gave Molka for the car’s GPS system guided them from the main downtown highway northeast and then exiting onto smaller and narrower and darker residential streets.
“Where are we going, anyway?” Molka said.
Azzur viewed a map app on his phone. “The location is a small café just on the Cypriot side of the border.”
“What would they be doing there?”
“Perhaps that is where Tariq left the phone before crossing over. But perhaps not.”
Molka turned onto another residential street, checked the GPS again, slowed the car, and looked to the right. “We should be here.”
Azzur pointed to the right down a narrow, pedestrian-only, brick street. “That way. Park here.”
Molka parked at the curb, both leaped from the car, and Azzur led the way at the run down the dimly lit street which cut through closed two-story, tan-colored shops constructed in classic Mediterranean style with iron-railed balconies.
An older couple carrying shopping bags walked ahead, and Azzur and Molka split and ran past them on either side.
The startled couple yelled Greek curse words at their backs.
Azzur and Molka ran on.
A moment later, approaching ahead from the opposite direction riding white bikes with lit headlamps, were two white-shirted, blue pants wearing, helmeted police officers.
Azzur and Molka moved to the left to give the riders room and blew right past them.
The officers stopped their bikes, turned around, and yelled in Greek.
Azzur and Molka kept running.
The officers stood on their pedals and pursued.
Officer one yelled again in Greek.
Azzur and Molka kept running.
The officers quickly closed in on the runners.
Azzur glanced over his shoulder, stopped running, and turned toward them.
Molka did the same.
The officers skidded to a stop before them.
Azzur said, “English?”
Officer one answered. “Yes. Why are you running?”
“We’re Israeli tourists,” Azzur said.
Officer two addressed Molka. “Are you?”
Molka answered. “Yes.”
Officer one: “So why are you running? And why are you running to the Turks?”
Azzur smiled. “No, we are not crossing the border. We are late for meeting some friends at a café just this side of the border.”
Officer two addressed Molka. “Are you?”
Molka answered. “Yes.”
Officer one: “Please face the wall and place your hands on it.”
Azzur and Molka complied.
They were about to be searched and caught with handguns.
Not a good look for tourists.
Azzur shot Molka a stern glance.
Message received.
The officers moved in to start frisking.
Azzur spun and connected a roundhouse kick to his searcher’s temple.
Simultaneously, Molka spun and did the same to her searcher.
Both officers fell unconscious.
Azzur ran on.
Molka followed.
Ahead on the right was a closed café with green umbrellaed tables. And 15 meters past that, sat a border crossing point with a little gated guard booth. A Turkish flag flew on one side of it, and a Cypriot flag flew on the other.
Azzur stopped running and drew his weapon.
Molka stopped and drew hers. “What?”
Azzur aimed at two men sitting in the dark under a green café umbrella:
Tariq and the general.
Tariq had reoutfitted in a slim cut white suit over an open collar black shirt, and he accessorized with a black pocket square peeking from the jacket’s breast pocket.
Molka’s analysis: Very handsome.
Tariq held his phone, and the general smoked a cigar.
Azzur smiled at his prisoners. “Good evening, gentlemen.”
The general frowned at Tariq. “I told him to get rid of that phone and obtain another. But apparently, he gave the number to a young lady in Larnaca who he wishes to hear from.”
Tariq smirked at the general. “You also told me they wouldn’t be able to track down a burner phone this fast.”
“Why stop here?” Azzur said. “The border is only mere steps away.”
Tariq smiled. “Just waiting on some friends.”
Azzur smiled. “Are we not friends anymore?”
Tariq’s smile faded. “Never were. Never will be.”
Azzur’s smile faded. “We will discuss that in your Tel Aviv detention cell tomorrow. Among many other things.”
“What now?” the general said.
“You will both come with us back to our car and—” Azzur viewed something down the street at the border crossing. “You will both remain seated.”
Three college-aged young women all wearing tight jeans, high-heeled boots, colorful shirts, and short leather jackets cleared the guarded checkpoint and laughed and talked loudly in Turkish as they approached the café.
A drunken girl’s night out.
Azzur lowered his weapon and held it behind his back.
Molka did the same.
Azzur addressed Tariq and the general. “If you speak to them, they will have to die along with you.”
Tariq focused on Azzur. “Azzur, before things get any uglier, I just want to say you have a future star in Molka. So don’t hold this mess of a task against her. It wasn’t all her fault, and she will get better with time.”
The three women arrived aside the café and continued on with laughs and loud talk without paying the foursome any attention until:
They fanned into a tactical formation, drew handguns from behind their backs, and pointed their weapons at Molka and Azzur.
One barked hard-faced commands in Turkish.
The general translated. “They are telling you both to slowly place your weapons on the ground, place your hands atop your heads, step back from your weapons, and do not move.”
Molka and Azzur complied.
Tariq rose, and his face teased Azzur with an ultra-charismatic smile. “These are the friends we were waiting for. They’re also our escort across the border.”
Azzur’s face teased Tariq with a smile masking his anger. “You are a very cunning and ingenious conman, Tariq. But maybe one day the Americans will tire of your tricks. And then where will you go?”
“As long as it’s away from you, I’ll be happy.” Tariq left his phone on the table and moved next to the young women.
Molka spoke up. “If you really want to be happy, go home and marry that beautiful nurse.”
Tariq grinned at Molka. “Good luck, gorgeous warrior woman.” He nodded toward Azzur. “You’re going to need it.”
The general stood and extended a hand to Azzur for shaking. “I hope there will be no hard feelings between us.”
Azzur removed his right hand from his head and shook. “In our business…how can there be?”
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Azzur smoked in silence for 30-minutes as Molka drove through the evening darkness back to the tragedy called Nicosia International Airport.
More British guards on UN duty cleared them through the gate, and Molka proceeded to the dead terminal building where the chartered jet waited on the apron fronting it. The aircraft’s cabin lights glowed through its windows, and it appeared ready to start engines and depart.
Molka stopped five meters short from it.
Azzur remained in his seat and gazed straight ahead. “When it was first proposed, I warned the Counsel that the projects program was destined for trouble. I told them you neophytes would probably make enough mistakes to doom our nation. However, the prime minister was enthralled with something so new and dangerous. The prime minister is always excited by such things. The Counsel dismissed my concerns, of course. And so, I shut my mouth, followed orders, recruited projects, and sent them on tasks.”
Azzur blew smoke and continued. “However, for this task, I volunteered to extract the general personally. It was too important to leave to the projects, I protested. The chief would not hear of it. I was told experienced project managers are irreplaceable, but even more than that, we must let the projects find their way for better or worse.” He turned to Molka with a disappointed face. “At what price, though?”
Molka reached behind her head and tugged on the base of her ponytail. “Azzur, I’m sorry about the mistakes I made on this task. But you knew what you were getting when you got me. Need someone to pilot a Blackhawk into a tight LZ in the middle of the night while under heavy fire and pick up an assault team, and then fly back out of that chaos and bring everyone home alive? I’m your girl. But this covert operative stuff…it doesn’t come naturally to me. That’s all I can say.”
Azzur opened the door and flipped away his cigarette butt. “Return to Larnaca. A room will be waiting for you at the airport hotel. In the morning, a ticket home will be waiting for you with El Al. Compose a full account of everything that occurred on your task and send it to me through your encrypted email account before you go to bed tonight. Report to my office tomorrow at 11AM. A new project manager for you may be sitting at my desk, but either way, your future with the program will be decided then.”
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CHAPTER 50

Tel Aviv, Israel
Saturday, 10:50AM
The lobby directory in the plain, gray 10-story downtown office building listed the fourth floor as being occupied by ICM Business Solutions: A subsidiary of ICM Electronics of Lowell, Massachusetts.
Both titles represented fictional entities created by the Counsel, and the fourth floor actually housed several Counsel offices, including Azzur’s.
Molka entered the building’s elevator in a blue sundress and white canvass sneakers. Her hair was styled in a French braid ponytail, and she wore her black-framed glasses.
The elevator opened out onto a fourth-floor reception area containing several chairs fronted by a receptionist desk and a young attractive female receptionist.
A large ICM Business Solutions logo dominated the wall behind her.
She looked up at Molka.
“Good morning,” Molka said, “I have an 11 o’clock appointment with Azzur or…whoever took his place. Did someone take his place,” Molka grinned, “she asked hopefully?”
The girl shook her head no without humor and pointed to a closed door on the room’s opposite side with a security camera mounted above it.
Molka moved to the door, stood in front of it, and looked up at the camera.
The door unlocked and opened to the struggling new beard of a college-aged male slinging a UZI. He stepped aside, and Molka entered a long hallway with several closed doors on each side, all with a security camera mounted above them and a chair beside them.
Molka moved to the chair outside the last door on the right and sat. And what to expect when Azzur auto-unlocked his door and allowed her to enter and sit in front of his desk, she did not know.
As instructed, she composed an account of what occurred on her first task when she’d gotten home the night before and sent it to Azzur via secure email. And she could swear everything she included in the report was true. This is why she left out the part about Tariq conspiring with Jäger and Fuchs to exchange the general for the 4-million Turkish Lira.
But she didn’t leave it out just because it would reveal her egregious failure as task security specialist by allowing Tariq to deceive her. Which would lead to her dismissal from the program. Which could happen any way when the door opened.
She also left it out because she gave Tariq her word.
And no matter what happened when the door opened, she would always keep that word.
Because her word always meant something to her.
A buzzer sounded, an auto-lock clicked, and Azzur’s office door opened to Uri. He exited wearing a conservative brown business-type suit and carrying a brown briefcase. The door closed and auto-locked behind him.
Molka smiled up at him. “How are you feeling?”
“Still a bit of a headache,” Uri said. “And I’m in concussion protocol, so I’m grounded for a while. But I made my case, and Azzur didn’t dismiss me from the program.”
“That’s probably because you’re the program’s only fixed-wing pilot.”
“True, but more importantly, Azzur also knows superior talent when he sees it.”
Molka grinned. “Yet, he still didn’t dismiss you.”
Uri smirked. “Very funny. But you won’t be laughing when Azzur gets done with you.”
Uri moved down the hallway.
Molka waved to his back. “Bye, Uri. Maybe we’ll work together again sometime.”
Uri kept moving and did not look back. “Righteous mercy, I hope not.”
Molka called after him. “Thanks! I respect your work too, Uri!”
A buzzer sounded, and the door auto-unlocked again.
Molka stood and entered Azzur’s office.
Same as her last visit, the room’s total decor consisted of dark paneled walls—which featured a huge world map on the right-side—and Azzur’s dark metal desk in the back, a single metal chair fronting the desk, and a permanent cigarette smoke haze.
Azzur sat behind the desk wearing a tan open-collared short-sleeved shirt and viewed an open laptop. A lit cigarette smoked in a huge glass ashtray near his elbow.
Molka faked coughed and waved her hand at the rising smoke. “I just have to say that the big no smoking sign on the outside of this building must be your greatest covert achievement.”
Azzur did not look up from the laptop. “You often use sarcasm when you are nervous. That is a tell. You should work to break this tendency. Sit down.”
Molka sat.
Azzur viewed her carefully. “I received a call from a good friend in the American Corporation this morning. When he stopped laughing, he thanked me for getting General Shamieh safely away from Zoran the Great for him.”
Molka nodded. “So that confirms Tariq did deliver him to the Americans.”
“Yes,” Azzur said. “For a substantial financial reward. Tariq also gave himself to the Americans. He is now on their payroll as a special counter-intelligence consultant.”
“And that means you won’t be able to touch him while he holds that position.”
“That is correct. My American friend also told me the general’s people were never informed he would be taken to Cyprus by us. That lie was simply Tariq’s way of setting in motion his plan to recover the general’s list and to get the list and the general over the border and to the safety of the Americans. The only thing I was unable to confirm is exactly when or where Tariq approached the general with his scheme.”
Molka knew: The previous day in a fortress dungeon.
Azzur blew smoke and continued. “Fortunately, the Americans agreed to share a copy of the general’s real list with us.”
Molka’s face lit up. “Great! So the task was completed successfully.”
Azzur grudged a nod. “Technically.”
“Ok. I didn’t put this in my report because I wanted to tell you personally, but Tariq mentioned to me that he didn’t want to come to work for you. And he figured out a way to get his wish. But don’t feel too bad, Azzur. Like you said, he’s a very cunning and ingenious conman.” Molka grinned. “I also didn’t mention in my report that he showed me a pic on his phone of him shaking hands with our prime minister at, what he said was, a private meeting to congratulate him for his services. I know now it's fake. But it was a good fake at that.”
Azzur reached into a desk drawer, removed a thick brown file folder with Tariq’s name labeled on the cover, and removed a printout of the photo Tariq showed Molka of him shaking the prime minister’s hand. “Is this the photo you are referring to?”
Molka grinned at it. “Yes. It looks totally legit, doesn’t it?”
“It is legitimate. He had that photo-op staged when he crashed a private charity fundraiser held by the prime minister. I suppose he thought it might be useful when he had to deceive someone when in a tight situation.”
Molka shook her head in amazement. “Wow. He really played us both, didn’t he?”
Azzur stared at Molka. “He could not have played me if you had not allowed yourself to be unwittingly recruited into his scheme.”
Molka sat back and folded her arms. “I thought about that all night. And I don’t feel I should take the total blame for me being deceived.”
Azzur raised his eyebrows. “And why is that?”
“Because Tariq was the contact you assigned us. And due to his superior experience in covert operations, you instructed me that he would be in charge of the ground operation in Turkey and that I take his advice and defer to him if something questionable occurred. I followed your instructions on that strictly. So if anyone is to blame, it’s you for not vetting your asset better.”
Azzur flicked ash. “The chief made those same points when I spoke to him about you this morning. Therefore, he thinks you should be allowed to continue in the program. However, he left the final decision to me. And I am inclined toward immediate dismissal.”
A vision of her little Janetta flashed across Molka’s mind, and she sprung from her seat, slammed her fists on the desktop, and leaned toward Azzur, her face in his face.
Azzur did not flinch.
Molka lowered her voice to serious wrath. “I think you’re inclined toward my immediate dismissal mainly to cover for the mistakes you made. And I think that stinks. But before you make your decision on my future, I want you to hear this: Yes. I’m a neophyte. And yes, I made a lot of mistakes on my first task. Major mistakes because of my inexperience. I’m a fast learner, though, and I’ll never be outworked by anyone. So, with time, I will get better. Much better. And I promise if you stick with me, for every task I’m assigned, I’ll lay it all on the line and give you everything I have and more.”
Azzur kept his face locked on Molka’s. “For each task, you will lay it all on the line and give me everything you have and a lot more.”
“You have my word, Azzur.”
Azzur smiled, picked up his cigarette, and leaned back. “And I will hold you to that word. Project Molka.”




CHAPTER 51

Fourteen Months Later
Hilton Hotel
Melbourne, Australia
The hotel room phone ringing woke Azzur.
He reached for it in the dark and knocked an empty Scotch bottle beside the phone to the floor.
He picked up the handset and answered. “Yes?”
An Australian accented male voice replied: “Azzur?”
“Yes.”
“My name is Flannery, sir. I’m supervising the protective unit tonight for the patient at Melbourne Hospital named Molka. Do you know Molka?”
“Yes, I know Molka. She has been there several days; what is today?”
“Thursday, sir.”
“Yes, she has been there for four days. Yes, I know her.” Azzur sat up and clicked on the nightstand light. “Did something happen tonight?”
“The doctors asked me to contact you and request that you come to the hospital as soon as possible.”
“Is she—is there a problem?”
“They wouldn’t tell me, sir. They only said we should contact you since you are her beneficiary and request you to come to the hospital.”
“Of course,” Azzur said.
“I see you are on the list of approved visitors. Please bring your photo ID.”
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Azzur rushed from the taxicab, ran into the hospital, ran to the elevators, and rode up to the ICU.
A white-coated doctor Azzur had spoken to before waited for him in the ICU waiting area.
“What is the problem?” Azzur said.
“She’s awake,” the doctor said. “She’s been awake for several hours. She’s—” The doctor’s face conveyed concern. “You look…very exhausted. Are you ok?”
Azzur waved a dismissive hand. “I am fine. How is she?”
“Too soon to tell if any, or how much, brain damage she may have sustained, but she’s responding well so far. The neurologist will be back in the morning to see her again.”
“Is she talking?” Azzur said.
“Yes, she’s talking, but obviously, she’s still trying to process her situation.”
“Can I speak to her?”
“Yes, that’s why I called for you. We feel seeing a familiar face will possibly be comforting and helpful in her recovery.”
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Outside Molka’s private room, a serious elite protection unit man checked Azzur’s ID and frisked him before allowing him to enter.
Molka sat up in her bed. The large bandage on her head remained. The swelling in her face had receded a bit, but she was still unrecognizable.
Her blood red and blue eyes viewed Azzur.
Azzur moved to her bedside. “You have finally woken up.”
Molka spoke with a weakened and hoarse voice. “They told me I’m in Australia, and someone tried to kill me with a grenade.”
“That is correct.”
“Why am I in Australia, and who tried to kill me with a grenade?”
“We will discuss that at a later time.”
Molka squinted through her bloated cheeks at Azzur. “Oooo…sweet Aunt Zillah, you need a shave.”
Azzur touched his four-day unshaved face and smiled. “Yes. I certainly do.”
“I had something I needed to tell you.”
“What, Molka. What is it you needed to tell me?”
“It was um…about my…um… my veterinary office? Yes. My veterinary office. I found men working in it. Your men.”
Azzur’s eyes teared. “Yes, yes, you caught my men working in your veterinary office without your permission several days ago.” He smiled. “You knocked two of them unconscious and terrorized the other two.”
“When can I go home, Azzur?”
Azzur moved closer to the bed and placed his hand on the metal safety rail. “I am taking you home as soon as they allow it.”
“Then what happens?”
“Then, when you are ready, you will resume your tasks.”
“Resume my tasks?” Molka nodded and gazed straight ahead. “Yes. I want to resume my tasks. For my little Janetta, I want to resume my tasks. I have five more to complete, right?”
“That is correct.”
“Well, when I am ready to resume my tasks, make the next one a tough one. The toughest one you’ve got. Because I have the urge to...the urge to….”
“Yes, Molka?”
Molka’s eyes locked on Azzur and her voice strengthened. “Give me the toughest task you’ve got because I have the urge to really kick someone’s ass.”
Azzur smiled again and wiped tears. “And you will get your wish. Since the toughest task at the top of my list involves a very worthy ass for you to go kick.”
“Perfect.” Molka presented a wicked grin. “And I can’t wait to find out who it is.”
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