
        
            
                
            
        

    Assassins Betrayed

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ASSASSINS BETRAYED
 
 
 
 
A Novel 

By 

 
 
 
 
Robert Cuma
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ASSASSINS BETRAYED
Other books by Robert Cuma
 
 
THE TAIPEI CONNECTION
 
 
ASSASSINS BETRAYED is the second book in a
continuing series of spy novels by the author. The hero,
Steven Cross, continues to fight, in a most unorthodox
manner, the evils within the world of espionage.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dedications
Buppy, your time with us was short, but you gave us so much joy and love while you were here. You will live forever in our hearts. And may the rest of your journey be a peaceful one.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

© 2009 Robert Cuma. All rights reserved.  
 
 
No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or  
transmitted by any means without the written permission of the author.  
 
 
First published by AuthorHouse 10/12/2009  
 
 
ISBN: 978-1-4490-1470-4 (e)  
ISBN: 978-1-4490-1468-1 (sc)  
ISBN: 978-1-4490-1469-8 (hc)  
 
 
Library of Congress Control Number: 2009908817  
 
 
Printed in the United States of America  
 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ASSASSINS BETRAYED
 
 
 
 
A Novel 

By 

 
 
 
 
Robert Cuma
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 - Friendly Strangers
_____________________
 
 
 
 
 As the sunrise was just coming over the peaks of the Alps, a light snow was beginning to fall. It was a chilly Italian morning and I was perched atop a hill surrounding a small valley. I was well camouflaged with my white ski attire and brandishing an extremely accurate military sniper rifle with a high-tech scope. A well-hidden chalet was situated at the bottom of the hill with no other houses around. It was the perfect place to hide from the rest of the world and an ideal setting for an assassination. 
For three days now, I sat there waiting and watching for the most opportune time to hit the target. Today was that time. My car where I slept each night was parked about two miles behind me, gassed and ready to go. My plan was to take the shot, drop the untraceable rifle and drive about twenty miles to Bergamo, Italy. There I would dump the car and take a train heading south. Keenly, I watched the chalet through my binoculars observing the people coming and going. By my estimation, the target was expected to leave his sanctuary any time now. 
The target, Ricardo Bono, was a notorious underworld figure who dealt in the world of opium trafficking. My covert assignment was to remove him from power by killing him. I don’t take assassination orders lightly. It is imperative that I assure myself that the hit is justified. I had been observing him for several weeks and he was as mean as they come. About two weeks ago, I deliberately ran into Bono in a restaurant in Milan. He travels with an entourage of downright despicable thugs, the type that take ice cream away from little kids just to watch them cry. He has a wife but the way I saw how he treated her, she would probably be better off without him. When I sat at a table near him, his goons grabbed me and threw me out of the restaurant into the back alley. They told me no one gets close to Mr. Bono. I also checked with some other operatives in southern Italy and they assured me he was on top of the heap of heroin kingpins. It all added up, this creep should go down. 
One would have to wonder why a super spy like me is sitting on this frozen hilltop in the Italian Alps ready to kill some drug lord. Well, I asked the same question of my handler, Dean Grimes, the Director of the CIA, back in Washington. Dean gave me that speech about how beneficial our services are to come from outside of the drug world and dispose of one of their contemptuous leaders. I knew better. He owed his counterpart in the Italian government a big time favor and I was the one chosen to fulfill the payback. After making my decision on the hit, I calculated it should be carried out today and I was ready. Sitting in a snow bank, shivering with a runny nose with little cover, made me want to get back to my operations in Taipei where the weather was warm and the women were warmer. 
Just then, the target emerged from the chalet and began to make his way toward his waiting limo. I put Bono in my sights and waited for the right time to take the shot. His wife inadvertently stayed between him and my rifle all the way to the limo. There was no way I was going to make her part of the collateral damage on this job. At that point, I knew the hit would have to wait for another day. Oh well. Bono was scheduled to be there for ten days anyway and all I had to do was freeze for another day or two. But at that moment, as the couple got into the limo, kaboom! The car exploded sending it twenty feet into the air. Pieces of metal and plastic were falling all over the place. Somebody beat me to the punch and in doing so also killed Bono’s wife along with some of his bodyguards. 
As I was about to exit out of there, the mountains began to shake around me from the enormous blast. Uh-oh, avalanche was my first thought. I started to run toward my car when the ground beneath my feet began to disappear as snow came sliding down from the top of the mountains in a huge mass. My first thought was correct. The next thing I knew I was being carried by the rapidly moving snow right into the valley. Being tossed about by the quick moving avalanche, I lost my rifle, my jacket and other belongings as I rode the wave of endless snow to the bottom. I stopped falling right at the entrance to the chalet. The snow covered the debris of the car wreckage and half of the people around the place. After digging my way out, I decided to vacate the area in a hurry. I started to run down the secondary road to the main street, which was about two miles away. I heard the wailing sirens of the Italian police coming up the road. Immediately, I dove into a snow bank off to the side as not to be seen by oncoming police vehicles. They passed in a hurry and I was up and running again. 
Arriving at the main road, I tried to get a lift from a passing car or something. After about five minutes of walking fast with my arm out trying to flag down the cars as they whizzed past me, one finally stopped to pick me up. It was a four-door car and I jumped into the back seat in a hurry. The two young men in the front were Italian and feeling no pain from drinking wine out of the obvious half empty bottles in the back seat. They didn’t have much to say except their destination was Milan. The driver offered me a sweater and I gladly accepted it. While the duo headed for Milan at an unrealistic speed, I curled up in the seat and tried to get warm. Italians love their cars and love to drive them fast. I realized that in the avalanche, I lost all of my identification including my passport with the covert name of Victor Jordan inside. I had three euro in my pocket and nothing else. I could not tip my hand to anyone around Italy because this assignment was supposed to be extremely covert. I couldn’t even reveal myself to the American Embassy since assassinations were conducted under total deep cover. Assassinations were right up there with Black-Ops, the other deep cover group that overthrows small countries and topples immovable leaders at the will of the Agency. The Agency and the CIA are used synonymously with Washington insiders. Besides, everyone in the State Department knew me by my real name, Steven Cross, and I had no justification for being in Italy. However, I had one shot to escape out of here and that was to contact Dean Grimes in Washington. 
As we rolled down the autostrada (Italian highway) at breakneck speeds, I gave some thought to the events that put me in this situation. My operations in Tokyo and Taipei were going well. I had been promoted to Station Chief of the Far East with an office in Tokyo and a covert operation in Taipei. The Agency had more of an interest in the covert operation rather than normal spy operations in Tokyo. 
 _______
 

Over the past year, my trusted team had all settled into their new surroundings in Taipei. Linda Hart and Cathy Wong, my two female field operatives, had rented a nice condominium in downtown Taipei. Mike Strong, a senior operative, was about to marry one of the daughters of our key man in Taipei, Tao Li. Mike, for the time being, lived with another operative who had been with me for many years now, John Adler. The last member of my team was on loan from Israeli Intelligence. Her name was Hannah Schad and she lived with Linda and Cathy. 
It was more than a year ago when we were running an operation out of Taipei from our safe house when a group of terrorists, with the help of a Chinese warlord, blew it out from under us. We struggled for a while but soon after we gained the upper hand with the help of a Colonel Frank Miller. 
Miller was commanding a group of U.S. Special Forces in the region. Throughout our long intensive ordeal, Miller and I became the best of friends. Out of the notorious group of terrorists we eliminated, two are still at large. The most sought after one in the world today is a terrorist called Abdullah Azure. Some time ago, he broke away from the PLO with a small band of followers. He continues to disrupt world peace no matter what the cost. His whereabouts are unknown at this time. The other individual is the president of a sleazy firm known as the Hightower Corporation. His name is Phillip Moody and he is well wired into U.S. politics. Hightower has a government contract that has been under investigation by the FBI for some time now. The politicians in Washington keep this organization functioning and nobody knows why.
 
 
 _______
 

When this job came about, I couldn’t turn it down since Dean Grimes was the man who set me up with my cushy position in Taiwan. He also proved to be loyal to my team and me. However, as far as my team knew, I was going to Italy for a conference on behalf of the Agency. I was supposed to be meeting with my counterparts from some of the European nations to discuss world affairs in general. Grimes had been adamant about me taking this job without any support. He told me that it shouldn’t be too difficult for a professional like me. Besides, I figured it would be an easy task - until the car bomb went off. Now I had to get out of the area and call Grimes. My two Italian friends got me to Milan in one piece. They dropped me off at the main train station in the downtown area. One of them asked, “Where are you heading?”
“I’m trying to go south.”
“You look like a man on the run. Let me offer you some money,” as he handed me fifty euro.
“If you give me your address I will send it back to you.”
“Nonsense, I’ve been where you are many times in my life. Take the money keep the sweater and good luck. Oh, by the way, in twenty minutes on track five there is a local train to take you south. It should be a safer trip for you.”
I thanked them for everything and the two moved on. I don’t think they were in any shape to give anybody, let alone the authorities, my description. Besides, I thought they were sincere with their offer of help. I went into the station and found a pay phone. I was finally starting to relax a little since Grimes was going to take care of things. So I thought. Once I got him on the phone he said, “I heard all about it. Be careful what you say.”
“What do you mean?”
“Have you seen the news?”
“No. Why?”
“Watch the news and get back to me in forty-eight hours. Disappear until then.” He hung up the phone. 
I quickly found a restaurant in the station with a television turned on. I sat down and ordered a coffee. My Italian was still rather good after not using it for many years. I asked the waitress to turn on a news program. When she did, I watched in amazement as the announcer began to talk about the terrorist attack in the Alps earlier today. She continued with, “The prime suspect in the case is an American born terrorist by the name of Victor Jordan.” They had a blow up of my phony passport photo all over the screen. I looked over to another TV set and there again was my picture. No wonder Grimes cut me loose, the whole country is looking for me. I paid for my coffee and left rather quickly. Glancing over my shoulder while walking toward the train platform, I couldn’t help notice that the waitress was talking to an Italian police officer and pointing in my direction. I hastily ducked into a northbound train as the cop began to run toward me. The train wasn’t moving. I immediately went out the other side between the train cars, jumping onto the tracks and over to another platform trying not to attract too much attention. Once on the platform, I noticed the sign--track five southbound local. The train was ready to leave shortly so I quickly got onboard. If the cop didn’t figured out my maneuver, I would be safe for the moment. Once on the train, I instantly went into the nearest restroom. I stayed there until the train started to move. 
After it was well out of the station, I emerged from the restroom and took the first inconspicuous seat I could find. My mind was going a mile a minute. I could blend in with the Italians fairly well since I have a dark complexion and speak the language. The only problem was my attire. I was still wearing ski pants and the red sweater the crazy driving Italians gave me. The train was warm so I removed the sweater to reveal a rather normal shirt. I kept the sweater over my white pants and tried to get some sleep. The conductor came by and I bought a ticket to Florence, which by this local train would take about five hours. The conductor shook his head after I refused to take the express train at the next stop. I told him I would like to take the scenic route. I had a good friend in Florence with the American consulate there and I was sure he would help me, at least with some money. I wanted to call him but the train phones were too expensive. After buying the ticket, I only had six euro left. 
Then I noticed a girl sitting in the seat across from me gabbing away on her cell phone. After she took a break for about thirty seconds, I asked, “Excuse me, Signorina, may I use your phone for a quick call?”
“You are American, aren’t you?” 
“Yes. You see I lost my baggage and I need to make a very important call to Florence.” She jumped out of her seat and sat down next to me. 
She asked, “Do you know how to make a call in Italy? I can dial the number for you.” Her English was flawless. 
I had to ask, “Where did you learn to speak English so well?”
“I was raised in the States and I moved back here with my mom about five years ago.”
“Are you a student?
“Oh yes, I go to the university in Florence.”
“I’ll bet you are an art student.”
“Not really. I’m studying psychology and social science. My doctorate will be in psychology.”
“My goodness, I thought you were in high school. How old are you, if I may ask?”
“I’m twenty-three and you may not ask,” as she began to smile. It was a pretty smile to go along with her great looks. 
“That’s what happens when you get old. You can’t tell the age of the young people anymore.”
“Oh, I’ll bet you’re not so old.”
“Well, we really don’t have to talk about that. Do we?”
“You can keep it as your little secret. I’m not here to embarrass you.”
“Thank you, now how about that phone call?” 
She handed me the phone and again asked, “Do you want me to dial it for you?” I thought for a moment and decided it would be better if she made the call to the consulate. 
I said, “It would be very kind of you to make the call but I don’t know the number.”
“Well, that’s a big help. Can you give me a hint?”
“I’m trying to call the American Consulate in Florence. I have a friend there and he may be able to help me.”
“Okay, that’s a start.” She dialed information, got the number and quickly called the consulate. She asked, “Could you tell me his name or should I try to guess?”
“Ask for Roger Woods.” When the operator answered the phone, the girl asked for Roger and immediately handed me the phone. Something told me that this girl was quite sharp. She didn’t ask any forwarding questions, did what I asked and didn’t want to talk to Roger. 
Roger answered his phone and said, “Woods here, may I help you?”
“Roger, it’s me, can you help?”
“You’re too hot. I can’t help you.”
“Can you just give me some money?”
“I’m sorry, it’s too risky. You have to get off the phone, now!” Then he hung up. I sat there for a moment dazed with the phone in my hand. The girl took the phone from me and quickly broke the connection. 
She asked, “Are you okay? You look like you just lost your best friend.”
“Oh, I’ll be okay.”
“What are you going to do now? It’s none of my business but if you need some money I have some.”
“It’s not the money. It goes way beyond that.” 
Just then, the train made a stop. The girl looked a few cars ahead and said, “The police are getting on the train. We better leave now.” She grabbed my arm while getting her bag and off the train, we went. I tried to say something but I figured this would be the best alternative for now. The train had stopped in a small town about fifty miles south of Milan. We walked rapidly to the main street of the town until we found a men’s clothing store. I didn’t say a word as she brought me into the store and started to take things off the racks in a hurry. After she felt that she had enough clothes for me, she ushered me into the dressing room. 
Then she said, “Try these on and get something nice to wear.”
“Why are you doing this?”
“Let’s say I have a hunch about you. Now get changed and hurry. I’ll be waiting outside. Or would you rather I dress you, too?”
“I’ll be fine. Thanks.” It took me just a few minutes to find several nice outfits. I chose one to wear. She had good taste in men’s clothes. 
When I walked out of the dressing room she said, “You sure look good.” 
“Again, thanks.” She paid for the clothes and off we went. Once more, I asked, “Why are you doing this?”
“Look, you’re in trouble and I can help and don’t deny it.”
“I am in a bit of a jam right now.”
“Good. Honesty is good for the soul. You get to trust people that way. Oh, by the way, I’m Gina, if you don’t want to tell me your name that’s fine too.”
“My name is Steven.”
“Great, glad to meet you. Now let’s rent a car.” It took us about fifteen minutes before we found a car rental place. Again, without skipping a beat, Gina had a car and we were on the road. She knew her way around very well. We headed for the west coast of Italy. 
After about twenty minutes of driving in silence, she spoke, “Is Steven your real name?”
“As far as I know it is.”
“So, your name is not Victor, is it?” 
 I knew this kid was smart. I responded with, “No, I’m not Victor the terrorist, if that is what you’re asking.”
“You don’t look like the kind of person that would blow up an entire family just to kill one gangster. You’re more of the assassin type.”
“Well, you’re right about one thing. I’m no terrorist.”
“My instincts about people are usually right.”
“What do you suggest we do now that you have obviously come to my aid?”
“We’ll drive over to the coast and take a nice ride down to my place near Florence. Then we’ll try to figure this all out. Just be honest with me. That’s all I ask.”
“I think I can be fairly honest with you, Gina, but I still would like to know why you are going through this trouble for a stranger.”
“It’s my instincts, Steven, my instincts. Besides, I may make this whole ordeal my thesis paper,” as she sent me that cute smile again. 
I asked, “Won’t somebody miss you with the delay in your trip?”
“Nobody will care because nobody is there. So now I am at your mercy, Steven, if I’m wrong about you.” 
“Harming pretty girls like you is not my thing. As far as that goes, you’re safe.”
 We were driving for several hours down the beautiful Italian coast when she asked, “Steven, are you hungry?”
“Not really, but I could use some coffee.”
“Good, I know just the place. It’s about five miles more on this road.”
“Where are we?”
“We are halfway between Genova (Genoa)
and Firenze (Florence).” We soon stopped at a café overlooking the Mediterranean. We walked to the end of the outdoor terrace. The view was spectacular and the place was empty since it was out of season. March is a chilly month in Italy and downright cold up in the mountains. Gina, speaking in her beautiful Italian language, ordered some coffee and cookies. With her long flowing dark brown hair and tall slender body, she was gorgeous. I tried not to let her beauty cloud my basic instincts. She was the right girl at an opportune time. It just didn’t fit. Maybe it was my paranoia but I still would approach her with caution. She could be someone’s secret weapon.
She said, “Well, do you like the view from here?”
“It’s spectacular, especially with you in the picture.”
“Why, thank you, Steven. I didn’t think you noticed.”
“Gina, I may be old but I’m not blind.” 
We sat there exchanging small talk and sipping our coffee until she said, “We better get going. I want to get to my house before dark.” We were off and running in a matter of minutes. Two more hours of driving and we pulled up to a huge villa north of Florence. We were in the middle of Tuscany with its beautiful rolling hills and enchanting vineyards. Gina parked the car and we went inside the villa. It was like entering a cathedral with all of its marble charm and just as cold. 
I asked, “Does anybody live here?”
“Only my mother and me when she’s at home, which is very rare.”
“Who keeps the place looking so good?” 
“Every other day the housekeepers come in and go over the whole place. They also keep the fridge stocked with food. So help yourself.” She took me upstairs to a bedroom with a bath where I could take a shower and change clothes. Later, I joined her downstairs in the living room. The small fire burning in the fireplace warmed the entire room. She motioned to me to come and sit with her on a lavish carpet sprawled across the marble floor. I sat close to her. Then she offered me a glass of wine and some cheese. I gladly accepted her offer. She sat with her legs crossed, in the lotus position, looking right at me. Her blouse was slightly undone and the pants she was wearing accented her incredible body. 
“Are you comfortable?” she asked.
“Very much so, but I’m still trying to understand your motives.”
“You worry too much. Just relax. Nobody is going to hurt you here.” She pulled out a large pad and began to write. She said, “Your name is Steven and you’re not a terrorist. You look like an Italian but you’re American. This is a good start.”
“What are you doing?” I asked.
“I told you, I’m going to do my thesis paper on you.”
“You are serious.”
“Yes, I am. But not to worry, we won’t use your real name.” She was so matter of fact and a very cool individual. 
“Tell me a little something about you, Steven. Are you married?”
“I was a long time ago. It all ended abruptly and I lost my wife and son. I guess she couldn’t take this business I’m in anymore.”
“Oh, I’m sorry, Steven. It must have been hard for a nice guy like you.”
“I can’t say I blame her, I was gone most of the time.”
“Divorces are not very pretty. Especially, when there are kids involved. Believe me I speak from experience. So, Steven, let’s go on to another subject. Tell me, what plans do you have now that you are a friendless fugitive?”
“Gina, you mean you’re not my friend?”
“Steven, I’ve got a hunch that we will be more than friends before this is all over with.”
“I think it would be nice. You appear to be a very pleasant girl.”
“There are a few things you should know about me but give me some time and I’ll tell you everything.” 
“Sure kid, whatever you say.” She leaned over and kissed me on my cheek. Then she lay me down on the soft carpeting and placed a large fluffy pillow beneath my head. 
“Relax,” she said, in a most tender voice, as she lay down next to me. It was very comforting and peaceful place to be. I was tired and before I knew it, the hectic activities of the day got the best of me. Sleep came easy. 
 But all good things soon come to an end. We both were asleep for several hours, when there was a knock at the door. Actually, it sounded as if someone was trying to kick the door down. Gina jumped up quickly and told me to go upstairs to my bedroom. She said, “Behind the tall dresser is a switch, just flip it three times and a special entrance will open. Go inside quickly since the door will close within five seconds. I’ll see what’s going on here.” I did as she asked and ran up the stairs. When I went through the secret door, I found stairs leading all over the place behind the walls of the house. Inside the passageway, I found a closet. I opened it and there was a small arsenal of weapons. I discovered a loaded Berretta M92 pistol. Putting the gun in my pants, I started to run down the stairs. Then I stopped cold. 
Wait a minute, I thought. How do I know the knock on the door was the police? I quickly ran back to the secret door and found another switch. I flipped it three times and the door opened back into the bedroom. When I entered, I heard shouting downstairs. I left the bedroom and looked over the railing down to the foyer. I counted two thugs slapping Gina around. They were speaking English and yelling at her, “Where is he? Tell us or you will die!” 
She kept saying, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
I locked and loaded my pistol. I wanted to hear more of what they were asking but the kid was getting badly smacked around. I quickly took aim and shot the two of them before they knew what hit them. I ran down the stairs while another one was coming through the front door. He got it right between the eyes. I jumped over Gina on my way outside to see if anyone was in the getaway car. Sure enough, there was another one behind the wheel of the getaway car. I shot him through the windshield and he slumped over leaning on the horn. Still moving rapidly, I opened the car door and threw him down to the ground. Once I was sure he was dead, I went back into the house. A little miscalculation,
Cross, I said to myself as I saw what appeared to be the last intruder holding a gun to Gina’s head. She was on her knees and the thug had his gun pressed against her temple. In my business, if you snooze you lose. There would be no standoff here. I quickly lifted my gun and shot the creep in the frontal lobe of his brain paralyzing him instantly so his motor functions prohibited him from squeezing his trigger. 
I ran over to Gina and picked her up. After taking her into the living room, I put her down on the couch. I asked, “Gina, are you okay?”
She nodded her head in the affirmative but she wasn’t talking. They tore her blouse half off her and I could see some bruises on her. I held her for a while and asked, “Can you talk now?” 
She said in a weak voice, “Who were those men?”
“I don’t know but I will find out.” I took her up to the bedroom where I was staying and lay her down on the bed. I removed her shirt to reveal her bare chest. In all the chaos, I still had to admire her beautiful medium size breasts. I found a couple of washcloths that I ran under cold water and placed them on her bruises. I told her to stay there while I take care of things downstairs. She nodded again in the affirmative. 
Checking out the intruders, I discovered they were employees from the Hightower Corporation. Hightower has been trying to take me out for several years now. The thing that surprised me was two of them were Italians. The Hightower creeps joining up with the Italian gangsters -- now that’s a treat. They had to track us down through Gina’s cell phone when we called Roger Woods at the consulate. Hightower’s contracts with our federal government had given them too much authority and they were abusing it all over the world. They continue to use their assumed powers to run drugs, negotiate illegal arms deals and whatever else there is for the taking. The Hightower people are all about power and money. Last year we found out, they were heavily imbedded in the U.S. military either through contracts or through running around with false military credentials. They still have their contract with the CIA but Grimes continues to do battle with Congress to get rid of them. Unfortunately, enough people in high places seem to support their cause. 
After placing the bodies in their car, I drove them down the road a little. There I rolled the car into a deep ravine off the side of the road. By the time I walked back to the house, Gina was asleep. I covered her with a blanket and went downstairs to have a drink. I slept on the couch until sunrise. 
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When I awoke, I ran up to the room to check on Gina. She was just getting up and suffering from a lot of soreness. I asked, “How are you doing this morning?”
“I feel like they broke every bone in my body.” I wrapped her in a blanket, carried her downstairs, and put her on the couch. After making us some coffee, I sat down to talk to her a little. 
“Gina, do you know those people that were here last night?”
“Oh sure, they were some classmates of mine looking for a good time. I guess I was the piñata!” I explained to her who they were without going into too much detail. 
Then I asked, “What’s with the haunted house design? Are you hiding from someone?”
“Steven, it’s too complicated to explain right now. I’ll tell you all about it later. Okay?”
“Sure, no problem, would you like me to take you to a doctor or something?” 
“No, I think I’ll be okay. I just want to take a shower.” She stood up wobbling a little and proceeded upstairs to the bathroom. I knew more of these clowns would be coming here. I guess Gina was going to be my responsibility for a while.
When she came down from her shower, she looked simply incredible. She was wearing one of my favorite outfits, tight jeans and a tighter tee shirt. 
She sat down to drink more coffee. Then she said, “Steven, you’re very handy with a gun. Where did you learn to shoot so well?”
“A long time ago I was a sharpshooter for the military. I don’t think it’s going to be too safe around here for a while. You may have to come with me.” 
“Well, if you want me to come with you that would be okay. Just don’t think I need to be cared for, besides where exactly are we headed?”
“I don’t really know. The one thing I do know is that these thugs have many friends. They are probably on their way here now. I guess they traced us through the cell phone call we made.”
“No kidding, why do you think I broke the connection on the train when I did? Besides, I have another phone here in the house we could take with us. I’ll break up the old one.” 
“Good idea.”
“Steven, tell me something, what did you do with all those bodies?”
“I dumped them along with their car in a narrow ravine down the road a little.” 
“We’ll let me put a few things together and we can leave here soon.” 
“Can we take some of those guns with us just in case?”
“Sure, I’ll get a couple of pistols.” She got up and went upstairs to get ready. After a few minutes, I went to my room to gather what clothes I had. When I got to the top of the stairs, I heard Gina on the phone. She was speaking in Italian. All I could hear her saying was something about the bodies but don't worry about her. But just before she hung up, she said ciao papa. Most Italians call the pope and their fathers’ papa. I didn’t think she had a direct line to the Vatican but I wasn’t going to push her for anything. I felt that she could be trusted to a certain extent. 
When we were all set to go, she pulled up in front of the house with a black Alfa Romeo sedan. She said, “Get in.” I jumped in and we were off to the races. Gina could really drive a car. After driving down the road a bit, we arrived in a small typical Italian town. Gina zipped the car behind a building with a sign on it, which read “Polizia.” I must admit I did get a little nervous. She jumped out of the car and said, “Stay here and don’t move.” I had to trust her. We were in the middle of nowhere. A few minutes later, she opened the door to the building and motioned for me to come inside. Once out of the car, I walked cautiously into the building. Inside there were three cops standing around. One of them came up to me and told me to follow him. Gina was right behind me. I guess that was a good thing. I think. The police officer stood me in front of a camera and took my picture. Then Gina told me to go back and wait for her in the car. About ten minutes later, she emerged from the building. She got into the car and handed me an Italian driver’s license. I asked, “What is this?”
“It’s your new identity. “Stefano Lupo.” With that, she sped off again turning a corner in front of a bank. Out she went and returned quickly with some cash. She handed me three-hundred euro and kept several hundred for herself. 
I asked, “Gina, what is this for?”
“Do you want to be a kept man or would you like to pay for some things?”
“But…”
“No buts about it. I made up my mind and I will see it all through.”
“And what about the police back there, how did you swing that one?”
“Steven, let’s just say for now that I have a lot of friends. Okay?”
“Okay, I’m with you.”
“Good. Now where do you want to go?”
“How much time do you have and shouldn’t you be in school?”
“I’m out in the world researching my thesis. You are such a worrier, relax,” as she started driving down the road again. It looked like we were headed for Florence.
I said, “Let’s try to make contact with my friend at the consulate in Florence again.”
“He didn’t act like a friend the first time. Do you think he’s had a change of heart? Should we give him another chance to reject you?”
“No, but if you can coax him to meet me someplace it might work.” 
“I guess you get most women to do these little tricks for you. Does it excite you to have all that power over women?”
“I’m trying to find out a few things about my mission here. I’m not trying to control anyone.”
“Steven, take it easy, it’s only part of my study of you. I’ll do almost anything you want for the good of my thesis.” 
 _______
 
 
 
 
We started flying down the autostrada again. And before I knew it, we were in Firenze. We parked the car and walked along the Arno River, which runs through the heart of Florence. Gina kept on asking me questions about my life and my business. I tried to keep it light about my job because I still didn’t trust her completely. It was hard not to get close to this kid. She was gorgeous, smart and had a charming way about her. We went into some restaurant of her choosing. In the back was a separate room, where we could be alone. We sat in a booth where we could not be seen by anyone in the main seating area. She told the owner to keep the room available for us. It didn’t seem to be a problem for the owner. It was kind of like her dealings at the police station earlier. It all was fine with me. If she wanted to do me harm she had plenty of opportunity. My trust for her was growing but still with caution. 
 As we approached the consulate I asked, “Are you sure you’re up for this, Gina?”
“Sure, why not. Besides, this is turning out to be an ‘A’ thesis paper.”
“Remember, you’re an American and you need to talk to Roger Woods about your lost passport.”
“I got it, Steven. Just be sitting in the back room of the restaurant when we get there.” 
“I’ll be there and don’t be too long, I’ll worry.”
 I couldn’t take my eyes off her as she walked away toward the consulate. I watched every single movement of her body wrapped in those tight jeans of hers. I then quickly went to our designated place in the restaurant. There I ordered a strong drink and waited. Looking around, the place seemed to be carved out of an old cave from a long time ago. I couldn’t help notice that from this booth there was no rear way out and that made me a little nervous. After about my third drink, I began to get concerned when in walked Gina arm and arm with Roger. They sat in the booth next to mine. I held my head down as not to be noticed. After about twenty minutes of flirty conversation, I turned around and said, “Roger, is that you?”
“Cross, what are you doing here? Don’t you know that I’m being followed wherever I go? And it’s not by our people.”
“Well, I didn’t plan on meeting you in here. I’m just having dinner.”
“Still the same old Cross, having the pretty women do your dirty work for you. I told you I couldn't help you. Even if I could, we both would be dead. This business is serious this time.”
“Are you telling me that I’ve been set up?”
“Other people knew what you were doing in the mountains. That’s why they blew the car up with Bono in it.”
“Roger, who’s behind this?”
“I don’t know!”
“Give me a place to start looking. Where did you get your information?” 
“I first found out from your man in Rome about a week ago. It slipped out in a conversation we were having over lunch with the new people he has working for him.”
“Are you talking about Hill, Leonard Hill, that wimp?”
“Well, apparently that wimp has a few security contractors working for him now. And they are not Italians. One of them mentioned in passing that you would soon be taken care of by the Italian police or they would do it themselves. I don’t think the guy talking realized at the time that I knew you. Then Hill told the guy to shut up. That’s all I know. When I saw you on the news as a suspect in a terrorist plot, it all came together.”
“Well, I need to leave the country. Will you get me a passport?” 
Reluctantly, Roger responded, “Okay, I’ll do it. Meet me on the other side of the Ponte Vecchio bridge
tomorrow night at 10 p.m. sharp. There is an outdoor café on the left side as you cross the bridge. I’ll be inside in the back of the place.” He got up and left quickly. 
I asked, “What do you think, Gina?”
“Me, personally, I don’t trust the guy but he’s your friend.”
“I don’t know if I can trust him anymore. How did you get him to come with you?”
“Certain things should be left unsaid. Let’s say I used my personal charm.”
“Okay, whatever you say. I think we should leave here now just in case he was followed.”
“Sure. There is another way out of here.” We went into the main restaurant and out a side door, which led to an alleyway. From there, we came out on the street along the river but about a block away. Gina took us through the back alleyways to a secluded small restaurant on a dead end street. Once there, we sat at a table in the rear. Gina said, “This is a fairly safe place and I don’t think we were followed.”
“You’re a sharp young lady, Gina.”
“No, I just know this city very well.” Then the waiter came over and asked what we would like. The menu was small so without much of a choice. Gina ordered for both of us.
I asked, “Gina, do you have any ideas where can we stay this evening?”
“Oh sure, I have a friend with an apartment in the area of where we will meet Roger tomorrow.”
“That’s great. You do think of everything.” Shortly after our dinner, we left the restaurant and headed for her friends place. We arrived at a six-story fifteenth century dwelling and proceeded to walk up to the, you guessed it, top floor. Gina knocked on the door of an apartment in the rear of the building. A young man about twenty-two or so greeted us and invited us in immediately. Once inside, I saw he had a girlfriend who was obviously staying with him since she was hardly dressed. Another young Italian beauty, what a life these modern day kids live. The girl made us some coffee and we chatted a bit. Speaking in Italian, Gina made a lot of small talk. Then she asked the young man if we could stay here for tonight. I didn’t let on that I knew the language well. 
The man responded with, “Gina, don’t you think he’s kind of old for you?” 
She made it a point to say, “He is just a friend of mine.” But then she politely interjected, “No, he’s not too old for me.” He agreed to allow us to stay in the back bedroom. She thanked him and we went off to the other room. There was one small bed in the room and I told Gina to use it to get some sleep. Then Gina said, “We’ll make room for each other in the bed not to worry.”
“Gina, I don’t think it is right for us to sleep together.” 
 “What are you, some kind of puritan or something? Just lie down and we’ll both get a good night’s sleep.” I removed my shirt and lay down next to her in the darkness. The only light in the room was radiating through a window from the street below. It was a quiet night as I admired Gina’s silhouette in the bed next to me. Neither one of us was asleep when she asked, “Do you think you’re too old for me?”
“I probably couldn’t keep up with a young beauty like you. So I would have to say yes.” As we faced each other, she moved in closer to me. Then with all her tenderness, she started kissing me ever so gently, first on my bare chest then up to my lips. I kissed her back in a most adoring manner. She sat up and removed her shirt looking at me as to receive my acceptance. I told her she was beautiful but tonight should be for sleep. I pulled her slowly into my arms and kissed her again. As I held her close, we both felt each other’s burning desires. She pushed her face into my chest and eventually we both fell asleep.
The next morning after coffee, we sat around the apartment thinking about where we go from here. Gina’s friend and his girlfriend had left for school. They told us they would not return until later in the evening. While sipping her coffee, Gina said, “Steven, it was really nice sleeping with you last night. It was extremely peaceful.”
“It was nice for me too, Gina.”
“Well, what do you think your next move will be?”
“I probably should get my passport and leave the country. However, if Leonard Hill is dirty, I must stop him before he does any real damage.”
“How can I help you?”
“You’ve done so much already. I can’t ask you for any more help.”
“Listen, Steven, I have the time and besides I like hanging around with you. I also like you as my bed-buddy. So whatever you need or want let me know.”
“Thanks, Gina. But if it gets crazy I want you to get out of the picture.”
“You mean like when some guys beat me up or someone puts a gun to my head? Are you going to tell me it gets worse?”
“Your point is well taken. Just be extremely careful about anything you do.”
“Okay, I will.” 
We went for a walk around the parts of Florence that were only known by the natives. Gina showed me a side of the city that I never knew before. It was a beautiful day and I was beginning to feel real close to Gina. As we walked around, she hung on to my arm as if we were lovers. It felt right for some reason. Maybe because it was the fact that I was pushing fifty and this incredibly beautiful girl half my age was attracted to me. I wanted to enjoy every minute of it until she grew tired of her infatuation. After a great lunch at one of Gina’s hideaway trattorias, we returned to her friend’s apartment. About 5 p.m., we took turns watching the restaurant where we were to meet Roger. We borrowed a set of binoculars, to observe the area. After dark, we were still able to see the activity around the restaurant from the well-lit piazza. It was 9:45 when Roger arrived. I looked closely around the area. I didn’t see anyone following him into the place but it was very crowded so down the stairs I went to keep my rendezvous. I told Gina to stay in the apartment and watch the restaurant. If she saw anything suspicious, she was to call me on her cell phone. 
When I arrived at the meeting place, I immediately went to the back as Roger instructed me to do. In a dark corner of the place, I saw Roger sitting at a table. As I approached him something struck me, he was not moving. The closer I got to him my worst fear was right in front of me. Roger had been shot in his forehead. The obvious weapon was probably a pistol with a silencer. I quickly checked his pulse to confirm his death. The killer left him propped up in the chair. I searched his pockets not disturbing his position to see if he had my passport on him. It wasn’t there. I thought to myself, thanks, friend, you died trying to help me and I won’t forget. Blending in with the crowd, I exited the place without being noticed. Before I returned to Gina’s location, I circled around a few blocks to make sure no one followed. Arriving at the apartment, I forced a smile to greet Gina’s friends who were locked in each other’s arms. They couldn’t care less if anyone was there as I politely moved myself into the back bedroom where Gina was. She asked, “Steven, are you alright? I saw you leave the restaurant about fifteen minutes ago, what took you so long?” 
“Roger is dead. Someone shot him. I didn’t want to be followed so I took the long way back.”
“Oh, so that’s why the police are all over the place.”
“I only hope we weren’t followed today. This place is not safe and I don’t want to put your friends in any danger. We should leave immediately.”
“Okay, Steven. Let’s get ready to go.” Just as she finished her last word, I heard the front door get kicked in followed by automatic gunfire. I quickly grabbed my gun and ran toward the front of the apartment. There I saw two men pumping bullets into the innocent couple on the couch. I shot both of the intruders and they went down immediately. I ran to the door to see a third assailant starting down the stairs. I quickly got to the railing and shot him through the top of his head. People were coming out of the other apartments screaming Polizia, Polizia!  I ran back to the apartment to find Gina trying to revive her friends. She had their blood all over her. 
I said, “Gina, we have to leave now! You can’t help them anymore. Please, we must leave!”
“Why, Steven, why did these criminals kill these beautiful children?” 
“Gina, they don’t care who they kill. They just kill! I’m terribly sorry for them but the police will be here any moment now so we must leave.” We ran for the door and started down the stairs. When we heard the police coming up I grabbed Gina’s arm as we made a quick turnaround up to the roof. After breaking through the door, we began to run from roof to roof along the tops of the attached houses. It was dreadfully dark along the rooftops as we continued with caution. When we got to the last roof in the row of houses we stumbled and slid down a long pitched roof. It appeared to be a long fall. Luckily for us, at the end of our slide was only a ten-foot drop to street level. After landing safely, we got up and quickly moved down the very narrow deserted streets making quick turns and hiding in doorways when we heard the police. Gina cautiously led the way to where the car was parked. Police where all over the place. These kinds of crimes just don’t happen in Florence. 
When we arrived at the car, we quickly got in and Gina started to cry uncontrollably. I held her close to try and give her some comfort. It was hard for her to accept the human cruelty she had experienced since she met me. I guess the loss of her friends was too much for her to endure. 
I asked, “Gina, would you like to go back to your house or some other place safe?”
“Not on your life. I want to find who is responsible for these heinous crimes and bring them to justice!”
“Most of the time it’s not that easy. Usually with people like that, I just kill them. I am truly sorry about your friends.” 
After holding her for a while, the tears subsided and Gina regained her composure. 
She said, “Well, Steven, where do we go from here?”
“Let’s head for Rome. Do you have any contacts in Rome?”
“I just might. So it’s off to Rome we go.” It was about a two-hour drive to get there. On the way, we talked a little. I now needed to know more about this girl since she was heavily involved in my activities. 
I said, “Gina, I really would like to know more about you. You have been a great help to me.”
“In time, Steven, in time don’t rush it.”
“Okay, whatever you say.” 
We stopped in a nice town just north of Rome. There we rented a cabin along the shores of Bracciano
Lake. It was late and Gina was emotionally exhausted. She took a quick shower and went to bed. I did the same but stayed in a separate bed. I thought the kid needed some space. In the middle of the night she climbed in bed with me scantily clothed and snuggled herself under my arm. She needed comfort so I held her that way all night. During the night, I could feel the tears running down her cheeks onto my arm. All I could do was hold her tight and occasionally kiss the top of her head.
The next morning we had some coffee and continued on to Rome. Gina was driving but she wasn’t saying much. There was a particular sadness about her. I knew the horrors that she had experienced couldn’t be erased so soon. I would give her all the time she needed to grieve for her friends. As we approached the center of Rome, I thought about Leonard Hill, the main guy for the Agency in Italy. I was sure he was behind the recent killings. If he wasn’t, then he knew who was. Prior to joining the Agency, I had spent a few years with the State Department. I was a Foreign Service Officer and made many contacts in and out of the government. Some of them I became somewhat friendly with, like the late Roger Woods. If I were going to get to Hill, I would have to make contact with State’s Regional Security Officer (RSO). He’s the one who is responsible for the security of all American interests in country, especially within the embassy and its’ people. The RSO also unofficially tracks the CIA’s activities in country. It’s his job to make sure they don’t cause an international incident, especially in a country like Italy, which is a good U.S. ally. I wasn’t sure but I thought the RSO might be an old friend. I could easily find out. I asked, “Gina, how are you doing?”
“I’ll be okay. I need some time, that’s all.”
“Sure, take all the time you need. Do you think you can make a call for me to the embassy?”
“Okay, Steven, I’ll use my cell phone.”
“No, we need to use a land line. It must be a secure call.”
 “Is it anyone that I’ll have to entice again?”
“I don’t think so but I have to get him alone somehow.” 
“Well, before I have to act as your solicitor again, can you wait a little while and I’ll take us to a place where you can have access to a secure phone line?”
“Sure, if you have something in mind, let’s go.” 
 Gina headed for a church along the Tiber River. We parked the car and went into a beautiful cathedral. The place was empty and it resembled walking into Gina’s villa. We sat in a back pew and waited for a while. Then she told me to stay seated while she went behind the altar. A few minutes later Gina appeared. She signaled for me to follow her. She led me behind the altar to a circular staircase that took us several floors below ground level. I followed her down through the dark narrow corridors beneath the church. We then entered a room with a door that looked like it was from medieval times. She locked the door behind us and went through another tiny door at the end of the room. This led us to another brightly lit room where a priest was sitting at a desk. She introduced us. His name was Father Bassie. He was an elderly man of about seventy years. He talked slowly and looked me right in the eyes. He asked, “Gina tells me I can trust you. Is this so?”
“If you are a friend of Gina’s, then it is so.”
“Good, I understand that you are the man who tried to kill Bono.”
“Well, not exactly. You see someone beat me to it when they, blew up his car. I had no chance to do him any harm.”
“If I told you he didn’t die, would you believe me?”
“I saw the car get blown to bits. How could the outcome be any different?”
“Bono left the chalet during the night before the blast occurred.”
“No disrespect, Father, but I was watching him enter the car with his wife that morning.”
“Bono has been using body doubles for years now. Three times rival groups have tried to kill him to no avail. He stays in Palermo most of the time where he and is guarded by an army of loyal followers. We have been trying to eliminate him for many years now.”
“Why would the church want him dead?”
“It’s not the church that wants him dead; it’s the organization I work for.”
“You mean you’re undercover?”
“Yes, my friend, I am undercover with SISMI Servizio Informazione e Sicurezza Militare (The Italian military intelligence service). I have been in this position for thirty years now. There is a small group of us that work the entire country.”
“Why are you giving me all this information? You really don’t know me.”
“Ah, quite the contrary, Mr. Cross, we have been studying you for a long time.”
“There goes my cover.”
“Mr. Cross, or can I call you Steven? You can call me Enrico.” 
“Call me anything you want, just let me know what’s going on here.”
“Your reputation is worldwide but your identity is unavailable to most clandestine agencies. You see, it did start with Dean Grimes and our Director. You were sent to conduct the assassination up in the mountains. When we realized it wasn’t Bono, we had to get you out of there. The two men who picked you up and brought you to Milan were our people. We knew that with your cunning skills you would be able to elude the police and get on the proper train. From there our Gina took over. She is one of SISMI’s best agents. I’m sorry it had to come down this way. We really thought the hit at the chalet was going to be a success.”
“You all should have come to me directly. And Gina, she’s clever all right. She had me fooled.”
Gina chimed in and said, “Steven, I never lied to you. I told you that all your questions would be answered in time.”
“You’re right, kid. I guess I wanted to go down this road with you no matter what.”
Enrico spoke, “Steven, we really need your help. Everyone who knows you says that you are the best of the best. I hope you will continue the mission and rid our country of this scourge.” 
“I have to know more about what’s going on with this Bono character and his operation.”
“Gina has been working on this mission for years now. She can fill you in on anything you need to know. Also, if you decide to continue, which I hope you will, you will need to know the names of all our undercover people.”
“You guys are making me an offer I cannot refuse.”
Gina spoke again, “Oh, Steven, I am so glad you will carry on with our cause. Especially since these people were the ones responsible for killing my friends in Florence.”
“I’m not so sure about who’s to blame for killing your friends but I will find out. I promise you.” 
“See Enrico, I told you he would help us.”
“Several things we should do before we start. I will need a safe house in Palermo and one in Naples. I might need to bring in some of my team but I haven’t decided yet. Another thing is the influx of these Hightower people. That may be another problem or it might be all tied together. That is something I have to figure out also. The whole mess may be bigger than your people anticipated.”
Enrico said, “Steven, whatever you need all our resources are at your disposal. Do you still want Gina with you?”
“Oh sure, she has become an essential part of my team already.”
“Great, then the two of you get started and Gina knows how to get in touch with me. Take tonight and get some dinner on the house. I booked a couple of rooms at a nice hotel for both of you. Once you get set up in Naples, I’ll come down on occasion to see how things are going. Tomorrow before you leave, you should meet with our Comandante Generale, Silvio Balsano. He is the friend of your Director, Dean Grimes.”
“I will be looking forward to the meeting.” Enrico and I shook hands. He seemed to be grateful. Then Gina and I left.
We quietly sat across from each other at dinner. Then we walked around a nearby piazza. Gina asked, “Steven, why are you so quiet? Are you mad at me?”
“Oh no, I’m trying to figure out if I should bring my team in from Taipei. Do we only want to take out the target or do we want to destroy the whole operation?”
“Well, you have to understand where Enrico is coming from. He has a personal vendetta against Bono. A few years back a couple of our people were undercover in Bono’s organization. Bono found out and brutally murdered them. Enrico took it extremely hard since he was the one who sent them on that assignment.”
“Oh, that explains a lot.”
“Now me, on the other hand, I want to take down the entire operation from Afghanistan to the U.S.”
“That’s rather ambitious, Gina.”
“I know, but if we can destroy half of them, I’ll be satisfied.”
“So, Gina, tell me something about you? Are you married? Do you have a boyfriend or are you married to the job? Be honest with me.”
“I kind of have a boyfriend but he’s too much in love with himself to really be serious. I just think he’s too young.”
“Are you really twenty-three?” 
“That’s the only lie that I told you so I could pass myself off as a student.”
“That’s fine with me. So how old are you?”
“I’m twenty-six.”
“Whoa, now that’s a big difference! Well, you still look like a teenager.”
“They use me a lot for young kid work.” 
“That’s fine. You’re a sharp agent. Tomorrow I would like to make some calls. Can we go someplace for the secure phone call I asked you about?”
“Sure, it’s as I told you earlier, we will be able to make secure calls when we go see Balsano. There we can use the secure communications systems right in the same building.”
“Can you tell me about the secret passageways in your house? That was your house we were in, wasn’t it?”
“Oh, yes, that is my house. You see, my father is the lieutenant general for the Carabinieri in the Tuscany region.” The Carabinieri is a national police force aligned to the Italian military.  She continued, “He built the house about twenty-five years ago and for some reason he wanted all that secrecy. As a child, I used to play behind the mysterious walls.”
“So between you and your father, no wonder I was able to get a new identity in twenty minutes. What about your mother?”
“She comes from a well-to-do family from Genoa. I was ten when my parents split up. My mom took me to the States to live with relatives. After about five years, my father insisted she return to Italy with me. He gave her the house and she runs all over Europe trying to feel important. I guess she’s an okay person. I hardly see her. My father also insisted on my education. Oh yes, I have studied psychology. He was the one who pushed me into SISMI.”
“That’s sure an interesting life you’ve led so far, Gina.”
“I don’t know. Sometimes I wonder.”
“I know what you mean. Well, I guess we better get to our hotel and call it a night.” We walked back to the hotel. I accompanied Gina to her room and said, good night, and started to leave. 
She asked, “Steven, could you come in for a while? I could use some company.” 
“Sure, Gina, I can stay for a bit.” We went into her room. I sat in a chair and Gina sat on the bed. 
She asked, “Do you really think I’m too young?”
“What do you think you’re too young for?” 
“For you, I find myself very attracted to you and I don’t know what to do about it.” 
I got up from the chair and sat next to her on the bed. I kissed her several times ever so gently. Then I asked, “Now do you feel the same way?” 
“Oh, yes, Steven, even more so now. I think we should make love.” 
“If that’s what you want to do, then I don’t see why not.”
“That’s what I want.” 
She removed her clothes in a most sensual manner and stood before me in all her naked beauty. Her long dark hair flowed over her incredible breasts. I thought, who, is this spectacular woman standing before me? 
She ignites my passion as well as my deepest emotions. I couldn’t do anything else but lie with her in the bed and make passionate love. We spent the entire night together getting to know each other more and more. It was fantastic. 
The next morning after coffee and a breathtaking shower together, we went to see the Comandante. Back to business what a letdown. When we arrived, Gina told me to go to his office alone so she could get things ready for my phone calls. I walked into his office thinking this guy must be Grimes’s brother. He, like Grimes, had his walls adorned with organizational memorabilia. It was the Italian version of the CIA for sure. The big difference was that the Italians were more laid-back than we Americans were. The first order of business after we greeted each other was coffee and cookies. I sat down with Balsano at a small conference table. The guy even resembled Grimes with his graying temples and cool demeanor. He started the conversation with, “Mr. Cross, I have heard so much about you. Now we finally meet.”
“Signor Balsano, the pleasure is mine.” 
“You know my relationship with Dean Grimes goes back a long time. We met during the cold war working in Eastern Europe together. Several times we saved each other’s lives, as you well know that kind of friendship goes a long way.”
“I didn’t know that. Over the years Dean has kept quiet about many things.”
“You know better than anyone that’s the nature of this business we’re in.”
“This is true.”
“Well, I’m glad you decided to stay with us on this mission. It is extremely important to many people here in Italy. I must also warn you there are many dangers surrounding this man and his operation.”
“I am aware of his power and I will not underestimate him again. That is something you can count on.”
“Good, I’m glad to hear that. I know you have met Enrico and you’ll be working with him. He is overly obsessed with Bono so I must ask you to be patient with him.”
“I don’t foresee any issues with Enrico. I think we’ll be able to resolve most of these problems together.”
“You should know that only Gina and I know about Enrico’s cover. Please keep it between us.” 
“You can count on my discretion in this matter.” 
“Good, I’m glad to hear that. On other matters, you can also contact my special deputy Marco Marino.” He pushed the button on his intercom and called for Marco. Almost immediately, a mean looking character walked into the office. He was larger than most Italians were and his handshake was strong. 
I said, “Nice to meet you Marco.” 
He grinned and said, “It is a pleasure to finally meet you.”
The Comandante jumped in, “Steven is going to be working with us on the Bono case therefore give him all the support he needs.”
He responded, “Yes, Comandante, I will help in any way I can and I look forward to working with Signor Cross.”
“That’s good. Well, Steven, we won’t keep you from your mission any longer. Good luck and if you need my help in any way come directly to me or Marco.” 
 I thanked the Comandante and Marco as we all shook hands as I left.
Gina was waiting for me outside the office. She took me to the communications center so I could make some calls. My first call was to Grimes. 
He answered his phone with, “Grimes, here.”
“Dean, old buddy, this is Steven. You remember me, the guy you set up to take on all of Italy’s problems.”
“Steven, it’s nice to hear from you.”
“Is that all you have to say to me?”
“No, Steven, but knowing you I’m sure you figured the whole thing out by now. And you couldn’t turn down those nice people, I’m sure.”
“Well, you may be right about that but you could have warned me when I called you.”
“You know that you were too hot at that time. Besides, now you are involved and I know that you’ll put an end to the bad guys. By the way, did you meet my old friend?”
“Oh, yeah, I think you two are related.”
“What do you mean?”
“Nothing, he’s seems to be a nice guy. Can I trust him?”
“You bet. He and I went through a lot together and I trust him with my life.”
“Right now it’s my life I’m concerned with. Oh, by the way, I think you might be interested to know Hightower is operating here.”
“I am aware of their Italian operation to a certain extent. Are they causing you any problems?”
“They already tried to kill me a couple of times. I had to kill a few of them already. I think it’s safe to assume that more of them are here than we could anticipate. We have to find out if they are involved with the target, or do they want to take over the business for themselves. Do you know who is running their operation in Italy?” 
“Wait one second, I’ll check my computer. Ah, here it is. His name is Fred Clark and he has offices in Rome and Naples. It looks like they have a contract with our military in Naples.” 
Grimes gave me both addresses and the other pertinent information about their military contract. I then said, “Okay, Dean, let me get going on this mission. I’ll check in periodically.”
“That would be nice. Steven, be careful and thanks.”
“Oh, I might bring in some of my team, is that okay?”
“Whatever you need, talk to you soon.” 
We hung up.
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3 - The Mission
 ______________
 

 
 
 I wanted to take some time to think about using my team. I asked Gina, if there was a place, we could talk in private. She took me to a small office on one of the lower floors. She asked, “What’s up, Steven? You look pensive.”
“Again, I’m trying to figure out if we will need my team or can just the two of us handle this.”
“Well, for several years now I have studied Bono and I have come to know a lot about him and his operation. You should also understand that I never killed anyone but if necessary, I think I could. You need to know these things if we are going to work closely on this mission.”
“That’s okay. Stay close to me as much as you can and you’ll be fine. There is something, you should know about me. I have intimate relations with a couple of the female members of my team.”
“I’m not surprised. You are an incredible man. Besides, I’m a discreet person.”
“That’s good to know but the girls and I have been in some life and death situations together. Circumstances like these make people closer.”
“It sure does. Why look at us, just last night it was life and death all the way,” as she gave me one of her enchanting smiles. 
“Okay, stay focused. Does Bono know you at all?”
“I don’t think so. I did all my studying of him from afar.”
“Could you handle infiltrating his organization?”
“If necessary I could but you do know what that will mean. Young women in his organization are passed around like an old football.”
“Well, maybe that’s not such a good idea.”
“Steven, let me make a suggestion.”
“Sure, go ahead.”
“Why not work it in reverse? Let’s work on someone already inside the organization.”
“Do you have anyone in mind?”
“Sure, Bono’s wife, she hates her husband and would do anything to bring him down. And you would be the perfect candidate to get her to work for us.”
“Whoa, you sure turned that around on me. Umm, but it just might work. We’ll give it some more thought as we go forward.”
“Well, better you than me on that kind of strategy.”
“How are we on shadow agents to cover our backs once we start roaming around Bono territory?”
“We have many people undercover but I don’t really know who we could trust 100 percent.”
“Where in Naples will the operation be located?”
“There is a shipping company office near the main train station downtown. In a hidden area below street level, we have an operations center. This would be the best place for us to set up quickly.”
“Okay, you make the arrangements and I’ll call my team to alert them in case we need them out here.”
“You got it, Steven.”
We both returned upstairs to the communications center. Gina made plans for use of the operations center in Naples and I went to call my team. I reached John Adler by secure phone in Taipei. He was in our new safe house at the time. He answered, “6-1-1, who is calling?”
“This is dragon slayer on assignment,” I answered. This was a simple verification process; we go through to authenticate our identities. 
Then he said, “Boss, is that you?”
“You’ve got it.”
“How are things going out there?”
“Pretty boring but I have made some good contacts for future operations. How are things going where you are?”
“Extremely quiet but it’s much needed for all of us right now.” 
“Good, you guys deserve to take it easy for a while. I will be doing support operations out here for some colleagues. This may require the services of a few of our team members but I’ll keep you posted. It’s nothing too important.”
“Whatever, you need, let me know.”
“I’ll be in touch, have a good one.” We ended our conversation. All the years that I knew John I never told him of the assassination work I did for the Agency. This kind of deep cover was extremely dangerous and I started doing it a long time ago. The only ones who knew about it were the three foxes: Linda, Cathy, and Hannah. They too have conducted assassinations along the way. Hannah is one of the Israeli Mossad’s top agents and is an extremely deep-cover operative. The Mossad is Israel’s version of the CIA. 
When I finished my call to Taipei, I decided to call the embassy to talk to the RSO, Tom York. I didn’t trust anyone else there either so I enlisted the services of Gina once again. She was a willing participant. She made the call to York then handed me the phone. I said, “Tom, it’s me.”
“I figured you’d be calling sooner or later. Don’t talk now. Meet me at the old watering hole in one hour.”
“See you there.” We immediately hung up the phones. I knew where he meant. Years ago, Tom and I were stationed in Rome together. We used to hang out in this small bar and coffee shop on a side street near the embassy. It was located around a corner from the Via Veneto shopping area. We were able to go in from the rear entrance through an alleyway. I asked Gina to drive me there and to cover me from the outside. She agreed and we were on our way. Once inside, I saw Tom sitting at a table in the back of the place. I quietly greeted him while we shook hands and I sat down. 
He said, “Steven, what is going on with you?”
“I’m running a mission to clean-up Italy of all its big-time criminals.”
“It doesn’t look too good for you. I guess you need my help.”
“No, Tom, I’m really here to help you.”
“Very funny, I’ve got a guy murdered in Florence and the ambassador is furious.”
“I know about Roger. I think he was killed by the Hightower people.”
“How do you know about Hightower?”
“Tom, I’ve been chasing them all over the world and they are dangerous.”
“Tell me about it. That damn Leonard Hill has an army of these people working for him. They’re crawling all over the place like rats. I keep getting told to let them be from my superiors all the time. They constantly violate all the security regulations in and out of the embassy.”
“Well, my friend, you have to be careful with them because they are killers. I’m sure they took out Roger. Don’t ask how I know. I just know.”
“I appreciate the advice Steven but what can I do for you?”
“Where does Hill live?”
“He lives in the Parioli district, but his place is heavily guarded by the Hightower people. He spends most of his time down in Naples and Palermo with the boss from Hightower.”
“You mean Fred Clark?”
“You’ve been doing your homework I see.”
“You must be careful with these people, they are wired into Washington.”
“Oh, I’ve gathered that my friend.” Tom gave me the addresses I needed to follow up on these characters. We wished each other good luck as I quietly slipped out the back of the place to join Gina. Tom still seemed to be the straight shooter he always was. 
 
 
 _____
 

Later that day Gina and I were headed for Naples. It was a quick trip, especially the way Gina drives. She’s fast but good and with driving too. Arriving in Naples was a real treat. I love this city. One gets the feeling this is where the real Italians live, the tough middle class. There are farmers, fishermen, merchants, all hardworking people. We drove toward the downtown area through the narrow side streets with the open markets and kids playing all over the place. But wherever you go, all one has to do is look up and see Mount Vesuvius with all its ancient power looming over the city. I had not been here in years. Not much had changed. 
Soon we arrived at the undercover shipping company on the waterfront. Gina showed me around a little. We went through the main door and made our way back to a supply room. Behind one of the cabinets was a well-hidden door. After opening it, we went down a narrow spiral staircase, which took us to a very large room. Once inside, I saw the place was buzzing with activities. There were people talking on phones and with each other while some were observing large screen monitors hung on the wall. About twenty people were manning the location. It was an impressive operation. Gina told me on the drive down to Naples that her so-called boyfriend ran the place. He was a high-ranking undercover police officer with the Carabinieri in Naples. I wasn’t too surprised when I met Carlo Balsano, the SISMI Comandante’s son. He was a very good-looking man with a strong appearance. He would have to be to capture the affections of a girl like Gina. Carlo was a pleasant chap as he showed me around the place but Gina was right about his immaturity. He laughed a lot. After the tour, we got down to specifics. They had direct feeds coming in on several monitors around Palermo and Naples. All were focused on Bono’s buildings and various hangouts. Carlo told me he had people following Bono wherever he and his entourage went. They were trying to track his every move but no one could catch him with any evidence. Carlo appeared to be an uptight guy, unlike your average Italian. He moved quickly and talked fast. After we finished there, Carlo suggested I come over to his place for dinner with him and Gina. I accepted his offer.
It was about 6 p.m. when we all arrived together at Carlo’s place. He had a huge apartment atop the hills of Naples in an exclusive neighborhood. When we arrived, the housekeepers had a great Italian meal prepared. I couldn’t help notice how quiet Gina was. She looked as if she had things on her mind. I'd hoped it wasn’t guilt from the night we spent in Rome together, whatever! After dinner Carlo asked, “Steven, did you make any plans for lodging here in Naples?”
“Not yet. I was going to look for a small apartment or a hotel.”
“Well, great. I can help you with that tomorrow but for tonight you can stay here with Gina and me.”
“If you have the room and you really don’t mind.”
“Nonsense, I have five large bedrooms in this place. You can take the one with the view of the city. It has a private bath. You’ll love it.”
“That sounds good to me.” 
“Great. Gina, why don’t you show, Steven the front bedroom? You know the one with all the glass windows.”
“Okay, Carlo. Come on, Steven let me show where it is.” 
As Carlo continued to consume more of his wine from dinner, Gina took me to my room. Once we got there, she put her arms around me and we kissed. There was that certain sadness on her face again. I asked, “Are you okay?”
“Not really but I guess this is the way it has to be around him.”
“Gina, it could be anyway you want it to be. You are a big girl now.” I kissed her again ever so gently. Then we went back to the room where Carlo was. He was really throwing the booze down now. I couldn’t help noticing that Gina, being tall for an Italian, was slightly taller than, Carlo. Oh well. Carlo soon went to bed insisting that Gina come with him. Reluctantly she went, shortly after I went to my room. I was laying in the bed thinking about this mission and still wondering if my team should be here. I missed Linda and Cathy for many reasons, not all of them were job related. I had to figure out how Gina was going to play a role in my love life. I’d wait and see where that would go. I didn’t have to wait too long. In my dimly lit room, the door opened slowly and soon after, I felt a naked body move slowly into my bed. No, it wasn’t Carlo. As Gina climbed on top of me, I felt a surge of extreme excitement, which continued for hours. No words were spoken the feelings said it all. She disappeared from my bed sometime before sunrise and she took a piece of my soul with her. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4 - Change of Plans
 __________________
 

 
 
The next day Gina took me to find a place to stay. I preferred a four star hotel with a breathtaking view of the Bay of Naples. It was spectacular as was the time Gina and I spent together in my new room. I tried to dismiss this whole thing as an infatuation on both of our parts but it wasn’t working. I decided to go with the flow. When we focused on the mission again, we went back to Carlo’s operations center. I asked him for two trusted undercover cops to shadow our every move when infiltrating Bono’s territory. He assigned, what he considered, two of his best people to comply with my request. I also, with Gina’s help, studied Bono’s wife, her different looks and her daily habits. 
When we knew enough, we set up a situation for my chance meeting with her. She drove her own car but she was constantly followed by Bono’s bodyguards. We set a plan in motion. I was going to play the dumb tourist and try to gain her friendship. We had the perfect place. It was in a restaurant on the top floor of an exclusive hotel downtown. This place was where she insisted that the bodyguards stay downstairs to give her some privacy. The day I was going to attempt the chance meeting, Gina reminded me to do whatever it takes to ally her. She said, “Remember, if you fail, then I will have to infiltrate the organization and we both know what that means.” Gina was staying with a friend of hers who lived in Naples. She told Carlo she needed some space. He didn’t seem to mind. 
The restaurant wasn’t crowded. Gina and our shadows were in the area. I walked over to Bono’s wife and asked, “Excuse me, Miss, but do you speak English?”
The very sophisticated attractive woman responded with, “Why yes, I do.”
“Great, can I trouble you for just a few moments?”
“Sure, how can I help you?”
“I’m looking for my grandparents’ old house and I can’t seem to find it on this map.”
“Okay, sit down and let me see if I can help you.”
“Oh, thank you.”
“Are you an American?”
“Unfortunately, I am.”
“It’s not a misfortune to be an American.”
“If you’re in Naples and are trying to find a little street where your grandparents first fell in love it is.”
“That’s very romantic of you.”
“Most of my life they used to talk to me about this particular place and one time my grandmother told me of its significance. I just thought if I went there love would come into my uneventful life.”
“Oh dear, you have never been in love?” 
“I don’t think so. I bet a beautiful woman like you has love in her life.”
“A long time ago maybe but not now,” she said as a sadness came over her.
“I’m sorry did I make you feel sad?”
“No, you just made me think of something I once had.” 
“Hey, come on, this is no time for sadness, it’s a time to celebrate. We have something in common. Neither one of us have love. At least we can share that much.”
 She smiled and said, “You seem like a pretty nice guy.”
“If I can make you smile, then I have achieved something good today.”
Again, she was smiling. At that moment, one of the waiters came over and asked, “Is everything okay here, Signora Bono?”
“Everything is just fine,” she responded as she began to frown at the waiter. 
 I had put together a group of signals for everyone ahead of time. One was if I tug on my earlobe the person near me is a danger and must be removed. As I tugged on my ear, the headwaiter came over to tell the annoying one to come back to the kitchen. I read the situation right. The waiter spooked her. He must be one of the eyes and ears for Bono. She became uneasy and wanted to leave. 
I said, “Don’t leave now. We were only getting to know each other a little.”
“I must leave or you’ll get into some trouble. You are too nice of a man for anything to happen to you.” 
“Please, stay for a few moments. Tell me your name at least.”
She smiled and said, “My name is Bianca and I am married.”
“Okay, Bianca, I’m Steven. We can be friends, can’t we?”
“Does the name Bono mean anything to you?”
“Bianca, I live without fear. I want you to be safe. Please don’t worry.”
“Okay, Steven, teach me how to live without fear being married to a notorious mobster like Ricardo Bono.”
As the Carabinieri were taking the waiter out of the restaurant in cuffs, I said, “You see, Bianca, nobody messes with my friends.”
“Are you a cop?”
“Relax, Bianca. One thing, I am not is a cop. I want to show you how to live without fear. I am way beyond what a cop does for a living.”
“Who are you?”
“I’m the guy that does not fear a punk like Bono. Also, I’m the same goodhearted guy you were talking to before the waiter interrupted our warm conversation.”
“I have to go. What do you want from me?”
“Bianca, all I want to do is help you, if you let me. Otherwise, you are free to go back to your prison.” She sat there and didn’t know what to do. I continued, “Bianca, walk out of here with me and I promise you Bono will never find you. Do you want your freedom?” 
“What if you’re wrong? We’ll both be dead.”
“Bianca, look at you. You’re a beautiful woman. How old, thirty something?”
“I’m thirty-three.”
“Okay, do you want to be rich and kept or do you want to be free? Say the word and I’ll make you disappear. I promise you with all my heart no one will find you. I know it’s tough and you’ll have to trust me. After one day if you don’t feel safe, I’ll send you back and we’ll make it as if you were kidnapped.” 
“Will you stay with me the whole time?”
“I won’t leave you for a moment. Just one thing you have to do for me and only me, tell me anything and everything you can about Bono. Now I’m being totally honest with you. I need your answer.”
“I can’t testify against him.”
“Listen, Bianca. You will not have to testify against anybody. If you want, I can get you out of the country. You can go anywhere you want. Don’t listen to anyone but me. Do you understand?” She shook her head in the affirmative. I knew at that moment that Bianca was my priority not the mission. I was going to use all my powers to do something right for her. We stood up and began to walk out the door of the restaurant. Gina met us at the elevator. I told Bianca that Gina was my partner and would be the only other person she could trust. I told Gina to bring the car to the back alley when we get downstairs. Bianca and I got off on the second floor and took the stairs the rest of the way down. When we met Gina in the alley, I put Bianca in the back seat and told her to lie down. Gina slowly drove the car out to the street where Bono’s goons were waiting. We drove past them without raising any suspicion. 
When we got on the highway, I told Gina to lose our shadow car. Gina started to lose them. Then she asked, “Steven, what are you up to?” 
“We’re all going on a nice trip. Bianca, you can sit up now.” With that, Bianca sat up and Gina began to drive like the professional she was. In no time, we lost anyone who might be following us. We circled around Naples on the main highway until we arrived at the airport. We drove to where the U.S. Navy base was located. At the main gate, I told the guard I needed to see Major Reed. I showed him my bogus driver’s license. He then directed us to a nearby building where the reception area was located. He told us to go inside and tell the officer on duty to call Major Reed. We all went into the building and waited for the Major. Within fifteen minutes or so, he arrived. I told him who I really was and that Colonel Miller from Taipei said I should contact him. He quickly escorted us all to an office in the rear of a large hanger. Once there, he made a call to Miller in Taipei. We hooked up on a three-way conversation. I explained to Miller that it was imperative for me to return to his location, quickly. Both officers knew what I meant without mentioning a destination. Miller told me he would take care of everything. I thanked Miller and hung up my phone. The two officers made the plans to get us out of Italy in a hurry. 
After Major Reed hung up with Miller he said to me in private, “We’ll get a military Lear jet cleared to leave here in approximately one hour. You’ll have a short layover in Bangkok and then on to Taipei.” He told us to wait here in the office. The plane would come into the empty hanger and we could board it at that time. I thanked the Major and we shook hands. 
 Gina asked, “Steven, where are we going?”
“I’ll tell both of you when we get there.” 
“What about the mission? Do we abandon everybody and run?”
“We’re not running, Gina. We are taking Bianca to a safe place.”
“I thought we agreed to have her feed us information from inside Bono’s organization.”
“I know but after listening to her story I think this way will be better and a lot safer for her. Gina, if you want to make any calls you’d better do it now. When we are airborne, you won’t be able to. Bianca, if you want to change your mind now is the time to do it.”
Bianca responded, “I think you can really be trusted to get me out of this place. I’m with you.” 
I turned and looked at Gina and said, “Gina, if you want to stay, tell me now or forever hold your peace.”
“I feel I have to call someone.”
“Do you want to call Carlo?”
“No, you foolish man, I want to go with you.”
“We are not going to be gone too long. By the time we get back people will never even know we left the country.”
“Okay, then let’s do it.” 
An hour later, we were airborne in route to Taipei. I told the pilots not to mention our destination. About two hours into the flight, I began to talk with our star informant. I asked, “Bianca, are you doing okay?”
“Oh, yes. The further we get away from Italy the better I feel.”
“Great. Now I need something from you.”
“I know you want me to tell you everything I know about that pig Bono.”
“That’s right but I need you to tell Gina everything you know about his operations. Don’t hold back on anything. Are you sure you want me to take him down?”
“Steven, if I told you half the things that creep did to me for thirteen years you would be appalled. Some personal things I will have to deal with on my own.”
“I understand you never had any children, is that true?”
“God, no, what kind of kid would that maniac raise? I still believe to this day he had my family killed along with my childhood boyfriend.”
“If you think that's true, then it probably is. Oh, by the way, Bianca, my grandparents did in fact meet and fall in love in Naples.”
“I believed you when you told me that beautiful story.”
“Tell us more about Bono.”
“I was in too deep from the first day I met him. He thinks everything belongs to him: cars, drugs, money, and women. I was elected to be the trophy wife and I never saw a way out until today.” Gina took copious notes as Bianca spoke. She must have talked for hours. After that long conversation, the two women were fast asleep for the rest of the trip to Bangkok. During the stopover, which was short, the pilots gave the women two military fatigue uniforms in case they wanted to change. 
While we were flying on the last leg of the trip Gina said, “I didn’t bring any clothes to wear.” 
That’s when I gave them the uniforms. I asked, “Will these uniforms suffice for now girls?”
Bianca responded with, “Anything will be better than the clothes that were picked for me each day. I want to take everything I’m wearing off now.” 
“Well, you can go in the back of the plane for some privacy.”
“Nonsense, I trust you with my life and now I’m going to be shy!” She stood up and ripped off her clothes as if to say I am finally free. When she was totally undressed with tears running down her cheeks she took a deep breath and started to put on her uniform. She was another magnificent looking woman. Bianca was all-woman but with some of the child left in her, I’m sure. Gina decided to leave her jeans and tee shirt on. I went up front to talk to the pilots. They told me their orders were to stay in Taipei until I was ready to return to Italy. That was good news. I told them we shouldn’t be there more than a few days.
 
 
 ______
 

When we arrived at the Taipei military base, just outside the city, we were greeted by Colonel Miller. We gave each other a hearty handshake. Miller was a rugged but good-looking man who ran a tight military operation with his Special Forces unit. They work under the cover of the Taiwanese military and wear civilian clothes. I introduced him to the women and we went to his apartment on base. The apartment was extremely large and he lived there alone. When we arrived, he had his housekeeper prepare a mini banquet. He told me in private that our pending arrival was kept quiet. None of my team was told. Miller was the only one who knew. I gave him a brief rundown on what transpired in Italy with the emphasis on Bianca’s situation. We sat at the dinner table and enjoyed a good Chinese meal. During dinner, Miller became acquainted with the two women, especially Bianca. Miller asked, “Bianca, have you ever been to Taiwan before?”
“No, I never have been to the Far East at all.”
“Well, Steven tells me you are going to need some protection for a while and I’ll be happy to provide it for you.”
“You are very kind, Colonel. Steven has been true to his word.”
“Steven is the most honorable man I know. I trust him with my life.”
“I guess I have done the same.”
“Steven, where are you planning to keep Bianca?”
“I was going to ask you if you had any thoughts on the subject.”
“Bianca, if you feel comfortable here you can stay for as long as you want. I have several bedrooms with private baths and this is a safe place.”
Bianca looked at me and asked, “Steven, what do you think?”
“Well, to be honest, I was hoping the Colonel would have offered his place to you. He made me the same offer last year when my team and I needed a place to hide. We stayed a long time. This would be the safest place around.”
Bianca responded, “If everybody agrees, then I’ll stay. I only have one request. Is it possible to get some clothes here?”
Miller chimed in and said, “Tomorrow we’ll get Steven’s girls to take you shopping and don’t worry about money. Steven is loaded.”
“Very funny, Frank, but that is a good idea.” 
 Gina piped in and said, “Excuse me, but am I an orphan child in this situation? I need some clothes too.”
“We’ll take care of you too, Gina. Not to worry,” I said. Bianca started to laugh. It was great to see this woman in good spirits. 
Miller showed Bianca her room. It was a large bedroom with a private bath. Gina would stay in a smaller bedroom also with a private bath. Then Miller showed the women where all the toiletries and bath supplies were. They both went to their rooms to get cleaned up. 
Miller asked, “Are you going to take Bianca back to Italy for any trials?”
“Frank, when I saw how frightened this woman was when I met her, I knew if I got her out of there she wasn’t coming back for any reason unless she wanted to.”
“What will you do about your original mission?”
“I’ll carry it out and make Bianca a young widow. She has been through a lot over the years. That‘s why I made the decision to get her out of any danger.”
“That’s what makes you a great guy, Steven. What about Gina?”
“Although we are very intimate, I still don’t trust her a hundred percent yet.”
“You do realize that you have created quite a cache of woman out here.”
“That I do know. Gina is not like the others. I think she is more of the possessive type. But we’ll see.” When the girls returned from their baths, they both were tired from the trip. I said, “Bianca, tomorrow will be a brand new day. I hope you will be happy here.” She walked over to Miller and thanked him. 
Then she hugged me and said, “Thank you, Steven, thank you.” When she pulled away, tears were running down her cheeks. 
I said to her, “Everything will be just fine. Don’t worry.” She shook her head in the affirmative and went to bed. Then I told Gina and Miller that I was going to the safe house to check on a few things. It was early in the evening and I told them to get more acquainted. I would return in a little while. 
I immediately went to the girls’ apartment to check on them. Linda answered the door and gave me a big hug along with a kiss. This incredibly gorgeous, fair-haired, 23 year old girl worked for me as my secretary for several years. During that time, she finished college and worked her way up to a position of field operations officer. It wasn’t until she joined me in Taipei that I realized how strong the feelings were between us. Similar feelings are shared with my other ops officer, Cathy Wong. I blame it on the water out here. Cathy, Linda, and I have been through many dangerous situations together. We all trust one another 100 percent. These beauties and Hannah, the fine-looking Israeli girl, have all lived here together for about a year now. They are sweet wonderful women until it comes time to kill. They will slit a man’s throat in a millisecond and not give it a second thought. I call them my three beautiful foxes. 
Cathy and Hannah also gave me an affectionate greeting. They seemed to be doing quite well in my absence. We sat around sipping coffee and chatting about the case I was working on. I told them the whole story. Only these three women know of my assassin activities. I didn’t leave anything out, including my relationship with Gina. Linda said, “I guess you want us girls to be cool about things.” 
“For now, I still don’t trust her with everything.”
Cathy exclaimed, “It’s okay with me, Boss, whatever you want. Do you need any of us to return to Italy with you?”
“We’ll all get together tomorrow and formulate a plan.”
“Sure. Are you leaving the other woman here in Taipei?”
“Yes, I promised her I would take her to a safe place. I need you girls to take her out tomorrow to buy the clothes she’ll need here.” 
Linda jokingly responded, “I’m sure we can handle it just fine. Is she one of your loves too?”
“No, Linda, this woman has been through a lot, so treat her nice.”
“You know we will, Steven.”
“I’m going back to Miller’s place now. Arrange for everyone to meet on the base at 8 a.m. in the conference room. I don’t want Gina to know where our safe house is located yet.”
“You got it, Boss.” I kissed them all and went to Miller’s apartment. By the time I arrived, everyone was asleep. As I walked down to the small bedroom to get some sleep, sweet Gina came out of her room. She invited me to her bed and there I stayed for the rest of the night. 
The next morning, bright and early, Miller was up waiting for all of us to rise. I jumped in the shower along with Gina. It was difficult to get the day started. I could have spent hours with her. Reluctantly, I got dressed and went to the kitchen to join Miller for a cup of coffee. He was sitting there with Bianca and they were laughing a lot. She appeared to take to Miller rather well. This would be a big help when I had to leave here. Soon after, Gina emerged from her room. We all went to Miller’s conference center for the morning meeting. The whole team was there. Handshakes and introductions were exchanged by all. My three girls were there along with John, Mike and Tao Li. I told everyone how good it was to be back. I explained the whole story of how Gina and Bianca came to be here. I left out the part of me in the mountains trying to assassinate Bono. Gina went along with the story. I said, “We are going to take down an international heroin ring and the prime subject is Bianca’s husband. With her help and guidance from Gina, who I introduced as an undercover cop, we will be able to formulate a comprehensive strike plan.”
John asked, “Have you figured out who will go where?”
“Not yet. It depends on where we’ll have to concentrate our efforts. All this will come into play after information is shared.”
Linda chimed in and said, “Bianca, do you have any clothes with you?”
“No. I walked out of Italy with just the clothes on my back. And when Steven told me he would take care of everything, I believed him.”
Linda continued, “Steven, are we through for now?”
“Yes, Linda, for the time being, we will regroup here this afternoon at 4 p.m.”
“Good, it’s all set. We’ll go downtown and buy you a whole new wardrobe, compliments of Steven. I’ll get a car and meet all the girls out front.” With that, the girls left the building. Gina stayed behind ready to give her briefing on the situation. 
I said, “Gina, why don’t we wait until they all get back before you brief anyone?”
“I can do that.”
Miller asked, “Why don’t I show Gina around the city since she will only be here for a short while?”
“Sounds like a good idea, Frank,” I responded. Frank instinctively knew I wanted to find out other things from the rest of my team. He’s one sharp guy. Frank and Gina soon left on their tour. 
I asked, “Tao, how are things going with your family?” 
“Things are going fairly well.”
“I assume things are well between Mike and Mia.”
Mike said, “Things are a lot better since last year.” 
“That’s great, I’m glad to hear that.” Mike and Mia were captured and brutally tortured by terrorists about a year ago. Tao and Mike took their revenge out on the terrorists but the emotional scars have been hard for twenty-two year old Mia to shed. Her father, Tao, is an extremely powerful man in Taiwan. The agency hired Tao as an operative after he retired as director of the Taiwanese secret police. It is rumored that they are a division of the paramilitary forces in Taiwan but the general population doesn’t have a clue, including U.S. intelligence. Tao is an influential and well respected, man in his country. He knows everything that goes on here. My guy, Mike, is totally in love with Mia and he has been close to the family for years now. I also asked, “Tao, how is Zia doing?”
“With John’s guidance, she is doing much better.” Tao’s other daughter; Zia the youngest of the two girls, got herself mixed up with the wrong crowd last year and began using drugs. John found her one night passed out from drug use in a restaurant with some sleazy characters. Since then he has kept a close watch on her. 
“John is a good guy. I knew he wouldn’t let you or your daughter down.”
Tao said, “I wish she would tell me of her drug connections so I can have them all put away.”
John jumped in and said, “Tao, it’s like I told you before, let’s get Zia better first then we will work on the dealers.”
Tao responded, “As always you are right on that one, my friend. I wonder if the increase in drug trade here in Taiwan is somehow connected to the Hightower organization.” 
I said, “Tao, we will all look into it as soon as we cut the head off the snake. John, I’ll leave you here in Taipei to look after things. I need you to take charge of the entire operation, including Japan. You can visit there periodically. Say, if it’s okay with Tao, why don’t you take Zia with you?”
Tao responded, “That would be fine with me. Maybe a change of environment will help. Can you handle her on your own, John? I don’t want to overburden you.”
“Sure, she’ll be fine with me.”
“Good,” I said, “It’s all settled then. Let’s take a break until 4 P.M.” 
We all went our separate ways. I went to Miller’s apartment to collect my thoughts and rest for a while. I lay my head down on the couch and fell asleep. Sleep was not in the cards for me that day. Within minutes of sleeping, there was a knock at the door. It was John. Somehow, I wasn’t surprised. John is a fifty-two year old super straight guy and is probably having a hard time dealing with a twenty year old like Zia. He came in and said, “Steven, I think it’s wrong that Zia is hanging out with me all the time. She’s at my place every night. The kid hangs on to my every word and her kisses are not little friendly pecks on the cheek anymore. What can I do?”
“Listen, John, is the kid basically drug free?”
“Sure, as far as I can tell.”
“Well, there is your answer. You’re doing right by her and she knows it. Nobody is going to treat her as well as you do. She may outgrow her affections for you but if she doesn’t, just go with it. It’s obvious that you’re probably good for each other. Don’t worry and I’m sure Tao doesn’t mind. He thinks the world of you and he trusts you with his daughter. He also doesn’t think you’re some kind of a Buddha either, so relax and enjoy it.”
“Okay, Boss, if that’s your take on it maybe it will work.” I think I made John feel somewhat better, for now anyway. He left and back to sleep I went. I must have slept for about an hour when Gina and Miller returned from their tour of Taipei.
I heard Gina exclaim, “Steven, wake up, wake up!”
“Are you guys back already?”
Gina continued, “This city is so beautiful. The colonel took me to the market and to some fancy shops. This place is great. No wonder no one wants to leave here.”
“I’m glad you had some fun.”
“I had to buy some clothes too and Colonel Miller paid for them. I tried to pay him back but he refused.”
“It’s okay, Frank likes doing things for other people. Right, Frank?”
“Sure, anything for a pretty girl.”
“Thank you, Colonel,” as she hugged Frank with some good Italian passion.
Just then, the girls returned from their shopping spree. They all came in giggling like a bunch of teenagers. Cathy said, “Steven, we spent a lot of your money but we got a lot of nice things for Bianca.” 
I asked, “Did you have a nice time, Bianca?”
“Oh, Steven, I can’t tell you the last time I had so much fun.”
“I’m really glad you did.” With that, she gave me a big hug and went running off to her room.”
I said, “You guys did a good job with her.”
Linda responded, “Steven, she is a nice girl and deserves the best.” 
“You’re right, Linda. She has had a tough life with that creep she was forced to marry.”
Bianca came out of her room wearing the uniform of the times, a tight pair of jeans and a tee shirt. She filled her tee shirt out a lot more than the other girls did. She looked fantastic. I couldn’t help notice that Miller was very attracted to her. 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5 - A New Mission
 ___________________
 
 
 
 
We all went to the conference room to join everyone else. We included Bianca in the meeting in case we needed her input. Gina started the meeting off by briefing everyone on Bono and his notorious organization. I quietly sat down and listened. 
Gina continued, “What I’ve learned from Bianca coincides with what I have researched over the years. She has filled in many of the blanks in my investigation. The Bono organization deals in drug smuggling, illegal arms transactions and anything else they can get their hands on. They even run legal businesses in some parts of the world, especially with the arms trade they receive from U.S. government contracts. 
At that moment, John interrupted, “Excuse me, Gina, I understand the severity of this situation but isn’t this problem for the Italian police to handle?” 
“You’re correct in your assumption, John. However, there is some thing about Bono that you should know. He sits on the board of directors of an American company. I think you might have heard of it. It’s called Hightower.”
John quickly responded, “Say no more, I’m sorry for the interruption. Please, continue.” Gina had everyone’s attention now. There is something riveting about the Hightower name around here. 
Gina again spoke, “Yes, the powers that be seem to connect the Italian police with the intelligence organizations of the world when it comes to Hightower. This notorious company is right in the thick of things along with Bono. Hightower provides the means of getting the opium out of Afghanistan and the Bono organization processes it for the marketplace. The arms are moved from Eastern Europe by Bono and sold to other governments by Hightower.” 
Hannah asked, “Gina, where does Hightower take the raw opium to be processed?”
“The raw opium is processed in many places. There is one place in Sicily, outside of Palermo, that Bianca has confirmed for me.”
Mike suggested, “Well, I’m sure the Italian police can raid that place.”
Bianca responded, “Not really, the corruption in that area is overwhelming. All the local officials are paid off by Bono. Raids have been tried before and word gets out fast. They are able to close down the operation long before anyone gets there.”
Gina chimed in and said, “They have alternate processing sites to quickly take the opium to. Bono’s people are always ready to move at a moment’s notice.”
I said, “We must figure a way to disable all sites at the same time. Also, we have to clampdown on the drugs getting out of Afghanistan. This is an extremely ambitious program. Gina, do you trust anyone in Italy who can support our approach to the overall mission?”
“Outside of Enrico, there are few people I trust.”
I asked, “Frank, do you have any ideas on this whole mess?” 
“Well, I could have Major Reed give you some support, but he is only one man. With Hightower all over the place, I couldn’t even promise you that the pilots who brought you here are trustworthy. At the base in Naples, there are no Special Forces. Reed is ex-Special Forces. I can trust him to a certain extent. You probably can count on him for weapons and other munitions, but only within reason. I will talk to him while you guys are in route.”
“Okay, that’s a good point, Frank. When we return to Naples, Mike, you and Linda follow our pilots. If they even smell bad, kill them.”
“Roger that, Boss.” Mike exclaimed. 
“If these pilots are dirty, then we need some support back here. Cathy, can you stay back and help the Colonel protect Bianca?”
“I can do that. She can come with me on occasion to my grandfather’s place.”
“That’s a great idea.” Cathy’s aging grandfather, Cheng Liu, is an exceptionally wealthy businessman. He was one of Chiang Kai-shek’s generals and has done very well for himself over the years. His wife found Cathy in Hong Kong about twenty years ago. She was an orphan living out of trash bins. They took her in and gave her the finer things in life. She is well educated and is a martial arts master. Cathy stays close to her grandparents since she has been stationed out here with me. 
I continued, “Gina, can you find us a safe house in Naples without anyone’s knowledge?”
“That’s something I can arrange for us with minimal risk.” 
“Great. Does anybody know our two operatives in southern Italy?”
Linda responded, “You mean Jefferies and Sanders?”
“Yes, how do you know them?”
“Forget about those two, I went through training with them. Both of them almost flunked out of the program. If you want to use them, you’ll have to watch them closely. They are extremely incompetent.”
“We’ll use them only if we have to. I’ve decided to take Linda, Mike and Hannah back to Italy with us. Are there any objections?” They all agreed. I continued, “Okay everybody, let’s get our stuff together and be ready to move out tomorrow at 10 a.m. One other thing, Mike, you and Linda disguise yourselves from the pilots tomorrow so you can follow them once we arrive in Italy. Gina will give you a number to reach us in Naples after you check them out. Hannah, if the pilots begin to approach Mike and Linda, try to distract them.”
“Sure will, Steven.”
“Okay people, good luck to us all.” Everyone left to get ready and I went for a short walk with Miller to discuss other issues. 
Frank said, “If needed, call me at the Baltimore phone number and I’ll have one or more of my units at your disposal within 24 hours.” The Baltimore phone number is a National Security Agency (NSA) number that will ring at the Taipei base communications center. It is impossible to trace. 
I said, “Thanks, Frank, I may need your troop support for this mission. Do you want Cathy to stay at your place?”
“She should stay until your guys find out about the two pilots. If they’re dirty, then Cathy will have to move in. If not, then I think I can handle it just fine.” We soon arrived at his place where Gina, Bianca and Cathy were waiting. Frank’s housekeeper was preparing a meal for everyone while Bianca and Cathy were mapping out some procedures in case of an emergency. After a while, Cathy was ready to leave. She bid everyone a goodnight and told Bianca she would see her in the morning. I volunteered to walk Cathy to her place. It was a short walk from the base. I would miss her as I kissed her affectionately good night. Cathy never said anything about my traveling but her face always showed some sadness when we parted. Cathy and I shared a deep special relationship. 
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The next morning, as planned, we took off returning to Italy - Mike, Linda, Hannah, Gina and I. It was a long flight, which left a lot of time for sleeping. We all kept quiet most of the trip since we were not sure of the trustworthiness of the pilots. Linda and Mike stayed in the back of the plane as not to be noticed by the crew. They both were wearing military uniforms. This would permit them to blend in at the air base when we landed. We were about six hours out of Bangkok when I went to see Linda for a few minutes. She was tucked away out of sight behind the last seat on the plane. When I sat on the floor with her, that’s when I told her to be very careful since these people were extremely dangerous. She seemed a little nervous so I held her in my arms for a while. 
The flight arrived early in the morning at the Naples military base. I subtly asked Mike if he had the phone numbers to contact Gina. He nodded in the affirmative while he quickly left the plane with Linda. They moved toward the locker rooms for the military flight crews. It appeared they blended in quite well. The rest of us thanked the pilots and drove off the base in Gina’s car. She drove us to a downtown basilica near the center of Naples. Once there, she went around to the back and down an alley. After we stopped, some altar boys came out of the building and covered the car with a canvas top. We went inside and Gina led Hannah and me down to a basement area. It was a gloomy place. Some old unused dungeon I thought. It looked like something out of The Man in the Iron Mask. After some turns down dimly lit corridors, we arrived at a large well-lit room. It had TVs, communications equipment, kitchen facilities and cubicles with beds in them. Gina pointed out the door to the rest rooms and shower facilities. This seemed to be a good place to hide out. A few minutes later, two nuns came in with trays of coffee and some food. They quietly placed them on the table and left as quickly as they came. Gina said, “You all will be safe here. The only person from the outside who knows about this place is Enrico Bassie. Have some coffee and food, I want to study the maps to insert the information that Bianca gave me.”
 I asked, “We just got here Gina. Can we relax a little?” 
“I received good information from Bianca and I want to get started on it right away. Steven, you must understand I have been working on this case for years now. Since you’ve been with me, we have made some serious progress. I have to credit you with your idea to get Bianca to a safe place.”
“Okay, let’s see what we have. But first, Hannah, do you know Italy well?”
“I’ve been here several times. I know Palermo fairly well and the outskirts of Naples also.”
“Good, so you can help us with laying out the maps.”
“Sure, Steven, I’ll help Gina with what I can.” After several hours of analyzing the maps, we finalized the location of the three key processing plants. 
Then Gina’s phone rang. She answered it and quickly handed it to me. It was Mike. He said, “Can’t talk too much. We both have made contact on the inside. Meet me at the Piazza Carita at noon tomorrow and don’t be late.” After that, he hung up. When he said ‘don’t be late, it was a code for me to meet him three hours earlier than what he stated. 
I asked, “Gina, do you know the Piazza Carita?”
“Sure why?”
“Tomorrow at 9 a.m. we have to meet Mike there.”
“Okay, how do you want to handle it?”
“Is there a place nearby where we can lead him to for some privacy?”
“U-mm let me think for a moment. Ah, yes. Hannah, make contact with Mike and have him follow you into a shop. It’s right in the piazza.”
Hannah responded, “I can handle that. We should get there early to recon the area.”
“Sounds like a plan, girls. We’ll get on it first thing in the morning. Gina, can we all spend the night here?” 
“We sure can. That’s why the beds are here. It’s not all that comfortable but it will do for now.” 
“Okay, I think we’ll be fine here. Gina, do you need to contact anybody?”
“No. It’s just us guys on this mission for now.” The girls went to bed and I sat up for a while drinking coffee. I was thinking of ways to approach this situation without getting anyone hurt. That is always my prime concern on any mission. I didn’t want to think about it too much so I lay down in my cubical. I eventually fell asleep.
The next morning bright and early, we all were ready to move. We drove to the designated meeting place to prepare for our encounter with Mike. After driving around an alleyway, we came upon the back of some stores. Gina led us into a clothing store. There she said, “Hannah, I think you should go around to the front and sit at a table. When you make contact with Mike, have him follow you into the store. Once in the store, bring him to the back room where we are now.”
“Okay, Gina, I’d better get out there now as not to draw any suspicion. Steven, are you going to check for advance spotters around the piazza or do you want me to do it?”
“No, I’ll do a check from the rooftop. I assume we can get there from here, Gina?”
“Sure, I will show you while Hannah gets in place.” Hannah left for her position at the outside coffee shop in the piazza. Then I made my way to the roof of the building while Gina briefed her people in the clothing shop. The place was a cover for her operations. She had previously told Mike about the piazza and the shop for making contact while being undercover. I scouted around the rooftops of the other buildings and saw nothing suspicious. I watched Hannah sitting at a table, sipping some coffee and reading a newspaper. Precisely at 9 a.m., Mike arrived on the scene. He sat at a table close to Hannah. She told Mike to follow her in a few minutes. She kept the newspaper in front of her face as if she would be reading it while she spoke to him. Hannah folded up her paper, finished her coffee and got up slowly. She walked to the clothing store making sure that Mike saw were she was going. Shortly after, Mike made his way over also. I was still on the roof watching for anybody who could possibly be a threat. No threats were visible. I went downstairs to meet with everybody. 
Mike gave us all a briefing. He said, “Linda and I hooked up with the Hightower people through the two pilots. They are dirty, so I suggest you guys get word to Miller.”
I responded, “I’ll be sure to forward the information to Taipei. What about you and Linda?”
“We posed as two ex-government workers with access to a boatload of weapons to dispose of. It seems to be resonating throughout their organization.”
“Where did you tell them the weapons are located?”
“We told them we had access right here in Naples as soon as the shipment arrives from the Far East. The shipment is expected to be here by next week.”
“Is the scam working?”
“As far as I can tell it is. Linda is staying close to the buyers. One is a Hightower guy and the other is a guy by the name of Armand Campo. Do we know him?”
Gina spoke up, “Campo is one of Bono’s high-powered lieutenants. He is going to want proof before any commitment is made.”
I said, “I might be able to convince Major Reed to dummy-up a shipment of arms from the Far East. By the way, Mike, what is the name of the Hightower guy?”
“His name is Clark, Fred Clark, I believe.”
“You must have been very convincing Mike because Clark is Hightower’s headman out here. How did you get to the top people so fast?”
“Linda was quite the charmer. She had them eating out of our hands in no time. The two pilots were also especially helpful. They seem to have the direct line to the top, around here anyway.” 
“Great work. Mike, where are you staying?”
“Downtown Naples, in a high-rise hotel right off of the Corso Umberto, we spent some money to rent the penthouse suite. We had to look like we were big time dealers.”
“That’s great, Mike. Gina, is that the hotel where we rented the room for the month and do we still have it?”
“It’s the only high-rise in the area and we still should have access to the room.”
“Okay, a lucky break. Mike, tonight when all is quiet, call room 950 and we’ll have some equipment in our room to bug the place. The code will be, “Is it red yet?” That will be an all clear signal.”
“Roger that, Boss.”
“Okay, Mike, I’ll get you some information on the bogus shipment to pass on to our friends. Good show and keep an eye on Linda.” 
“Will do, Steve,” as Mike was on his way out of the store. I asked Gina to get some bugging equipment for the stakeout and to take Hannah with her but to drop me off at the base first. I told her I would get a car from Reed and meet them in the room later on. She agreed and we all took off. 
At the base, I spoke with Reed and told him of our plan. He explained to me that we could arrange for a bogus shipment of stinger missiles coming into Naples in five days. He also said that he would put the alias names of Mike and Linda on the manifest so whoever checks it out will see some legitimacy to the scam. In conversation with Reed, he told me the pilots never knew who Bianca was on the flight. I told him we couldn’t take any chances. I would have to warn Miller. He agreed. Then using Reed’s secure communications system I got in touch with Miller. I said, “Frank, the pilots are dirty so I would suspect that Bianca is in danger.”
“But Reed told me the pilots were not briefed on the reason for the trip.”
“He told me the same thing but I think you should take the necessary precautions.”
“Okay, I’ll keep her well protected.”
“How is she doing?”
“She’s doing exceptionally well. I take her all over Taipei showing her the good life here. But of course, Cathy is always in the shadows. Now with this new development I’ll never be able to get rid of Cat.”
“Frank, are you falling for this woman?”
“I enjoy having her around. She sure makes me feel alive. And I think she’s happy, too. She tells me she never wants to go back to Italy.”
“I hope she doesn’t want to return, since she has a lot of bad memories here. Stay well, my friend and be on your toes.”
“You do the same, buddy.” We broke our connection for the time being. I got a car from Reed and he told me to call him on his private line if we needed his help in anyway. We shook hands and I left. When I arrived at the hotel, there no one was around so I made myself a strong drink. As I sat there, I gave some thought to Frank getting hung up on Bianca. If she truly wanted to forget about her life in Italy, a relationship with Frank would be the way to go. He’s a decent guy, never married since he spent most of his life dedicated to the military. Sipping on my drink made me think of Hannah. I knew she was not a drinker. She was into bodybuilding and healthy living, but what a beautiful woman. We had a onetime thing about a year ago and it was great. We never had the opportunity to do it again. Maybe it was just as well this way, maybe!
Awhile later, Gina and Hannah arrived. They acquired the necessary equipment to bug Mike and Linda’s room, along with some regular cell phones for everyone. The three of us sat around the room just chatting with each other. I couldn’t help notice that Hannah and Gina were becoming closer. This was a good thing. I needed Gina to get closer to Linda and Cathy. Now that would be a great thing. 
 It was about 11 p.m. when the phone in the room rang. I picked up the phone and the caller said, “Is it red yet?” I quickly hung up and all of us took off for the penthouse. Once there, we found Mike alone. 
I asked, “Where’s Linda?”
Mike replied, “She thought it would be best if she went out with these guys to keep them busy while we set up the room.”
“Mike, I told you to keep an eye on her.”
“Steve, she insisted and you know how hard-headed she can be. Besides, they are downstairs in the hotel bar. They think we are married or something like that.”
“Okay, everyone, let’s get set up in here quickly.” There were two bedrooms and two baths in the suite. We had a lot of work to do and little time to do it. I was exceedingly worried about Linda. Everybody worked fast and Hannah ran down to our room and checked the surveillance system. When we got the okay from Hannah, Gina and I left also. Once we were in our room, we began to observe the suite. We had every inch of the place wired with audio and video. Devices were everywhere, except in the bathrooms. It wasn’t long after, when these two jerks returned with Linda. I was relived just to see her okay. Campo was a large middle aged man about fifty pounds overweight. While Clark was talking to Mike, Campo pulled Linda into one of the bedrooms. He slammed the door behind them. Mike figured we were watching so he didn’t get too excited. Campo threw Linda on the bed and jumped on top of her. He kept on grunting at her like some kind of animal. 
Gina exclaimed, “Steven, do something. He’s going to hurt her.”
I replied, “Let’s wait a few more minutes before we blow this whole sting.”
Just then, Linda broke free and stood up. She said in an angry voice, “Listen, stupid, if you want to have some fun with me it will have to wait until the deal is closed, I’m strictly business! Do you get my point?”
Campo responded, “Okay, okay, take it easy, I was just trying to have some fun.”
“When the deal is complete we’ll talk about it. Until then, you keep your distance. Now get out of here and take your creepy friend with you.” Campo grabbed Clark and they left in a hurry. She looked into the camera and said, “Still the same. Right, Steven!” I knew she was pissed because I always push her to the limit. 
I said, “Gina, you and Hannah follow the Bono thugs. If they split up, you two split also. I want to see where they go. Call me if there’s a problem and be back here before morning.” The girls were on their way in a matter of moments. Once they were gone, I went upstairs to the penthouse suite. I knocked on the door and Mike opened it. 
I asked, “How is our girl doing?”
Mike responded, “Take her for a walk or something before she rips the place apart.”
“Linda, come with me for a while. Please.” Without talking or acknowledging my presence, she walked out of the room and went to the elevator. She stood there waiting for me. 
Mike said, “Have fun, Boss,” as he closed the door to the room. 
I walked over to the elevator and put my arm around Linda. I whispered, “Linda, you do know how much I love you? Don’t you?”
“I know you were watching me getting abused again. You always push me to the edge.”
“I wouldn’t let anybody hurt you, baby.”
“I know. It just gets to me sometimes.”
“Let’s go down to my room for a while.” I called for the elevator and we went down to the other room. Once there, we sat on one of the two beds in the room. 
Linda said, “I know I shouldn’t say these things but I think my nerves are a bit shot with this business.” 
“Linda, I understand how you feel when these creeps go too far but, I need you to hold it together until the mission is complete. Can you do that?” 
“I understand, Steven, don’t worry about me, I’ll be okay. I just get the feeling that I can’t do this anymore but it will pass.” 
I held her like a little child for a while, until she seemed all right. I kissed her tenderly. Then she went back to the penthouse suite. 
A short while later, Gina and Hannah returned. I was still up drinking coffee when they came into the room. I asked, “Well, girls, how did it go?
Gina replied, “Steven, we have big trouble.”
“What do you mean?”
“We followed the two men to an office not too far from here. It was a low rise building three stories high. When we saw lights on the top floor, Hannah quickly climbed up the side of the building like a spider. I’ll let Hannah tell you the rest, Hannah.”
Hannah spoke, “When I climbed to the roof I found a skylight that happened to be opened. I was able to hear their conversation. The Hightower guy asked the big guy, ‘Do you really trust these Americans?’ He responded with, ‘Hell no, I want to toy with the pretty one for a while. She may be useful. Our pilot friends have already told Bono where his wife is. Bono is going to use them to attack the military base where she is being held.’ He also said a large group of Bono’s people from around the world, will be converging on the target area. They also are making plans to snatch Linda and to kill Mike.”
“Okay, that’s it guys, we have to swing into immediate action. Gina, go up to the penthouse and move our friends to the church. Make sure you are not followed. I will meet you there a little later. Hannah, you stay with me, we will take care of a few things first.”
“Okay, Boss,” Hannah, replied. Gina got herself together and was out the door in a hurry. 
I picked up the phone and called Miller through the Baltimore connection. When he answered the phone, he said, “Miller here.”
“Frank, I’m calling you on an open line, watch what you say.”
“Roger that.”
“The mission has been compromised, including your side of the operation.”
Miller replied, “The pilots talked.”
“You got that right.”
“They will be coming your way very soon under the same flight plan we used before.”
“Okay, just keep your people off that flight. When you get to a more secure communications facility, contact me for details.” We hung up. Just then, Gina and Mike were coming in the door. 
Gina exclaimed, “Linda’s gone! After leaving here she never made it back to her room!”
I asked, “Mike where did you go to meet the Bono people?”
“There is a farm house east of Naples. This is the main place where we met their people.”
“Gina, can you get some of the Carabinieri to help you raid the farm house?”
“Sure, I’ll call Carlo. He’ll send some of his troops.”
“Good, you and Mike get on that right away. Call me to keep me informed, one other thing, where does Campo live?”
“He has an apartment near the office building.” 
“Okay, people, use the cell phones for communications and stay in touch. Let’s get going.” After Gina gave me Campo’s address, everybody moved out.
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6 The Raids
 ___________
 

 
 
Hannah and I went to Bono’s office where we saw lights on from the street. Hannah rapidly climbed to the roof again to see what was going on. She quickly came down from the roof to report. Apparently, Campo likes his women. Here it was 5 a.m. and he’s in his office doing the nasty with some woman. I told Hannah to drop in from the skylight while I crash the front door. The weak door to his office was an easy entry. Once inside, I held my gun on him and told him not to move. With that, Hannah dropped in from the skylight and knocked Campo out cold. Hannah quickly tied up the woman and didn’t bother to dress her. After she threw her in the corner, she tied up Campo with a hood over his head. I went through some of the drawers in the office looking for something useful. On the telephone speed dial, I found Bono’s direct line. I also found Campo’s home number. I dialed it and asked for his wife. When I got her on the phone, I told her I was the police calling to notify her of a problem with her husband. Since she lived nearby, she should come to his office at once and bring a family member with her. About ten minutes later, a short thin woman arrived with a teenage girl. When they entered the office, I slammed the door behind them. I pushed my gun in the woman’s face and told her to sit on the floor next to her husband’s mistress. Meanwhile, the teenager jumped on my back and began to pull my hair. Hannah grabbed her and lined her up with the other two women on the floor. The kid was a feisty little brat. She wouldn’t stay put, so Hannah tied her to the radiator and put a gag in her mouth. The small woman asked frantically, “What do you want from us? Do you want money? I can get you all you want, just give me a little time.”
I responded, “I don’t want your money and I assume you’re Signora Campo, is that correct?”
“Yes I am,” she replied, “but what do you want?”
“When your fat pig husband wakes up, he will tell me what I want to know.” Then Campo woke up moaning and groaning from Hannah’s slam to his head. His first words were, “Whoever you are, you’re going to die for this.”
I responded, “You’re probably right, but the other people in the room will die first.”
His wife spoke, “Armand, what is going on here?” 
Campo yelled, “What is she doing here?” as he tried to get himself loose. “I’m going to kill you whoever you are!” 
“Relax, chubby, just tell me where my girl is so you and your family will be safe.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Well, let’s see. I have here your wife, who looks to be a nice lady. Your mistress, which I’m sure your nice wife doesn’t know about. Oh, yes this lovely young girl here. I think she’s in her teens. Nice looking kid, we probably could get a lot of money for her in the slave trade market. So, my fat friend, tell me what I want to know.”
“Wait, just let the kid go and we can talk.”
“No way, tough guy, talk first! Do you want to hide behind the hood while I kill everyone or would you like to watch? It’s not going to be pretty.” 
“People will be coming in here any minute now. So why don’t you let us all go and we’ll call it a misunderstanding.” Just then, some goon did walk through the office door. Before he could get his gun out, I shot him between the eyes. Of course, my pistol had a silencer on it and the thug hit the floor. 
I calmly said, “As they come through the door, I will kill them all. Enough of this nonsense take off his hood and bring the wife to me.” Hannah dragged Campo’s wife over to me. I put my gun to her head and said, “Where is my girl?”
“I don’t know who you mean.” 
“The one you were crushing with your fat pathetic body on the bed in the hotel room tonight.”
“That girl, ah, Linda, she’s gone.”
“Where, quickly tell me, where?”
“They planned on grabbing her as soon as they found out about Bono’s wife.”
“Who took her and where to?”
“It was that Clark guy. After we left the girl’s place, we came back here and decided to grab her tonight for collateral. Clark said he would take care of it. He has a lot of people around Italy. She could be anywhere by now.”
“Okay, let’s assume that you’re right. What do I do now? Do I kill you and everybody else? What are my assurances that you won’t get stupid?” 
“I give you my word.” I looked at Hannah and gave her the signal to take the kid with us. As she took the young girl, Campo went crazy shouting like a wild animal, “I will kill you!”
“When you give me my girl back, you’ll get yours.” I wrote down my cell phone number on a pad lying on the desk. “Call me when you’re ready to make the swap.” Hannah and I left with the kid kicking and screaming through her gag. We threw her in the trunk of the car blindfolded and headed to the church. We soon arrived at the safe house below the church. I carried Campo’s daughter on my shoulder. Once we got settled in the safe house, I took the gag and blindfold off her but kept her tied to one of the pipes in the area. I told her to be quiet or it would get rough. After a while, she calmed down. Hannah gave her some coffee and cookies as she began talking to her. Soon the girl was calm under sweet Hannah’s influence. I listened to them talk. 
 Hannah asked, “Are you comfortable?”
The girl responded, “You can’t keep me here. It’s against the law.”
“You won’t be here too long. You see, your father has taken our friend and won’t give her back. With you here with us, he’ll give us back our friend and everybody will be happy again.”
“Who said I was happy before?” 
“Are things not good for you at home?”
“My mom and pop fight all the time.”
“What do they fight about?”
“All the gangsters my father runs with and all the prostitutes.”
“That’s not a good home life for a girl like you.” I watched as Hannah was winning over the affections of this kid. She was a professional all the way and Hannah’s Italian was excellent. The things we keep on learning about the people we care for. 
Hannah continued, “Would you tell me your name?”
“It’s Tina, Tina Campo.”
“That’s a beautiful name for a beautiful child like you.” The kid was extremely pretty and very sharp about things.
“I’m not a child. I am seventeen years old, soon to be eighteen.”
“Okay, I won’t call you a child any more, young lady. Do you have a boyfriend?”
“No, all the boys around here use the drugs that my father sells.”
“Now that’s a shame.”
“Next year I’m going to the university to get away from all this.”
“Good for you, Tina. Now if I untie you, are you going to give me a hard time?”
“No, you seem to be a nice person and I don’t want to give you a hard time.” Hannah cut loose her binds. The two sat at the table and continued to converse. 
Soon after, my cell phone rang. It was Gina. She said, “We have arrived at the farmhouse which has unfortunately been blown up by Bono’s gang.”
“Any sign of Linda?”
“No sign of anyone.”
“Okay, Gina, you and Mike pick up Fred Clark. Do it quietly. Isolate him from anybody around him and snatch him. Mike will show you how it’s done. No one can know about this, not even Carlo. Do you understand?”
“Yes, Boss. We will get right on it as soon as we can break away from here.”
“Good girl, Gina, and thanks. Call me if any complications arise.” 
 
 
 ______
 

 
 
Then I called Miller on the safe house secure communications line. I routed it through Baltimore again. Once connected, I told him of the entire situation. Miller, a brilliant military strategist, suggested that we keep Bono on the run. I asked, “Frank, what do you have in mind?”
“I can have a detachment of my people at the navy base in three hours. They will come from Athens and be under the command of a Colonel Jackson Hawk.”
“Are you sure he can mobilize quickly?”
“I alerted him and his people after you left here the last time. He’ll be ready. I also talked to Major Reed and he’s onboard. He’ll have the necessary firepower ready for Hawk. It will be totally covert. Tonight, give him your three targets and he’ll do the rest. It is imperative the entire operation take no longer than six hours start to finish.”
“Can I send Mike with him on the raid?”
“No problem, I already told him that some of your people would assist.”
“That’s great, Frank. About that returning plane from the airbase here, I would guess they will have Linda onboard.”
“Roger that, Steven, if she’s on that flight, we’ll get her out safely. That will be my number one priority. Check back with me sometime tomorrow about 5 p.m., your time.” We both hung up and I briefed Hannah on Miller’s mission. 
A short while later, Mike and Gina returned with their prisoner. He was tied, hooded and gagged. Mike and I found a dungeon beneath the corridors of the basilica. There we hung Clark from a ceiling pipe to let him think for a while about his situation. 
Gina asked, “Steven, who is the young girl in our place?”
I responded, “This is Campo’s daughter. She’ll be staying with us for a while, at least until Linda is returned safely.” Gina took me by my arm and we went for a little walk through the church corridors. 
“Steven,” she said, “you can’t be running around Italy kidnapping just anybody. It is against the law you do know that, right?”
“Gina, keep in mind what your people want me to accomplish for them. The young girl will never be harmed while she’s with us. Clark, on the other hand, I will torture to death and as for the raids tonight, I don’t want the Italians involved, it is for their own good. If you feel like you should tell somebody, let me know now. I’ll just find Linda and be on my way.”
“Steven, I’m not going to tell anyone, this is all new to me and that’s all I’m trying to say.” She pushed me against the wall and began to kiss me with extreme passion. I did return the gesture. After a few minutes, we both knew we had work to do. So we returned to the others. 
I said, “Let’s get ready to move. Gina, I want you to stay here with our pretty, little prisoner and keep her entertained. If her father calls, I will be able to talk to him on my cell phone. As far as the other guy goes, just stay away from him and tell the other people around to do the same.”
“I’ll take care of things around here, you guys be safe.”
“Okay, people, move out.” Mike, Hannah and I left for the air base. On the way over, I briefed them on the raids tonight. I didn’t want Gina to know too much. Either she was spooked out or she didn’t understand the way we operate. 
We arrived at the base just in time to greet Colonel Jackson Hawk. He and his thirty men arrived aboard a cargo plane from Athens. The plane would wait for the troops to take them back to their home base. Hawk was a rather large muscular guy with a mean but good-looking face. We met in one of the hangers with Major Reed. On a sizeable table, Hannah, who worked with Gina on the three main target areas, laid out the maps and gave everyone a briefing. She was sharp and to the point. Colonel Hawk understood almost immediately as he assembled his troops. Reed led all of the attack force out to an uninhabited spot on the base. Waiting were three helicopter gunships. Hawk had his own pilots. It took his people about thirty minutes to check everything out and load up. Hawk then assigned a target for each of the choppers. I told Hannah to go on Hawk’s chopper since he was going to attack the main processing plant. The rest of us were going after two smaller ones. They were all within a fifty-mile radius of each other. We all took off to our respective targets. Hawk wanted everyone to communicate with one another, so we had one open channel. I could hear all the activity in my headset, but all would be quiet until we began our attacks.
We were flying without lights and had to rely on night vision systems. The flight to the Palermo area took us about an hour and a half. Each chopper arrived at their designated target about the same time. Then I heard Hawk on the radio, “All units, are you in place?” Affirmatives came back from all three choppers. As we swooped down on the unsuspecting facilities, I heard Hawk again, “Give them hell.” Our chopper alone launched six incendiary rockets at our target with two passes. The others did the same. The fires engulfed the entire region within a matter of minutes. The processing plants erupted into an inferno as Mount Vesuvius did on the day it destroyed Pompeii. While we were turning around headed back to the base, I knew there would be a great deal of collateral damage as the fires spread quickly across the fields. Flying low to the ground so we could avoid any radar detection, we returned to the navy base. Once the choppers set down, Hawk’s men gave them the once over to hide any evidence of recent use. I thanked Hawk and they departed as quickly as they arrived. 
 _______
 
 
I spoke with Major Reed about the possibility of someone at the base authorizing a flight to Taipei. I asked him to call me on my cell phone if the flight leaves. I thanked him again as we left for the safe house. 
Upon our return, we found Gina, Tina and, to my surprise, Marko Marino there. I introduced Marko to Mike and Hannah while we all sat down for some coffee. Marko said, “It appears to me that you have been extremely busy, Steven.”
“I’m trying to get Bono pissed off enough to come out of hiding.”
“I think what you have done to his right-hand man should do the trick.”
“I hope so. He will die, you know that don’t you, Marko? If he harms a hair on my girl’s head every gangster in this country will die along with him.”
“Don’t you think you are being a bit too aggressive with your actions?”
“Marko, I didn’t volunteer for this assignment, I was recruited. If you like, once I get my girl back, I will leave you to deal with these thugs yourself.”
“No, Steven that is not what I’m saying. I received a call tonight from the Comandante to ask you to slow down a bit. He heard from his sources that you were involved in the raids in Palermo this evening.” Looking past Marko, I saw Gina who was standing behind him. She subtly put her finger over her lips as to tell me to let it go for now. Looking at the picture here a little better, I thought it would be advantageous to back off somewhat until Linda was returned. 
I asked, “Well, let’s keep it simple, Marko. What is it that you and your superiors want me to do?”
“Just don’t go off blowing up Bono’s facilities and probably killing innocent people.”
“Okay, I don’t have to do that anymore. What else?”
“You’ll have to give up Campo’s kid.”
“How do you propose I do that?”
“I can take care of her safe return.”
“I would venture a guess that this safe house is no longer safe for my people.”
“It would be better if you found another place to work out of. Gina can help you with that.”
I asked, “Gina, what do you think about all this?”
“He came here unannounced and I don’t think I like it. Marko what are you up to?”
“The powers that be will strip me of all my authority unless I can convince Steven to give up these crazy tactics of his.” 
“Okay,” I said, “you’ve made your point. Take the kid and get out of here. We’ll be out of here by morning.” I watched as the young girl, Tina, whispered something into Hannah’s ear. 
Then Hannah said, “Tina does not know this man. She would rather I take her home tomorrow. Would that be okay with you, Signor Marino?” 
He looked at the girl and asked, “Young lady, is this what you want to do?”
“Yes Signor.” 
“Okay, then I will tell your father that you are okay and you will be returned in the morning. I will leave now and I hope you understand my position, Steven.” Within a couple of minutes, he was gone. We all sat down and had coffee. We had to come up with some kind of plan.
I asked, “Ideas anyone?”
Mike said, “Well, for the time being we still have our prisoner. Maybe we can get him to talk.”
Gina jumped in and said, “Marko knew we had the prisoner. He told me to take him to Clark’s cell and to release him right away.”
I responded, “What! I think I’m getting pissed off here folks.” 
Tina said, “I’ll bet you are really scary when you get pissed off,” as she started to slide down in her chair. The kid was okay she brought a smile to my face. 
I continued, “Listen, Gina, do you know of a secure place for us to stay for a few days?”
“I do have a couple of places in mind.”
“Are they far from here?”
“There is one place I know that shouldn’t be a problem. It’s within walking distance from here.”
“Why don’t you check it out and let us know.” 
“Sure, will do Steven.” Gina quickly picked up her jacket and took off. 
I said, “Mike put a tail on her and call me. Be careful, she may be watched.”
“Okay, Boss,” as Mike took off after Gina. 
Once they were gone, I asked, “Tina, can you tell me what transpired here tonight?”
“Well, since I like Hannah a lot and you somewhat, I’ll tell you.”
“Good girl.”
“When this guy Marko arrived he was pissed off. He pushed Gina around a little and started to curse at her.”
“Why do you think he was mad?”
“He came in here like a crazy man shaking his fists at Gina who just stood there. I don’t know why she took that kind of abuse. He reminded me of my father and the way he abuses my mother. Anyway, when he asked where the prisoner was, Gina told him she didn’t know what he was suggesting. There were two other guys with him. When Gina didn’t answer the question correctly, the two guys grabbed her and punched her in the stomach a few times. Then she took the two guys to wherever the prisoner was. I guess the two guys left with what they came for and Gina returned here. Her blouse was torn and her mouth was bleeding a little. Marko told her to get cleaned up and to stop doing what Cross wants her to do. Are you Cross?”
“Yeah, that’s me. Continue with your story.” 
“While Gina was away with these guys, Marko began to question me and eventually he made some suggestive remarks. He even put his hands on my leg and began to slide them up my skirt. I told him he was a pig and that I was no stupid kid, so stop. I had to push the old pervert away. That’s about what happened while you were running around Italy burning everything down.” 
“I was burning down heroin processing plants, if you must know. But thanks for the information.” I glanced at Hannah as she nodded her head in the affirmative. She was assuring me that the kid was telling the truth. I trusted Hannah’s instincts on most things. I said, “As soon as I get word that my girl is safe, I’ll take you home. Okay?”

“Can’t I stay with you guys? This is a lot of excitement in my dull life.”
“Well, you can stay for a while. In the morning, you can call your mother to let her know you are alright.”
“Great. You know, you’re not such a bad guy after all. No wonder all these women are crazy about you.”
“Okay, take it easy, Tina.” Hannah was smiling as the kid was talking.
At that moment my cell phone rang, it was Major Reed. He told me the flight in question just took off for Taipei. He wasn’t sure but it looked like there was a woman with her hands tied behind her as he observed the group from afar. There wasn’t enough time for him to intervene so he let it go on its way. I asked him to notify Colonel Miller right away on this particular situation and on the other activities of tonight. He agreed and we broke our connection.
Mike returned a short while later. He came in and said, “Steven, she went to another church and talked to a priest.”
“Is that all she did?”
“That’s it, she was followed but no one approached her. She should be back here any minute now.”
I turned to Tina and said, “Tina, not a word about Mike following her. I have to be sure of everyone. Do you understand what I mean?”
“Sure I do no problem.”
“Thanks.” Gina came walking into the room quietly. She said, “I have a place for us to go for the night but I was followed so I don’t know how secure it will be.”
“Don’t worry, Gina, we’ll work something out,” as I took her by the arm out of the area to be alone with her. We went down to one of the dark corridors.
Gina asked, “Steven is something wrong?”
 “Nothing is wrong. I only want to hold you for a while.” I held Gina gently in my arms and kissed her with great tenderness. I said, “If anyone ever puts their hands on you again, they will meet an untimely death. If you want to tell me what happened you can, but if you don’t it’s not a problem.”
“I didn’t know the men who came with Marko. Actually, I didn’t even know that Marko knew about this place. The men who came with him were not with any Italian police authority. When they had me near where Clark was locked up, they began to get rough with me. One guy ripped my shirt open, while the other fondled me. I told them to back off or they would never find Clark. Finally, before it really got out of hand, they stopped.”
“Were you frightened?”
“No, I think I was more annoyed than anything else. I directed them to where Clark was and I quickly came back to the center.”
“What did you think about Marko’s actions?”
“I never knew him too well but this is the first time I’ve ever seen him act this way. I don’t know if he’s being bribed or corrupted by Bono. He seemed to be under some kind of pressure from somewhere.” 
“Well, let’s figure a way out of here. Are you aware of other ways to leave this place?”
“Sure, there is a way out but it will take us down two streets from where we usually come in and we won’t have any of the cars.”
“I think we can take care of the transportation issue but is there anywhere outside of the city that we could be safe for a while?”
“I know a place up in the hills above Sorrento where we could hide for awhile.”
“Great, but for now let’s get back to the others and try for some rest.” Gina and I rejoined the rest of the crew.
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7 – The Escape
 _____________
 

It was shortly before dawn when we all awoke. I told everyone to get ready to move. I had Gina draw a map of the rear escape exit. She quickly responded to my request. I asked Gina to get her car and to meet us at the gate in the rear of the church for our escape. Mike would follow her in our other car and take out any would-be followers. Gina directed us down through the maze of corridors to the exit gate. Then she and Mike went for the cars. The rest of us waited on the side of a building for our rides. We heard gunfire as Gina came racing around the corner coming to a screeching halt right in front of us. Mike followed shortly after. He knew the drill, Gina’s car would be the lead and Mike would be the follow car. We got started immediately with Hannah jumping into Mike’s car. Tina wanted to go with Hannah but I told her it would be too dangerous. She insisted as I picked her up and threw her in the back seat of Gina’s car. 
We roared down the empty streets of Naples bumper to bumper running traffic lights all the way. When we hit the open road leading us up to the hills south of Naples, the sun was beginning to rise. I asked, “Gina, how much longer to our destination?”
“About forty-five minutes. We have to get off this highway soon and start taking the side roads.” Within a short while, Gina got off the highway and began to climb the mountain roads. The tires of the car were squealing around every hairpin turn. On each side of the road were shear drops of a hundred feet or more into the ravines below. Gina was switching gears and speeding around each turn. As we came around one of the blind turns, to our amazement, a chopper was hovering about fifty feet in the air. There were two sharpshooters hanging on either side of the chopper ready to destroy us with their rifles. Gina continued the turn as I immediately took out my pistol and fired until both of them tumbled to the ground. The chopper quickly rose to a higher altitude out of range of my bullets. Then we noticed two cars hot on our trail. As the road straightened out for a stretch, we saw a blockade about a mile in front of us. Why wasn’t I surprised? Gina shouted, “Steven! What now?” I waved to Mike to take the lead. He saw what we were up against and proceeded to pass us. 
I shouted, “Gina, stay on Mike’s tail and don’t flinch!”
“Okay, Steven, I hope you guys know what you are doing!” As we sped toward the blockade, Hannah, from Mike’s car, started firing her automatic rifle at the cars forming the blockade. This tactic usually works when one of the cars explodes from the constant barrage of bullets. We continued on, with the hopes of an explosion. The closer we got the more tense it became. At a quarter of a mile to the blockade, Gina said, “Are we sure about this, Steven?”
“Just remember, there’s no turning back now. Stay close to Mike!” We must have been traveling at speeds in excess of 90 miles per hour as we approached the target. Gina stayed less than five feet from the lead car’s bumper. She was extremely focused and willing to trust me in this circumstance to her possible demise. Tensions were extremely high as we all were beyond the point of no return. 
Gina shouted, “I think I might be in love with you, Steven!” Then from the back seat where I put Tina on the floor, I heard her muffled voice say, “I love you too, Steven. So make this crazy idea of yours work!” At that moment, one of the blockade cars exploded under Hannah’s firepower. The car went thirty feet in the air as our cars went right on through the wreckage. The two cars following us got hit with the falling debris from the exploding car. They both crashed into each other and into the gunmen manning the blockade. Tina jumped up and said, “We made it! What a rush!” 
I responded, “We still must get away from the sights of the helicopter. Gina, pass Mike now and let’s get to where you want to go.” Our car passed Mike’s as I gave him and Hannah the high sign. I opened my window to look out for the chopper. Sure enough, here it came again, this time firing its large guns at us. The chopper was targeting our car when again Hannah opened fire with the automatic rifle. The bullets from her gun were entering the chopper’s fuselage as it turned away from our area leaking fuel. They knew a few more shots from Hannah’s rifle would blow them into oblivion. Once we were out of its sight, Gina made a hard left turn on two wheels. With Mike close behind, we headed to the top of a mountain. Once there, we pulled into a heavily wooded area. There was good tree cover as we continued toward our destination. A little while later, we arrived at a cave with a well-camouflaged house next to it. After both cars were in the cave, a couple of elderly Italian men came running out of the house to cover the cave’s entrance with brush. 
When we all got inside, a nice Italian woman quickly gave us some coffee and pastries. Gina introduced the woman as Olivia while we all sat at a unique solid wood-carved table. Tina ran to Hannah and hugged her saying, “You were incredible Hannah. All of you were fantastic.” Hannah hugged her back. Gina put her arms around the woman she called Olivia and kissed her on the cheek. 
“Ciao, Zia,” Gina said.
“Ciao, Bella,” the woman responded. 
I asked, “Gina, where are we?”
“We are far from any place one would be looking for us. These are my relatives that nobody knows about. We should be safe here for a while.” 
I asked, “What Italian family has relatives that no one knows about?”
“Olivia is my father’s sister. My father built this place also. After we all unwind, I’ll show you around.”
“Does Marco know about this place?”
“No one knows. Not even Carlo, no one.” 
Once everyone finished with coffee, Gina took us on the grand tour. We went into a bedroom in the rear of the house where Gina reached around the back of a bookcase and flipped a switch. Part of this paneled wall was a well-concealed door, which opened slowly. We all walked through to the other side. It was a communications center with a kitchen and cubicles with beds. It was similar to the setup in the basilica. Gina said, “This is our new safe house.”
I asked, “Was your father an architect?”
“No, he just had this passion for secrecy and built houses with that in mind. The power and phone lines are underground and originate in a store in the middle of Sorrento which is about five miles from here.”
“Your father thinks of everything. He appears to be an extremely clever man.”
“He is in many areas and in others he is downright foolish. But that is a conversation for another time.” 
“I understand, Gina.”
“I know you do, Steven.”
“Okay, everybody get comfortable. We may be here for a while. Gina, I need to make a couple of phone calls. Where can I go?” Gina led me through a door, which connected to still another room. There were several phones on a desk. I told her I was going to call Miller to see what happened with the Linda situation. Then I would proceed to contact Tina’s mother through Miller’s communications system. I asked her to wait about ten minutes and then to send in Tina. She agreed and left me alone. I contacted Taipei through the Baltimore connection and within a few minutes, I was talking to Miller. 
He answered his phone, “This is Colonel Miller.”
“Frank, it’s me. I’m not on a secure line, so be careful. How are things going out there? ”
“The plane arrived on time with the cute package aboard. The fools thought they could outsmart me. I allowed them to land with no resistance. Once they were all out of the plane, we took them with little effort. We killed most of them. The others are in our little jail cell out here.”
“How is my girl?”
“Physically she is fine but emotionally I think she needs to see you.”
“Should I talk to her now?”
“No, she told me when you call to let you know she’d be fine and would talk to you when you return to Taipei.”
“I think we may have to come back there again for a while. Just for some R and R. It’s rough out here. I can’t trust anybody.”
“What about your girl?” He meant Gina.
“Oh, she’s okay. It’s everybody else. How is the new girl doing out there?”
“She is fine. I have her well hidden with the best protection.” I knew what Frank meant when he said that. Bianca must be at Cathy’s grandfather’s place. This would be the best protection she could have. The grandfather has a small army guarding his estate. This was good news. On the other hand, I knew Linda wasn’t doing too well. She is an extremely beautiful woman who is always being put in these vulnerable situations either by me or through her own actions. She has been molested several times. Although I would like to take her out of harm’s way, it is not possible right now. Besides, it is the nature of this job. All the girls who work for me have been in these fragile situations at one time or another but Linda always seems to get the worst of them. 
I continued, “Well, Frank, do you think we can get out of here for a while?”
“Sure, just say the word.”
“Okay, I’ll try a couple of things here first and if I can’t get anywhere, I’ll call for the extraction.”
“Whenever you want, let me know.” At that point, Tina entered the room. 
I asked, “Frank, can you make an untraceable call for me coming back to this region?”
“No problem. Wait ten seconds after we are done talking and dial the local number. I’ll be waiting to hear from you. Good luck.”
“Thanks, Frank.” I then handed the phone to Tina and told her to call her mother. She took the phone and made the call. I had to stay since I couldn’t trust her enough right now. As she spoke to her mother, she told her that she was doing fine. 
She said, “Momma, they are treating me good. Nobody is going to hurt me here. It’s not like at home. These people are being nice to me.” In a few minutes, the kid hung up the phone with her mother. With her head down, I couldn’t help but notice that she had tears in her eyes. 
I said, “Don’t be sad, we are going to take you home soon.”
She looked at me with her teary eyes and said, “That’s just it, Steven. I don’t want to go home.”
“Isn’t your mother worried?”
“My mother wants me to leave home.”
“Why do you say that?”
“She knows how my brother and his drug-addict friends treat me.”
“Why doesn’t she tell your father?”
“My father, that bastard, beats the hell out my mother and when I tell him about my brother, he beats me up and calls me a tramp! He says I always ask for it.”
“I’m sorry, Tina. I didn’t know. I thought you had a brother at the university.”
“I mean my oldest brother, who is following in his father’s footsteps. I’ve been abused too many times by him and his friends to want to go home.” She started to cry harder. I put my arms around her to try to give her some comfort. 
I said, “It will be alright. You can stay with us for now. Okay?” That seemed to stop her tears as she nodded her head in the affirmative.
“Thank you, Steven. I won’t cause any trouble for you. I promise.” I kissed the top of her head and told her to stay in the room until her tears went away. I left to join the others.
We all got together and tried to decide our next move. I told everyone about Linda. I also told the team about Tina’s situation while she was still out of the room. Hannah asked, “Can we take her with us?”
I responded, “Hannah, we probably should but I think her mother will miss her.”
“Steven, take the mother too.”
“Why not, I guess we can open a home in Taipei for abused women.” 
“That might not be a bad idea, Steven.”
“Well, let’s see what unfolds in the next few days.”
After a good meal, we all washed up and got some rest. As I lay in a small bed in one of the cubicles by myself, I began to assess the situation. Someone is dirty in my group of contacts. How did the word of the raids get out so quickly? Who would have a direct line to Marco or perhaps Bono? Can I trust Gina? Because of my feelings toward her, I don’t want to believe she is the traitor. Did the word come from the mobsters to Marco? But he was there, in Naples, too fast. It was as if he was tipped off ahead of time. I would have to give this whole mess more thought. I eventually fell asleep. 
The next morning we were all refreshed and met at the breakfast table. We sat around somewhat tired and without a plan for the next step in this operation. It was Mike, who broke the silence, and said, “Where do we go from here, Boss?”
I responded, “I really don’t have any ideas. Does anybody want to make a suggestion?”
Gina chimed in and said, “We still have a Bono drug facility in Uzbekistan that Bianca told us about. Maybe we should take it out.”
“That is a good idea. Let’s keep Bono on the run. At least we could try to destroy whatever processing plants he may have left. Mike, use the coordinates that Gina has and contact the Washington comm. center to get an accurate fix on the location.”
“Will do, Boss. Gina, do you have that information handy?”
Gina responded, “I have it on the maps that Hannah and I worked on the other day.”
“Okay, then get started on that and Hannah and I will take Tina to see her mom. Would you like to do that Tina?”
“Sure. Are you going to leave me there?”
“I don’t think so but I would like to talk to her since we will be taking you to a faraway place and you may not be able to see her for awhile.”
“Okay, Steven, whatever you say.”
While Gina and Mike worked on the new plan, Hannah, Tina and I headed for Naples. Tina’s house was located in one of the better areas of downtown Naples. As we approached the house, Tina told us the family lived on the top floor of the four-story building. It was a quiet neighborhood. We stopped the car about a half of a block away. Tina pointed to two men sitting on a bench across the street. She told us they were her father’s thugs. I suggested Hannah go upstairs with her. Hannah could always pass for a teenager. The two left the car as I kept a watchful eye on the two creeps Tina identified. The two girls weren’t upstairs more than ten minutes when I heard a loud noise sounding like glass breaking. At that moment, I saw a screaming man coming through a window from the fourth floor of the building the girls were in and crash on top of a parked car. I quickly jumped out of my car and ran into the building behind the two thugs that were on the street when we arrived. 
Once in the building, I pulled out my silencer pistol, shot and killed the two as they ran up the stairs. I know I killed them because I shot both of them in the back of their heads. I seem to like headshots. The door to the apartment was open as I went blazing inside. There I saw three men lying on the floor bleeding profusely with their throats cut. I didn’t have to guess how that happened. Hannah has lightning reflexes. She probably saw the danger and immediately went into action. The guy flying out of the window, I could safely assume, was by her tactics. What appeared to be the last man standing had a grip around Tina’s neck holding a knife to her throat. Her blouse was torn off her body and I noticed some cuts around her stomach and chest. He was screaming in Italian that he would kill her if I didn’t drop my gun. The guy was high on something weird. He had this crazed look on his face. Just then, Hannah came from another room and distracted the madman long enough for me to take another head shot. Down he went, like a rock. Tina ran to me and hung on for dear life crying hysterically. I quickly covered her with my jacket and motioned to Hannah to come over and take care of her. 
I asked, “Hannah, what happened here?”
“They tried to molest Tina as soon as we entered the apartment. I had to go into action within seconds.”
“I can see that, but what else?
“Go look in the room I just came out of,” as she pointed to the doorway. I walked over to the room and went inside. There I saw the naked body of Tina’s mother. She had been brutally stabbed numerous times. I moved closer to her lifeless body to check for the possibility that I might be wrong, but that was not the case. She had been dead for a while. I recognized her bloodied face as Tina’s mom. I felt a deep sadness for the beautiful child she left behind as I covered her with a sheet. These creeps were definitely flying high on some crazy drugs. 
When I returned to the room where Tina was, I asked, “Is your brother here?” 
The sobbing child shook her head in the negative. 
Then Hannah said, “These guys were seriously tripping on some strange drugs when we walked into the apartment. One of them grabbed Tina as I struggled with the others. The one guy started to cut her with a knife as he dragged her in the room where her mother was. When he heard the commotion out here, he returned with Tina in tow. That’s when you arrived.”
I asked, “Tina, can you understand me now?” 
“Yes, I can. It was only a matter of time before something like this would happen.”
“What do you want to do? Do you want to stay here?”
“No!” she shouted, “Please, take me with you. Get me out of this place.”
“Okay, Tina. Let Hannah get you cleaned up first. Then we’ll leave.” 
“I want to stay with you and Hannah, can I? Please!”
“Sure you can. Get ready and we’ll take you away from here.” 
The girls went to the bathroom to clean Tina up. 
I was ready to call the police when another man entered the apartment shouting, “Who are you? Where is my mother?”
I took my gun out, pointed it at him and told him sit down quietly. He reluctantly complied. I said, “You must be Tina’s brother and I guess these clowns lying on the floor are your friends. Is this assessment correct?” 
“Look, I don’t know who you are but you certainly don’t know what you’re dealing with. When my father finds out about this, you are a dead man!” 
“Good, he can join the long list of people who want to kill me. Now answer my question, are these your friends?”
“They are my guys. Did you kill them?”
“It doesn’t matter. What matters is that they killed your mother and I want to know why.”
“What do you mean,” as he leaped out of the chair coming toward me. I smacked him on the side of his head and shoved him into the room where his mother was. When I pulled the sheet back to reveal his mother’s lifeless body, he fell to his knees and began to sob. Through his tears, he told me they probably wanted the money in his father’s safe and his mother had the combination. He continued to tell me how they would get so high on drugs and become psychopathic fools for money. Then he said, “Why would they do this to my mom? This was going too far.” He got up and we left the room. 
 Tina confronted him and started to scream as she attacked him. She shouted, “This is your fault and I hope you die!” Hannah grabbed Tina and took her down to the car. Her brother sat down with his head in his hands. I told him he would have to live with this for the rest of his life and I didn’t think that would be too long. After calling the police, I walked out to join the girls. Hannah held Tina in her arms as we drove back to the safe house.
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When we arrived at the new safe house, Mike and Gina were waiting anxiously to tell us of their analysis. First, Hannah told them of the ordeal with Tina’s mother and the tragedy that ensued. Hannah put Tina in a bed and soon the kid was asleep. All were silent for a while. I asked, “Do we have some sort of plan for the next raid?” 
Mike spoke, “It looks like we have a possible plan to take out the site. I called Washington and their satellite imagery confirms our intended target. There seems to be movement in that area with trucks and planes active day and night. The smoke detected from the facility has all the signs of an opium processing plant.”
“That’s great news, Mike. Good job, guys.”
 Gina chimed in with, “That’s the good news. The bad news is the plant is in the middle of nowhere about 300 miles northwest of Tashkent. This region of the country is wide-open desert and this time of the year, it’s extremely cold. The only place for a command center is in a small village about twenty miles from the strike zone.”
I responded, “That could be a problem. Also, we must be sure of the function of this facility before any strikes are ordered. I’ll call Colonel Miller to see if he has any ideas.” 
I immediately called Taipei through the usual connections. Soon Miller was on the line. I explained the entire situation to him, less the specific location. Knowing him, he knew just about where we were going.
He asked, “Are your guys ready to go?”
“We’re ready and waiting.”
“Okay, stay on the line and I’ll see what can be done.” In about five minutes, he was back on the line. He continued, “Take your crew to the airport and you’ll be given further information. You know who to see and good luck.”
“Thanks, Frank.” We broke our connection. I knew what he meant about going to the airport. He already had Major Reed onboard and I was sure the wheels were already in motion. I returned to the rest of the team and briefed them on what I knew. While we were getting our things together, Hannah asked, “What do we do with Tina?”
I responded, “We’ll have to leave her here. What do you think, Gina?”
She responded, “I don’t think it’s such a good idea. The kid is rather shook up. We can take her with us and I’ll keep an eye on her.” 
“Well, Gina, the way I see it, you’re going to remain at the base camp so she’s with you. Hannah, you’re going into the target area to confirm our objective since you understand the Sunni language. I will either, go with you or I’ll send in some of our team. Okay, let’s get going.” Hannah went to get ready and returned with Tina. Hannah gave the kid a pair of her jeans and a tee shirt. She filled out the standard uniform just fine. Tina was still in a daze and I’m sure she didn’t even know what was going on. I told Hannah to tell her what was happening once we were on our way. 
 

 ________
 

 
 
 
 
We arrived at the air base around 6 p.m. and joined up with Major Reed in our trusted hanger area. He gave all of us a briefing and explained that we would leave here on a cargo plane to Athens. From there, we would be moved to the target zone with Colonel Jackson Hawk, the same guy who led us on the other raids in Sicily. Reed also outfitted us with heavy parkers and other clothes to meet the frigid environment of the winter plains in Uzbekistan. 
In no time, we all were aboard the cargo plane headed for Athens. I couldn’t help notice that Tina sat there with a blank look on her face. Both Hannah and Gina were trying to comfort her. It was obvious this kid had a rough life and to lose her mother in such a violent manner was too horrific. It looked like she would be joining the Taipei group. She would fit in perfectly. 
When we landed in Athens, Colonel Hawk was on the tarmac to welcome us. We shook hands and headed to his office. Once there, we were offered coffee and snacks. Leaving Gina to look after Tina, the rest of us went over to Hawk’s briefing room to discuss the mission. The Colonel had a large map of the area set up for our discussions. Mike briefed the colonel to bring him up to speed and gave him the exact coordinates determined by our satellite systems. 
Pointing to the target zone, Hawk said, “I actually know this region fairly well.” He showed us a small village that was closer than the one we picked. 
I asked, “Have you been there before?”
“Oh, sure, I did some relief work there about ten years ago. I was told the processing plant was a milling facility.”
“Back then it might have been. This guy Bono is always changing locations.”
“I would have to say that it’s a good possibility the raw opium is coming in from Afghanistan.”
“You’re probably right, Colonel.”
“One thing I know for sure, it’s damn cold out there. The whole area is wide open and the wind is brutal.”
“It sounds like a fun place. The tough part is that we have to confirm the function of the facility before we take it out.”
“That changes things a lot. We’ll have to set up a command post in this small village and send out a recon team.”
“I’m going to send Hannah in since she speaks the language.”
 “Okay, we’ll land our aircraft about here,” as he indicated a place on the map about ten miles from the selected command post. “From there, the main group will move to the command post location and get set up. A small detail will move toward the target zone located about five miles away from the command post. There are some hills along the way and they will provide cover. I will go with Hannah into the plant. Too many people might attract attention. Is that okay with you guys?”
Hannah jumped right up and said, “That will be fine with me, Colonel. Do you agree, Steven?”
“Oh, sure, that sounds fine with me.” I kind of knew that Hannah liked Hawk. I thought they would make a nice couple.
Hawk continued, “I’ll order up a C-130. It’s slow moving but we will be able to land on rough terrain. Besides, I think we should bring some vehicles along since it gets cold and windy out there. I figure on 0500 hrs for takeoff. I set up some extra cots in one of our bunkhouses. Captain Young, my deputy, will show you all where to go.” I motioned to my people to pick up the other girls on the way. I deliberately stayed behind to have a private conversation with Hawk. 
“Well, Colonel, the reason I stayed behind is to let you know the two girls are not U.S. personnel but I feel it best to bring them along.”
“Okay with me, it’s your call, Steven. Can I call you Steven? You can call me Hawk. Everybody calls me by that name.”
“Sure thing, everybody I know calls me Steven.”
“Okay, everything is set. Now let’s get some rest.” We shook hands and I found my way back to my group. I lay down in the bunk next to Gina. I was about to fall asleep when she came over to me and lay with me. 
She said, “Steven, can you hold me for awhile?”
“Sure Gina.” She felt real good. Again, she left the bed before Hawk came in the room flipping on the lights. All of his people were up and ready to go. Oh, did I miss my military service. This occurred just about every morning. I don’t know how people make a career out of this kind of rudeness. Oh well, here we go.  My group jumped out of their bunks in a hurry. I was sitting on my bunk when Tina came over to sit next to me. She picked up my arm and snuggled into my chest. I asked, “Are you okay?”
“I’m alright. I just can’t get the horrible picture of my mom on that bed the way she was.”
“I understand. No one should have to go through that ordeal, especially a nice person like you. This is a dangerous mission we are going on, if you want, I can make arrangements with the colonel for you to stay here.”
“No, Steven. Don’t leave me behind. I want to be with you guys wherever you go.”
“Okay, then get yourself ready, look pretty and dress warm.”
“Thank you, Steven. I need to be with all of you at this time.” She kissed me on the cheek and left.
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 We were flying at extremely high altitudes for a C-130. There were the five people of my team and about thirty members of Hawk’s group aboard. As soon as we crossed the border into Uzbekistan, the pilot reduced his altitude dramatically. We began to fly about three-hundred feet above the ground. The expert pilots were from Hawk’s unit. After about three more hours, a pilot came over the intercom, “Ten minutes to touchdown.” With that, Hawk stood up and told his people to make ready for a quick departure. The plane made a rough landing on the desert floor. As soon as the plane came to a halt, the rear section opened up and we all went down the ramp. Three covered jeeps with our people inside along with some of Hawk’s men took off to the base camp. A small truck with the rest of Hawk’s people followed very close. The weather was bad, sand blowing all over the place and the cold was next to impossible. Through the sandstorm, his drivers knew exactly where they were going. 
About twenty minutes later, we arrived at the small village. We stopped behind a not so well built concrete building. Hawk told us to stay in the vehicles while he jumped out of the jeep. He moved rapidly into the building with two of his men closely behind. After a few minutes, one of the soldiers came out of the building and waved to the drivers. They lined the vehicles close to the building and we all went inside. Hawk’s people began putting together communications equipment. The building was primitive with no rooms, just an open area but it protected us from the bitter elements outside. Hawk told his men to move quickly since we didn’t have much time. 
 The Colonel came over to my group and said, “This sandstorm will provide us with good cover going into the target area. I don’t know how long it will last, so we have to move quickly.”
I asked, “What do you need my people to do?”
“I need you to stay here at the command post to coordinate all activities. With the miniature cameras in our helmets, you’ll be able to view what we see. Stay right at the console my men set up and call the actions as you see fit.”
“If that’s what you want, Hawk, you got it.”
“Most of my men will be at the first perimeter under Captain Young’s command. If you have a hard time with the communications, relay information through him. If you’re ready Hannah, let’s go.” Hannah was all bundled up and ready to move out with Hawk. There went my beautiful little trooper with goggles and all. 
“Good luck,” I shouted.
We had five soldiers left in the building and the rest of my group. Two of the soldiers told me they would be outside guarding the two jeeps left behind. One jeep and the truck moved to the first perimeter. From there, Hawk and Hannah would go the last five-hundred yards on foot to the plant. There were two communications guys running the console with the video and audio feeds coming from the unit. I was able to observe each camera through its own individual monitor on the console. Ten minutes later the expedition arrived at the first perimeter point. I watched through the Captain’s helmet camera as the group got into position. The sandstorm continued as Hannah and Hawk went over the hill toward the target zone. Watching the event through Hawk’s camera, they appeared to be walking right up to the processing plant. About ten minutes later, Hawk radioed back to say the plant was confirmed as the target.
If the sandstorm continued, it certainly would work toward our advantage. As soon as that thought left my mind, I looked through Young’s camera and the sandstorm was beginning to let up. Still looking through Young’s camera, I saw something unusual. Via the radio, I said, “Captain, turn your camera 90 degrees to the right.” He complied. Then we both saw a serious problem. There was a band of armed tribesmen headed their way on foot. Captain Young immediately ordered his men to disperse into combat ready positions. A quick look in the other direction showed another group coming at them. After a few minutes, it appeared that they were pinned down. It looked as if the enemy, about two hundred strong, had heavy weapons in tow. Mike quickly ran outside with the rest of the soldiers from our command post. They tore the tops off the jeeps and rapidly mounted a 50-caliber machine gun on each of the two vehicles. They both took off to the perimeter area to lend support. I picked up the satellite radio and contacted Miller in Taipei. He was on the line instantly. I briefed him on our current situation. He said, “Stand-by one!” After two minutes, he was back on the radio. He continued, “Tell the Captain to mark his location in fifteen minutes. We’re in luck. We have several F-16s airborne on the border in Afghanistan close to your area. Make sure yellow smoke will mark all locations of your people. Use channel 12 on your short-range radio to contact the pilots when they are in your area. Call me back after this is over.”
“Roger that, Frank.” I immediately got in touch with Young and gave him the news. 
His reply was, “I hope we can hold out that long!” 
“The two jeeps should be in your area about now for ground support.”
“Yes! I see them. They are holding the enemy back. I have about 50 percent causalities as of now.”
“You have almost ten minutes to mark your area with the yellow flares. I’m going to mark our building also.”
“Steven, get a call to our plane on the ground if you can. The F-16s will destroy everything in the area that’s not marked.”
“Will do, Captain and good luck to you all!” I called the troops at the plane and told them of the situation. They responded in the affirmative like the good soldiers they were. I looked at my watch and called the two jeeps running out there shooting up the world. I reached both of them at the same time. I told them they had five minutes to get out of the strike zone of the F-16s. Next, I found some flares in the military gear in the building. I gave several to Gina and I took some as we circled the building about fifty feet away. 
The flares were lit and I grabbed the girls and huddled with them in a corner of the building. Tina seemed to be taking it all in stride. Then all hell broke loose. On their first pass, the F-16s wing guns fired at the enemy as the jets screamed overhead. Moments after, on their second pass, it seemed like the whole world exploded from the bombs they dropped. The building we were in shook until the roof collapsed on us. It was made out of light material sparing us from serious harm. I quickly contacted the pilots on the radio and asked them to stand by while I assessed the damage. One of the pilots replied, “Roger that, ground control.” I heard the jets take off to a higher altitude. I contacted Captain Young for an assessment of the damage. He told me the enemy had been eliminated along with the processing plant. The Captain also told me there were no signs of Hawk or Hannah. Then he said he would return with his dead and wounded. 
 The Captain took the wounded and the dead back to Afghanistan using the C-130 under the protection of the F-16s. We had two jeeps and three soldiers left to begin a search mission. The Captain told us he would return as soon as he got his men some medical attention. His losses were serious - eleven men dead and many wounded. Once they left, I contacted Miller and gave him a full report. I let him know Hannah and Hawk were missing and we were starting to search for them. He said, “We must find them! I will conduct a thorough investigation in this matter!”
“That’s something we both have to do. Someone is dirty within our contacts.”
“I’ll see you soon. In the meantime, stay warm out there.”
“Will do, Frank.” We broke our connection. The soldiers put the jeep tops together to protect us from the desert elements. The girls and I, along with a driver, began to navigate the desert. Mike followed in the second jeep. Before the F-16 pilot left, he told me that during the attacks he saw two small vehicles headed north. He didn’t take them out because they might have been our guys. That was the only clue we had, so we drove north staying about two miles apart. I still had the radios in the jeep, one to contact Miller and another to hopefully, locate Hawk. Gina and I took turns trying to contact Hawk and Hannah. About every minute, we put out a voice message over the radio simply saying “Hawk.” After several hours, it was dark and cold. We stopped the search for the night and regrouped the jeeps. We continued to put out the signal for Hawk. The jeeps ran throughout the night with the heaters going. About 3 a.m., we heard a faint signal over the radio, “Hawk here.” 
 I shouted, “Turn the engines off, everyone quiet now!” Everything went silent. 
The faint voice said again, “Hawk here.” It was a female voice. 
“Identify yourself.” If it were Hannah, she would respond with no hesitation.
“The dragon slayer is coming.”
My response was, “And he’s going to slay the fire breathing dragon.” One of the soldiers told me these radios have about a five-mile range. We could move toward the origin of the signal by watching the meter on the radio. We started moving the jeeps in a distinct pattern. It took about an hour to locate them in the darkness of the cold night. They were in a small overturned truck. All of us got to them in a hurry. I asked, “Are you guys hurt?”
Hannah responded, “I got hit in my arm but Hawk is out. He was shot in the shoulder and I think he has hypothermia.”
We put both of them in one jeep and ran the heater. One of the soldiers was a medic and began to try to revive Hawk. Tina said, “I was trained in how to treat hypothermia. I can help.”
The medic said, “Okay then start the circulation process.” Tina began from Hawks heart and worked her way to his outer extremities. The medic began to work on Hawk’s wound. He said, “The bullet is still in him. He’s lost a lot of blood. More important he needs to regain consciousness so we can remove the bullet.” Gina began to help Tina get Hawk’s circulation going. While the medic worked on Hannah, I tried to contact Miller several times to no avail. The medic told us Hannah would be okay. The bullet went completely through her arm so he bandaged her up. The jeep was very crowded but the medic said, “The more heat in here the better for Hawk.”
After about a half-hour, we heard Hawk say, “I know that I’ve met my maker with these two angels massaging me this way.”
Tina replied, “We can’t stop now Colonel, you’re too irresistible.” That brought a smile to his face. The girls continued to keep his circulation going. 
I said, “Welcome back, Hawk.” 
“It’s good to be back. Where is that incredible soldier Hannah? She is one heck of a fighter. I saw her take out at least ten men on her own even after one of them shot her.”
I said, “She is a rare breed. That’s why she’s on my team,” as I patted her head. 
Hannah spoke, “We were chased by a group of tribesmen in trucks. I got to one of the trucks and eliminated its occupants. We couldn’t head for the perimeter because the tribesmen were coming toward us. We went north with hopes of circling around the enemy. There were too many of them, we had no choice but to keep going. We were so far north that we missed the fireworks. Hawk was driving and when the tribesmen got close enough they opened fire hitting him. The truck turned over and they came charging at us. I did a little hand to hand combat and the rest is history.”
Hawk exclaimed, “Steven, I never saw anyone neither man nor beast as skilled as Hannah! She is a remarkable trooper.”
The medic said, “Okay, let’s give him some space now. I can take the bullet out afterwards. Tina covered Hawk up with blankets and some overcoats. I tried to call Miller again, this time with success.
Miller answered, “Steven, is that you?”
“Yes, Frank we’re still out here. Where are you?”
“I’m on the C-130 headed for your location.”
“How did you get here so fast?”
“Steven, I was airborne before your first call. I didn’t like the situation you guys were getting into, so I went with my instincts.”
“I’m sure glad you did.”
“What is your location?”
“We are about fifty miles directly north of the target area. Hawk needs a doctor. Is there one with you?” 
“Sure is. We’ll be there in an hour. Light up you area at that time. See you soon.”
“Roger that.” One hour later, we placed flares to mark off some kind of runway and the C-130 came to a safe landing. In a matter of minutes, we were all airborne headed for Athens. 
When we landed in Athens the doctor immediately took Hawk to the hospital to remove the bullet lodged in his shoulder. Hannah was treated for her wound also. After we cleaned up at the barracks, some of the team lay down to rest. While everyone was asleep, I went to Hawk’s office to meet with Colonel Miller. I thanked him for all his assistance. He was kind of quiet for a while. 
Then I asked, “Other than the obvious, what is on your mind, Frank?”
Frank responded, “I’m trying to piece this all together but I can’t. There are too many parts missing.”
“Maybe if we get everyone together we can sort this out.”
“How about Gina, do you really trust her?”
“During the last episode of treachery, Gina never left my side. I think that’s enough for me.”
“I had to ask, Steven.”
“I understand, Frank. I think we should be able to get Gina involved with this inquiry now that I am ninety percent convinced of her trustworthiness.”
“Okay, Steven you should take care of your team while I see when Hawk can leave the hospital.”
“Good, we’ll get together later.” I patted Frank on his shoulder as I left the office. I knew he was hurting bad after the casualties we sustained. Even though they were Hawk’s men, they’re all Miller’s soldiers. 
I went to wake up Gina but she was sitting on her bunk deep in thought. I sat next to her and asked, “Are you alright, Gina?” 
“I feel bad for all those good soldiers who gave their lives to try to take down a creep like Bono.” She began to cry a little. 
I put my arm around her and said, “That’s another reason why we will rid the world of Bono and his cohorts.” 
“I’m just frustrated that we are not making better progress.”
“We have traitors within our group of contacts and we have to smoke them out.”
“You’re right, Steven, I think I have an idea. Since Carlo is monitoring all of Bono’s calls, we may be able to find out who leaked the information by tracking all calls within the specific time frame. Get me to a phone where I can call Carlo and tell me what time you called Miller to set up the raid.” I complied with her request and found her a secure phone to call Carlo. On the phone with Carlo, she told him to find all the phone numbers that went to Bono or his people during the time periods I gave her. Within minutes, he faxed us a list of all the phone numbers going to Bono or his lieutenants. 
I had to ask, “Gina, do you trust Carlo?”
“Not one-hundred percent but his ego would not allow him to be a flunky to a goon like Bono. That’s my guess.” We went over the numbers to try to find any unusual ones. We found one that was very suspicious. 
A little later, we met up with Miller, Hawk and the rest of my team. We gathered in Hawk’s briefing room. Hawk was looking as tough as ever. He started the meeting by saying, “Are we any closer to finding the source of the leak?” 
Gina stood up humbly and walked over to where Miller and Hawk were sitting. She laid the phone records down and asked the two men, “Do you recognize the phone number I have highlighted? The call was made shortly after Steven called Colonel Miller to set up the last raid. All these numbers were monitored by the Carabinieri in an ongoing investigation against Bono. Every call on these papers went to one of Bono’s phones.”
“Whoa,” Miller exclaimed, “this is Major Collins’ office phone!”
Hawk said, “We’ll need more information before we can accuse one of our own.” Then Gina pulled out another list of calls from the night of the raids in Sicily. The list indicated that the same number was called from Reed’s phone. 
Gina quietly said, “I don’t want to implicate the Major but someone is using that phone number to contact Bono’s people. What you gentlemen do with it is up to you.”
Miller replied, “Gina, thank you for the information. We as Special Forces soldiers have a code of justice we all follow and we will proceed in our own way. Hawk, if you’re up to it, we’ll leave in a couple of hours to deal with this firsthand.”
“I’ll be ready and if Gina’s information is correct then god have mercy on his soul because I won’t!”
 “Easy, Hawk. Let’s check it out first.”
During the next several hours, we all got ready for the flight to Naples. My complete team, along with Miller, Hawk and some of his men, boarded a C-5 jet cargo plane. The trip was short and quiet. Once we arrived, we parked in the usual hanger. Most of the people stayed in the hanger while Miller, Hawk and I went to confront Reed. Once inside his office, he jumped to attention in front of his superior officers. Miller, without greeting Reed, laid the phone records on his desk. He firmly said, “Tell me you did not make the highlighted phone calls on this document!” Reed picked up the paper with his hands trembling and sheepishly said, “I never thought any of our guys would get hurt in this situation.”
Hawk snapped, “Did you think the enemy was going to greet us in the desert waving American flags, you fool? Eleven great men died in that battle and you are responsible!”
“I’m sorry, sir,” Reed said with tears in his eyes.
Miller continued, “You are a disgrace to the U.S. Army and the Special Forces. You have two choices. One is that I pick up the phone and notify the military police and you’ll be tried in a military court martial. This will destroy your reputation and you certainly will be executed. Your second choice is to do the right thing, if you have any dignity left. Hand me you service weapon.” Reed handed over his service revolver to Miller. Miller then unloaded it leaving one round in the chamber. He put it down on the desk and said, “The choice is yours. We will be waiting outside for your answer. You have five minutes.” We all left the office and waited outside. Miller was looking at his watch when we all heard the shot. Hawk went back in the office. When he returned he said, “A tragic event has occurred, one of our Special Forces officers has taken his own life.”
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

9 - Return to Washington
 _________
 
 
Soon after the incident, Miller informed Washington of what they found upon arriving here. He set up the arrangements for Captain Young to assume Reed’s position in Naples along with some troop support. He also asked Washington to notify the base commander here in Naples of the changes. The powers that be in DC complied with Miller’s requests. 
After a while, I found some time alone with Miller. As we sat drinking coffee, he asked, “Steven, I was wondering, are you going to be out here much longer?”
“Why do you ask, Frank?”
“Well, back in Taipei, Tao Li is hearing rumors that Abdullah Azure is operating in the area.”
“Why didn’t anybody tell me?”
“Since it’s only a rumor at this time, they figured you’re too busy right now. I’m sure when they get more concrete information they’ll contact you.”
“If I’m going to take this kid, Tina, back to Taipei, I should go and get things better organized.”
“This is the kid whose mother was murdered, right?”
“Yeah, that’s her. She a great kid and has lived through a lot of troubled times.”
“I guess you’re going to open a halfway house out there.”
“Funny, that’s what Hannah said.”
“Steven, I have some good news.”
“What is it?”
“The powers that be in good old DC have decided to give me a star.”
 “Finally, General Miller, I must admit that has a certain ring to it. When does the ceremony take place?”
“In four days from now, at Fort Myers, Virginia.”
 “I’ll make it a point to be there. Will you have to change assignments?”
“Oh sure, I’m doing it the way Steven Cross did it. I’ll be Commander of the Special Forces in the Far East and work out of Tokyo instead of Hawaii. Oh, and I’ll maintain an office in Taipei.”
“So, we continue to work together. That’s great.”
“I’m going to ask Hawk if he wants to be my Executive Officer. What do you think of that?”
“I know he’ll love it and so will Hannah. A little piece of advice, if possible, let Hawk bring his detachment of troops with him. I know they are a great team. It would be good therapy for Hawk and the men who lost buddies. ”
“That’s good advice. I’ll discuss it with Hawk when I make him the offer. Of course, all of this will take some time” 
A while later, I met with my people in private, I said, “Mike, I would like you to take Hannah and Tina with you back to Taipei. We might be having some problems again with our old nemesis, Abdullah back there.”
Mike replied, “Sure, Boss. Should we travel on a commercial flight?”
“No, go with Hawk back to Athens, from there go on to Taipei via military transport.” While they were getting their things together, I told Hannah about Miller’s plans for Hawk. She began to blush. I gave her a hug and a kiss on the cheek. I added, “You deserve all good things, my lovely Hannah.” She looked into my eyes and just smiled. Then I sat with Gina and Tina. I asked, “Tina, do you really want to come with us to a far-off land?”
“I meant what I said about staying with you guys. I have nothing here except my brother at the university and he’ll be fine. He has nothing to do with my disgraced family.”
“Have you ever been to the Far East?” 
“Except for this last trip to hell, I have never left Italy in my whole life.”
“Well, this will be an entirely new and good experience for you. Go see Hannah so she knows what you are doing.” 
“Okay, Steven, I’m looking forward to this new experience.” She left to see Hannah. 
I asked, “Gina, what do you want to do? If you want to stay here, that’s fine with me.”
“No, Steven, unless I will be in your way, I want to come with you.”
With my arms around her, we passionately kissed each other. Then I said, “Gina, I want you with me. Besides, the case is the same in Taipei. We will find links to Bono’s drug activity. And I’m sure people out there are looking for Bianca. We’ll go see Enrico before we leave to make sure things are stirred up a little.”
Everybody went their separate ways while Gina and I went to Rome. Once we arrived, we went straight to see Enrico Bassie. He was in his office in the church by the river. When we entered, he jumped up to great us with a hearty welcome. We all sat down and shared information over some good Italian espresso. Enrico said, “I heard about the raids in Sicily. They upset a few people around town.”
Gina responded, “Enrico, why didn’t you tell us Marko was dirty in the first place?”
“I only had suspicions. It was the raids that convinced me of his guilt.”
“So, why don’t you have him arrested?”
“My dear Gina, he is but a small fish in a very big pond of corruption in our country. There are people higher up that I want to catch before this is over.” Enrico stood and walked over to a large map hanging on a wall. He proceeded to flip the map over to its other side, which revealed a flow chart of the entire Bono operation. It showed people like Campo and Marko with a red circle drawn around them. He even had the CIA chief in Rome on his chart. 
I finally had to say, “Enrico, we can’t lock up the entire country.”
“If they are guilty, then we will!”
“Okay, if you say so, we’ll support you. I thought you might like to know that we destroyed his operation in Uzbekistan.”
“That’s marvelous, my friend. The rats will be scrambling for sure.”
“On top of that, we removed one of the American traitors.”
“How did you do that?”
“He decided it would be in his best interest to commit suicide.”
“Wonderful, I knew you would be turning things around.”
“Do you think Balsano is dirty?”
“The father I’m not sure of but the son I think is clean. It’s just some of the small snakes around him that are direct links to Bono or Campo.” 
“Okay, I think we will take care of Campo before we leave.”
“Where are you going?”
“To my office in Tokyo for a little while, I’m going to take Gina with me, if that’s okay with you?”
“Sure, try stopping in Taipei. There is a large drug processing plant in Chi-lung. Also, there is another plant outside of Manila in a town called Iba.”
“Why am I not surprised? Iba was a town controlled by the Hightower Corporation, which was used for many things including a slave trade operation. Okay Enrico see if your field people can locate the whereabouts of Campo before we leave. Also, keep a close eye on Fred Clark, the Hightower headman in Italy. Gina and I will be at the same hotel you put us in before. We’ll wait for your call.”
Enrico said, “I will take care of everything. Good luck to both of you.” We shook hands and off we went.
When we arrived at the hotel, we stayed in the same room as before. Gina and I began to make passionate love all over the place. It was like the first time and we continued until we passed out.
 
 
 ________
 

 
 
It was 6 a.m., when Enrico woke us up. He said, “The subject is on the move. He’s headed for DC for a big meeting with the primary company. Next week he goes to your place out east.” 
I knew what Enrico meant with his cryptic message. I responded, “We’ll get right on it. Thank you, my friend, we’ll be in touch.”
“Good luck.” We hung up the phone. 
I turned to Gina who was still asleep. As I looked at this incredibly beautiful girl, I kept on hoping she would not tire of me. I tried to wake her with a kiss but she just sensually moved her naked body around in the bed like a pampered cat. Then I lightly tapped her naked bottom and said, “I’m sorry, my love, but we must get ready now.”
“Oh, Steven,” she moaned, “do we have to go so quickly?”
“If it were up to me, we would stay here forever but duty calls.” After we were both ready, I sent Gina down to the desk to have them make reservations for our trip to DC. Then I called Tom York at the embassy to see if he could meet with me for a few minutes at the coffee shop. He agreed. 
Tom arrived promptly at the coffee shop where I sat with Gina. I introduced them and got down to business. I asked, “Tom, how are things going with Roger’s murder investigation?”
“Not good, between the powers that be in the embassy and the Italian police, I can’t get anywhere.”
Gina chimed in and said, “I will give you a contact to speak with in the Tuscany region. I’m sure he will be able to help you.” Gina gave Tom her cover business card with a phone number on the other side. “Call him later today. This will give me time to tell him about you. Do not deal with anyone else in this matter and please, be discreet.” 
Tom replied, “I really appreciate the help, Gina. I’m at my wits end with this case.”
“You are welcome. Steven speaks very highly of you. I know this person will be helpful to you.”
I said, “Gina has good contacts around so good luck and be very careful. Just figure everyone in the embassy who you don’t know too well is dirty. I’ll contact you in a couple of weeks when I return from DC.” He thanked Gina again and shook our hands as we parted. On the taxi ride to the airport, Gina called someone on her cell phone. The way she spoke, I knew she put Tom in touch with her father. Tom would be in good hands. In no time at all, we were airborne on a comfortable commercial flight to the U.S., first class, of course. 
 
 
 _______
 

 
 
Before landing, I contacted Dean Grimes to have a car and driver pick us up at the airport. We immediately went to Langley Headquarters to meet with Dean. When Gina and I arrived at Dean’s office, he gave us a hearty greeting. When I introduced him to Gina, he said, “I’ve heard so much about you from Silvio that I feel we’ve already met. Anyway, welcome, would you like some coffee?”
“If you have some that would be nice.” Grimes’ assistant brought us all coffee as we sat to chat a little. 
Dean asked, “How is this Bono business going?”
I responded, “We’ve inflicted serious damage to many of his processing plants and we will continue with a few more out in the Far East.”
“I assume you’re getting support from Special Forces.”
“Sure thing, unfortunately they suffered some serious casualties in the last raid.”
“That’s too bad. They are a good group of troops to have on our side. You’re coordinating everything though Colonel Miller I trust.”
“Oh, yes, Miller has been a great help.”
“You know he is getting a promotion in a day or two.”
“I’ve heard. Will you be attending the ceremony?”
Grimes continued, “I’m going to try. I keep on getting interviewed by Congressional committees and the President’s people on the Hightower situation.”
“Are you getting anywhere with all the politics?”
“I think so. Any day now, I expect the president to put out an executive order banning Hightower from obtaining contracts from the federal government. The only rat that I suspect is a senator Dreyfus. He heads the committee for the investigation of Hightower.”
“We’ll keep an eye on Dreyfus but the other news is promising. Oh, one other thing, Dean, this guy Hill, who is running our operations in Italy, he is imbedded with the Hightower people. He’s responsible for having a State Department official murdered in Florence.”
“Do we have enough legal evidence to prosecute him?”
“No, but he is at the bottom of it all, I’m sure.”
“Well, Steven, take care of it your way. I couldn’t care less about Hill.”
“When the time is right, I’ll take care of it.” 
Grimes replied, “Good, now Gina, tell me, how do you like working with my star assassin?”
“At times it’s hard but always exciting for sure,” as she turned to wink at me, “I am learning a lot from Steven.”
“Remember, my dear, he has more latitude in this organization than anyone else. So try to keep him grounded.”
“I’ll do my best, sir.”
“Good. Now, Steven, I assume that after the ceremony for Miller you will be returning to the Far East.”
“We will for a while, then back to Italy to hopefully close down the entire operation. All roads lead to Rome. Incidentally, I need you to assign a couple of our people to keep an eye on Campo since he’s here in Washington. Bono may be here as well. I need to know when they leave DC and where they are going.”
“I can handle that for you. Now, why don’t you show Gina around our facilities? Here, take this blackberry. It’s a new untraceable device that will allow us to communicate anywhere in the world.” He handed me the phone and after the customary handshakes, we were on our way. 
Gina and I walked around headquarters and I introduced her to some of my good friends. This Italian beauty made quite an impact within the cloak and dagger scene as everyone wanted to meet her while others just gawked. After a while, we wound up in the main communications center where for the first time Gina was impressed. This place looked like something out of Star Wars with its two story viewing screens of incoming satellite imagery and the hustling analysts all over the place. There are never less than twenty people manning the center at any given time. From there, we went to see an old friend by the name of Winston Moore. Winston was born in the U.S. but was raised in England. He finished his doctorial degree at MIT and has become a world-renowned computer genius. I took him into the field with me one time and the mission turned extremely dangerous overnight. The young 26 year old enjoyed every minute of the experience. We learned to trust each other from that treacherous situation. No matter how long we don’t see each other, we still maintain a great friendship. When I introduced him to Gina, he was beside himself. 
Winston said, “Steven, it is great to see you again,” as his eyes were fixed on Gina.
I said, “Winston, focus,” he began to chuckle like a schoolboy.
I continued, “The only thing I miss about working in DC is you, my friend.”
 “Same here, Steven, everything is boring without you shaking up the world. Can I help you with a mission or something like that?”
“You sure can, buddy. Find out all you can about the business dealings of an Italian mobster named Ricardo Bono. His holdings, off-shore assets, corporate involvements and anything you might deem important.”
“Sure thing, Boss, I’ll get right on it.” 
I gave him my new blackberry number and told him he could reach me anywhere in the world. 
He had to say, “Oh, you mean, the one I designed the code for. It is a great piece of technology.”
“Winston, you’re so modest. Once again, I’m impressed with your knowledge and that’s a fact kid.” We shook hands and left the genius to his work.
Walking out of the building, Gina asked, “Do you really think Winston can come up with more information on Bono?”
“Gina this kid will come up with things neither one of us could even imagine.” 
 
 
 __________
 

 
 
 
 
I had our driver take Gina and me to my little condo not too far from headquarters. Once we arrived, I let the driver go until morning when we had to be at Miller’s ceremony. The building management takes care of the place when I’m not around, so the place was clean. One of my windows had a view of the street in front of the building. This was a prerequisite before I bought the place. And once again, it paid off. While Gina was in the shower, I observed the street below. There I saw a car parked with what appeared to have two occupants inside. I thought that I would look into this further after I cleaned up. Once Gina was out of the shower wrapped in a bath towel, I kissed her with extreme passion. It was with strong willpower that I pulled myself away from this lovely goddess and made it into the bathroom for a cold shower. Life cannot be all about making love. Or could it be? 
 As I was drying myself, I heard a loud crash in the other room. I quickly came out with a bathrobe on and no gun. To my surprise, the apparent duo in the car was now in my apartment. They were sitting on my couch. One was smoking a cigar while the other had Gina sitting on his lap with a knife to her throat. 
The cigar-smoking thug spoke, “Mr. Cross, I presume.”
Cautiously, I responded, “To whom do I have the pleasure of speaking with?”
“My name does not matter. I am but a small fish in a very large pond. Please, sit and relax so my friend with the rather large knife won’t get nervous.”
I sat across the room in a chair. The intruder had what seemed to be a Slavic accent, possibly Russian. Gina’s towel was hanging half off her, exposing her breasts. I’m sure the two goons were enjoying that part of the show. Gina showed no fear. I guess she had developed too much confidence in my capabilities. I said, “Well, it looks like you have the upper hand in this situation. What is it that you want?”
The mouthpiece of the group spoke up again, “Mr. Cross, lately you have been crossing international borders without the proper authority. And you have destroyed a vital piece of an important operation.”
“What exactly do you mean?” The partner pushed the knife deeper into Gina’s neck drawing a little blood.
The headman calmly spoke, “You must understand, we know what you have done and it would be a shame if something would happen to this rare beauty you have here.”
“Okay, I get the point. What do you want me to do?”
“Actually, we want you to continue your mission to rid the world of that dog, Bono. You see we were also fooled that day in the Alps.”
“Oh, I see, you were the ones who blew up the car that day with the body doubles in it. Would you care to tell me what organization you represent?”
“We all were very disappointed in the mountains. Right now, you should know that we could get to you at any time. It doesn’t matter who we are. We come to you with two requests. One is to get rid of Bono and the other is to stay out of our region of the world.”
“Like Uzbekistan? I thought you guys were partners.”
“Bono has outlived his usefulness.”
“I think we understand each other. If you don’t have any other orders, you should leave.”
“Good, we have an arrangement. We’ll leave you to your woman, but remember anytime we want the girl dies or worse. We’ll be in touch.” He motioned to the other goon and stood up to leave. The other guy complied but not without pulling the rest of Gina’s towel off her. They both laughed as they left the apartment. Moving quickly, I told Gina to stay there while I checked something. Not wanting to spook them, I grabbed the night scope in my drawer and ran down the back stairs to beat the two thugs to the street. They took a leisurely ride down the elevator and then got into the car I spotted earlier. As they drove by, I memorized their plate number without being noticed. Returning upstairs, I found Gina sitting on the couch. 
I asked, “Gina, are you alright?”
“Oh sure, Steven, as long as you’re with me, I feel safe.” 
“Great, just don’t get too confident.”
“Steven since we’ve met I’ve been shot at, bombed, beaten and stripped bare in front of strangers. I have all the confidence in the world that you will save me.”
“You are one sweet baby.”
“I might be, now let’s not allow all this excitement go to waste.” Off to the bedroom we went, but not before, I thoroughly secured the door. 
 
 
 ______
 

The next morning Gina and I sat around sipping instant coffee. I gave some thought to the events of the night before. These thugs appeared to be Russian mob but I wasn’t sure. I called headquarters for a report on the license plate number. They informed me it was a vehicle belonging to the Russian Embassy. I had many contacts with the old KGB, now known as the FSB. Maybe I should pay them a visit, but first Miller’s ceremony. It was a typical military program, which began too early in the morning. On the way over, I gave Grimes a call on my new blackberry. Of course, it took Gina to show me how to use it properly. Once I reached Grimes, he told me to meet him at Miller’s ceremony. We both arrived at the same time. Just before Miller’s moment of fame, Grimes and I took a short walk around the grounds. Gina stayed with Miller. She hung on his arm to give everyone the illusion she was his significant other. I was sure that Miller loved every minute of Gina’s attention. He deserved it all. 
After we were out of earshot of the maddening crowd, I told Grimes about the incident at my apartment, he was not surprised. 
He said, “Steven, the best way I can explain this situation is to point out the Russians are dealing with their own version of Hightower.”
“So, in their case it’s the Russian mob infiltrating the Kremlin.”
“That basically sums it up in a nutshell.”
“Is Hightower working with them?”
“My sources tell me they are closely connected.”
“Dean, am I supposed to take on the whole world with my small team?”
“Do what you can. Use Miller’s people as usual but be careful you don’t cause an international incident. It could cost both of us our jobs and possibility our lives.”
“I guess I’ll take everyone down systematically and if anyone gets in my way, they will go down too. I still have some trustworthy Russian operatives.”
“Be careful. I’ll send some more of our people to Tokyo for support.”
“None of the old crowd, we can assume they have all been compromised.”
“I’ll send some new people out to you. If you don’t like them, returns are acceptable.”
“It sounds good to me, Dean.” We headed back to the ceremonial grounds where Miller was about to be blessed with his long awaited star. It was a big moment for him. Shortly after the ceremony, there was a parade and a party for the new general. Gina never left his side. This deserving soldier was very proud of himself and so were the rest of us. General Frank Miller was a true patriot. 
I took Gina to the side and said, “I need you to stay here with Miller while I go to the Russian Embassy to look up an old friend.” 
“Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you?”
“I’m sure. Just hang on to the General and make him feel good today. It’s important everyone thinks that a man of his stature has a woman, especially one as good looking as you.”
“Alright, Steven, I’m convinced, I’ll hang onto the General.”
“Great, I’ll see you at the festivities this evening at the latest.”
I kissed her and headed over to the Russian Embassy. On the way, I stopped at Langley to run a trace on the employees of the Russians working in the U.S. I found a picture of the thug from the night before who threatened Gina and me. After making a copy of the picture, I continued over to the embassy. Once there, I met with an old colleague of mine. Major Ivan Titov, a onetime powerhouse in the KGB. He was very gracious as he invited me to his office. 
Titov said, “Steven, my old friend, it has been a long time. How are you?”
“I’m good Ivan and how is the world treating you?”
“Okay, it’s a little boring working security for the embassy. I miss the intrigue of the old days when we all tried to fool each other. The mind games were superb.”
“I must admit, I enjoyed it also. Nowadays everyone is blowing themselves up for some unexplainable cause.”
“You have that right. So is this a social call or business?”
“Well, I have some business to discuss with you but it is always a pleasure to see you, old friend.” I took the picture of the thug out of my pocket and placed it on the table. I asked, “Do you know this man? He broke into my house last night and threatened my girlfriend and me. You of all people should know what that means.”
Ivan looked at the picture and responded, “Oh, I know this creep. We have a group of the Russian mob, which, has moved into our political affairs and continues to cause trouble. They are similar to your Hightower Corporation.”
 “I see you are keeping abreast of problems.”
 “Steven, the two groups are linked together on many dealings around the world. They even associate with the people who blow themselves up. Feel free to kill him if you want. I’ll give you my blessing but if you kill him, two more take his place. They seem to multiply like rabbits. I myself have killed a few of them but to no avail.” 
 “I see we have interrelated problems, Ivan. Maybe we can help each other.” 
 “I think we can. I’ll be in Western Europe for the next few weeks. Contact me on my global cell phone. We’ll be able to compare notes better when we are in our old stomping grounds. We as friends will share information.” 
“I’ll try to be there, Ivan.” We exchanged phone numbers, shook hands and I left. I helped Ivan out of a tricky situation with the British MI-6 twenty years ago and he has never forgotten.
I left the embassy and headed back to the festivities surrounding Miller’s celebration. It was quite elaborate. There was so much brass around I thought I was back in the military. Gina was glad to see me return. 


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

10 - Trouble in Paradise
 ___________________
 

That evening after Miller met with every powerhouse at the Pentagon, we took off to Taipei. It was only the three of us, Gina, Miller and me flying in a high-speed military aircraft. Two of Miller’s trusted pilots were manning the plane. Once we were airborne, Miller gave Gina a great big hug and thanked her for playing his girl for the day. Gina told him the pleasure was all hers. He laughed and popped open a bottle of champagne as he continued to celebrate. We were about three hours into the trip and all feeling no pain. This was the first time I saw Miller this intoxicated and he was funny. Actually, so was Gina. 
Miller, in a slurring voice said, “Guys, I think I’m in love with Bianca. I am grateful to both of you for bringing her to me.”
Gina responded, “You are a great guy, General and you deserve the best. How do you think Bianca feels?” 
“Well,” as he thought for a moment, “we sleep together whenever we can. I think it’s real. What do you guys think?”
Gina responded, “I would have to call it love of some kind. Enjoy it, General.” 
“I knew you guys would understand.”
The passenger quarters in this high-speed plane were small. The three of us were kind of crowded together on a half moon shaped seat in the rear of the plane. Gina being tipsy began to kiss me in a very passionate manner. 
I said, “Easy, Gina, Miller is still with us.”
Miller responded, “Oh don’t mind me, I’m trying to figure out if the plane is spinning me or I’m spinning the plane.” 
Gina turned and began to hold Miller’s head as she said, “Sleep, General, sleep. Have pleasant dreams of Bianca.” She returned to me to resume her passion. 
Then she said in her tipsy voice, “I hope I can coordinate my activities and put the kisses on the right guy.” 
I started to laugh and said, “No one will remember this tomorrow.” 
Gina remarked, “Steven on my left and Miller on my right.” As Miller began to pass out, Gina successfully removed her jeans while continuing to pat Miller on his head and presto, her mission was accomplished. Miller was out and we were able to make love.
About four hours later, Miller was shaking the two of us to wake up. He said, “Okay you two, the party is over, back to business. 
Gina was laying naked across my lap with only a blanket over her. I was hoping for Gina’s sake, she had covered herself with the blanket and not Miller. 
Half hung over, I said, “Frank, I hope you slept well. We all got a little toasted a few hours ago.”
Gina woke up saying, “Oh, General, I hope I didn’t make a complete fool of myself earlier.” 
“Not to worry, my dear, your modesty has been preserved. We’ll be landing shortly so we should get ourselves in order.”
When we landed in Taipei, it was late at night. Once off the plane, Miller suggested that Gina and I stay at his place for the night. We took him up on his offer. When we arrived at his place, it was quiet. Then out of the back bedroom Bianca came running and threw her arms around Miller. After a couple of passionate kisses she said, “Hi guys, I’m glad to see you back.”
I spoke, “It’s good to see you too, Bianca.”
She continued, “I hope Frank told you about our relationship.”
Gina said, “That’s all he talked about the whole trip.”
Miller chimed in and said, “Okay, enough you two. There is still the mystery blanket affair.”
Gina sheepishly said, “Oh no, General, tell me no.”
Bianca asked, “What are you guys talking about?”
Miller with a smile on his face, responded, “Oh, nothing too important, I’ll tell you later. Are you here alone?”
“Yes, the girls all left when we received word that you guys were about an hour away. They were all very tired. Oh, by the way, Tina has been staying with Hannah.”
“That’s good, now can we all get some sleep?” Steven, find a room, any one you like, except mine, of course.”
“Sounds good to me, sleep well.” Gina and I went to a bedroom, far away from Frank's room.
Once we were in bed, Gina said, “I am so embarrassed about the blanket issue.”
“Not to worry, your secret is safe.”
“I can’t believe I did that.”
Lovingly, I kissed her and we fell fast asleep.
 
 
 ______
 

 
 
The next morning came too quick. After our showers, Gina and I joined Frank, having coffee with Bianca who was all aglow with excitement. Frank has a real love and I was happy for him. Gina sat quietly at the table with her head down. Then Bianca went to get us some coffee. 
Frank said, “Gina, you’ll always be my favorite girl, next to Bianca, of course, so don’t fret over the small stuff.” She picked up her head and broke a little smile. Frank squeezed her arm and smiled. 
He said “Back to business. Where do we go from here, Steven?”
“We have to bring the troops together and start making some plans for this unsettling mission.”
“Okay, get your people to the conference room so we can share information.”
I called the whole team to let them know I was back and that we would get together at 10 a.m. in the conference room. Bianca stayed at the apartment since Hannah was going to drop off Tina to stay there while we talked business. Bianca knew Tina and her mom from the days in Naples. She told us some of the horrific experiences they both had to endure and it was not pretty. Bianca also was greatly saddened by the death of Tina’s mother. 
While Gina, Miller and I walked to the conference room, I briefed him on the Russian involvement in this whole mess. That did not make him too happy. When we arrived at the conference room, my team was already there. The only one missing was Cathy Wong, who was at her grandfather’s place. We shared greetings and immediately got down to business. I brought everyone up to date on my activities including the Russian involvement and Miller’s promotion. Everyone congratulated the new General as he beamed from ear to ear.
Continuing with the meeting, John said, “We have reason to believe that Abdullah is in Taiwan. Tao Li’s people have spotted him around Chi-lung.”
Miller spoke, “I think everyone should move in pairs and be shadowed by our Taiwanese military experts. I would like Tao Li to pick them since they all were trained by him over the years.”
Tao responded, “I will put together a special group quickly to fulfill this task. They will be in civilian clothes as not to draw any suspicion.”
I said, “We also might be seeing the Italian gangsters out here along with this new group of Russians. People, we must be on our toes. I don’t want anyone to leave this base until Tao Li can put his group together. Mike, get the first group of troops to Tao’s house to protect his family. John, bring Zia here to the base. Linda, I need you to stay with Cathy. She will need your support. I don’t want us to underestimate the enemy this time. Frank, can we get a chopper to take Linda out to Cathy’s grandfather’s place?”
“Consider it done. I’m going to have the base put on high alert. No one can get in or out of this place. I also will be running routine sweeps of the Chi-lung area. Something may turn up. One other thing, everyone who leaves the base should maintain radio contact with our command center.”
 “Good idea, General. This evening I’ll take Hannah and Gina to see what’s going on in Chi-lung. Okay, people, let’s get going!” I told Gina to go with Hannah to Miller’s place and to wait for me there. Everybody took off to their respective assignments while Frank went to his office to make some calls. I took Linda to an old office I use on base. The two of us have been in some tough situations over the years. I hoped she would feel comfortable with just the two of us. I sat down with her on a couch in the office. 
I asked, “Linda, how are you doing?”
“I’ll be alright.”
“Linda, you’re not alright. I know you too well. Talk to me.”
“It’s hard to talk about it.”
 Tears were beginning to run down her beautiful face.
I spoke, “Linda, you know that I love you and it would be better if you talk about this with me.”
She responded, “I know. It was so humiliating but I’ll try. Four men grabbed me on the elevator as I left your room. They knocked me out with chloroform. The next thing I remembered was being in the basement of a house. I don’t know where. I was hanging by my wrists from the rafters a few feet off the ground. They took all my clothes off and I was hanging there by myself. It seemed like a long time. Then Bono and the other fat guy, Campo came down the stairs. The fat guy punched me around for a while. Bono said, ‘Don’t bang her up too badly, we’ll need her for the exchange.’ Then two other goons came down and they began to slap me all over. One of them used his belt. They burned me with their lit cigarettes as I just hung there. When I passed out, they watered me down with a hose to keep me awake. After many hours of this torture, they brought me up to a room and threw me on a mattress on the floor. They bound my hands and feet then, blindfolded me. I knew the worst was yet to come. I lay there for some time. Then two women came in and cleaned me up. I guess some deal was in the works. My first thought was being sold into slavery. As you well know, I’ve been down that road before.” 
Last year Linda had been captured in the Philippines and sent to a slave camp to be sold at auction. A young soldier gave his life to save her and hundreds of other young people from this horrible fate. She was traumatized by the whole ordeal. Linda was always a target for our enemies, I think it’s because she is extremely beautiful. 
She continued, “The next thing I remembered was being put on an airplane going somewhere. When we landed, I had no idea where I was until our General Miller found me. I was tied up with a sheet wrapped around me. I felt like somebody’s lost luggage. He then took me to the hospital where I stayed for a couple of days. It just took all I had to survive this one, Steven.”
I said, “Linda, I want you to go and stay with Cathy until all this blows over. Then I’ll come to see you. I will call Cathy and let her know of our plans. Is it okay with you?”
“Sure, Steven, whatever you say. I’ll be fine. You’re right. I had to tell the story. Thanks for listening.” I held her in my arms and kissed her tenderly. I told her I would always love her, no matter what. Frank put her on the chopper while I called Cathy to tell her what was going on. I also told Cathy I’d be out there soon to see her and her grandfather. 
I returned to Miller’s apartment to find the rest of the girls there. They seemed happy. I was greeted by Tina with a great big hug.
She said, “Steven, this place is beautiful. Thank you so much for bringing me here.”
I kissed the top of her head and said, “You’re doing okay here.”
“The memories of my mother are tough but everything else is great.”
“Have you met Zia yet?”
“Oh, yeah, she is a nice girl. We have already started a good relationship between us. She has confided in me about her past drug abuse. I have been talking to her a lot about the cruel world of narcotics. We shared many stories.”
“Do you think you can hang out with her and try to keep her straight?”
“Sure, I can, Boss,” as she smiled at me. 
“Good girl.”
I went to get a strong drink when Gina asked, “Are you okay, Steven?”
All the girls suddenly got quiet. They were waiting for my answer. 
 I said, “I just listened to Linda’s horrific story about being kidnapped and I sure need this drink. The story was not a pretty one. It once again demonstrates human brutality at its worse. This is why you girls must be careful. Even though all of you have been abused, I worry about each and every one of you. Please, be extra careful, especially during these times.” 
They all responded in the affirmative while they gave me their heartfelt thanks along with loving hugs. As I threw down my stiff drink, Tina came over to where I was standing and pulled me to the side.
She said, “You know, Steven, I met a few of these girls here. They all love you and think the world of you. And there is one thing I can tell you for sure, every one of them would do anything for you and I mean anything! That includes me, too!”
I hugged her and kissed the top of her head again. I said, “Thanks, Tina, I needed to hear that.”
 
 
 ______
 
 
 
 
That night Gina, Hannah and I left for Chi-lung. The drive was about an hour from Taipei near the ocean. We were followed by four guys from our new special militia unit. They stayed far enough behind us as not to draw any suspicion. Preliminary observations indicated heavy activity in warehouses along the harbor in the Jungleng district. When we arrived, it was late in the evening. We parked our car near a deserted warehouse and began to look around on foot. Hannah was walking about fifty yards in front of Gina and me. She ran back to report heavy activity at one of the warehouses ahead of us. While all the other facilities were reducing their activity for the evening, this particular one was becoming more operational. 
We went into a dark warehouse across the narrow street from all the activity. Once inside, we made our way to the top floor to get a better look. Using my night vision binoculars, I could see a ship on the other side of the target building offloading large crates. I said, “We have to get a closer look.”
 Hannah said, “On the side of the building there is a walkway where a guard is standing with an automatic weapon.”
“I see him. We need a diversion to get passed him and down to the ship. Gina, my sweet, do you think you can keep him interested long enough for Hannah and me to slip by?”
“Steven, have I ever denied you a good diversion tactic?”
 We made our way down to the side of the warehouse hiding behind some old crates. Then Gina made her move. She dipped her hand in a nearby puddle of water and wet her tee shirt in all the right places. This gave rise to an interesting set of distraction tools. She walked up to the guard and engaged him in conversation. He quickly became very interested in our little decoy. Hannah and I made our way passed him and down the side alley. Again hiding behind some crates, we got a closer look at what was being taken off the ship. The writing on the side of the cargo containers appeared to be written in Arabic. Hannah said, “It looks like we have a problem larger than we could have anticipated.”
“What do you mean, Hannah?”
“The writing on those crates spell munitions offload with caution.”
“That’s great, now what?”
“The ship’s crew is speaking Arabic. I should try to get a closer look.” Hannah tied her hair up in a bun and with her head down moved toward the activity. She grabbed a long shirt off a hook on the warehouse wall. After putting it on, she pulled up the collar and mixed in with the crowd. I watched her very carefully. I didn’t want to lose sight of her for an instant. As she mingled closer in, sure enough, I lost her. The crowd of workers was large. She could have been anywhere by now. I thought if they were to find her out, there would be a loud commotion. I waited. I moved back a little to see how Gina was doing with her newfound friend. They had moved down the alleyway closer to where I was. So far, Gina looked like she was okay. I kept on looking for Hannah but there was no sign of her. As I observed the activities going on, I saw large sacks of grain being carried onto another hold of the ship. “Come on, Hannah, hurry up and get back here,” I thought. Looking up the alley at Gina, I saw her embracing her target. What I put these girls through is shameful but sometimes it’s necessary. Then I saw a figure walking toward me from the ship. The person had a hat on so I couldn’t tell if it was Hannah. I stood in the shadows and waited. As the figure walked passed me, I quickly grabbed the person only to find out it was Hannah. Then the grab turned into a hug and a kiss as I whispered in her ear, “I’m really glad it’s you.”
“Why Steven, I didn’t think you cared.”
“Well, I do.” I held her for a moment more and said, “We’d better check on Gina. I think she might be at the point of submission.”
“Okay, Steven, we’ll get going right now.” I followed as Hannah walked up the alley to where Gina and the guard were standing. The guard was so enamored with Gina he didn’t even see Hannah and me sneak passed them. We moved quickly to the car. 
I heard Gina say to the guard, “I’ll be right back, wait for me,” as she headed for the car also.
Once inside, I said, “Gina, are you alright?”
“Steven, I’m fine. It’s not the first time I’ve been fondled for you, is it? Relax. You look like you’re going to jump out of your skin.” Gina sitting in the back seat moved forward and kissed me. 
Then Hannah ran her hands through my hair. She exclaimed, “Listen, Steven, what’s gotten into you? Take it easy, we are all very capable women.”
“I’m sorry, girls. I’m getting a little shell-shocked by putting you guys in harm’s way all the time. It’s getting too dangerous.”
Hannah continued, “Listen, big guy, if you start to lose your nerve we are all truly done for. Remember, you are the master spy here. I know it was hard for you to listen to Linda’s story but we all know it’s the nature of this business. Besides, all of us volunteered for it. Right, Gina?”
“That’s true, Steven. I told you before, you are our rock and we can’t do these things without knowing you’re there for us, no matter what we go through. So you have to get it together. We love you. All the girls love and admire you, including young Tina.” Both of them started to mess up my hair until I laughed. 
“Okay, guys, you’re right. I’m shook up.”
 Hannah said, “Well, you can’t be shook up, not even for an instant. Above all the things that we do in our lives, we are your team first. Understand what we are saying?”
“I do understand guys, I do.
“That’s great, now on with the business at hand.”
 I asked, “Hannah, tell us what you found out?”
“The ship’s name is the Canton Seas and it offloads weapons and raw opium. Then it takes on the processed heroin and other types of munitions. I read the ship’s manifest and it’s headed for Naples. It also says the cargo is grain and farm machinery.”
“Should I ask how you were able to read the manifest?”
“Steven, a little charm goes a long way. Just don’t ask how much charm is used.”
“Okay, kids, let’s get back to the base.” On the way back, I stopped our shadow car and told them to stay at this location to keep the ship under surveillance. I also instructed them to call the comm center to report any unusual activities, especially with the passengers. They complied and we returned to the base. 
When we arrived, it was late, so the three of us went into one of the less occupied barracks. There we found several bunks lined up next to each other. The room was dimly lit as we made our way around in the dark. From what I could tell, there were a few troops at the other end of the building. I heard the girls giggling among themselves. As I started to fall asleep, I felt Gina crawl into my bunk without any clothes on. She said, “Steven, can I sleep with you?”
“Where are your clothes?”
“Hannah and I decided not to wear any.”
“Her too, you can stay here but sleep it is.” 
“Okay, whatever you say. But Steven, I think your body is trying to tell me something else. Did I excite you this evening?” 
I didn’t answer. I kissed her with extreme passion and made love to her. 
Morning came early with the soldiers. They had the lights on at 5 a.m. Gina went back to her bunk sometime earlier and was sound asleep. Hannah woke up first to find several soldiers kneeling on the floor in a half circle around the girls’ beds. 
 She said, “Gina, wake up we have an audience.”
Gina sat up in bed as perky as ever and exclaimed, “What are you guys doing?” 
One of the soldiers said, “Ladies, we are praying to the gods that you two are the new replacements we are expecting. And if you are, we hope you sleep this way every night.”
Just then, my cell phone rang. I answered, “General, yes sir, your daughters are with me and they are safe! I’ll get them to you as soon as possible.” With that, all the soldiers scattered to the four winds. 
I continued my conversation with Grimes. 
He asked, “What on earth are you talking about?”
“Oh nothing, Dean, I’m having some fun. Give me some good news.”
“Your targets have left Washington. Bono went back to Italy and the other guy is headed your way. We intercepted a phone call he made to Hightower headquarters. He’s coming with a small army and will be hooking up with a band of Abdullah’s people out by you!” 
“Did anyone mention exactly where?”
“A city called Chi-lung. Do you need any extra support?”
“Not in this country. We’ll be able to handle just about anything coming our way.”
“Good, keep me informed.”
“Will do, Dean, talk to you soon.” We broke our connection. The girls were putting their clothes on in a hurry. I said, “See, you can’t tempt the boys in uniform. Hannah, you should know better.”
“Oh, Steven, it was fun. We liked your way of getting rid of those guys. That was hilarious. Besides, you’re back to yourself - quick thinking Steven.”
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We all dressed and went to Miller’s place. There we had coffee and showers waiting.
Miller asked, “Did you guys find anything out last night?”
I answered, “Well, Frank, we found a dirty ship handling munitions and drugs at the same time. We left our shadow guys there to monitor any unusual activities.”
“I’ll have the NSA boys start tracking the ship when it leaves port.”
Hannah chimed in, “I read the ship’s manifest and I think it’s headed for Naples.”
“How did you do that?”
“The Captain showed it to me.”
“What did you do, have dinner with him?”
“No, that happens tonight, if you guys want me to. He thinks I’m an Arab from Lebanon. I told him I’m trying to get back to my homeland. He seemed friendly enough. At least until this other big guy came on the bridge. He spooked the Captain somewhat. That’s when the Captain told me to come back tonight. I waited outside to listen in on their conversation. I couldn’t hear much but I detected a Russian accent from the big guy.”
I said, “Hannah, you’re not going back on that ship tonight.”
“Steven, I can handle it fine.”
“I know you can but I just got word from DC that Campo is coming this way. And he’s bringing a small army with him.” 
Miller asked, “How much time do we have?”
 I responded, “I’d say about two days.”
 “Well, I’ll get my troops together and take them down in a hurry. The only problem I see is getting some of the girls out of here.”
Gina spoke, “I agree, General, but we need to let the ship sail without any suspicion. It’s important to see exactly where it goes and who receives delivery of its’ cargo.”
I said, “It probably will leave under the cover of darkness without any legal departure. Maybe Hannah should keep her appointment this evening.”
She replied, “Not a problem, gentlemen.”
“We’ll give you plenty of backup, Hannah,” Miller said.
“Whatever you think is best, General.” 
Then I asked, “Frank, do you think we can spare a small detail of men along with a chopper?”
“I think so. Why do you ask?” 
 “I feel we should bring Bianca, Zia and Tina to Cheng Liu’s estate until we can sort things out. We should leave the chopper there with some soldiers for added protection.” 
Miller responded, “Steven, that’s exactly what I was thinking. You know what they say about great minds.”
“Okay, people, we’ll regroup at the conference room later today to formulate a more detailed plan.” 
It took about an hour to get the chopper and the girls to leave for the Liu estate. Tina wanted to stay with Hannah and me but I couldn’t allow it. I didn’t think she should be around in case we would have to kill her father. Once they were gone, I made a phone call to Cathy and told her of our plans. She volunteered to return and offer support. I explained that the possibility of the enemy moving to her area was very high. Also, I told her to stay put and keep her vicinity under tight security. She complied without any questions.
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Later that day the rest of us got together to iron out the details of the impending attack. As we sat around the conference room, each member of my team stated their intended assignment. The first one was Tao Li. He said, “My house is protected by a team of secret police. Nothing can get to my family without causing an all out war. Also, I have a detachment of paramilitary forces ready to move at a moments’ notice.”
I responded, “That’s great, Tao. Mike, what are your objectives?”
“I’ll be checking all commercial flights coming in from the States and the Middle East. I’ll have some of Tao’s troops with me.”
“Okay, John what will you be up to?”
“I’ll be with General Miller manning the comm. center to coordinate all activities. We will have video feeds from some locations, like the docks and certain traffic cameras in Chi-lung and Taipei. Also, we’ll wire Hannah so we can monitor her every move tonight.”
“Make sure her communications are relayed to me.”
“You got it, Steven.”
 “Everything sounds pretty good. Let’s not underestimate the enemy. They are vicious creeps. Hannah, if the ship should move out of port tonight, I want you to get off quickly. I’ll be on the port side with a small boat. Understood?”
“Yes, Boss, will do.”
“Okay, everyone get some rest while you can. Tonight may be very busy.” 
Later that evening after dark, Hannah, Gina, and I went to the dock area with two of Miller’s soldiers. They happened to be part of the girl’s fan club from the barracks. 
One of them said, “I thought you girls were the General’s daughters.”
Hannah responded, “We had to think of something to say, handsome.”
“Well, maybe after the mission we could…”
“We’ll see after the mission.” 
 Once there, we acquired a small unidentifiable boat. We all took one last radio check on Hannah and she was off on her mission. Along with the two soldiers, Gina and I moved offshore in the small boat. We stayed about two-hundred yards away from the target ship. Listening to Hannah’s initial conversation, things seemed to be going well. The ship’s Captain was on the bridge when Hannah arrived. The Captain was an Asian man of about fifty. 
He said, “I’m glad to see you, my dear.”
Hannah responded, “You told me to be here tonight and here I am.”
He continued, “Well, I have a surprise for you.”
“What might that be?”
“We leave here tonight. Actually, we should be undocking as we speak. This is what you wanted, right?”
“You bet, Captain. Are we going to the Middle East?”
“Not directly. First we must make a stop in Italy to drop off some of our cargo, then on to your region of the world.”
“That’s fine with me. I want to get out of this place.” Another voice was heard. It sounded like the Russian guy from last night. 
He spoke in Chinese, “We are underway I presume, Captain.”
“Yes sir, we’ll be out of the harbor in fifteen minutes.”
 Gina, who studied Chinese, among many other languages, translated to everyone on the shared comm. line.
The Russian continued, “Did you make a last minute check on our cargo?”
“Yes sir, everything is in order.”
“Good, and who is this lovely young woman?”
“Just someone I brought along for entertainment.”
 “Will you be sharing her with your comrade?”
“Oh, sure, as a matter of fact, you can have her first. I will send her down to your cabin after we are underway.”
“Be sure you do. I’m going to my cabin now so you can send her sooner.” Then we heard a door slam. 
The Captain said to Hannah, “My dear, do you speak Chinese?”
“No, I don’t. Why do you ask?” 
“Well, the gentleman that was just here is a very powerful businessman. He likes you and would like to spend some time with you in his cabin. It’s kind of paying for your passage out of this place.”
“I thought I would be staying with you.”
“Tomorrow night you can spend with me. Tonight you stay with the boss. Be nice to him, he is paying for the entire cargo. If you please him, I will give you some money when we reach our destination.”
“Okay, where should I go?”
“I’ll show you after I get the ship out to sea.”
“Can I go outside for some air?”
“Sure, just don’t go far. I need to take you to the boss in a little while.”
Hannah managed her way out of the bridge area. She spoke over our comm. system, “I’m going to check the cargo bays to examine the shipment.”
She didn’t put her earpiece on so I couldn’t talk to her. I told our boatman to follow the ship on the port side. The ship had no lights on and neither did we. Then Hannah said, “I can’t get into one of the cargo areas. I’ll try another.” After a couple of minutes, she contacted us again. “I found rocket launchers, boxes of ammunition and some detonators for explosives. I also want to check on the crew, so stand-by.” As the ship made it out of the harbor, it was headed for open water. We continued to tag along on the port side. Then we heard, “Oops, guys, sorry, wrong room. I’m coming out now since I think I went in the wrong place and I’m being chased.” I grabbed my binoculars and focused on the port side of the boat. Shots were being fired. I saw Hannah on the top deck trying to find a place to go overboard. Finally, there she was on the railing of the top deck. We heard several more shots. Hannah grabbed her chest and fell overboard. I told the boat driver to speed up and get to her now! As we approached her splash area, I dove in the water followed by Gina. We both went under to try to find Hannah. There was no sign of her. The ship was moving faster away from the dark area where Hannah went over. We couldn’t be seen from the ship. I went back on our boat to catch my breath for a moment. Soon, Gina returned. We were sitting on the boat when all of a sudden Hannah popped out of the water like a cork. “Hi guys,” she said, “were you looking for me?” I reached down and pulled her out of the dark water. 
“Are you hurt?” I asked. 
“I’m okay, I wanted them to think they hit me and I drowned. That’s why I made a deep dive. I hope they didn’t see you guys.”
“I don’t think so.”
“When I went into the crew’s quarters I found a large group of Arab looking goons. There were too many of them for just the ship’s crew. Besides, I couldn’t get into the other hold on the ship. That bothers me.”
“Don’t worry, we’ll track the ship and board it when it reaches its’ destination.” 
 Then I heard through the communications system Mike calling from the airport. “Heads up everyone, a group of Middle Eastern men just landed here from Beirut. We had their papers checked and everything seemed to be in order. They boarded a tour bus. Since that’s the last flight from the Middle East, we are following them.” 
Miller came on the line, “Mike, I’m going to launch a chopper in case you need backup.”
“Roger that General. Hey, wait a minute they are turning down a side road! Everyone heads up, on the right, rockets coming at us, everybody out of the vehicles, quick!” We heard the explosions. And again, more rockets. Mike got back on line shouting, “We’re hit real bad, taking on many casualties! All vehicles destroyed! The bus has exploded but I can see the men have already transferred on to trucks! They’re going in different directions!”
Miller came back on line, “Hold your position, Mike, choppers and troops are on the way.”
I interrupted, “Frank, don’t weaken your defense, they may be coming toward the base.”
“Okay, Steven, good thinking. Look around your area also, see if there’s any movement.”
We got back to our car and one of the soldiers opened the trunk. It was loaded with weapons and some dry uniforms for us. We quickly changed into the new clothing. After loading up with our weapons, we got in the car and started driving in a sweep pattern of the area from the docks to Chi-lung. I told Gina to drive while Hannah sat in the back with the two soldiers. Street after street and no sign of anything. I had Gina stop on the outskirts of Chi-lung alongside the main road to Taipei. Gina asked, “Steven, why do you want to stop here?”
“If there is going to be an attack on the base, some of the enemy will come out of this area.” We sat there for a while with no sign of anything. When I called Miller, he said, “All is quiet around here. The choppers picked up Mike and the casualties. They are headed back to the base.”
We were waiting for something to happen but still all was quiet. All of a sudden, three small trucks passed us speeding down the road headed for Taipei. I yelled, “Go, Gina!” She immediately sped off in hot pursuit. In a matter of minutes, Gina caught up to the last truck in the convoy. She pulled up alongside of them and I yelled out the window for them to pull over. They slammed into the side of our car while the passenger pulled out a pistol and fired a shot at us. Gina swerved to avoid the bullet. Someone from the back of the truck began to fire at us. Hannah with her M-16 began to return fire at the truck. She hit the driver and after a few seconds, the truck flipped over a couple of times and exploded. I told Gina to catch up with the other two. They had a good lead on us now but I knew Gina would catch them soon enough. 
I yelled in the back, “Hannah, good shooting!”
“Roger that, Boss.” I knew she was playing with the two soldiers by showing off a little. Hannah was truly a beautiful but tough woman. She spent many years as a young soldier fighting side by side with the men in the Israeli army. She has always enjoyed competing with them. 
I radioed back to the base. Miller responded, “Steven, what’s going on?”
“There are two trucks full of men headed your way. My guess is this is part of a plan to take out the base.”
“Can you get to them?”
“We’ll try to take out one more. If we get it, we’ll try for another.”
As we entered the city limits of Taipei, we gained on the next truck. Again, Hannah opened fire. The men in the truck returned fire. There were twenty guns firing at us. The hood of our car was hit, then it flew off, soon our tires were hit and off the road, we went. After some serious twists and turns, Gina brought the car to a safe landing. The two soldiers along with Hannah jumped out of the back seat and commenced firing at the fleeing trucks. It was hopeless as the two trucks soon were out of range. One of the soldiers said, “Great shooting, Hannah, Gina, that was some excellent driving. You girls are something else.”
I said, “We are about four miles from the base and no cars in sight. Grab anything you can from our car and let’s start moving toward the base. All five of us were heavily armed and moving quickly. Our radio connection to Miller was down so we couldn’t reach him. Overhead a rather large military aircraft was making a landing at the base. Behind it were four private helicopters with armed men hanging out the side. The base would soon be under siege. At that moment, I saw a car coming up the street. I said, “Stop that car.” The girls went out into the street to try to stop it while the soldiers stood on the side with guns ready in case the car was hostile. The car came to a stop and we took the passengers out immediately. They were a couple of young locals. Gina told them this was a military emergency. The female passenger offered us her cell phone when she found out we were in the middle of a conflict. I quickly called Miller at the center. “Who is this?” he snarled. 
“Frank, it’s me, Steven, the plane that’s landing now, I don’t think it’s friendly and it’s being followed by enemy choppers.”
“I think you’re right! We will withdraw for now and I’ll have to blow the comm. center!”
Just then, to my amazement, coming up the street were Taiwanese military forces. There were trucks full of soldiers, choppers in flight and fighter planes at a higher altitude. They were all converging on the base. 
I still had Frank on the line. After relaying what I just saw coming to his aid, he decided to hold the fort. We hitched a ride on one of the military trucks and went in for the rescue. The battle raged inside and outside of the base. The enemy was easy to identify since they didn’t wear uniforms. Almost immediately military troops blocked off all streets leading to the base to protect civilians from entering the combat area. Leading the rescue was General Chin of the Taiwanese military. He had a mean reputation as a ‘no nonsense guy’ and was one tough soldier. He and Miller were cut from the same granite stone when it came to military leadership. That was for sure. It didn’t take them long to gain control of the situation. Miller, commanding his troops and with Chin’s small army, victory in our favor was assured. Soon after the smoke cleared, Chin, Miller and Tao Li met to discuss the situation. Our combined forces sustained light casualties while the invading enemy caught in a cross fire, lost about ninety percent of their troops. The enemy prisoners were lined up and shackled. Some were in Arab dress while others were Chinese civilians. The interrogation process began immediately. Miller offered up the services of Gina and Hannah since they both spoke Arabic. Gina was really getting an education on life outside of Italy. If a prisoner didn’t answer the girls’ questions, he was shot on the spot right in the back of the head. After witnessing what was in store if they did not cooperate, they all started to give up information. 
We found out the large plane came from the Philippines. It was from a U.S. base near Manila. The two pilots were locked up in Miller’s little jail cell in the back of the base. We would interrogate them later. Miller and General Chin had been friends for quite some time. They both had a mutual respect for each other. General Chin took the prisoners with him when he departed with most of his troops. He left us a contingent of his soldiers to help with the clean up. Miller’s people suffered light casualties. The wounded were taken to the base hospital, which was not damaged by the firefight.
 
 
 _____
 

Frank said to my team and me, “All of my men are accounted for so let’s go to my place for awhile. The apartment building wasn’t even touched.”
I responded, “That sounds good to me, Frank.”
 John wanted to go to our safe house and check things out. Mike, of course, preferred to go see his girl, Mia. I told both of them it was okay. When we got to Miller’s apartment, Hannah and Gina ran for the showers. Frank and I were content with a stiff drink. Miller said, “Steven, what is this all about?”
“I think it’s because Hightower still wants to take us down. Also, Bono is seeking revenge for us kidnapping his wife.”
“Well, I don’t think that’s going to change. Can’t you get this guy? If you need help, let me know. I can put a small army together in no time.”
“I don’t think that will be necessary, Frank. I should be able to get him once I return to Italy. I was hoping he would come out here then it would be easier. But I think he’s smart enough to stay in the States and Italy where the laws protect him more. We should take out his processing plant here in Taiwan and the one in the Philippines.”
“That might flush him out or force him to make more mistakes.”
“The plant in Taiwan has not been identified yet.”
“Do you have a plan for that task, Steven?”
“Actually, I do but it involves the young girls, Tina and Zia. We’ll also use Gina and Hannah to protect them. They look like teenagers anyway. If you agree, then we’ll bring the girls back here and I’ll talk to them.”
“Okay, I’ll tell my guys at the Cheng Liu estate to return with Bianca along with Tina and Zia.”
When Hannah and Gina came out of their showers, they grabbed some coffee and sat with us. Hannah said, “We should interrogate those two phony pilots from Manila today.”
I asked, “Do you think we can get them to give us the location of the plant near Manila?”
Hannah replied, “I want to give it a try.”
“What about you, Gina? Can you handle a little torture session?”
“After what I saw earlier, with peoples’ heads’ being blown apart, I might be able to deal with some torture.”
I continued, “Gina, you do realize this kind of combatant behavior is really not allowed in Taiwan but we do take liberties. We have more latitude here than in most other countries. The torture we impose on our prisoners can be brutal if there is resistance.”
“I get the picture, Steven. I’ll give it a try.”
Hannah said, “I think we should get started as soon as possible.”
Miller suggested they pick a couple of soldiers to assist them and keep it quiet. Hannah responded in the affirmative. The two girls left on their mission. 
Frank said, “Why don’t we keep an eye on things from the observation room?” 
The jail is a small building with several cells and an interrogation room. From an observation room, the activities can be watched through a two-way mirror. The people in that room could not see the observers through the mirror. Hannah found her two favorite soldiers, the ones who were with us on our last mission. They were more than happy to assist the girls. Hannah had the soldiers bring the prisoners to the interrogation room. They tied them to chairs with hoods over their heads while Hannah began to speak. 
She said, “Okay, so you guys are traitors and you have some information I want. Are you going to give it to me or am I going to have to take it from both of you. The choice is yours.”
The pilots said nothing. “Hannah continued, “I am a reasonable person but you have to give me the information I need.”
Finally, one pilot said, “We don’t know what you want.” 
Then Gina said, “Where is the Hightower drug operation in the Philippines?”
The response from the pilot was, “I don’t know what you are talking about,” as he laughed and told the other one to be quiet. This little gesture on the part of that particular pilot indicated to Hannah that they had successfully separated the stronger of the two subjects. She turned to our two soldiers and said, “Hang this one by his wrists from the rafter and strip him down,” as she pointed to the stronger of the two. They reluctantly complied and lifted his body about two feet from the ground as Hannah ordered. The soldiers left the pilot’s shorts on. Hannah told the soldiers to leave but don’t go far. The two came into the observation room. 
One of them remarked, “General, do you think she has a handle on this situation?”
Miller responded, “Observe and learn soldier.”
Hannah removed the hoods from both pilots’ heads. Hannah was holding a rather large knife. She said, “Tell us what we want to know. You are running out of time.”
He responded, “Let’s not get crazy, sweetie. I have nothing to tell you.” 
With that, Hannah cut away the pilot’s shorts and while they dropped to the ground, she placed the point of the knife on his groin area. She asked, “Do you know what I’m about to do to you?”
“That’s just a scare tactic. I’m not telling you anything.” 
The other pilot yelled, “Are you crazy? Tell them what they want to know!” With that, Gina wacked the non-leader pilot with a piece of bamboo and said, “Relax, you’ll get your turn.”
I said, “Frank, my guess is that Gina has studied the science of torture.”
“It looks that way. She is no rookie, that’s for sure.”
The squeamish pilot said, “Tell them, please, they’re going to kill us.”
The leader replied, “They’re not going to do anything.” Hannah began to probe deeper into the pilot’s groin area drawing some blood. The other one turned his head as the blood began to flow. On the table was a roll of transparent tape. Gina grabbed it and tapped the weakling’s eyelids open. Then she stood behind him and held his head with the bamboo stick under his chin. He had no choice but to look at his comrade hanging there. 
 Gina said, “Do it now.” Hannah with one twist of the sharp knife surgically removed the pilot’s genitalia. The blood spewed out about three feet from the victim’s body. Screaming madly, he twisted and jerked around in extreme agony while hanging from the rope. It took him about twenty minutes to die. The other pilot began to scream right along with the bleeder. 
Hannah exclaimed, “Damn it! Now I need another shower. Gina, I’ll get the guys to hang the other one up,” as she left the room. 
The remaining pilot started shouting, “No! I’ll tell you anything you want to know. Please, don’t kill me!”
Gina ordered, “Tell me where the Hightower operation is located in the Philippines! And don’t lie to me about anything!”
“I’ll tell you everything,” as he began to reveal all we needed to know.
Hannah, standing in the room with me and the rest of the observers commented, “Steven, Gina knows her stuff. She knew exactly what I was doing.”
I responded, “I’d like to think she learned it in a classroom or from a book.”
“We can only hope,” she said.
After we extracted all the information we needed from our remaining prisoner, we turned him over to the Taiwanese military. The girls along with Miller’s two soldiers disappeared for a while. I figured Hannah and Gina needed some diversion from the recent activities. 
Miller and I went back to his place to discuss the newly found information. 
As Miller poured us a couple of stiff drinks, he said, “We still don’t know where the drug plant is around here and that bothers me.”
“We have to use Zia and Tina. Zia can lead us to some of her dealers and we’ll take it from there.”
“Will she be a willing participant?”
“I think we’ll just tail them to the right places.”
“That may work. We must be careful for their sake.”
“I know, Frank, I know.”
“By the way, Steven, what did you make of Gina’s actions today?”
“I don’t know what to think. I’ll try to talk to her about it when they return.” 
Then Miller went to check in with his troops. Shortly after he left, Hannah and Gina returned. Hannah immediately went to take a shower. Gina had a sad look on her face. She said, “Steven, this whole episode today has knocked me for a loop.”
“You looked like you knew what you were doing.”
“Steven, over the years I interrogated known terrorist suspects. Many times, I watched them tortured but today I was in charge. I wanted to see if I could do what Hannah did. I know the process but I needed to know if I could follow through.”
“Hang around here long enough, you’ll get another chance.”
“Maybe I can. Another thing, during the recent battle I shot several of the enemy. One guy I had to kill because he was coming after me.” 
“Well, it’s like you said a while back ‘You never shot anyone.’ Today was a first.” 
“I guess I can really do it. Now come with me to the shower.” We went into one of the bedrooms and within minutes were in the shower making beautiful love. Gina seemed to be overly excited during our lovemaking but she usually is a very passionate woman. 
After our steamy shower, we lay on the bed and I said, “Gina, you were exceptionally excited this time.”
“Well, it certainly wasn’t the torture episode.”
“I didn’t think so. Do you want to talk about anything?”
“I think so,” she took a long pause and continued, “After we dropped the prisoner off, we returned to the barracks with the two soldiers. They were very funny and kept on flirting with us. It seemed harmless enough. Once inside the barracks, we sat on a couple of beds. Hannah sat with one of the guys and I sat with the other. After kissing each other for a while, Hannah and her guy went into a storage room for some privacy. I was a little surprised with Hannah’s actions but a certain excitement came over me at the same time. The soldier with me started to kiss me. I let him do it for a minute or two then I stopped him. He became very insistent so I kissed him for a while longer and told him we would finish at another time. He reluctantly backed off. When Hannah came out of the storeroom she was ready to leave anyway.”
“Gina, we all live on the edge and sometimes our actions cannot be explained for that moment in time.”
“I think I can understand what you are saying. I probably could have done more with the soldier but maybe I wasn’t close enough to killing the prisoner as was Hannah.”
We heard the water still running in Hannah’s shower. It seemed unusual so we both thought to check on her. When we entered Hannah’s bedroom we saw her sitting on the floor of the shower with a blank stare on her face. I took her out of the shower and carried her unclothed body over to the bed. Gina grabbed a towel and we wrapped her up in it.
I asked, “Hannah, are you okay?”
She shook her head in the negative. Then she said, “How cold can I be to castrate one man and twenty minutes later please another? I’ve been a soldier all my life. The Mossad took me out of an orphanage when I was seven years old and made me into a killing machine. This is the only life I have ever known. Sometimes, I hate it. Working with you, Steven gives me some hope in human nature. Besides, you bring in to our group people like Gina who really care. But I’ll be fine now, not to worry.” 
I said, “Well, it looks like we all are having some reflections lately. One thing I do know for sure is that we all make a great team.” I kissed Hannah and told her to get some rest. Gina covered her as she fell asleep. 
Gina and I went to the kitchen to have some coffee. 
She asked, “Steven, are you disappointed in me?”
“Never, look at some of the things I put you through with the enemy. A few stolen kisses will not make any difference.” I leaned over and gently kissed her.
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

12 – Breaking the Drug Ring
 ______________________
 
 
 I told Gina of my plans to find the illegal drug facility here in Taiwan. She agreed but was reluctant to use the young girls. I said, “Gina, you and Hannah can go with the girls for protection.”
“That would be a good idea.” 
“What would be a good idea?” Hannah asked as she emerged from the bedroom.
Gina responded, “Steven wants to use Zia and Tina to smoke out the local drug dealers. I thought it might be a good idea as long as you and I were with them.”
Hannah exclaimed, “These people kill for no apparent reason! So, if you want to follow up on this crazy idea, Steven, then Gina and I must to be with them at all times!”
 I jumped in and said, “This is what I suggest you do. Hannah, you and Gina take the girls to stay at your apartment for a few days. While you’re there, see if you can coax Zia into taking you guys to meet the drug dealers.”
“Why do you want Tina involved?”
“Tina has established a good rapport with Zia in the short time she’s been here. Zia should be able to open up to her about her past contacts. After that, we will follow the money.”
Hannah said, “Well, we might be able to work with that plan. But if there is any threat to these kids, it stops immediately, Steven!”
“Sounds good, Hannah, stay in touch with me several times a day. Also, no one else can know of the plan for now, especially John and Mike.”
Sometime later, Bianca, Tina and Zia arrived from the Cheng Liu estate. Everyone shared hugs and kisses. It was noisy with all the girls trying to speak at the same time. Finally, Hannah said, “Why don’t all us girls go to my place for a few days and have some fun?” Bianca declined, of course. That got the rest of them all excited and the two kids packed up their belongings. 
As they were leaving, Tina gave me a kiss and said, “I know you’re up to something, Steven.”
“Just be cool, my little Tina.” Then Gina kissed me with passion and they all left. Not long after, Miller returned. He asked, “Where is everybody?”
“The girls went to Hannah’s apartment to have some fun for the next few days.”
“That’s great,” he said as he kissed Bianca lovingly.
Bianca asked, “How did you arrange that one, Steven?”
“I made a suggestion and they all ran with it.”
“Well good for you. Now we will have some peace around here for a while.”
As Miller’s housekeeper made dinner, Bianca went to get changed. 
 Miller asked, “What’s really going on here, Steven?”
“I put our plan in motion with Hannah and Gina on board.” 
“Well, that’s good news, I think.”
“If we get some kind of lead, it will work just fine.”
“I would give it about three days because we have to raid the Manila plant soon. Otherwise, the trail will be cold.”
“Frank, I’ll stay on top of it, not to be concerned. As a matter of fact, we should start planning the raid tomorrow.” 
“Good.” 
 We ate dinner and sat around talking a bit. Bianca was very happy with her relationship with Miller. Things were working out for her and I was happy for them. Soon enough, the two retired to bed rather early. This I could understand. I was beginning to dose off on the couch when my cell phone rang. It was Gina. She told me they were at a club near Snake Alley. Zia had introduced them to some of her friends and they looked like a bunch of drug addicts. 
I asked, “Gina, where is the club? I’ll come down there to observe.” 
“It’s behind Chang’s fish market, right at the end of the Snake Alley. Go through the fish market and down the first set of stairs you come to. We are in the rear of the club. Don’t show yourself. Zia doesn’t know what we’re doing.”
“No problem, I’ll be undercover.”
I took a taxi to the fish market and proceeded to the club. Down the stairs I went. Once inside, I found the place to be jammed with people of all ages. The DJ had music blasting all over the place from a grouping of rather large speakers. This environment was good for my cover. I made my way to a dark table where I could observe the girls in action. Using my cell phone camera, I started taking pictures of all the characters around the girls. Hannah and Gina were so worried about Zia that they lost track of Tina. She wasn’t anywhere around the crowd. Soon enough, I felt her pretty arms go around my waist from behind. 
“You’re all mine now that I’ve found you.”
“Are you some kind of spy or something?”
“I thought that was your job, Steven.”
“Okay, you got me. Now tell me what’s going on. And why are you dressed like that?” She was wearing tight jeans and a mid-drift tee shirt. The tee shirt seductively accented her small braless underage perky breasts. 
“Do you like it, Steven? Zia loaned it to me. Tell me the truth now.”
“Yes, it’s gorgeous but I don’t want you to dress that way.”
“So, you do care.”
“Of course I care about you, now behave. What can you tell me?” With our eyes glued on our crowd, we continued to talk.
“Well, see the Asian guy with the long dyed blond hair?”
“Yes. What about him?”
“Don’t you think he’s cute?”
“Cut it out, Tina.”
“Relax, old timer. He’s the number one pusher in this place. Everybody comes to him for a fix. He takes them outside to his car and sets them up. All the other clowns around him are his bodyguards. Do you want me to infiltrate his organization?”
“Take it easy, Tina. How did you guys wind up here?”
“Hannah suggested that we all go out clubbing and Zia recommended this place.” 
“Do you think Zia is tempted?”
“I think she is. She keeps on moving over to the corner with one of blonde’s bodyguards. A couple of times they kissed when no one was looking. And that guy is high on something weird. Oh, and Zia wants to go to John’s place for the night.”
“Alone?”
“No, she wants me to come with her.”
“Why does she want you over there?”
“That, I don’t know.”
“Okay, here’s what we’re going to do. I’m going to take some more pictures of the gang. Go tell Gina to drop you guys off at John’s building and I’ll take it from there.”
“Roger, that, Boss. Let me suggest something before we leave.”
“What’s that?”
“Give me fifteen minutes with the blond kid outside. I’ll be able to find out what kind of drugs he’s has in his car and how much. You can go out the side door and be just ten feet away from me.”
“Oh, Tina, you be careful. Tell Gina what we are doing first.”
Brave, young Tina set off on her mission. I moved quickly across the club floor and stood next to the side door waiting for Tina to go out. I watched her tell Gina the plan. Gina looked around for me but I was well hidden. I know she thought I was crazy to let the kid out of our sight. I thought it was for the good of the mission but I was still worried. 
Tina flirted with the ringleader and she must have said the right words. The two of them moved out the back door. I went to exit the side door and it was jammed. I was pushing to no avail. I was ready to go flying out the back door when a young kid came over and showed me the trick to open the door. I almost kissed the guy as I moved quickly and silently close to where Tina was. The drug dealer began to fondle Tina but she was one smart kid. She kept him moving around until she could see his stash of drugs. I heard her tell him that she was not impressed with him because he was only a small time operator. He took the bait and showed her the huge load of drugs under a rear compartment in his car. Not to blow her cover, she let him play around with her for a while. She told him she had to leave for now but she would be back to see him later. He went along with the program. Once back inside the club, I knew she was safe. 
I high tailed it over to John’s place and waited on the side of the building out of sight. Soon the girls arrived. Tina and Zia jumped out of the car and started to go inside. I made sure Tina saw me before she entered the building. Gina also noticed me. She waited until the kids were inside, then she and Hannah came over to talk with me. 
Gina asked, “Steven, what are you up to?”
“Tina was able to establish the long blond haired guy as the primary dealer in the area. I need you girls to stake out the club and to track his every move. Eventually, he’ll lead us to bigger fish.”
Gina asked, “Do you want us to infiltrate his group?”
“If you guys think it’s necessary, do so but only if there is no other way.” 
“At least stay with him until I can get you some relief. Probably Tao Li will send some of his people.”
 Hannah spoke, “We can do both. Get involved with this group and have Tao Li’s people shadow us.”
“Okay, just be careful and call me periodically on my cell.”
Gina said, “Here we go again. Let’s get back to the club.” The two kissed me and took off. 
As I stood outside the building a little while longer, Tina casually walked out the front door. She walked up to me and said, “Let’s walk.” 
We started to walk down the street. I asked, “What’s going on, Tina?”
“When Zia and I arrived here, we went upstairs and entered John’s apartment. Zia has keys to the front door and to John’s apartment.”
“I guess he really trusts her.”
“One would think so. She told me to sleep in the other bedroom because she would be sleeping with John. I told her I would probably return to Hannah’s place and for her not to worry. She told me about the phone in the lobby where it would be safe to call a taxi. We hugged and she went into his room. I listened by the door for a bit and I heard Zia crying. John must have woken when he heard her. Zia told John that she went to the club but she didn’t do any drugs. When he asked why, she told him the whole story.”
“I guess that’s a good thing.”
“But wait, there’s more. I heard her say, ‘John, make love to me.’ He said, ‘Come here you beautiful baby,’ that was all I needed to hear and I was out of there so fast. I was hoping you would still be here.”
“Listen, John has done a lot for Zia, so if they are doing it, that’s fine. Just keep it between us.”
“Okay, Boss whatever.” 
“Tina, you did great spy work tonight. I’m very proud of you.” I put my arm around her and kissed the top of her head. We went to Hannah’s apartment to get some sleep. I sent Tina into Hannah’s room while I went to sleep in Linda’s room. I always slept here when Linda and I were more intimate. Linda’s fragrance on the sheets brought back some pleasant memories. 
 
 
 ______
 

 
 
I was reminded of one thing when I woke up. If you don’t shut the blinds, the sun comes glaring through the window at sunrise. When I did awake, I felt someone lying next to me. It was Tina. My first reaction was anger but I looked at the child curled up in a little ball with her clothes on from the night before. This kid can really break my heart. I gently got out of bed as not to wake her. I went to the kitchen to make some fresh brewed coffee. As I sat and reflected over last night’s activities, Tina came rushing into the room. She started to get me a cup out of the cabinet for the coffee. 
With her head hung down she asked, “Steven, how do you like your coffee?”
“I like it black with a little cream, please.”
“I’m sorry for sleeping with you last night. I find it safe when you are near me.” 
I told her to come to me and sat her down on my knee. Then I said, “Its’ okay we just can’t make it a habit. I kissed her on the cheek and hugged her. She hugged me back and that put a pretty smile on her face. We both had some coffee while I called Tao Li. I told him of the situation with the dealer. I asked him to send a couple of his people to relieve my girls. I also told him we got Zia to take the girls to the club and that she was not looking for any drugs. This made him happy on both counts. I reminded him not to rush in until we get to the big guys. He agreed. I called the girls and told them they were going to be relieved soon. I also told them to give Tao a call with their location and then to meet me at Miller’s apartment. Tina dressed in a more conservative outfit. We cleaned up and went to Miller’s place. 
 ______
 

 
 
When we arrived, Bianca and Frank were the only ones there. Bianca made breakfast for us; toast, eggs, and bacon. Tina was starving and I had another cup of coffee. After telling them about the events of last night, Miller said, “I think we can move on the Manila facility tonight.”
“What about the drug gang right here?”
“Not a problem, I had some ground troops verify the location of the Manila plant and an air strike will commence this evening. Your guys can continue on the operation here.”
“That’s great, Frank. I think I can have John and Tao take over this operation so I can start my move back to Italy.”
“You have about five days before the cargo ship gets to Naples. I think you would want to be there when it arrives.” 
“You bet I do.” At that moment, Hannah and Gina arrived. I asked, “Are things going as planned with this local drug dealer?”
Hannah responded, “Tao Li has his people on the case. He told us to let you know that John is also onboard.”
“Good work, girls. Now we can see who will be returning to Italy.”
 Gina asked, “Who do you think you will need to finish the mission?”
“I don’t want too many people from my group going back. There are other more important cases to be handled around here. I’ll talk to everyone before I make any decisions. Hannah, can you call the team and tell them to meet us at the General’s conference room soon?”
“Sure, will do, Boss. I think you should consider what you want to do with Tina in the grand scheme of things. She has become very attached to you.”
“She’s also attached to you, Hannah.”
“But you are the male father figure in her life.”
“Well, we have to move fast when we are back in Italy. Gina what do you think?”
“If she comes with us, she’ll need a new identity. And if necessary, I can leave her with relatives. I have plenty of those in Italy.”
Bianca chimed in, “She is more than welcome to stay with Frank and me. Right, Frank?”
“Sure, this place is certainly safer.”
“Okay, I’ll make up my mind later. Let’s get to our meeting.”
Leaving Tina behind with Bianca, we arrived at the conference room where Tao, John and Mike were waiting. John had a mean look on his face. I think it was because of the Zia incident. I told everyone to stand by while I went outside with John. I asked, “Okay, John, what’s on your mind?”
“You know exactly what’s bothering me. You used Zia without even consulting me about it.”
“John, it happened too fast to talk to anyone. I was with the girls the whole time. I wouldn’t allow her to get into any trouble.”
“The kid was really upset just by going into the club. That club is her addiction.”
“Alright, John, I apologize. But the kid led us to a firm target that I would like you to continue with while I’m gone.”
 “Now where are you going?”
“I’m headed back to Italy to meet the ship that left here several days ago. I promised some people that I would help clear up the drug matter in Italy. I’ll be gone a couple of weeks at the most. I think you should bring Linda and maybe Cathy back to Taipei to help you. The decision is up to you.”
“Alright, Steven, I can handle things around here. But you know you’ll never rid Italy or any other country of their drug problems.”
“You’re right about that, John, but I can get rid of a few kingpins.”
“Are you taking Tina with you?”
“I think so.”
“Be careful with the young ones. They get too attached.”
“John, from what I can see you are doing just fine with Zia.”
“Maybe, we’ll see what happens with that situation.” 
We returned to the group and I explained everything. I said, “John, Tao and Mike will continue with the drug mission here and any other thing that might come up. I will check in periodically. Hannah, Gina and I will be going back to Italy for a while. We will be taking the kid, Tina, with us.” I couldn’t help notice the smile on Hannah’s face when I mentioned it. 
I continued, “When you find the drug plant, you all know what to do and don’t take any prisoners. Good luck to us all.” Everyone went their separate ways. I asked Tao Li to wait one minute before he left. I told him to kill every drug addict associated with this particular group. This would ensure Zia’s future. I also told him to do it with discretion. He agreed and thanked me as he left. Before I could leave, Hannah came in the room and closed the door. She threw her arms around me and kissed me with strong emotion. 
She said, “You’re doing the right thing, Steven.”
“What do you mean, by taking you with me or Tina?”
“Both of us, you incredible man.”
“Okay, tiger, let’s get ready for this mission.” 
 When we returned to Miller’s place I took Tina to the side and quietly asked her, “Tina, do you want to stay here or do you want to come back to Italy with me and the girls?”
Without hesitation, she said, “I want to be with you, Steven, wherever you go. But only if you want me.”
“I always want you around. Then it’s settled, you’re coming with me.” 
 Before we left, I called Cathy and Linda and told them of my plans. I especially told Linda to ease back into the job. She agreed. I mentioned to Cathy to come back to Taipei periodically to help. She also was onboard. I told them that I loved them both and I would see them soon. 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

13 – The Return
 ______________
 
 
 
 
The next morning the girls and I said our goodbyes to Miller and everyone else and we were off to Italy. We had to make a stop in Japan first to get new credentials for Tina. I met with my clandestine team there and they made all the arrangements for Tina’s new identity. She now was of legal age, at least on paper, and was a computer clerk with the U.S. State Department. Our overnight stay was in an exclusive hotel. We all shared one room. Lord knows it was big enough! We spent the night on the town enjoying a fancy restaurant and visiting some cool Japanese discos. Everyone had a good time. The girls bought Tina some new clothes and included some nice outfits for themselves, all on my credit card, of course.
When we arrived in Rome, our first stop was to see Enrico Bassie. He was at his usual post down in the dark dungeons under the church. Gina introduced Hannah and Tina. She did not reveal Tina’s real identity. He welcomed us all to his vigilant station. 
Then he asked, “Steven is it alright to speak in front of everybody?”
“It’s okay, this is my trusted team.”
“Well, my sources tell me that Bono and Campo are both back in Italy. They are up to something because there is a lot of activity in their camps.” I couldn’t help notice the silent anger that came over Tina’s face. But it was to be expected.
“Enrico, the only thing I can report is the arrival of a ship out of Taiwan carrying arms and drugs. It’s due in Naples any day now. Do you have any people you can trust to observe the port?”
“The best people, in my opinion, come out of Carlo Balsano’s group. He has handpicked each one of his troops. I would recommend you see him about any surveillance operations. These are the people I get my information from.”
“Okay, Enrico, we’ll talk to Carlo when we get to Naples.” It was a short visit with the priest. We all left and checked into a hotel. It wasn’t first class, this time we had to keep a low profile. So, two rooms it was. Tina and Gina went to pick up some pizzas for dinner. We decided to stay in for the evening. 
Using my super-duper new cell phone, I called Miller for a report on the location of the renegade ship. He told me the tracking station indicated its’ arrival in Naples was two days out. He also told me of the successful attack in Manila. The bombing of the drug facility destroyed everything there. In addition, my team isolated the location of the drug plant in Taiwan. He also said my team decided to sit on it for a while since it may lead them to other operations in the area. I told Miller what we were up to and that I’d be in contact with him soon. We ended our call. I immediately called Winston Moore in DC to see if he had any information for me. 
He answered his phone, “Moore here, how can I help you?”
“Winston, it’s me, Steven. How are you doing?”
“Hey, Steven, it’s good to hear from you.”
 “Have you made any progress on the mission I gave you?”
“I’m afraid so, this whole thing is bad.”
 “Well, tell me. I’m on our high security cell phone.”
“I designed the security of that phone but the information I have is too dangerous. You need an encryption computer network at the highest level of security. Contact me when you can connect with a secure site. Use the depth of the submerged nukes we tracked as a way in through my firewall. Talk to you later.” He hung up. Winston sounded shook up. I would have to wait until we got to Naples to access his computer. I know what he was referring to with the depth of the nukes. We worked on a case to find nuclear weapons and we discovered the location by some fancy calculations. The weapons were at 200 feet below the surface of the water. The key number is 200. Later in the evening, after our pizza and some laughs, I sent Hannah and Tina to their room so we could all get some sleep. I stayed with Gina. Finally, we were alone feeling uninhibited and able to make love and sleep anyway we wanted. It felt good. 
The next morning I went to see Tom York at our secret meeting place, the coffee house near the embassy. I took Gina with me in case he needed more help from her father. When he arrived a bit late, he looked angry. 
I asked, “Tom, are you okay? You look a little stressed.” 
“Stressed is not the word. With the help of Gina’s contact, I was able to pin the murder of Roger Woods on two of Hightower’s people.”
“Well, that sounds like good news.”
“One would think so. But before I can arrest a civilian, I need authorization from the ranking diplomat in the country. In this case, it is our ambassador Lawrence Storms. He told me directly to back off for a while since this may become a political hot potato. I showed him all the evidence but he continued with the same order. Something is not right here, Steven.”
“Listen, my friend, just take it easy. I’ll help you get to the bottom of this. I will continue to work on my case and I’ll bet there is a connection between the two. Stay cool and I’ll get back to you when I have some news.”
“I hope you’re right, Steven.” We left as quietly as we arrived. 
Gina requisitioned a car from her agency and the four of us were off to Naples. With Gina at the wheel, we were there in no time at all. We went directly to Carlo Balsano’s operations center. He greeted us with much enthusiasm. We went to his office to chat. Of course, he embraced his girlfriend, Gina, who became very embarrassed. She never told anyone about her long-term relationship with Carlo. Oh well. 
Carlo asked, “How can I help you world travelers today?”
I responded, “Carlo, we need some of your people to locate the arrival of a ship coming here to Naples tomorrow.”
“That’s not too much of a problem since I have four undercover agents working the docks right now.”
“Well, that’s great, Carlo. The name of the ship is the Canton Seas and it’s from Taiwan.”
“I will do this for you but please, if you must get away quickly again please, let me know.”
“I’m terribly sorry for that incident but it was an emergency.”
“No harm done. Will you all join me for dinner at my place tonight?”
“Sure, Carlo, it would be a pleasure.”
“Ah, great, I’ll call my housekeeper to tell her I have guests tonight.”
“Carlo, one other thing, do you have a computer with internet access we could use?”
“Sure, through that door,” while he pointed to a door leading to another office. He continued, “This is my private workstation and it has the highest level of security possible. Feel free to use it.” He excused himself since he had other pressing matters. All four of us went to Carlo’s workstation. Once there, Tina and Hannah started to laugh. Teasing Gina, Tina said, “Oh, Gina, you wild thing you.” 
I had to laugh also. Then Gina said, “Steven, we are not staying at his apartment tonight!”
Smiling, I said, “But Gina, he has so much room there.”
“Very funny, don’t push me.”
Tina exclaimed, “Do I detect a lovers’ quarrel?”
I said, “Okay, let’s get to work.” I sat at the workstation and started to slowly type in Winston’s address. 
Finally, Tina said, “Steven, may I help you?”
“Do you know anything about these computers?”
“Isn’t my new job title computer clerk?” She immediately sat down and began typing a mile a minute. This kid could type. Then she started to enter all kinds of key strokes that none of us knew. 
I had to ask, “Tina, you can really type on that thing but what else are you doing?”
“I’m creating our own little network that no one can read going out over the web or when we leave here. Now quick, tell me your friend’s address!” I gave it to her and we still were not able to read all the symbols she was typing. Again, she said, “Your friend’s firewall is looking for a password or code word. What is it?” 
I told her 200 and she quickly typed it in. Almost instantly, the message came up “encryption code 770A” as Tina’s young fingers zipped over the keyboard, like a seasoned professional. She said, “Watch the screen, the message will appear momentarily.”
It started to come into view instantly. Bank of Switzerland, account number W33E44908. Owners: Ricardo Bono; Lawrence Storms; Fred Clark; Phillip Moody; Marco Marino; William Dreyfus. Account total 600,000,000 Swiss Francs. It continued bank after bank, different countries, account numbers, astonishing account balances. 
Gina asked, “Tina, can you load this onto a disk?”
“Sure, I’ll put them on the flash memory and a CD. When I’m done, no one will know what went on here. I’ll also let the source know what we have done.”
In a matter of minutes, Gina and Hannah had the devices in their possession. Tina closed out her session and entered more code. 
I asked, “Where on earth did you learn all this, Tina?”
She smiled and responded, “If I tell you, I’ll have to kill you.” She jumped out of the chair and kissed me on the cheek, “I think we should leave now, if anyone tries to trace our activities they will be logged on to Barbie Doll dot com.” 
We told Carlo we would see him later as we hustled out of his place. We drove out of Naples for a little while and Gina pulled over to the side of the road. That’s when we all started to laugh out loud. With tears in our eyes, we all were hugging Tina. What an amazing kid!
I asked, “Tina, where did you learn all that computer stuff?”
“Since I was about eight years old, I began to pick it up on my own. Then several years later, I officially took courses in programming and networking. I won first prize in a computing contest held in Milan. I was the youngest of all the contestants. One time, I hacked into the bank of Naples and left a trail leading to my father’s phony company. He had to pay off a few people to avoid prosecution. Eventually, he found out it was me and he beat me silly.”
I said, “Well, Tina, you sure have become an instant asset to our team! You will be our resident computer expert.” She happily began to smile. 
 That night we went to Carlo’s apartment for dinner. He was a gracious host and set out a nice spread. After dinner, we sat around talking about the business at hand. Carlo said, “Steven, I have a couple of choppers keeping an eye on the Canton Seas as it approaches the port. It looks like it will dock sometime tomorrow night.”
“That’s great, Carlo, keep me posted.” I gave him my cell phone number. He agreed and the two of us went on his balcony. Carlo was a bit tipsy, once again. The last time I drank with him, he became extremely depressed. I had to assume he had a drinking problem. He said, “Steven, do you know at one time I wanted to be an artist?”
“No, I never knew that.” 
“It was a great passion of mine. My father insisted I join the Carabinieri. Like a good son, I followed his wishes. At times I hate myself for not following my dream.”
“Hey, Carlo, it’s never too late.”
“I know but I have become obsessed in being the best in my field now. Sometimes when I drink, I have thoughts of what could have been. I can’t even love Gina the way she deserves. I am truly self absorbed in what I am doing now.”
“Well, we all have our moments. I sure have my share of them also.”
“Steven, do you like Gina?”
“Yes, I do, very much.”
 “Then care for her, she is a sweet angel.”
“You’re absolutely correct on that one, my friend.”
“I’ll never stand in the way of her happiness.”
“Good, but tell me something, Carlo, what do you think of your father?”
“Over the years we have grown distant. I don’t even know who he is anymore. Actually, I don’t have any trust in him. I think he has too much power in his current position. There are times I have even investigated him. Every time I get close to his wrong doings, I let it go. It would be hard for me to put him in jail but soon I think it must be done. One thing is for sure, I will take down the creep Marco Marino. I know he’s dirty.” 
“Why not arrest him?”
“In due time, I will have enough evidence to put him away for a long time.”
“Is there anybody else on your hit list?”
“Many people, Steven. I will take down Bono, Campo, the American Fred Clark and others.”
“Please, keep me informed, especially when it comes to Clark. I think we have a mutual enemy there.”
“We need enough evidence so they don’t walk out of jail in a year or two.”
Carlo was obviously a man of the law. He and I would use different tactics to bring down the culprits. This was a good conversation. 
Since Gina didn’t want to stay there, we thanked him for his hospitality and we all left. We headed to another one of Gina’s safe houses. It was a fourth floor apartment in a seedy part of town. The place was clean enough but it was being used by a couple of her agents. They didn’t expect our arrival but they snapped to when they saw Gina. There were two bedrooms in the place and one bathroom. Gina didn’t know they would be there. She told us we should go someplace else. 
I said, “We’re here now so let’s get some sleep and find another place tomorrow, assuming you can trust these guys,” as we walked into one of the bedrooms.
She replied, “I think these guys are okay, just don’t say too much around them. The only problem is we will all have to sleep in the same bed.”
While bouncing on the bed, Tina exclaimed, “Let’s have a pajama party! But wait, nobody has pajamas! This will really be a party!” We all had a good laugh with Tina’s quick wit. Gina went out to talk to the two men while I got comfortable on the edge of the bed. Hannah took a blanket and pillow to lie on the floor. Tina lay on the bed with me until Gina returned. Tina said, “Steven, do you think I’m invisible?”
“No silly, why do you ask?”
“Because the two guys out there are my father’s friends and I know they know me.”
I asked, “Gina, tell me about these guys, quickly?” I jumped up to check out the one window in our room. Immediately, Hannah ran for the door to listen. 
Gina responded, “All I know is they have been stationed in Naples for about ten years.” 
Hannah whispered, “One of them is on the phone.” 
I asked, “What can you hear?”
“They’re telling someone that Gina and Tina are here. It sounds like their accomplices are nearby and they are on their way.”
I said, “There is no way out of this window so we’ll have to use the front door.” Hannah went into the room casually and engaged the men in conversation. She told them she was going for a walk. When they attempted to detain her, she instantly slit their throats. 
She exclaimed, “All clear, now let’s get out of here!” We gathered up our belongings and began to leave the apartment. Hannah turned on the gas burners full force. She didn’t light them. Then she quickly set up a match striker by attaching several matches to the bottom of the door. When the door would open, the matches would ignite. Hannah stayed behind to ensure her trap was set up properly. We all were down the stairs in a matter of minutes. Once we were in the car, Hannah caught up to us. I told Gina to move down the street a little and wait. In a short while, two cars filled with goons pulled up to the building. They all ran inside the front door brandishing weapons. It was about two minutes later when we saw the apartment blow, sending bodies flying out the side of the building. Gina thought for a moment then we moved on to a safer place. On the way, she stopped at Carlo’s operations center. There she picked up binoculars along with a few weapons. 
Gina took us to another relative’s house near the docks. When we arrived, a nice young couple answered the door. We were welcomed immediately and in the traditional Italian custom coffee and pastries were offered. They seemed to be a nice couple. The man was Gina’s father’s nephew. He worked for the Italian Customs Department and his wife was a member of the Carabinieri. However, she didn’t come under Carlo’s jurisdiction. We were given the use of a spare bedroom with two beds on the top floor of the house. The room had a nice balcony. From our perch, we had a bird’s eye view of the harbor. Actually, it was a beautiful view of the bay of Naples. Gina told her cousins about the Canton Seas but asked them not to intervene since we would be tracking its’ cargo when it arrives in Italy. They seemed to understand. The couple told us they would be working the next day. So after some small talk, we all retired. Gina and I had jumped into one of the beds. It felt good and safe. Hannah and Tina shared the other bed. Tina and Hannah began to giggle quietly. 
 I asked, “Why are you two laughing?”
 Tina answered, “It’s about the pajama party we’re all having.” 
“I thought you didn’t have any pajamas.”
“We don’t!” Then they really started to giggle louder.
“Tina, find something to wear to bed.” After that, there was silence. Then from my side of the bed, Tina popped up in the darkness and said, “Never Steven, never, I’m free!” Gina started to laugh. 
I said, “Okay, all you clowns go to sleep, now.”
Finally, there was total silence as everyone fell fast asleep.
The next morning, after Gina’s cousins left for work, we all sat at the breakfast table planning our next move. Gina said, “Well, first, we must wait for the cargo to come ashore to find out its’ destination.”
Hannah exclaimed, “There is something wrong with that cargo! It doesn’t feel right!”
 I asked, “What do you mean, Hannah?”
“When I looked in the cargo holds of the ship, one of them was locked up tighter than a drum. They had everything else well exposed. The munitions, the drugs and other contraband but the other hold had something more illegal. I have wondered what it could be.”
I suggested, “Maybe we should find out before the ship unloads.”
Again, Hannah said, “Steven, I took a good look around for a way into that cargo area, you’ll need a blowtorch to penetrate those steel walls. The question is what can be that important?” 
Just then, I received a telephone call from Carlo. He told me the ship dropped anchor about five miles out of port. His theory was they were ahead of schedule and wanted to arrive in port under the cover of darkness. I concurred with his assessment of the situation. I asked him to continue to observe any activities regarding the ship. He agreed and we hung up. After relaying the information to the team, I continued, “We should wait until this evening to see what Carlo comes up with.”
Gina asked, “Steven, do you think we are dealing with something extraordinary, like a nuclear device of some kind?”
Hannah responded, “Gina that is a good possibility. I think we all were thinking the same thing but were afraid to say it out loud. Assuming that’s true, now what?”
I suggested, “If we assume that’s the case, we should try to find out its’ intended target or investigate the secret cargo.”
Tina asked, “And how do we do that, oh great one?”
“Ah, I’m glad you asked that question, my child. That’s where you come in.”
“Okay, I’ll bite. What do you want me to do?”
“I think you can use the computer I saw in the living room. Try to track all stops the Canton Seas made in the last month. This may give us a lead.”
“I’ll try, Boss. Oh, by the way Gina, your cousins will never know I used their computer.”
“It is okay, Tina, do what you have to.”
Tina went to work right away. The rest of us tried to analyze the secrecy of the ship’s cargo. Hannah said, “I keep on wondering about locking up one hold of the ship and not the others.”
I said, “Hannah, let’s focus on the open cargo area. Tell me what you saw there.”
“The drugs were basically out in the open along with the weapons. The detonators were in boxes adjacent to the wall of the ship’s sealed hold.”
“What else? Think, Hannah.”
“I don’t know!” She exclaimed, “Maybe we should board the ship and take a good look.”
“You’re probably right. We’ll get onboard later tonight. Gina, we will need a small boat of some kind. Can you arrange it?”
“I’ll check with a relative or two to see if it’s possible.”
“Good girl.” Then I shouted over to Tina, “Hey, tiger, how are you doing with the research?”
“It’s early but you can see what I have so far.” We all walked over to Tina’s workstation. Once there, she showed us what she found out.
She said, “The ship was registered in the Philippines. It made several stops in the week prior to reaching port in Taiwan. It stopped in Japan for a day of refueling. It appeared to be a routine stop. However, after it left Japan it went to Vladivostok on the coast of Russia. It remained in port for two days before heading to Taiwan. The records indicate the ship dropped off grain and picked up farm equipment.”
I said, “Great work, Tina. You have an incredible future ahead of you.”
“Oh sure, I do, as long as I don’t get killed on one of your crazy missions.”
“I’m sorry. I keep forgetting that you are just a teenager. I should go slower with you when we are on the move,” as I smiled at her.
“Don’t think you’re going to leave me behind tonight. I love the excitement.”
“We’ll see.” I sent Gina and Hannah to Carlo’s place to get some special equipment and a couple of extra guns. The special equipment was to see if the ship’s cargo area had nuclear materials onboard.
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 That night after Gina secured a small boat for our mission, we headed out to the Canton Seas. On the way to the ship’s mooring, Gina received a call from Carlo. He told her the Italian Coast Guard boarded the ship about an hour earlier. This was a new twist in the case of the ship’s intentions. 
Once we arrived, it was extremely dark outside. The clouds covered what little moonlight there was. As we approached the ship, we killed our engine and floated to the side. We tied our boat to a hanging ladder. The four of us climbed the ladder, which led us to the cargo area. Hannah led the way since she was familiar with the layout of the ship. At five miles out of port, the ship was rocking rather severely. The four of us split into two teams; Hannah and Tina went to check out the sealed cargo area, while Gina and I checked on the open cargo bay. The ship was beginning to rock still more as the waves slammed against the hull. I told Gina to stay topside while I went below to investigate the ship’s cargo. It was as Hannah originally described – drugs in the open along with crates of munitions. I didn’t see anything unusual except for the missing cases of dynamite. However, I did notice something significant. The ship was rigged with a sophisticated explosive system. Further investigation revealed a controlling clock device that was set at ten minutes. This meant if the destruction sequence would be started then the ship would blow in ten minutes. I hoped the timer was accurate. I quietly returned topside where Gina was standing watch. 
I asked, “Gina, did you see anybody?”
“There is an armed guard on the top deck but he’s unaware of our activities.” Then we were joined by the rest of our team. 
 Hannah reported, “Steven, the cargo is gone.”
“Define gone, Hannah.”
“The other cargo bay is empty and it’s wide open. I scanned the area for radioactive materials and found traces around the bottom of the hold.”
I continued, “Well, I think the cargo was removed by the Italian Coast Guard boat that was here earlier. We have to find out where it’s heading.”
Hannah suggested, “We can question the Captain, if he is still on board.”
“Good idea but from what I can tell this ship is wired to explode. We will have to be careful. Gina, I think you and Tina should get to our boat and move silently away from the ship in case someone starts the explosive process device. Best I can tell, once started the ship will blow in ten minutes.”
Gina said, “If you need us, we can stay with you guys. I’m quite sure we can make the five mile swim.”
“I think it would be better if I knew you guys were safe. Be sure to get about five-hundred yards straight away from the side of the ship.”
“Okay, Boss, will do.”
“Gina, once you and Tina are away from the ship then call Carlo to let him know what’s going on. Be sure to tell him about the Coast Guard vessel. Okay, let’s all get going.” The girls went over the side as Hannah and I moved toward the Captain’s quarters. 
The strong rocking of the ship and the cover of darkness worked in our favor. We made our way one level up when one of the guards spotted us. Before he could raise his gun or shout, Hannah threw her knife and nailed him in the neck. He fell over the railing onto the same deck we were on, with a rather noisy thud. Hannah quickly removed her knife from its target. We approached the Captain’s cabin with caution. Once we arrived at the door, I knocked lightly while Hannah with a muffled voice said in Chinese, “Captain, something is wrong out here.” The Captain opened the door rather abruptly as Hannah and I rushed inside throwing him to the floor. I put my pistol to his forehead while Hannah began to interrogate our prisoner. 
Finally, Hannah said, “Kill him, he knows nothing!”
He shouted “No! Please, don’t kill me, I will tell you what I know!”
Hannah continued, “Talk now or my friend will blow your brains out!”
“The boat that was here earlier took the cargo. It was three small crates. I don’t know their destination.”
Hannah repeated, “Kill him, he knows nothing!”
“I am telling you the truth!”
“What is in the crates?” Hannah shouted.
 “It is the ingredients to make a RDD.” A radiological dispersal device (RDD) is the term used for a Dirty Bomb. Although it’s not a weapon of mass destruction, it still can contaminate a large area depending on the level of explosive and the type of radioactive material used.
Hannah continued, “Who ordered this bomb?”
“I know the Russian is involved and some Arab guy.”
“Where are they now?”
“The Russian left with the RDD but I don’t know where the Arab man went.”
“Is that all you know?”
“Yes, just don’t kill me!” The Captain squirmed around the floor of his cabin. I hit him on the back of his head with my revolver as Hannah and I left to join our team. 
Hannah said, “We should disable the ship before we go, Steven.”
“I agree. Let’s go back to the cargo area and set off the detonators to blow the ship.” We hustled to the ship’s hold. Once there, we went down to the bottom of the cargo area and looked for the devices to explode the ship. Hannah found the starter button to begin the sequence. As she hit the switch, alarms began to sound throughout the ship. We quickly returned topside only to find a rather large group of goons ready to do combat with us. I shot several of them as the rest rushed me to do battle. Hannah began to slit throats as the well- seasoned ninja she was. The fight seemed to go on for about ten minutes. I instinctively knew we had a few seconds before detonation. Some of these thugs were beginning to take Hannah down with their clubs and fists. This made my adrenalin pump at high speed. I rushed over to her defense and quickly snapped a few necks. Moving like a professional all American football running back, I scooped up my beautiful partner and threw her over my shoulder while jumping over the side of the ship. Before we hit the water, the ship began to explode. I took Hannah down deep in the water to avoid falling debris. We surfaced about fifty yards from the exploding Canton Seas. Awaiting us was Gina and Tina to take us onboard the small boat.
Hannah was beaten up awfully bad. I took my shirt off to wrap her wounds. 
I asked, “Gina, did you call Carlo?”
“Yes, he’s on his way in a chopper.”
“Great, let’s look after Hannah. I think she’s hurt bad.” As soon as I finished my sentence, a badly burnt sailor from the ship leaped out of the water and grabbed Gina by the neck. He quickly pulled her down into the dark waters of the ocean. I immediately dove in after them. He dove to a depth of about thirty-five feet below the surface dragging Gina with him. This was bordering on a dangerous depth. I found them in the dark water with the sailor trying to choke the life out of her. After a tough struggle, I was able to get Gina loose. As she floated to the top of the water, I managed to kill the sailor. When I reached topside, Gina was laying face down in the ocean. When I turned her over, I started to get her into the boat. Then I heard gun shots ring out. With Gina tucked under my arm, I looked on to the boat to find two more of the ship’s sailors shot to death. They were killed by the hand of Tina holding the smoking gun. I managed to get Gina onboard with Tina’s help. The kid knew first aid as she began to resuscitate Gina’s unconscious body. Sure enough, Gina began to spit up the salty ocean from her lungs and began to breath. I held Gina in my arms as Tina was tending to Hannah’s battered body. I threw the dead sailors off our boat as we headed back to port. 
A few minutes later, Carlo’s chopper met us on the rough seas. Lowering down a basket, we were able to get our wounded team to the safety of the chopper. Once we were all on board, the chopper headed for a hospital. With the wounded in good hands, I briefed Carlo on the events of the evening including the strong possibility of a dirty bomb on the loose in Italy. He assured me that every available resource would be looking for the Coast Guard boat. Carlo also suggested that a group of his most trusted people move on these latest developments immediately. He asked me to join him at his office here in Naples at 6 a.m. That wouldn’t give me too much time for anything else, certainly, sleep was out of the question, but I agreed. 
I went to see Hannah first. She was awfully banged up with broken ribs and bruises all over her. I sat on the bed and held her in my arms. I said, “This was a bad one, pretty baby.”
“I’ll survive, not to worry.”
“I don’t like to see you in this kind of shape.”
“Just get me out of here so we can get to work on the RDD.” 
Tina entered the room and hugged her dear friend. She asked, “Are you going to come with us? I’ll take good care of you.” 
Hannah responded, “I know you will, Tina. You took care of those two clowns on the boat exceptionally well. How are you feeling about that?”
“When someone is threatening your best friend and you have the deep seeded anger that I have, killing is easy.” Hannah and Tina embraced each other again with tears in their eyes. I told Hannah I would see the doctor about her release. On the way, I stopped in to see Gina who was ready to leave. She told me the doctor said she would be fine. I obtained the release of the two girls and we went back to Gina’s cousins’ house. Again, they were gracious hosts. All of us made it to the room with a view and cleaned up our salt-water soaked bodies. Tina gently cleaned up Hannah’s bruised body with the utmost feeling of love. She cared for her as if Hannah was the child. 
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 Gina and I prepared for our meeting with Carlo. We left Tina behind to care for Hannah. On the way out, we stopped to talk to Gina’s cousin. Gina asked him if there was a Coast Guard boat in the region of the Canton Seas. He said no boats were dispatched last night except a large vessel, which patrols the coastline about twenty-five miles offshore. Since he’s in charge of the port of Naples, he found the situation rather peculiar. Gina thanked him and asked if he could look into it further and let her know. He agreed and we left for our meeting. 
We arrived at Carlo’s operation center at 6 a.m. sharp. With all the high-level security people attending, I thought I entered the central briefing room at the Pentagon. There were maps, satellite tracking monitors and computers buzzing all over the place. Gina and I with all the brass went into the conference room. Carlo brought everyone up to speed on the activities surrounding the Canton Seas. His superiors started to question me about my involvement with the alleged RDD. I assured them my motives were to track the ship resulting from of a suspicious illegal arms deal. I continued my briefing under the premise that stumbling onto the RDD was purely accidental. After persistent discussions, they seemed to buy off on my story. It was at that point everyone began to move their divisions into coordinated actions under the auspices of Carlo and his team. Carlo was delighted with the command of such an operation. It would be good for his career if he could find the bomb. 
After the crowd cleared, I sat with Gina and Carlo to put together a lead of some kind. Carlo and I ran all kinds of scenarios but we couldn’t manage one solitary lead. While we were talking, Gina sat quietly thinking. 
Carlo finally asked, “Gina, why are you so quiet?”
“I’m thinking,” she responded.
Carlo again spoke, “About what? Think out loud.”
She thought for a moment more, then she spoke, “Let’s suppose this is a terrorist attack.”
Carlo commented, “We don’t even know if it involves terrorists.”
I chimed in and said, “Carlo, let her finish her thought. She may be on to something.”
She continued, “If you were a radical terrorist, what would be the most offensive act you could achieve?”
We both stared at her for a moment and I asked, “What?”
“Well, we are five days from Easter Sunday and what a way to make a worldwide statement by exploding a dirty bomb in Vatican City.” We all sat quiet for a moment.
 Carlo exclaimed, “Ingenious, Gina, ingenious! We will close off the entire city, including Rome.”
I suggested, “I don’t think we should be that obvious. We should set up roadblocks as regular security measures but we must try to stop them before they even get close. Put plain-clothes agents on every road leading to Rome and throughout every town on the way. Find the device with the gang of fanatics and take them down.”
“Good ideas, Steven. Why don’t you and your team go ahead to Rome and analyze possible scenarios. Take one of our unmarked communications vans so you can be in contact with all groups involved. I’ll send several agents with you in a follow car. We’ll meet at SISMI headquarters in Rome.”
“Okay, Carlo, we’ll get started right away.” We shook hands and wished each other luck.
After picking up Tina and Hannah, we were on the road to Rome. While Gina drove, Tina manned the communications equipment. Hannah sat in the reclining seat so she could get much needed rest. I sat by the control console with Tina. We started to work the computer system. I asked, “Tina, can you hack into the public records of Rome and the Holy See?”
“I guess so, what are we looking for?”
“I want to know of all permits pulled for any construction jobs in the area. Also, parking permits for news media vans and any new artwork going into both cities.”
“Would you also like me to order us a pizza? That’s a lot of information, Steven.”
“I know but I have faith in your incredible talents, young Tina.” It wasn’t long before Tina had familiarized herself with the entire system. All monitors were indicating videos from numerous sources. Most of them were receiving feeds from traffic cameras around the cities. 
When we arrived in Rome, we went to SISMI headquarters and moved our mobile system into the main communications room. Gina told the technicians to give Tina total run of the place. I immediately called Tom York at the embassy. 
He answered his secure phone, “York here, how can I help you?” 
“Tom, this is Steven.”
 “Steven, what’s going on with you?”
“Many things are happening. Meet me at our rendezvous place right away!”
“You got it, Steven. See you in a few.”
Leaving Hannah behind to help Tina, I grabbed Gina and took off in a hurry. When we arrived at the coffee house, Tom was waiting. As we entered the store, I told Tom to follow us as we quickly left. Tom was walking behind us as we turned down a quiet side street. About halfway down was an alley. I told Gina to stay on the street to keep a lookout. Tom turned down the alley and we were alone. 
Tom said, “This must be hot for you to be making all these maneuvers.”
“It is Tom, extremely hot, first of all, your ambassador, is dirty. He’s an important figure in the Hightower group. There’s dirty money in foreign accounts all over the world with his name on them. Also, a dirty bomb is on its’ way to Rome and right now that’s all we know.”
“Whoa, Steven, how do we handle this one?” 
“I think we must check on the Hightower people. Are they in town or have they fled? If they are gone, that means they’re in on it. The same goes for the ambassador.”
“Funny you should mention him. He left here this morning to meet with the ambassador in Paris. He told me he would be gone for a week.”
“That’s okay we’ll deal with him later. Right now I need your people to pick up all the Hightower clowns in town including the CIA chief, Leonard Hill.”
“I don’t have much jurisdiction outside the embassy to arrest anyone.”
“No problem, I’ll have a detachment of Carabinieri to assist you.”
“Okay, I’ll be waiting at the embassy for some assistance.” Tom left immediately after our conversation. 
On the way back to SISMI, I had Gina call her father to dispatch troops to help Tom round up the Hightower people. The charges would be terrorism. He was already aware of the bomb threat and was more than willing to send in troops to assist Tom. When we got back to the command center, Tina was in high gear. She was working the entire technical staff to death. They were checking cameras and intercepting all communications in and out of the area. I still was amazed at the intensity in which she worked. Her mind was faster than most of the people she was working with. Her fingers were dancing across the keyboard coming up with different scenarios for everyone to follow. Then she exclaimed loudly, “Stop, everyone stop, Steven, come here, please!” 
I quickly went to her workstation and asked, “What’s going on?”
“Look at camera three on the upper monitors. The guy I’m zooming in on is one of my father’s goons.”
“Where is that place?”
“It’s across the street from Vatican square.” Gina quickly got on the radio and moved some of the undercover police into the crowded area. Once there, they told us they had a fix on the suspect. Gina told them not to grab him yet but to stay close. One of the policemen looked up into the camera so we could see his position.
Carlo arrived about that time and quickly started asking questions. Gina briefed him on what we had so far. He agreed to follow the suspect rather than take him in right away. 
I said, “Tina, keep a camera on that suspect at all times. Follow him wherever he goes. Gina, Carlo, I think we should get people from both your groups who can identify other possible suspects.” They both agreed and made some calls. In a few minutes, other agents arrived and began to study the monitors. One of Carlo’s agents spotted another one of Bono’s people in the crowd. The two suspects soon joined-together and approached an unidentified man standing on a corner. The two grabbed the man as a car pulled up to facilitate a possible kidnapping. Carlo quickly radioed the agents in the area to move in and arrest everyone. This was a good call on his part but I didn’t think these guys were in on the bombing plot. In a matter of minutes, Carlo's men had all the suspects in custody.
Once we had the prisoners in our building, they were taken to separate interrogation rooms. Carlo went to talk to one of them while Gina and I spoke with the other guy. The driver of the van was placed in a holding cell. We all felt the targeted guy was a victim and we could interrogate him later. The guy in the room with Gina and me was the one Tina identified. Gina had our prisoner handcuffed to a chair. She went to a cabinet in the room and took out some duct tape. Quickly, she wrapped the tape around his ankles and covered his mouth. Gina slowly walked over to the two-way mirror used for observation and pulled the shade down. I stood there and watched her in action. She had an eighteen-inch pointy steel rod in her hand. She calmly spoke, “You know I don’t want you to talk until I have some fun.” The suspect’s eyes kept getting bigger as he watched Gina walk around the room. She continued, “I’m going to destroy your manhood, then we’ll talk, agreed!” she shouted. The prisoner began to shake his head rapidly in a negative direction as Gina approached him. She toyed with him as if he was her prey rather than her lawful prisoner. Then she sat on the table right in front of him, placing her feet on his knees and forced his legs apart. He fought but to no avail. She raised the steel rod in the air with the pointy side down and with two hands plunged it downwards. It struck the chair one inch from his genitals. The suspect began to scream under his gag. She pulled the rod out of the chair and began the process again. This time she hit a little closer to her target. The man shook his head back and forth trying to plead with his captor. He began to wet his pants uncontrollably as he continued to beg with his eyes. 
Gina spoke again, “Will you tell me what I need to know?” The gagged man began to move his head in the affirmative. She ripped the gag off his mouth as she continued, “What were you going to do to the guy you tried to kidnap. And what are you doing in Rome? If you lie, we start over again and no mercy this time.” 
“We were there to rough him up a little, the guy owes us money,” as he spoke in an unsteady voice.
“Who do you work for?”
“I work for Bono, you should treat me nice.” Gina raised the rod in her hands again.
“Okay, okay, take it easy!”
“We want to know about the cargo of the Canton Seas. What can you tell us about it?”
“The cargo was supposed to be drugs and some munitions. Other than that, I don’t know anything.”
I chimed in and said, “What do you know about Abdullah Azure?”
“I never heard of him.”
“Gina, persuade him some more.”
“Okay, he’s in Italy somewhere but I don’t really know where.”
“What went on with the phony coast guard ship?”
“What do you mean?” 
Gina still perched on the table began to push the steel rod into his groin. She asserted a small amount of pressure and said, “You’re beginning to bore me so start talking without any bull!”
He responded quickly, “Okay, we transferred the vital cargo from the large ship to the bogus coast guard ship. We moved up the coast to a small cove north of the Pozzuoli area. Once there, some Arab looking guys with a van were waiting. They took the three crates off the boat and left the small port in a hurry.”
“Do you know what was in the crates?”
“No, I was told not to ask any questions. Just drop off the cargo and leave the boat where it was. Then my boss called and told us to go to Rome. Once there, we were supposed to rough up the guy you caught us grabbing. That is all I know about this job, I swear.”
Gina asked, “Do we believe this idiot?”
“I think he’s telling the truth, otherwise he wouldn’t be here in Rome.”
The thug asked, “What do you mean?”
“Well, hotshot, you delivered a nuclear weapon to those terrorists. They will be detonating it right here in Rome sometime in the next few days. You must feel something for your country.”
“Hey, my mother lives here in Rome. I would never be a part of something like that.”
“Good, tell us every detail you know about the cargo and the people with the devices.”
“The crates were put in the van with two men. There were three guys in a follow car with Abdullah in the back seat.”
“Can you identify any of the terrorists from pictures?”
“Sure, but what’s in it for me?” 
“Probably your freedom if you can identify these guys.”
“What about my partner?”
“He’ll never know what you told us.”
Gina was out the door immediately and returned quickly with a laptop computer. She placed it in front of our informant as a slide show of known terrorists faces began to flash across the screen. Every time one was identified, Gina wirelessly sent the photo out to all police and SISMI agents’ cell phones. It was an all points bulletin with the highest level of priority. Once we were done with the informant, Gina told Carlo to release him and to have his undercover people shadow him everywhere. This was Gina’s show and she was doing a great job. 
Awhile later, we sent agents and police to the top of Saint Peter’s basilica. From there, they used high-powered telescopes to view the streets leading to the Vatican. Gina and I returned to the command center where Tina was diligently working at her post. She told us Hannah was following a suspected terrorist. By now, Rome was brimming with a large security force. With all the police activity going on around the city, no one was aware of the true danger. 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




15 - The Bomb
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I watched Hannah on the monitors as her image was tracked from the many cameras around the city. She was moving quickly through Rome hot on her suspect’s trail. I became concerned once she was out of range of the city’s surveillance system. I immediately called her cell phone. She answered, “Hannah speaking.”
I asked, “Where are you? We lost your position. Are you okay?”
I’m near the main train station on Via Cavour. My ribs hurt a little but the guy I’m following is Abdullah’s right hand man. He just went around to the back of a building. I’m going to follow him.”
“Wait, Hannah! I’ll be there shortly!”
“Steven, you worry too much. I’ll be fine.” 
 Tina exclaimed, “I’ve got her on camera! She’s near the train station!”
“Show me where!” As Tina showed me Hannah’s location, I asked, “Does anybody know where this building is located?”
One of the policemen responded, “I know where that house is.”
“Well, get me there as quick as you can!” Leaving Gina behind, the two of us were out the door in a flash. The SISMI headquarters was about a mile from our destination. Without lights or sirens, the officer drove me there in a matter of minutes. 
Upon our arrival, I went flying out the car door and down the alley where we last saw Hannah. I told the officer to call for plain-clothes backup and to surround the area without any fanfare. Once I got to the back of the building, I came upon the rear of another apartment building. It was a rundown three-story dwelling. I cautiously opened the door and went inside. I started to listen by each apartment on the ground floor. Everything was quiet. Moving to the second floor, I listened again. At one of the doors, I heard men talking in Arabic. This was it and I was about to kick the door down. Immediately a hand went around my mouth and I turned to see sweet Hannah’s smiling face. 
As she pulled me away from the door, she whispered, “Come with me. We can hear what’s going on from back here.” We retreated into the darkness under the staircase. 
I held her for a moment and said, “I’m glad to see you are okay.”
“Steven, stop worrying so much, I might get the wrong impression,” as she smiled at me.
“Get whatever you want, I just care about you.” I kissed her forehead and continued, “Now, what are they talking about in the apartment?”
“From what I can make of it, they haven’t divulged their plan yet. We should stay quiet and listen.” I told Hannah to stay put while I went up to the roof to call my police partner. Once I got him on the phone, I informed him of the current situation. He told me there were plain-clothes police all over the street and on the rooftops. I asked him to follow anyone who left our building since we needed a lead to the location of the bomb. After the call, I returned to the floor where Hannah was supposed to be waiting. No one was there. I quickly crashed through the door of the suspect’s apartment. The place was empty. I immediately called the police who were stationed outside. They told me nobody came out of the building. I told them to close in because the suspects are gone and so is my agent. 
By the time I made it to street level, the place was jam-packed with policemen. The one in charge told me they came in the front and the rear of the building. No one saw anybody leave. I anxiously asked the police to search every apartment in the building while I, along with several others, went down into the basement. All we found there was a furnace and some empty storage bins. When I returned to street level, the police told me every apartment was vacant. I couldn’t believe I lost Hannah just that quick. Something wasn’t right. The police continued to search the area and all the surrounding buildings. It wasn’t long before Gina arrived on the scene. While everyone continued to search the area, Gina took me aside. She said, “Tina received a text message from Hannah.”
“What did it say?”
“She said the terrorists where on the move in a hurry and for her to tell you that she was following them. She also said when she finds out their destination, she’ll call in.” 
“That doesn’t make me feel any better. How could she disappear into thin air?” 
“Easy, Steven, easy, Hannah is an extremely capable girl.”
Gina and I left a team of undercover police at the building, while we returned to headquarters. 
Once we arrived, Tina told me she was extremely busy since I left. She had been trying to reach Hannah via text messaging for a while but there was no response. I took Gina and Tina to another office where a computer workstation was located. I said, “Gina, we must find Hannah, quickly!”
“I know, Steven, I know.” Gina directed her attention to Tina and said, “Tina, start up this computer,” as she pointed to the one on the desk. Tina immediately complied. Within a minute, the screen was bright and Tina was awaiting instructions from Gina.
Gina said, “Tina, logon to this site,” as she pointed to a web address located on a page in a small notebook she took out of her pocket. Tina complied. The site was for the Rome building records department. After Gina gave Tina the password for the site, Tina quickly located the building where Hannah was last seen. We were not surprised to find out the building was owned by one of Bono’s corporations. The site contained maps and a live search of the area. Tina took us through a virtual tour of the building and its history. She turned the dwelling around in every direction so we could observe all aspects of the structure. We couldn’t see anything unusual. Then Gina exclaimed, “Wait a minute! Tina, take us back down to the basement.” Tina immediately dragged the mouse until we were all looking at a view of the basement. Gina continued, “There! Right there,” as she pointed to the storage area. “Look at the width of the wall behind this area. It’s abnormally wide.”
I asked, “It is a little wider than the other walls, what, do you think is there?”
“I’ll bet it’s a dummy wall. It looks like the houses my father designed. If you look closely behind the wall, you’ll see enough space for a corridor of some kind.”
“Well, it is a lead and we should act on it.” The three of us jumped up and headed for the suspect building. Gina’s driving got us there in a flash. Once we arrived in the area, she told the local police to continue their search while we went to investigate the basement. We tapped on the walls behind the storage bins. One section seemed to be hollow as we followed it to a crawl space above the storage bins. I lifted Tina up to see what was there. She crawled around for a bit until she found a latch and released it. Gina and I pushed on the section of wall until it moved revealing an open corridor. This exposed a circular staircase leading to a lower level of some sort. As I helped Tina down from the crawl space, Gina went to get a flashlight out of the car. When she returned, all three of us slowly and cautiously went down the stairs. It became darker as we descended to a lower floor about thirty feet below the surface. I did notice there was enough room to lower crates to this level. Gina scanned the area with the flashlight. The only way out was a door at the end of a long corridor. Gina led the way while Tina hung on to my arm. Tina softly exclaimed, “This sure is a spooky place!”
“Stay real close,” I said. I had to pull hard on the door to open it. As we all walked through the portal, we found ourselves on some train tracks. We started to walk single file in one direction. Again, Gina flashed the light down the tracks a little. It appeared that we were on a sharp curve of a train system. 
Then, at that very moment, the loud screeching sound of a fast moving train came around the curve of the track headed straight for us. We all quickly slammed ourselves against the wall of the tunnel just in time as the passenger train sped by us. The train with all its’ power passed within a foot or two of our perch. We all locked our hands to each other for some security. It was a matter of thirty seconds before the train passed but it felt like forever. We all took a deep breath and ran back to the door that led us here. Once there, we regrouped. 
Gina exclaimed, “That was a close call!” 
“Too close,” I confirmed.
Tina asked, “Do you spies ever lead a quiet life?”
I answered, “Tina, you know that you love it. You’re a natural for this business.”
“Well, you’re probably right, Boss but where do we go from here?”
Gina said, “That train looked like part of the local metro system. It crosses under the river and there are two stops near the Vatican.”
I responded, “The weird part is they don’t have to get that close, with the bomb to do significant damage. I think we should continue with this lead since it's the only one, we have. Tina, if you want to go back upstairs, I will understand.”
“What, and miss solving the biggest threat this country has seen in a long time! No way, I’m going on with you guys.”
“Okay, you and Gina go in the direction of the train and I’ll go in the other. We should walk about ten minutes then come back to this location. We’ll go after the next train passes.”
“Okay, Steven, let’s synchronize our watches,” Gina replied.
“By the way, Gina, in which direction is the Vatican?”
“Um, let me think.” She pondered for a moment and said, “The same direction the last train was going.”
“Good. This lead is beginning to shape up. And let’s also try to find Hannah!”
“We’ll find her, Steven, don’t worry,” Tina exclaimed.
“Okay, good luck and be careful, you two.”
About five minutes later, another train went whizzing by. All three of us quickly started out the door and proceeded on our search. After ten minutes down the track, I found nothing out of the ordinary. I returned to the meeting place to find the girls waiting there. I asked, “How did you guys do?”
Gina responded, “We didn’t find anything except a large open area where the tracks go in different directions.”
“Did you see a maintenance area for the trains?”
“There might be one on the far side of the tracks but it seemed like a difficult place to crossover. The trains were moving rather fast traveling through that area.”
“I’ll go take a look. You guys wait upstairs.”
“No way, Steven, we’re coming with you!” Gina exclaimed.
“Okay, if you want, stay close.” 
We began to move down the tracks toward the open area the girls had found. As we neared the open track location, another train came speeding by, pinning us up against the wall once again. After it passed, we looked across the myriad of train tracks in front of us. Trains were moving in different directions, some at high-speed while others slowed for warning lights. The roof on this place was about a hundred feet high. On the other side of the tracks, I saw the lights of a control center sitting atop a high tower. There was a staircase encircling the tower leading to the center. The trick was to cross the tracks without getting killed. Then Tina pointed out a catwalk, which ran on top of everything and led to the other side. I motioned to the girls to follow me across the catwalk. We began our trek right away. The ladder going up was very narrow. Once on top, we easily made it across to the other side. Before descending to the lower level, we observed the entire area below. I saw a maintenance facility in a darkened section near the tower. There were several trains in that area. Two of them were boxcars. I thought it was an unusual place for them to be. The three of us made our way down another narrow ladder. When we reached the bottom, I told Gina and Tina to check out the control station atop the tower while I went to take a closer look at the boxcars. We would meet at the ramp to the maintenance section, which was located beneath the control tower. They both agreed as we all moved out. 
I approached the platform, which led to the two boxcars. Cautiously, I moved to an open door of one of the trains. The place appeared to be deserted as I walked through the open boxcar door. I had Gina’s flashlight with me. As I shined the light toward the end of the train, I saw what seemed to be a body on the floor. Moving closer, I could see it was Hannah all tied up, gagged and laying there half-naked. By the time I reached her, I knew she was the bait as the train door closed and locked behind me. I knelt in front of Hannah as I picked her up a little. She was alive but very groggy. I slowly untied her bruised body and held her close. Blood was seeping through the bandages wrapped around her rib cage from the last beating she took. Her face was also beat up somewhat. Best I could tell she didn’t have any broken bones other than her ribs. Hannah’s tee shirt was almost torn off so I took my jacket and covered her up. After wiping her lovely face, she opened her eyes and in a soft voice asked, “Steven, is that you?”
“It’s me gorgeous, how are you feeling?” as I kissed the top of her head.
“These guys play rough. They only kept me alive because they knew you would come looking for me.”
“Well, I’m here now. You try to relax while I find a way out of this place.”
“Am I still in the boxcar?”
“Yeah, but we’ll get out of here fast.”
“They have us trapped in this miserable place. They beat me from one side to the other.”
“I can see that, try to stay calm.” I climbed up a thin ladder, to check the small trap door on roof of the boxcar. It too was locked shut. They even sealed the lower one. I went back and lay down next to Hannah to offer her some comfort. 
Then in a weakened voice, she said, “Steven, my hero. Did you know I idolized you since the first time I ever heard of you?”
 “I didn’t know that.”
“You were like the king of spies and everyone in the Mossad studied your methods. My dream came true when I met you but to be able to work with you was the greatest.”
“Listen, Hannah, based on my methods we will get out of this place. So don’t get all sentimental on me.” I kissed her again. I could feel her tears in the darkness.
Then I heard a commotion outside on the train platform. I asked, “Hannah, how many goons are there?”
“I counted six when they left the apartment.”
“Okay, lay here and take my backup revolver,” as I handed her my other gun. “If any of them come near you, kill them.” 
I jumped up and moved near the door. The commotion got louder. I figured they grabbed Gina and Tina. Tina was making all the noise. She knew I would hear her. As the terrorists opened the main door, I was ready with my gun and flashlight. When the door was opened just enough for the girls to be thrown in the boxcar, I shouted, “Duck!” The girls fell to the ground and I started firing. Three of the goons fell with shots to their heads. I forced my way out to the platform and killed two more. The last two started running fast. I yelled, “Girls, get Hannah out of the boxcar and find a safe place,” as I ran after the fleeing terrorists. I chased them but to no avail. They disappeared into the darkness. 
I quickly returned to the girls. They got Hannah out of the boxcar and were moving back toward the tower. More of the enemy started shooting at them but Tina and Gina picked up the AK-47s from the dead guys and opened fire. The enemy certainly was outgunned with Gina firing two AK-47s along with another one from Tina. Hannah also was firing my backup revolver. The enemy started to retreat. But most of them succumbed to the girls’ firepower. They were falling like ducks in a shooting gallery. I asked, “Who knows the fastest way out of here?”
Gina responded, “We can get to the street from the control tower.” So up the stairs we went. As I carried Hannah, the two girls led the way to the top of the tower. Once we reached the control room, Gina and Tina crashed through the door and began firing their guns at all the inhabitants. They all fell dead onto the floor. 
I asked, “How did you know these guys were terrorists?”
“That’s how we got caught in the first place, by coming in here,” Gina replied. 
Then Gina picked up the phone and called for backup. Police were all over the place in minutes. I told Tina to make sure Hannah gets to the hospital right away. Two policemen picked up Hannah and with Tina went to the hospital. I told Gina we have to get back to the train. She asked, “Do we need police backup?”
“Not right now, have them secure the area. I think the bomb is in one of those boxcars. Tell the police if the train starts to move to let it go. If they try to stop it, the terrorists will detonate the bomb!” After Gina conveyed my message, we both started to go back to the train platform. About halfway down the stairs, we both saw all the track traffic lights begin to turn red. 
I shouted, “The terrorists have remote control over the train traffic system! We must get on the train before it leaves!” We ran faster as the two boxcars began to move. We hit the platform running and quickly grabbed the ladder located in the front of the first boxcar. We climbed up and made it to the top of the train. The two boxcars were being pushed by an electric Locomotive car from behind. Gina and I ran to the back of the second boxcar. Once there, we lay down as not to be seen by the two men in the train drivers’ compartment. 
Gina shouted, “Let’s shoot them now!”
“No, Gina, we can’t. Do you see the one guy with his finger on the button attached to the remote device? If his finger comes off the button, the bomb will detonate. We have to disengage the bomb quickly.” We moved backwards to the trap door on top of the boxcar. It had to be in this one since the other was empty. I lowered Gina down inside the train and I followed. A dim light was on in the boxcar. There the bomb sat with all the detonation devices in place. My first thought was I wished Mike were here now. He is a nuclear weapons expert. But this was not the case. It was up to Gina and me. 
We moved around the area with Gina shinning her flashlight on whatever we were looking at. The radioactive material was in several sealed drums waiting for the explosive device to detonate. Once that happened, the effects of the radioactivity would be felt for miles around the explosion. The bomb would not do much damage but the radioactivity would kill many people and keep the target area hot for a long time. Gina found some tools on the floor of the train and handed me a wire cutter. I asked, “Do you trust me to cut the right wires?”
“I trust you to do anything. Should you cut the wrong wire, I hope we will have time to make love. That would be my only request.”
“That’s a date, my beautiful, Gina.”
I proceeded to trace the wires in and around the mechanism. The train was moving slowly. That was probably because these drums were not secured to the floor. Typical terrorist operation, slap it together and blow it up. These jerks were willing to die for their cause. After analyzing the situation, I noticed the explosive device was dynamite sticks strapped together. We opened the large side door of the boxcar to get some air inside. I knew which wires I was going to cut but first I wanted Gina on top of the train to kill the button man quickly. I told her to climb up the ladder on the side of the train and to get in place. She kissed me with great passion and went up to her perch. Fiddling around with the wires I previously selected, I finally got up the courage to start cutting. The first wire I cut was the connection from the receiver to the dynamite. Nothing happened. This was a good sign. I continued to cut wires until the entire system was dismantled. Then came the big test, take out the button man. I yelled to Gina, “Kill them! Kill them both!” Six shots rang out and I had to assume the button man was down. 
Gina quickly returned to my position. She hugged me and said, “I knew you could do it, Steven, I knew you could do it.” She started to kiss me all over. I certainly kissed her back. Then a weird thing happened, the train began to pick up speed. We both looked out the door as a station went whizzing by. The speed of the train was accelerating by the second. This was not good. We both went to the top of the boxcar to see what was going on. We had to crawl to the place where Gina was when she killed the two terrorists since we were in a low ceiling tunnel. We got to the end of the boxcar to see that the motor man fell on the controls. In doing so, he pushed the lever to maximum speed. This was getting worse. At these speeds, the radioactive material in the drums would certainly fall over. We had to stop the train. I lowered Gina down between the cars and I followed. The speed almost threw her off the train.
I yelled, “Go inside the locomotive but wait for me to unhook the boxcars.” I had to do this because as soon Gina lifted the dead guy off the controls the train would come to a screeching halt. This would certainly tip over the polluted drums in the boxcar. I began to loosen the train’s coupling device as Gina made her way into the locomotive. As the train sped through another station, I almost was thrown from between the cars onto the tracks below. With one huge effort, I finally removed the coupling device. Then I quickly jumped onto the locomotive. Soon the boxcars began to slowdown enough to avoid any collision. That’s when Gina moved the dead guy from his perch, while the locomotive came to an abrupt stop, screeching along the tracks right at a station. We jumped off while a HAZMAT team and a train engineer got onboard. They were going after the boxcars before they could do anymore damage. 
Once on the platform, Gina and I were quickly taken outside to a HAZMAT vehicle by guys in space-like suits. They threw us into the van and removed all our clothes. They proceeded to spray us down with anti-radioactive chemicals. Gina shouted over the noise, “Steven, can we make love now? It would be kind of kinky, don’t you think?” She came close to me and kissed me in all her naked glory. 
I shouted back, “Gina, what have I created with you?” 
“I guess it has been in me all my life just waiting for the right partner!” 
Soon enough the spraying stopped and one of the space suit guys gave us clothes to put on. He told us to get dressed quickly before his team goes wild. I wondered why all the guys were watching us getting sprayed. Or I should say, watching Gina getting sprayed. Gina drives men wild. Gina without clothes drives men insane! Oh well, life does have its’ moments.
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Now that the emergency was over, all the security people went back to normal operations. The Italian citizens were unaware of the potential tragedy that almost occurred. Just as well. Carlo thanked me profusely along with my team before returning to Naples. I contacted Tom York who told me the suspects in question have all left Rome. I replied, “Tom, that’s par for the course. If they should return, have Gina’s father arrest the lot of them.” He agreed and thanked me for my help. Gina checked on the Bono guy we interrogated. She was told he went to his mother’s house and has been there ever since. If he made a move, Gina would be contacted. I guess she scared the hell out of this character. 
A while later, Gina and I were on our way to see Hannah at the hospital when my cell phone rang. It was Grimes. He thanked me for the great job my team and I had done to avert a worldwide disaster. He told me to take some time off before proceeding with the Bono assignment. My response was in the affirmative and we would be out of pocket for a while. I told him that I would surface in about a week. I also told him not to call unless it was an emergency. He agreed and we hung up the phones.
It was getting close to daybreak when Gina and I reached the hospital where Hannah was. Tina, sitting by her side, told us Hannah was going to be fine. All she needed was some rest. I figured we all needed a little R and R. Gina suggested we go to her house outside of Florence for a couple of days. After we concurred, she requisitioned a car and we were off to Tuscany. 
We arrived early in the afternoon to an empty house. Tina and Hannah were amazed at the house with all its’ splendor. We then hit the showers and rested for a while, except Gina, who was flush with passion. We stayed in our own bedroom and made adoring love for a while. I couldn’t complain. Later, we all met in the kitchen to eat and chat. 
I started by saying, “All of you have done a great job. I am proud of each and every one of you.”
 Gina spoke, “I think I can speak for Tina and me by saying we have become better spies by working with you and Hannah, Steven. Actually, before we met you we never killed anybody. Now we kill for kicks,” as she smiled at Hannah and me. 
Tina chimed in with, “Do you think we can become assassins like you?” 
I responded, “Tina, you are a brilliant girl with a bright future. Let’s see what happens after you go to the university. If you still want to be an assassin, I’ll train you myself.”
“That’s a deal. Will I be staying with you guys?”
“You better believe it!” With that, Tina ran over to me and hugged me with adoring love. I knew the feeling was mutual. 
Gina took Hannah and Tina for a tour of the house. She showed them the secret passageways inside the walls and the elaborate alarm system. This place was built like a modern day fortress. After awhile, Gina and Tina went to their separate bedrooms. Tina would be sharing a bedroom with Hannah while Gina and I would stay together. A little later, Hannah said she was tired. As she started to get up, I could see she was hurting so I picked up this frail little dynamo and carried her to bed. I took off her clothes so she could sleep more comfortably. As I put her on the bed, she said, “Steven, what I said on the train I meant it but I’m no weakling, you do know that?”
“Of course I do, Hannah,” as I kissed her tenderly. “Sleep my beauty, sleep.” Because she was inducted into this business at such a young age, she never had a chance for a normal life. Like Tina, she broke my heart. I was about to leave the room when Tina said, “Don’t I get a kiss, too?” 
“Sure, sweetness,” I replied, as I walked over to her bed. She sat up, put her arms around me and kissed me on the cheek. I put my arms around her and couldn’t feel any clothing. I said softly, “Tina, you have to sleep with some clothes on.”
“Can’t I be like the other girls on your team?”
I looked at her sweet beautiful face and said, “Sure, you can, Tina.” I tucked her under the covers and kissed her forehead. She said, “I love you, Steven.”
“I love you, too.” I shut the lights and went into Gina’s room. Exhausted, sleep came easy. 
 
 
 _______
 

 
 
The next morning we were sitting around the breakfast table just enjoying the coffee and the down time. Hannah was feeling better, which pleased me. She had been through a lot and I knew she didn’t tell me everything about her ordeal. Maybe I would talk to her about it later. 
I asked, “Gina, do you have a computer network in the house?”
“Sure do, Steven, as a matter of fact we have an entire computer room.”
“Great, why don’t you let Tina get familiar with it so we can have some fun?”
“Will do, come on, Tina, I’ll show you the system we have here.” The two girls left the kitchen. I asked, “Hannah, do you want to talk to me about the ordeal you’ve been through?”
“Steven, its’ okay. I’ll get through it alright.”
 “Hannah, these things should be talked about.”
“I don’t want to upset you. I saw what happened after Linda told you about her torment. It made you overprotective of all the girls’ that you lost your edge for a while. That is not good for the team.”
“I know what you’re saying but you can’t keep it inside, it’s not healthy.”
“Well, if it will make you feel better, I’ll tell you. After the terrorists overpowered me near the train, only because of my already weakened condition, the six of them tossed me in the boxcar. Like when you found me, I was tied up and really battered by those clowns. While beating me, they did what all nice boys do in a rat pack. They ripped off my jeans and abused me, as I’ve never known before. I’ve been tortured by the best of them but nothing like this, Steven. When they left, I used every ounce of my remaining strength to struggle back into my jeans. I didn’t want you to find me the way they left me.” The tears were streaming down her cheeks as my heart was breaking. I picked her up and cradled her in my arms like a baby. I kept on kissing her cheeks and held on to her until she settled down. 
 She said, “Are you satisfied now that you know the whole story?” Then the tears really started to fall as she was sobbing.
“Its’ okay, my pretty baby, I’ve got you now.” I kissed her in a most tender manner. “I do love you, Hannah and I always will.”
“Please, Steven, never stop. You mean so much to me.”
“I’ll never stop, Hannah, never,” as I gently sat her on the chair and wiped her tears. 
Just then, Tina came barging into the kitchen bellowing, “Come on guys, come and see what a mind blowing computer system Gina has here. We can control the whole world right from this house.” We followed Tina downstairs to one of Gina’s hidden rooms and there it was--a command center so elaborate it paralleled the one in we had in Rome at SISMI headquarters. There were electronic devices and computers all over the place. Cameras that scanned the grounds were observed by the monitors on the wall. Tina sat at the console and awaited my orders. She said, “What is your desire, Boss? Shall we start a world war?”
“No, let’s start small by moving some money around.” I gave her a web address for a bank in the Cayman Islands. I was familiar with this bank since the Agency deep cover people would set up funds for me to draw down while I was on covert missions. I continued, “Let’s set up a new account for a Stefano Lupo, a businessman from Milano. Then transfer some money from the account of our illegal friends here in Italy to the new bank.”
Tina responded, “I can do that easily. How much do you want to transfer?”
“Let’s do half of the funds from one of their accounts for starters.” Magic fingers Tina began her task. She seemed to move around the computer with unbelievable ease. In about five minutes of hyper-speed activity, she said, “The new account is set up with the proper identification of a Stefano Lupo of Milano.”
“Good, make the transfer.”
“You got it, Boss, watch the screen.” We all watched as the little narrow window on the monitor started to fill up with a blue line saying, “Funds transfer in progress.” Then presto, the screen indicated, “Fund transfer complete! Would you like to print an acknowledgement?” Tina’s fingers ran across the keyboard to type no printout at this time. Tina, as proud as a peacock, said, “What other magic can I perform for you guys today?” 
Gina asked, “Will they know where the money went?”
“They will think it went to a bank in Hong Kong. Even the banking computer geeks won’t find out where the money went! Now, can we go to the Cayman Islands and spend some of that hard earned cash?”
“Easy tiger, we’ll get there in due time,” as I patted her on the head. “Nice work.” 
 We all had a good laugh and headed upstairs for coffee. The girls were gabbing around the kitchen table while I was reading the newspaper in the living room. My cell phone rang as I unhurriedly answered it, “Cross here. Who’s calling?”
“Steven, my friend, this is Ivan, Ivan Titov. How are you?”
“Ivan, I am good. How are things going with you?”
“As always, they could be better but I can’t complain.”
“Is this a business call or a social call? And I hope it’s a social one.”
“Let’s call it a little bit of both. First of all, it’s good to talk to you again.”
“It’s the same here, my friend.”
 “But now the business, it appears the Russian who caused you some grief awhile ago is in Panama City, Panama. He’s representing his group from Russia at a meeting with other members from Hightower. It is a big meeting. I think they are planning to take over some governments.”
“Do you know where the meeting is and when it will take place?”
“Sure, I do. It’s at the Las Ramblas hotel downtown. The meeting is scheduled to take place this Friday at 10 a.m. Panamanian time.”
“Great news, what is his name?” 
“He is called Andre, his surname is Popov. And he is climbing the ranks in his organization, Caspian Services, rather quickly. This is a dangerous person. He kills for sport. Be careful and good hunting.”
“Thank you, Ivan and stay well.” We broke our connection. 
I returned to the kitchen were the girls’ where chatting. I said, “Well, I hate to interrupt the party but another mission has just materialized.”
Gina responded, “Steven, I thought we were going to have some down time?”
“This just came up. Hightower and their Russian counterpart are meeting in Panama. This may be an opportunity to take out a large part of their organization.” 
Hannah asked, “Will we all go?”
“I think so. Who speaks Spanish?” Of course, all three girls raised their hands like a bunch of school kids with the right answer to the teacher’s question. I continued, “Why does this not surprise me?”
Tina responded, “Because you know we are all brilliant.”
“Okay, if we all go, Gina you cannot tell anyone what we are doing.”
“That won’t be a problem.”
“Hannah, are you up for this trip?”
“I can manage alright.”
Tina chimed in with, “Isn’t Panama close to the Cayman Islands, where we just deposited all that money? If we all do good can we drop by and spend a couple of bucks?” 
“If we get through this mission, we might do that!”
“We will basically be on our own on this trip. There won’t be support from anybody. We’ll be traveling on commercial airlines all the way. I’ll make a contact to pick up some supplies for our strike. Tina, make flight arrangements from Milan to Panama City leaving tomorrow. We must get there early in the day so we can locate one of the Agency’s safe houses.” 
“I’ll take care of that, Boss.” 
“Okay, everybody, let’s get a good nights’ sleep. Tomorrow we are on the move again.” The rest of the day was uneventful. Everybody had fun and relaxed. Later that evening when we were all going to bed, I checked on Hannah one more time. When I entered her room, she was already laying down. I sat on the edge of the bed and whispered, “Are you asleep?”
“No, I’m thinking about things.”
“What things,” I asked.
“Oh, just how frazzled I got over the humiliating experience I went through. It’s not like me to react that way.”
“Easy, Hannah, what you went through would send most women over the edge. Please, try not to beat yourself up over it. Time will heal it all for you. And I’ll do anything to help you through this.” She sat up in bed and put her arms around me. I kissed her with love and tenderness. I continued, “Remember what I said, I will always love you.” She lay back down and went to sleep as I ran my fingers through her beautiful hair. 
Then I heard from Tina’s corner of the room, “That’s why I love you, Steven. You are an adoring and kind man.” I walked over to her bed and kissed her goodnight. I left the room to go sleep with Gina. 
 
 
 
 
 _______
 

 
 
The next morning came quick and we were on the road early so we could make our flight to Panama. We slept on the plane ride so we could hit the town refreshed and ready to go. Once we arrived, I rented a jeep with a covered top. We drove around town a little since I noticed that we were followed by some government agents. I think they were checking to see what our intentions were. Traveling with diplomatic credentials can sometimes work against you. It immediately creates suspicion with the local government. They think we all work for the CIA or something. After about thirty minutes, the follow car gave it up and we went to our safe house. The safe house was several miles from the target hotel. We went into the house through an alley from a back street in a nice neighborhood. Gina parked the jeep in the garage under the house. Once inside, we thoroughly checked the place out for any listening devices or cameras. We never know in advance if a safe house has been compromised in any way. The place seemed clean. I had the girls dispense with the tee shirt uniforms and put on long fatigue shirts. It was necessary not to draw any attention but with these beauties, it was next to impossible. I had Tina set up the computer we brought. She could network through the CIA telecommunications system at the embassy. She also could bypass the embassy by using her cell phone. Most operatives use the basement of the house for secure meetings. I usually conduct substantial meetings in the attic. I brought along a small device that when connected to the computer it could sweep the area for deep-planted bugs. While Gina and Hannah went to a store down the street to pick up some food, Tina and I swept the entire house. Now I was convinced that it was relatively safe. When the girls returned we made coffee and went to the attic to discuss our plans. 
Once upstairs, I spoke, “We have several things to accomplish in a short time frame. One is to find the location of this meeting, two is to secure weapons and explosives, three is to destroy the meeting place and all its’ participants, four is to get out in a hurry.”
Hannah asked, “Steven, do you have a source for the munitions we will need?”
“I think so, he is a local guy but I don’t trust him. He likes money though.”
 Gina asked, “How do you plan on finding out the location of the meeting?”
“We’ll stake out the hotel and isolate anybody we recognize from the group. Then we’ll take him to the jungle and get all the information we need. We’ll use a rented van with a bogus identity.” This is something we had plenty of, phony identifications. I continued, “We’ll lure our victim from the others by one of you girls offering him some special service. Once outside, we’ll take the target into the van and that will be it.”
Hannah said, “I can do it but my face is still a bit marked up.”
“No, Hannah, I don’t think you can do it right now. Gina, you can be spotted by some of these people.”
 Tina chimed in and said, “I guess it’s up to me. Little miss jailbait.”
“Not to worry, I’ll be close by at all times.”
“What! Me worry with you in the area. I’m finally going to get initiated into Steven’s secret society. Do I get a raise or a tattoo or something,” as she smiled at me. I didn’t want to use the kid but I had no choice. 
I said, “We better get this show on the road quickly. Okay, Tina, you better get dressed for your performance.” We all went downstairs and waited for Tina. 
Hannah said, “I hope this works. I fear for this kid.”
“I know Hannah, I’ll stay close.”
Tina made her grand entrance wearing a tight tee shirt, a mini skirt and her long dark hair hanging straight down. She looked hot! This made me want to call it all off. Tina read my mind. She said, “Steven, don’t worry, I have to look the part, don’t I?”
“You stay close to me at all times. Do I make myself clear?”
“Yes, Boss, perfectly.”
After picking up the van, we scoped out the lobby of the hotel. Gina and I were wearing sunglasses and Tina was sitting in a chair by herself. Hannah was outside with the van. We all were wearing communications devices. We sat there for an hour or so. Every guy that walked by Tina made a pass at her, as did some women. 
Then the break came, it was Popov’s buddy from my apartment in DC. He was the worm who held Gina half-naked at knifepoint. Gina spotted him first and gave me the high sign. I, in turn, passed it on to Tina. She immediately went into action. The guy stopped dead in his tracks when Tina stood up. Face to face, she propositioned him. He hesitated at first but couldn’t resist this young beauty who was offering herself up to him. She held onto his arm as they walked outside toward the van. I followed close behind while Gina made sure we weren’t followed. I heard him insist they go up to his room. She calmly said it would be a good idea but she had to get something out of her car first. She was one smooth seductress, that’s for sure. Tina had him eating out of her hand. The van was parked close to our location. As Tina walked by the open door of the van, she told him her car was only up the street a little. Then she broke away from him as I hit him with my full body strength throwing him right into the van. Hannah held a chloroform soak rag to his face and put him to sleep immediately. Tina jumped in and closed the sliding door while Gina, checking the rear, got in the drivers’ side. She started the van and slowly drove down the street as not to raise any suspicion. A couple of turns and we were off to the jungle. 
After driving for a while, we arrived at a desolated area about ten miles off the main highway. Gina stopped the van when we ran out of road. We took our prisoner and tied him to a tree. He began to wake up from his induced nap. He shouted, “Where am I? Who are you people?” No one answered him. We all stood there and stared. He continued to rant and rave. Nothing was said by anyone. Gina had a rather long knife in her hand. She was waving it slowly in the air as she prowled around the prisoner. She moved in closer and exclaimed, “Do you remember me? You pig!”
“No, I don’t know who you are.”
“Think about the fun you and your partner had at my expense in DC. It was awhile ago.”
“You’re not Cross’ girl, are you?” He didn’t see me sitting in the van with Tina. 
“Well, you’re not as dumb as you look.”
“Listen, gorgeous, I hope you are not going to let business make you so angry.”
Gina replied, “I’m not angry. I just want to have some fun!”
“Sure, untie me and we can have lots of fun. We can play with your friend, too. Say, where is the other young thing? We can have fun with her also.”
Gina moved closer and with her knife cut the man’s belt off. His trousers fell. Gina removed the rest of his clothes by using her knife and ripping them off. He started to yell. That’s when Hannah duct taped his mouth shut. Then she pulled his legs back around the tree and tied them up. 
Tina whispered to me, “Steven, what are they going to do with him?”
“You may not want to see this, Tina, so close your eyes.”
“Oh, nonsense, Steven, how will I learn things if I don’t see them happening?”
“Okay, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
Gina began to toy around the prisoner’s genitals with her knife. Then she said, “We could have fun your way or I can have some fun my way. Which would you like to do?” He began to scream under his gagged mouth. Gina continued, “I can’t hear you.” Hannah then removed his gag. 
He shouted, “Are you crazy? Turn me lose!”
“Do you want my friend to gag you again?” 
He shook his head in the negative. 
Gina continued, “You must stop the screaming. I didn’t scream when you had your knife at my throat, did I!” Gina then began to draw blood from his genital area. 
“What do you want,” he said in a quivering voice. 
“All I want to know is where the meeting is being held and at what time. It’s simple when you think about it. Tell me and you will live.”
“Is that what this is all about? If I tell you anything, I’m a dead man.”
“Well, if you don’t tell me, guess what? Have you ever seen what happens to a man as he bleeds to death when his genitals are cut away?” She pressed a little harder with the knife. 
“Okay, I’ll tell you what you want to know. The meeting is on Saco ridge at 10 a.m. tomorrow.”
“Don’t lie. Saco ridge is a military compound.”
“That’s not so. The powers that be replaced the military with high paid mercenaries. They provide protection for us. Besides, there is no way you can get into the place. Now let me go!”
“Not so fast. We need to verify this information.”
The girls cut the prisoner down and threw him in the van. He lay in the back of the vehicle tied up and still without any clothes. Wearing my sunglasses as not to be recognized by our prisoner, I drove the van with Tina in the passenger seat. Hannah and Gina sat in the back on the floor with their prisoner between them. We began to drive toward the ridge. It was about a forty-five minute ride. I knew the girls would torture this guy to death. The way I looked at it is they could do anything they wanted to. He was their prisoner. Tina turned around and watched them. She didn’t want to miss anything. Gina was tapping the guy’s genitals with her knife. 
 She said, “Hannah, check this out, he seems to like torture. He’s getting all excited.”
 Hannah said, “We could torture you some more, if that is what you like.”
The prisoner responded, “Look, I lay here next to two beautiful women, how am I supposed to react? I can’t help it.” 
 Tina said, “I want to see what’s going on.” She began to lean over her seat. I pulled her back and sat her down. 
I said, “Stay here and don’t move. And the two of you back there, take it easy.”
Tina exclaimed, “I don’t ever have any fun!”
Hannah responded, “Sure, Boss.”
Everyone was quiet for the rest of the trip. When we were in range of Saco ridge, I stopped the van. The ridge was basically, a plateau hung over a valley. There was one road to the top. I took a pair of binoculars to get a closer look. I saw three buildings. The one in front was obviously for the mercenaries. My guess was they had about thirty troops on the compound. The small building in the middle looked like a supply house and the one on the end had to be for meetings. There were a lot of large windows around it providing a view of the valley. Later, with further interrogation, our prisoner confirmed my findings. 
 Gina asked, “We also need to know who will be at the meeting?”
“A lot of people,” the prisoner responded. 
“We need names.”
“What’s in it for me?”
“You continue to live, perhaps!” She began to tap his genitals again with the knife. He began to spew out the names of all the attendees. The people we were interested in were - Fred Clark, Andre Popov, Leonard Hill and the grand prize, Philip Moody. Their deaths would certainly put a severe dent in these corrupt enterprises. 
I said, “Put a hood over this guy’s head and let’s get going, quickly.” Hannah and Gina complied with my request. I drove us back to our safe house.” Once there, I told the girls to tie the prisoner up in the basement. 
I took Gina and we went to see the sleazy arms dealer I knew. I decided to take the jeep so no one would know about the van. I called him on the way and said I needed equipment right away. As usual, he told me it would take time but I insisted it was an emergency. He reluctantly told me to come right over. We pulled in the back of his warehouse in a matter of minutes. Expeditiously was the only way to deal with this creep. You never want to give him time to contact anybody else. And after the sale was made, he wouldn’t call anyone because it would implicate him. Once inside, his men patted us down, of course they patted Gina down three times. To throw them off guard, she gave them some extra fun in the process. She spread-eagled on the wall and lifted her shirt up a little. Then she told them in Spanish, “You must be very thorough these days.” That kept them busy while I conducted business with the dealer. 
He said, “Mr. Cross, your partner is a seductively clever girl. I could use her for a while in my enterprise. I pay well!”
“There’s no chance of that happening so let’s get on with our business.” I told him what I needed and not to waste my time. He was accommodating as he showed me through his arsenal. Then, of course, during the process he shook me down for more money because of my urgent need. I paid him and his goons loaded up the jeep. This clown had no loyalty to anyone except the almighty dollar. We were out of there in thirty minutes. On the way back I said, “Gina, I think I’ve created a luscious monster in you.”
“Steven, did my actions help you get things done without any hassles?”
“It sure did, Gina. I guess you’re way ahead of me sometimes.”
“Good, now on with the mission. Oh, by the way, do you have anything else for our Russian prisoner?”
“Yeah, but we’ll talk about it later.” 
We returned to the safe house for coffee with the girls. The four of us sat around the table out of earshot of the Russian.
I said, “Girls, we need our prisoner to do one more thing.”
Hannah asked, “What might that be, Boss?”
“We need him to call Popov to let him know he’s okay. The problem is he must be convincing.”
Hannah responded, “We can take care of it, Boss. Right, Gina?”
“Oh, sure we can.”
“How can you girls be so positive?”
“Because we’re women,” Gina responded.
We all went to the basement and the girls brought the Russian coffee. I stood in the shadows with Tina. Hannah gave the prisoner his coffee while Gina began to tell him what he must do for them next. 
His response was, “Why should I do this for you two?”
Gina responded, “Look, you’re still alive, right?”
“Yes, but when you’re finished with me, I’m a dead man.” 
Again, Gina responded, “That may be the case but you have a lot of usefulness left.” He finished his coffee and the girls tied his unclothed body on top of a long table. While tapping her knife again on his privates, Gina continued, “You tell Popov you’re okay and will be spending the night with a beautiful woman. You ask him if it is okay. Oh, do you two converse in Russian?”
“Yes, we do.”
“Good, then talk to him in Russian. We are all fluent in the language. Another thing, also tell Popov you’ll see him at tomorrows’ meeting. There may be some good things in this for you. One never knows.” 
Hannah said, “See, Gina, I told you this sort of thing excites him.”
“Great, then it will serve as a reminder of good things to come.”
Gina dialed Popov’s cell number and put the phone up to the Russian’s ear. He began to talk in Russian and told Popov the story the girls wanted to hear. At first, he wasn’t too convincing, but when Gina took the Russian’s excitement in her hand, he lost his mind. He begged for the night off. His overly excited voice convinced Popov of his desires. They soon hung up the phone. The Russian pleaded for more but Gina walked away asking Hannah to give him some food.
Awhile later, we all met in the kitchen. Gina came from one of the bedrooms, sat down and took a cup of coffee.
I asked, “Are you alright, Gina?”
“I’m fine, Steven. Was the Russian convincing enough?”
“I think it went well.”
“I’m happy for us, Steven.”
 The rest of the night was spent setting up the van with explosives. After several hours, we had it rigged with enough dynamite and C-4 to sink a battleship. The plan was to drive the van onto the compound and park it next to the meetinghouse. According to the Russian, the house was made of wood with no special reinforcement. In the jeep, we would have our heavy weapons and remote devices to detonate the explosives. If there were enough time, we would carry from the van two compact explosive containers and place them at the end of the building on the cliff’s edge. We were all set for tomorrow’s attack and ready for a good nights’ sleep. 
Once alone with Gina, we made passionate love together. Afterwards, she, said, “Steven, you were overly excited again. I see a pattern here.”
“Not quite true, when I watch you work or do anything when you’re in control, it does induce my excitement.”
“Whatever turns you on, Steven, will excite me too.” She kissed me with great passion and we fell asleep. 
 Early the next morning, we had time for coffee before starting on our mission. As we sat drinking our coffee, I asked, “What do we want to do with the Russian?”
Gina responded, “Knock him out and put him in the van. That’s my suggestion.”
Hannah said, “Well, one thing for sure, he cannot live.”
Tina asked, “Why do we have to kill him?”
Again, Gina responded, “Tina if we let him go it will only be a matter of time before a man like that catches up with you and kills you or your loved ones. Trust me, it’s the way of this world we live in.”
Tina said, “I guess you guys are right. Can I bring him his last cup of coffee?”
I responded, “Sure, just don’t do anything foolish.”
“I won’t, Steven,” as she stood up and poured a cup of coffee for the condemned man.
After she left the room, Gina asked, “Do you think it’s wise to let her go down there alone?”
I responded, “Give her a minute she still has a lot to learn. I’ll check on her.” After awhile, I went downstairs. Tina was sitting on a chair staring at the Russian as he was bleeding profusely from his genital area. 
I exclaimed, “Tina, are you okay?”
“Yeah, I’m fine. I gave him his coffee then I thought I’d talk to him for a while in the last hours of his life.”
“What happened?”
“He started cursing at me and called me some vile names. I told him he wasn’t a nice man so I put the duct tape back on his foul mouth and removed his pleasure parts. I wanted to watch him die!” 
I hugged Tina and said, “Take it easy. It's okay. We all have hard lessons to learn in life, sweet Tina. Not all people are kind like you are.” I started to take her upstairs away from the dying fool. 
She asked, “Steven, you never judge any of the people you love. Why is that?”
“When I love someone, it’s unconditionally. Otherwise, what does love mean?” 
“You really love me, don’t you?”
“I love you with all my heart, Tina. Now we have a job to do, are you up for it?”
“I’m ready, let’s do it!”
I kissed her beautiful forehead and we continued upstairs. I told the other girls what happened and they both hugged Tina. Gina and Hannah wrapped the Russian up in blankets and placed him in the back of the van.
We loaded into the jeep and the van and headed to the target area. Tina was driving the jeep since it would be the getaway vehicle. She also would be the button girl. Upon my signal, she would press the appropriate transmitter buttons to detonate the explosives. We developed a prearranged sequence. The rest of us would be in the van. We intended to penetrate the camp by quiet force and put the van and the other explosives in place. We stopped atop another ridge to observe the camp for a while. All our targets were confirmed entering the meetinghouse, except for Popov. He might have prearranged a signal with our Russian prisoner to warn him. Apparently, he didn’t share his warning with the others. It was too late now to change our plans. Everything was set and ready to go. The remaining attendee’s limo drivers just sat around outside in a crowd and drank coffee. We moved quickly. When we got to the front-gate two guards approached the van. Hannah slipped out the van’s back door, came around and slit the guard’s throat. I immediately shot the other guard with my silencer. Hannah opened the gate as Gina drove the van to its target area. Gina jumped out of the van, locked it and started talking to the limo drivers. This was a good diversion. I didn’t plan on it but it gave me the time I needed to plant the other charges. When I got back to the van, Gina was slowly walking away from her stalkers. Then Hannah came walking up from the main gate with a guard’s uniform on.
She shouted in Spanish, “Hey, you forgot to sign in.”
Gina quickly told the drivers she would take care of this and come right back. They seemed to buy off on it. I walked behind Gina as she and Hannah started to move rather quickly away from the target area. As we passed the guard’s barracks, two of them came out and started shouting for the girls to halt. I pulled out my silencer and shot both of them in the head. When they fell to the ground, other guards and the limo drivers came running toward us. Some of the guards were trying to open the locked van. I immediately gave the signal to Tina to blow the first charge, which was the van. The three of us were almost to the front gate when the explosion occurred, Kaboom! People, cars and parts of the building where flying all over the place. The impact knocked the girls and me to the ground. 
 I signaled to Tina to detonate the two charges at the end of the building. When these two explosions occurred, the building blew right off the cliff taking half the plateau with it. It appeared that anyone inside or around that building was blown to oblivion. Still other guards came our way taking shots at us. I fired back as Tina quickly drove the jeep in reverse from where she was parked. The girls jumped in and shouted for me to hurry. Gina and Hannah started firing their automatic weapons at the invaders. The guards were dropping like flies. I finally jumped into the jeep as Tina took us speeding down the mountain road. When we looked back, we could see the success of our mission. Half of the mountain collapsed into the valley. It was safe to assume that all attending the meeting were killed. 
We continued down the dirt road when I noticed a large dust storm several miles in front of us. The dust trail meant a lot of vehicles coming at high speed. This was a quick reaction to the disaster on the mountain. My guess was Popov wanted us to be eliminated after we killed some of his partners. Whatever! We had to get off this road and head into the jungle. 
I shouted, “Tina, take the next turn to the left even if it only resembles a road!” She did as she was told. She made a sharp left turn onto a trail of some kind. We could only hope it went on for a long way. The jeep was bouncing all over the place. We were hanging on to our seats as Tina masterfully took the jeep deep in the jungle. Once we were down the trail about twenty miles, I told her to stop. The brush was so thick we couldn’t even see the trail anymore. We heard helicopters flying around but I was sure they couldn’t see us. The sunlight barely made it through the treetops. Tina shut off the engine so no one could hear us. 
 I said, “Okay, let’s zip up the canvas on this jeep tight. We don’t want any snakes or other unwanted pests invading us.”
Hannah asked, “Steven, do you know where we are?”
“I think we are headed west.”
“Is that good or bad?”
“If we head west, we’ll get to the coast faster than any other direction but we have to lay low until they give up the search. We can’t use a cell phone or a satellite connection because they certainly will pick up our signal. So we’ll have to sit here for a while and see if we can move further in this direction.”
Gina said, “Tina that was some great driving. You’re doing real well with everything. You also did a brave thing when you eliminated the Russian.”
“Thanks, Gina. I think it was necessary for my training to be able to kill at close range." 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17 – Return to the Old Country
 __________________________
 

After sitting there for a couple of hours, we decided it was safe enough to move. Tina started the jeep and we moved deeper into the unknown. I hoped we would eventually get to some kind of clearing. All of a sudden, a huge snake fell across the jeep’s hood. It looked like a boa but I wasn’t sure. Tina sped up the jeep and slammed on the brakes. As the snake slid off the hood, Tina quickly started to move forward again rolling over the serpent. Another thirty minutes brought us out of the dark jungle to a clearing with a beautiful waterfall. The water was falling from a cliff about a hundred feet high. Tina pulled the jeep onto the banks of the shallow river at the bottom of the waterfall. 
After many hours of being cramped in the jeep, the girls got out, stripped off their clothes and frolicked in the water. I climbed the rocks to the top of the waterfall to get our bearings. With my binoculars, I could see the ocean. It looked to be about five miles away down a steep decline. Over to the side was a road, which led to a town near the ocean. I also noticed a narrow path leading to the road into town. I climbed down the rocks to where the girls were now sunbathing on their newfound beach. Seeing the three, beauties laying there next to each other in the sun, taking in all the elements of nature, etched a breathtaking picture in my mind that would last forever. But alas, I had to tell them to get dressed because we were moving on. I said, “Okay, girls, it’s time to go. Let’s get dressed now.”
Tina moaned, “Oh, Steven, can’t we stay for a little while longer?”
I said jokingly, “I don’t think I can take this too much longer. I’m afraid I might do something I’ll regret.”
With a smile on her face, Gina spoke, “Steven, do what you must but let’s stay here for a while. Besides, I don’t think you’ll regret it.”
“Very funny, Gina, so you now read minds.”
Hannah chimed in, “We all know what you’re thinking. That’s why we love you.”
“Even I know what’s on your mind, Steven,” Tina, said. Then all three started to giggle like little children. 
 I exclaimed, “That’s it, I’m going to the little town down the road to see what’s going on there! I’ll be back for you three later.”
Gina said, “Easy, big guy, we don’t want you to get into any trouble. We’ll all go. That’s it girls, fun time is over.” They all stood up and that made everything even more exciting. I just shook my head. The girls reluctantly dressed themselves and got their gear together. We hid the jeep back in the jungle and started walking toward the road. It was around sunset when we arrived in town. We soon found a small but nice hotel. After we all showered and put on some fresh clothes, we went to find a restaurant. There was a seafood place on the edge of town. The food was exceptionally good. Even better yet, the owner’s son had a large fishing boat for hire. In order for us to elude the Panamanians, our best bet was to travel up the coast until we could get ashore in Costa Rica. Gina spoke the best Spanish, so she talked to the young captain and made the arrangements. He told her it would be about six hours of sailing to reach a good drop off spot. His price for the voyage was expensive but he knew if someone wanted to leave for Costa Rica in the middle of the night they, were on the run. So we paid his price. We finished our dinner and were on a new phase of our journey in no time at all. 
 Gina stayed topside with the captain and his crew to keep an eye on them. The rest of us got some sleep below but we all took turns checking on Gina throughout the night. At some point before 2 a.m., we all heard the sirens of a Panamanian gunboat. They stopped our fishing vessel for an inspection. They also gave the captain a strong warning about leaving the waters of Panama. My first thought was the captain tipped them off. But when one of the crewmen came downstairs to hide us in an undetectable compartment of the boat, it restored my confidence in the captain. Gina remained on the deck of the boat just in case. She very cleverly passed herself off as a member of the crew. After a few tense moments, the gunboat crew was satisfied with the situation. They left and we were permitted to continue on our journey. Just before sunrise, the captain set us on a deserted beach in southern Costa Rica. After thanking him, we walked to a nearby town. We all looked like lost tourists. Once in the town, we were able to rent a car.
Gina asked, “Are we going to rush out of this country also?”
“Why, would you like to vacation for a while.”
 Tina asked, “Oh, Steven, can we make this a little holiday?”
“Well, I know a guy up north, he’s an old friend. It would be good to see him again. Would you all like to do that?” All three responded in the affirmative. So we hit the highway headed north to a small town called Juntas. 
Gina asked, “Steven is this man a friend or a business associate?”
 “Actually, he helped me out of a tough situation many years ago. He is a good guy. Aldo Rey, that’s his name, must be about sixty years old by now. He was a contractor for the Agency during the Nicaraguan war in the early nineteen eighties. Back in those days, he was a big money launderer but now he is a legitimate rancher. I think you girls will like him.” 
 We finally arrived at Aldo’s ranch three hours later. As we drove up to the front gate, a guard stopped us. I told him to tell the boss that Steven Cross is here. The guard called the main house for conformation. When he mentioned my name on his cell phone, he quickly opened the gate. As we drove the three miles to the house, we passed hundreds of cattle grazing the land. Tina commented, “This place is huge, what is this guy, a millionaire or something?”
“He’s very rich if that’s what you mean.” We pulled up to Aldo’s mansion and parked the car. As we got out of the car, a lone rider on horseback came galloping from the fields. It was Aldo. He stopped his horse on a dime and dismounted like the lone ranger. He stomped over to where we were and gave me a big bear hug. “Steven my old friend, how are you?”
“I’m fine, Aldo, and how are you doing?”
“As you can see, all around me is prosperity. What brings you to my humble palace?”
“Would you believe we were in the area and decided to stop in and say hello!”
“Great, how long do you have?”
“We were going into town to find a hotel only for one night.”
“Nonsense, my friend, you and your entourage can stay here tonight. I have many bedrooms and I can’t sleep in them all. Stay here tonight and I will have a feast prepared.” He snapped his fingers and ten people came from nowhere, scooped up our belongings and escorted us into the house. Aldo and I went into his recreation room for a drink. The girls were taken to their rooms. He gave me a cigar and a stiff drink. He continued, “Did you hear about the bombing in Panama yesterday?”
“This is news, what happened?”
“Steven, I know you only too well. If there is destruction of that magnitude with that many bad guys disposed of and you are on the same continent, you either, did it or had it done. But don’t reveal your secrets to me. Tonight we have a celebration. Tomorrow I’ll worry about the customers I lost in Panama.”
“I thought you were out of the money handling business?”
“I always keep my finger on the pulse of my enemies. As of yesterday, some no longer have a pulse. Enough business talk, who are those fine beauties traveling with you?”
“They all work for me.”
“Good old Steven, you always traveled in style.”
 Then my beauties arrived looking fabulous. I formally introduced them to Aldo and he was the perfect gentleman. He asked, “Do you girls ride horses?”
They all chimed in together, “Oh yes.” Aldo summoned a bunch of his boys to take the girls riding. I think several of them were his sons. This was good. It would give Aldo and me time to catch up. Besides, I knew he had information for me. The girls left for their ride and we continued our talk.
Aldo said, “Steven, you are the smartest operative in the world. No one can fool you in your business. The only person I know who would open two bank accounts in the Cayman Islands with three-hundred million in each account is probably you. Who is Stefano Lupo from Milano? The man doesn’t exist. I know my business, Steven. I don’t care about the money. I just want to know how.”
“I thought you were a rancher now?”
“Money is my business, cows are a hobby. The movement is untraceable. It’s ingenious. Keep the money it’s all from the bad guys anyway. I need to know how.”
“It’s a new system developed by some friends of mine from the Agency.” 
“I know where this guy Bono hides all his money. We can make a deal.”
“How do you know Bono?”
“He has been scalping the drug cartel in Latin America and they are getting dangerously angry. If I had this knowledge, we could bring him out in the open. You can keep your money and I get to break Bono. Right now, no one, can touch him, he’s too ruthless. Let’s work together on this one. I know the right people in the Caymans. If you want to, take him out in the islands. We have to get him there and moving his money will do the trick.” 
“I want Abdullah Azure thrown in.”
“I’ll think about how to handle him.”
“We’ll talk more tomorrow. Let’s sleep on this one.” 
I went to my room to freshen up and think about Aldo’s offer. I knew I couldn’t expose Tina. If her talents got out, then the entire cartel would be after her. I had to come up with something fast. 

 That night Aldo’s people put out a fantastic feast. They roasted a cow on an open fire. His whole family was there, sitting around a huge table under the Costa Rican sky. A mariachi band was playing, kids all over the place, local girls from around the area to entertain. It was a good evening. As the hour became late, my girls were getting loaded on tequila and starting to get a little wild. I had to round them up and take them to their rooms. I suddenly became very concerned over the girls. I didn’t want Aldo to suspect any one of them to be the computer genius so I put them all in my room. I undressed them all and threw them into the bed. I went to Tina’s room to grab her computer. When I returned to my room, I fell asleep on the floor atop a furry rug. 
 The next morning seemed to come quick. The girls wouldn’t leave the room until they woke me up. They knew something was going on for me to do what I did. For fear of the room being bugged, I whispered in each one’s ear telling them not to mention anything about moving money. I especially told Tina to erase everything off her computer that would make her look like a genius. They were all hung over but knew I was serious. 
 All of us cleaned up and went to see our gracious host for breakfast. Again, it was another feast. I took Aldo by the arm into his den. 
I said, “Aldo, I think we have a deal but everything is done through CIA headquarters. Give me Bono’s bank account numbers and his aliases, along with the account numbers where you want the money deposited. I’ll take them to a secure location and my trusted people at headquarters will make the changes. Once that’s done, I will contact you to set up a meeting with Bono so I can make the hit.”
He responded, “We are talking about a lot of money, my friend, I don’t know.”
 “Aldo, you know me too well, I’m not an extortionist.”
 “Well, take ten percent so I know you are my partner in crime.”
 “Sure, I’ll have to pay some of my people in DC anyway. Get me the information before I leave today and give me a few days to complete the job.”
“I’ll give you the info within the hour.” We shook hands and rejoined the breakfast party. 
Aldo said to the girls, “You did not sleep in your rooms last night. Were you all uncomfortable?”
Tina jumped right in, “Well, we like to keep the boss happy if you know what I mean. Sometimes it takes all of us.”
“Steven, you lead a charmed life. I expect to hear from you soon, right!”
“But of course, Aldo, three days perhaps four at the most.” 
 
 
 ______
 

He gave me the information I needed and we prepared to leave. We thanked our host and left for the capital, San Jose. I didn’t want to check in with the embassy so we used what equipment we had to make calls from the road. I called Grimes to let him know our intentions.
He answered his phone, “Grimes here, how can I help you?”
“Dean, it’s me, Steven.”
“Steven, where are you? A lot is happening!” He was definitely shook up.
I asked, “What’s going on?”
“I lost my position as Director and I’m under investigation by the Senate Intelligence Committee. They allowed me to keep my office but I have been stripped of my powers.”
“Why did they do that?”
“Apparently, some group bombed a conference hall in Panama killing all the Hightower participants. They think I ordered the hit.”
“Why would they think that? It’s preposterous to even implicate you in something that weird.”
“Do you know what went on down there?”
“Don’t be silly, this is the first I’ve heard of it. Tell me, who is the chairman of this committee, Dean?”
“Senator Dreyfus, William Dreyfus. Do you know him?”
“I’ve heard of him. Listen, surround yourself with people you absolutely trust and make sure they’re from our hardcore staff. If anybody approaches you, the code word will be ‘songbird’. When you hear that word, know you can trust them. Let them take the lead over your people. Sit tight and wait until you hear from me. I’ll surface again in a few days. I have some ideas.” We broke our connection. 
I immediately briefed the girls to tell them we would be taking a detour through DC. They loved the idea. I asked, “Tina, did you delete all the information off your computer?”
“Yes sir, exactly like you told me to. Why?”
“Well, I needed you to move all the money out of the bad guys’ account from your computer while we were on the road.”
She thought for a moment and said, “Did you not say I was brilliant?” 
“Yes, I did. Why, can you still do it now?”
“I’m afraid I know how to retrieve deleted data from almost any computer. Give me a half hour and it will be done. Do you want the money to go into our Cayman bank account?”
“That will be fine but before you do that get us priority plane tickets to DC. We have to leave today.”
“You got it, Boss.”
I then called Miller in Taipei. After all the salutations, I told him of the Grimes’ situation. I asked if he had some people to help with protecting Grimes. He told me it would be done today. I gave him the code word. We made our conversation brief. 
 
 
 ________
 

 
 
That night we arrived in DC. We immediately rented a large sized black car. I told Gina to drive and to head toward the Capital building. On the way, I called the Capital’s switchboard. I asked for Dreyfus’s office. She quickly connected me. One of his staff members answered the phone, “Senator Dreyfus’s office.”
I responded, “Hi, I’m an assistant for the Secretary of State and she was wondering if she could speak to the Senator.”
“The Senator is tied up right now. Can’t she wait until the dinner at the White House later?” 
I thought quickly, “Oh, he is going to attend. I must have my wires crossed somewhere. I think the Secretary is going to have my head for messing up. I’m sure she will wait until the dinner tonight to speak with the Senator.”
“Hey, I understand. All of us assistants are under a lot of pressure lately.”
“Thanks for understanding.”
“Don’t worry. I won’t mention it to the Senator.”
“Thank you, my friend.” We hung up.
 About that time, we were coming around the corner where the limousines wait to pick up the senators. I got out of the car and started to question the drivers in their limos as if I had some authority with the Capital Police. It wasn’t long before I found the driver for Senator Dreyfus. When I looked at the girls in our car they knew what I meant, this was the target limo. Quickly, Gina came around on foot and entered the limo from the passenger’s side. As I distracted the driver, she did the chloroform trick. Tina, now driving our car, pulled right up to the limo. And under the cover of darkness, we moved the driver into the backseat of our car. Gina sat in the driver’s seat so she could play chauffeur. Hannah moved into the shadows to be able to come from behind once the Senator arrived while I sat in the rear of the limo. We all waited. Several minutes later the Senator arrived, he was accompanied by his female assistant and a security officer. The security guard opened the back door for his charge and the Senator entered with his assistant. They both sat in the back seat as I pointed my gun at them. I was sitting in the jump seat facing the back. Hannah came out of the shadows and pointed a gun to the security guy’s head. She moved him to the front passenger door and sat him in the seat. Then Hannah chloroformed him as he fell on the floor. Meanwhile, I said, “Sit down and relax, Senator,” as I brandished my revolver. 
He exclaimed, “Who are you? What are you doing in my car?”
“Sit tight and no one will get hurt.” 
He began to get out of the limo when I pushed him back in his seat. 
In a calm voice, I said, “Sit there and don’t move, just listen.” As Gina began to maneuver the limo onto the street, there was a police car waiting to escort the senator to the White House. Tina was following us in our car.
 I continued, “Senator, you are a corrupt person. You and your associates are conducting illegal operations all over the world.”
“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Shut up and listen, it may save your life. I do know about the bank accounts and your ties to organized crime. Bono in Italy, Popov in Russia, Azure the terrorist, do I need to go on?”
“Okay, what do you want from me, money, my life, what?”
“I don’t want anything except for you to drop the investigation of Dean Grimes at the CIA. Leave him be and you can continue living in your corrupt world. You see, I don’t care about people like you, so do this one thing and you’ll be safe.”
“How do I know you can be trusted?”
“You don’t know. That’s why you won’t go after Grimes in the future. Oh, by the way, you should be directing your suspicions toward the Russians for the Panama incident.” I pressed the intercom button for the driver to stop. Gina got the message, she made a sharp turn and with some good maneuvers, we eluded the police escort. Then Gina pulled into a driveway, we all jumped out and got into our car. Before we left, Hannah dumped the Senator’s driver out of our car. We sped off into the night. 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

18 – The Assassination
 ______________________
 
 
We caught the 8 p.m. out of Dulles to Milan. Sleeping all the way, we returned to Gina’s house in Tuscany to continue our R and R. It was midday when we arrived, of course, the first thing we did was eat, a little good food. 
I said, “Did everyone have a nice trip?”
Tina replied, “Oh, I had a great trip. There is so much excitement and travel in this business. I’ve recently been to three countries in three days and didn’t see anything!”
Gina interrupted, “Now, Tina, let’s not forget the horse ride we had with those wild cowboys.”
“Well, I must admit the boys were cute. But I’m not an easy girl. Maybe if we could have stayed a while longer something might have happened. And you two were no angels either.”
Gina responded, “There were too many for me to handle, that’s for sure.” 
Hannah spoke, “Tina, this is the nature of the spy world. The thing you must realize is this mission is centered in Italy, where the next mission might be in another part of the world. You get to spend a lot of time there, especially, if it’s a hell hole.”
I chimed in, “Listen, Tina, you have a lot of schooling to finish before you can be a spy. Even though I would take you right now over most agents I know, I still want you to go to the university.”
“I know, Steven, I know. I love being with you guys.” Gina and Hannah grabbed Tina and showered her with kisses.” The three of them went to the hot tub for relaxation. Yes, Gina’s father built an indoor glassed-in hot tub. Again, they went off to frolic. They tried to get me to go but I just wanted to be alone for a while. 
I thought about the deal I made with Aldo. Was it the right thing to do or was I being too patriotic? A crooked Senator, a terrorist, a gangster and a whole host of corrupt politicians, along with a large drug cartel, Aldo was probably right. The money was so dirty they did not deserve to have it. Also, the opportunity to get Bono was enticing. My mind was made up we would do the job! 

I called Tina out of her hot tub and told her we had work to do. She came running down the hallway with a towel wrapped around her cute little body. 
“What’s up, Boss?” she asked.
“We are going to move more money today.” 
“Okay, can I get dressed first?”
“No, we don’t have any time.”
“Alright,” she said, as she dropped her towel.
“Oh, Tina, go get dressed, I give up with you,” as I smiled at her.
“Anything, you say, Steven,” as she ran back down the hall to get some clothes on. Soon enough the other two came to see what was going on. After we all gathered in the computer room I explained to the three of them most of the deal I made with Aldo. I cautioned them about telling anyone about Tina’s exceptional talents. This they all understood.
Gina asked, “Does this mean we can all retire early?” she too was smiling over this situation. 
I said, “I don’t know about an early retirement but it does mean we will be moving billions of dollars. And we do get ten percent of the transactions.”
Hannah asked, “For that kind of money did you marry us off to Aldo’s sons?”
I smiled and said, “I thought about it but what would I ever do without you three.”
Gina responded, “I’m sure there will be three more.”
“No way, I’m happy with what I have now. Okay, let’s get started.”
Again, Tina started her magic fingers flying across the computer keyboard. 
Hannah commented, “Look at all the zeros after each number. This can’t be possible.”
I responded, “We are moving approximately twenty billion dollars at ten percent that gives us two billion. Guys, that’s a lot of clothes shopping!” 
Hannah commented, “If Aldo knew about our accounts in the Caymans, he knows too much. Steven, do you want to trust him that far?”
“Probably not, so Tina, we should try to move our new money to a different account in another country.”
“Okay, we’ll put half of the money in an account in Hong Kong and the other half in Switzerland. Of course, our ten-percent goes to Taipei.” She put the finishing touches on all the transactions. Aldo had his money while we made our commissions. Tina also moved our Cayman dollars to a new Swiss account. All transactions were untraceable, as usual.
I said, “Tina, you are certainly a secret weapon. I’m glad you’re on our team. Please, don’t change.”
While the girls went back to their playtime, I called Aldo.
He answered his phone, “This is Aldo. How can I help you?”
“Have you been checking your new accounts?”
“You certainly kept your part of the bargain. Now it’s time for me to deliver. Call me in two days and I’ll set one or both of them up for you.”
“That sounds good to me.” We broke our connection. 
After dinner, I assembled the girls in the den. I wanted to bring them up to speed on the entire deal I made with Aldo.
I said, “Guys, I guess you already know that nothing comes easy.”
Hannah jumped right in, “I told you guys we’ve been sold to Aldo and we will have to marry his sons!”
Tina followed, “Well, one of the sons is cute but I don’t want to marry him. Don’t make me, Steven, please.” They all began to giggle again. 
I continued, “No one is getting married. We have a tough assignment coming up. When I call Aldo in two days, he’s going to try to set up Azure or Bono for a hit. If it happens, we’ll all have to move fast. So until then, we can relax. Gina can we fire guns on your property without raising any suspicions?”
“Oh sure, we can, no problem. Over the years, my father taught me how to shoot all kinds of guns in the back of our property.”
“Good, I want you and Tina to learn how to use the latest high-powered rifle. I think your father has one in his arsenal. We all have to be excellent shots if we go on this next assignment. Tina, would you rather stay here?”
“No way, I want to come with you guys wherever you go. Didn’t I do a good job on the last trip?”
“You sure did. I still get concerned for your safety but if you want to come, you can.”
“Alright, I’m going to be an experienced assassin before I turn eighteen!”
As bedtime came around, everyone went to their rooms. I followed Gina into our room, as always. But then, she said, “Steven, Hannah is not mentally recovered since her terrifying ordeal.”
“I know, I have noticed the changes.”
“I think she needs you to reach out to her. Right now, I know that you are the only man she trusts. You should spend some time with her.”
“I don’t know what it will take to bring her out of this depression she feels.”
“Just go spend some time with her. Do whatever it takes, she’s a great girl.”
“You want me to do this now?”
“Oh, yes, the girl doesn’t sleep at night. Now go.” I picked myself out of our bed and went to Hannah’s room. I quietly walked into the dimly lit bedroom and sat on the edge of her bed. 
I whispered, “Hannah, are you awake?”
“Yes why?” as she turned around to look at me. I saw tears in her eyes.
“I came here to see how you are doing.”
“I’m fine thanks, Steven.”
“Well, I don’t think so. Physically you look great but emotionally I would have to guess not so great.” I sat her up in bed and put my arms around her beautiful unclothed body. She began to cry softly. I picked up her lovely face with my hand and kissed her tenderly. I said, “You are one of the most beautiful women I know.”
“I don’t feel that way anymore. I know that it shouldn’t bother me but it does hurt me deep inside.” I kissed her several more times.
 I asked, “Does that help?”
“Listen, Steven, I know what you are trying to do and I love you for it. But it all has to work itself out. In time it will.”
“I love you, know it.” I lay down and held her in my arms until she fell asleep. Then I quietly left the room. I crawled in bed with Gina and held her tightly until sleep came.
The morning arrived rather quickly. Tina was making coffee and some breakfast treats in the kitchen. When I arrived, Gina was sitting having her coffee and Tina greeted me with a hug. I asked, “Where is Hannah?”
Tina responded, “I think she’s still sleeping.” I went upstairs to check on her. She was getting out of bed.
I asked, “How are you this morning?”
“I feel much better. This was the best nights’ sleep I’ve had in a while.”
“Let me see if you feel better!” She ran and jumped on me wrapping her arms around my neck. She kissed me several times and said, “Thanks for showing me how much you care. I do love you, Steven!”
“Great, I feel the same way. Right now let’s start the girls’ rifle training.”
“Okay, Boss, I’ll be right down.”
While they all went to firing practice, I called Dean Grimes. He answered his phone, “Grimes here, can I help you?”
“Dean, this is Steven. How are things?”
“Steven, I have an army of people protecting me. Is this a good thing or am I under arrest?”
“If they gave you the proper code word, then I would say you’re fine.” 
“Another thing, Senator Dreyfus called me this morning to tell me he was dropping his investigation. He also told me he would be calling the President to recommend my immediate reinstatement as Director. Steven, what have you been up to?”
“Dean, continue to do your job and don’t worry. Keep most of the people who are protecting you in place.”
“Steven, you never cease to amaze me.”
“Good, I like it that way. We’ll talk soon.” We both hung up.
A little while later, the girls returned from their shooting practice. Tina was very excited and as she talked a mile, a minute trying to tell me how well she had done. Hannah told me she was ready for any assignment. I said, “I’m glad you’re doing well because we may have to use everybody on this next mission.”
Tina exclaimed, “Are we going to do it now? Kill some of those creeps!”
“Not yet, let’s see what information Aldo can give us.” With all the mounting anticipation, I had to call Aldo prematurely. I took my cell phone and went outside to make the call. 
 Aldo answered, “Who is calling, please?”
 “This is Steven, can you tell me anything yet?”
 “I’m glad you called early. I received word on a horse race that will be taking place in Marrakech, Morocco. All of the rich Arabs take their stallions out to the desert to race them for money.”
“Where is this place exactly?”
“Take N-8 southwest of Marrakech to Mzouda. They take over the entire town and party hard for several days. The festivities begin three days from now. I know of this because I just got my annual invitation. I usually go but this year I declined. My sources say our mutual acquaintance will attend. Good luck, my friend.”
“We’ll talk again.”
When I returned inside, Gina hung up her phone with a pensive look on her face. 
I asked, “What’s going on, Gina?”
“I have to appear in court tomorrow. The state is presenting its’ case on one of Bono’s lieutenants. Since I was the key witness for the prosecution, I must testify over the next week.”
“But we may have to go on this mission soon.”
“Steven, the chief prosecutor knows I’m in country, I have no choice.”
“When do you have to leave?”
“I have to leave tonight at the latest. You guys can stay here until it’s time for you to head out.”
“I don’t like this. Take Tina with you. No one will suspect her as a formidable force. You need protection. You’ve been too exposed in this Bono operation.” I grabbed her by the arm, told Hannah and Tina to stay put while I took Gina up to our bedroom. I’m sure the girls thought we were going to make love, which was partly true. Once upstairs, we fell onto the bed. It’s as if I always say ‘love before war.’ After some fierce love making, we sat up in bed to talk. I said, “I received the call from Aldo. Azure will be in the desert outside of Marrakech. I don’t want Tina on this mission. The area is extremely dangerous. I need you to take her with you.”
“I want to come with you!”
“All of Bono’s major people must be taken down one way or the other. I think you must attend the trial.” 
“Steven, you must be careful and keep Hannah safe also.”
“I will. You should also be careful. Star witnesses are always targets.” 
 I gave Gina all the particulars of the Azure mission. She understood why Tina couldn’t come. We went downstairs and Gina told Tina to get ready to go. She convinced Tina that she needed her to come along. An hour later, they both were off to Rome. Once they were gone, I told Hannah of the Azure mission. Like the good soldier that she was, there was no hesitation on her part to get ready. The two of us left that same night. We drove to Milan and caught a plane to Rabat, Morocco. After arriving, we kept a low profile. We grabbed a room in some sleazy hotel near the train station. Hannah found us some native attire to keep us disguised as we traveled through Morocco. That night we stayed in the hotel room to collect our thoughts on the mission. 
I asked, “You do know the extreme dangers associated with this particular mission?”
“Steven, I’ve been in much worse situations before.”
“I’m sure you have but this one will be difficult to escape from.”
“Not to worry, we’ll get out okay after the hit.”
“I’m glad to see you so confident.”
“Good, then we can get some sleep. With only one bed in this room we’ll spend the night sleeping together.”
“Hannah, that’s fine with me.” We could not sleep without clothes in this roach motel but we still lay next to each other. I asked, “Are you feeling better?”
“Now that I am in your arms, I feel much better.” We kissed and soon fell asleep.
The next morning we showered and dressed in our native clothes. We took an early train to Marrakech. It took most of the day to arrive at our destination. The trains moved slowly. We hardly spoke. Hannah did all the talking when it came to interacting with other people. This was necessary since my Arabic was bad. When we arrived, it was close to sunset and this town was like a dust bowl when the wind was blowing. It used to be considered the end of civilization. Now with all the modern improvements it still feels like the end of civilization! It reminded me of the untamed old Wild West back in the U.S. Every time I’ve been here, it’s been crowded and wide open. The place is loaded with vendors selling anything and everything, terrorists, tourists, corrupt police, women for every occasion, cheap hotels along with a few more expensive ones. There are some nicer neighborhoods around the town. They are for rich Arabs and people who wanted to disappear from their lives. We rented a decent hotel room with a view of the main highway leaving the city. The room was paid in cash with no questions asked. Hannah told the desk clerk that we were on our honeymoon.
It didn’t take us long to find a jeep to rent. This would be the only way around this crude region of the world. I knew of an arms dealer in the area from years ago. It was dark when we arrived at his establishment in the back of a trinket stand. Hannah bargained with the Moroccan chap until we agreed on a price for the weapons we needed. We paid him a handsome sum of money for his goods and his silence. After picking up some supplies, we headed out to Mzouda to look around. This was another award-winning town with hard sand roads and no sidewalks. We went into a food place of sorts to eat. It wasn’t too bad. Hannah seemed to know what to order. Some of the money people were already arriving in town for the festivities. 
Hannah told me to stay put while she searched for some information. She was covered from head to toe with the typical black Arab attire women wear. The only things visible were those enchanting brown eyes of hers. I continued to eat slowly with my head down as not to encourage conversation. From the corner of my eye, I saw Hannah go out the back door with some fancy dressed Arab man. As time went by, I began to worry. Just as I was about to go look for my beauty, she came back in and gave me the high sign to follow her out the front door. We jumped in our jeep and headed out of town. Hannah drove us to a place where we could have a bird’s eye view of the entire Mzouda area. There we sat in our covered jeep behind a large mound of sand. 
Hannah said, “The guy from the food place told me the festivities would begin tomorrow at noon and last for two days. But interestingly enough, the man took me to the stables where all the horses were housed. He bragged about this one and only white stallion that belonged to Abdullah Azure. He told me that Azure is the only one to ride his mount. I told him I didn’t know who Azure was. He offered to introduce me to him tomorrow when he arrives.”
“And what did it cost you for this information?”
“Steven, relax. The information was based on a promise for tomorrow night. Don’t worry so much. Your true feelings for me have helped me through my bad time. I’m fine now. But I can’t lie to you. The dog insisted on a little preview of things to come.”
“What did you have to do?”
“Nothing serious, believe me.”
“Are you sure you’re okay?”
“I’m fine!”
We had purchased two long-range rifles for the hit. One of them had a night vision scope. We also bought an AK-47, several pistols, a few grenades and three radio-activated explosives. We were ready to start a small war, if necessary. Hannah got out of the jeep and moved to the top of the mound. She started viewing the town through the night vision scope.
 She said, “I think we are in range behind this mound.”
“I’ll wrap the muzzle with some of the blankets we have so you can take a shot at something to see if it dies.”
Hannah moved her rifle around looking for a target. Then she saw a chicken walking around away from the crowds. She took a shot and the chicken went down. I stood back to listen. Perfect, the wrapped muzzle muted the noise of the rifle. We jumped in the jeep and drove back to town. Carefully, we set our explosives strategically atop of a few houses around the area. Setting off these charges would create a diversion from the direction we’d be shooting from, hopefully! Afterwards, we returned to Marrakech since it was early in the evening. After a quick dinner, we went to our room. Hannah immediately got out of her Arab attire, took another shower, soon after, I did the same. We set our alarms to wake us with enough time to drive out to the target area under the cover of darkness. I was in bed when Hannah said, “You know, Steven, I told the innkeeper that we were on our honeymoon. It was just for laughs,” as she stood naked before me. I pulled the covers off and motioned her to lay with me. She cuddled under my arms and we made sweet adoring love. It was beautiful and it consummated our strong affections for each other. About a year ago, we made love but it was extremely fired up with passionate desires. We never did it again until tonight. This time it was far more emotional. 
Very early the next morning before sunrise, our alarms woke us both from a peaceful sleep. We quietly left the hotel through a back door. After leaving a do not disturb notice on the honeymoon suite, we headed across the desert to our target area. We had plenty of water to wash up and drink in case our escape route had to be the desert. Once we arrived, Hannah jumped out of the jeep and walked over to the mound to view the area with her riflescope. The sun was beginning to rise across the far off sandy hills of Morocco. Hannah told me there wasn’t much activity yet. Since we still had to wait several hours before the hit, we both set up a little tent using one side of the jeep. We held each other for a while. Occasionally, we would kiss but for the most part nothing was said. 
Soon enough, the time came. Horses were exercising around the track but there was no sign of the white stallion. We set up our rifles ready for when Abdullah appeared. We decided to wait until the race began. This would cause more confusion when we blew the charges. There was much whooping and hollering in the area. My guess was that the time was near. Sure enough, the horses lined up to start the race. Someone fired a gun and the horses began running. Abdullah, riding his white stallion, jumped right out in front and through our scopes, we could see him laughing. He was about eight lengths in front of the rest of the other horses. Our plan was for Hannah to take the first shot since she was a better marksman than I was. The herd rounded the first turn, we prepared ourselves. As they passed closest to us, I detonated the first charge, Kaboom! The top of one house flew sky high. At the same time, Abdullah’s horse reared from the noise. All the horses seemed to be out of control. As Abdullah’s horse kept rearing up, Hannah took her shot. It blew the top of his head right off. I fired the second shot and hit him in the side of his neck. He finally fell from his horse. Hannah took her next shot while Abdullah was on the ground, perfect hit. It removed what was left of his head from his body. 
People were running around in a panic. Several of Abdullah’s men ran out to aid him. That’s when I blew the second charge. This explosion started a fire as all the houses in that row began to burn quickly. Hannah and I loaded up the jeep and began to make our escape. I detonated the third and final charge. It must have hit a gasoline tank or something like that because it caused a tremendous explosion. Black smoke was rising all over the town. We were headed for Marrakech but we stopped in our tracks as we saw the rising dust from fast moving vehicles coming across the desert headed toward the town on fire. Hannah said, “I don’t think it would be wise to go back just yet, unless we could find a back route into Marrakech.”
“Okay, we’ll give it a try.” We headed away from the road into town and circled back from another direction. Then we pulled into a side street that led us to the back of our hotel. We quickly disassembled our rifles, threw them into our bags and quietly went up the back staircase we used earlier this morning. With the ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign still on the door, we arrived back in our room unnoticed. We quickly tossed the bags with the guns in them under the bed. Both of us jumped into the shower and cleaned up. As I lay in the bed, there was a knock at the door. Hannah went to answer it with a shower robe on. It was the manager. He asked us if we heard the explosions. 
Hannah replied, “Yes, what was all that noise?”
“Something blew up in the next town over. The police think it was a terrorist bombing.”
“Well, we don’t know much about that, we’ve been here all morning enjoying our honeymoon. As you can see, my husband is asleep from exhaustion.”
“Soon the police will want to talk to everyone in the hotel.”
Hannah, as she let her robe open a bit revealing part of her incredible body, asked, “Do you really think they need to disturb our perfect honeymoon here in your fine hotel?”
“I’ll explain your situation to them when they arrive,” as he feasted his eyes on the best-looking woman he’d ever seen.
Hannah exclaimed, “You are too kind, sir, there must be some way I can reward your understanding,” letting her robe open all the way. 
As the manager touched the forbidden fruit of Hannah’s breast, he said, “I don’t think you will be disturbed, Miss. Enjoy my hotel. I hope I can return later.”
“I will be disappointed if you don’t return later tonight.”
“Very well, Miss, until this evening.”
She closed the door as the manager left. 
Then she turned to me and exclaimed, “Alright, Steven, you pervert, you can open your eyes now!”
“I was peeking the whole time. Does this mean we have to leave tonight?”
“We should, unless you want me to service the manager!”
“Come here, you incredible woman!” She ran to the bed and jumped on top of me. After laughing for a while, we made passionate love again.
That night we left early enough to catch the night train to Rabat. We pulled the same stunt as before. By placing the sign on the door and leaving the jeep parked in the back of the hotel, we walked to the train station. After we bought our tickets, we made our way toward the train. There were many armed soldiers and police around the station looking for the terrorists. Abdullah was a big deal in this part of the country, probably because he threw a lot of money around. We moved quietly with the crowds as people were boarding the train. There was a checkpoint ahead causing a bottleneck for the people to move onto the train platform. We weren’t too worried since we both had Italian passports. All of a sudden, Hannah grabbed my arm and gave me a high sign to look over toward the checkpoint. There he was, the creep who sold us the munitions. The police probably put the squeeze on the arms dealer to point out the so-called terrorist. I wasn’t going to give him the opportunity to identify us. With our heads down, we drifted backwards into the crowd. Once past the ticket office, we turned and slowly moved away from the train area.
 The safest place was back in the hotel for now. As we quietly retuned to our room, we heard the train whistle blowing while it left the station. Only one train left this place each night for Rabat. I lay on the bed thinking about our next move. There was a knock on the door. Hannah opened the door to find the manager standing there. I heard him tell Hannah to come with him to the next room so they could finish their little business. Hannah told him she would have to wait until her husband fell asleep. She said to give her about thirty minutes, then she would join him. This pleased him and he left. 
I said, “Hannah, you can forget about meeting the little creep. We are leaving.”
“Steven, nonsense, I’ll take care of him and we’ll be safe here for awhile.”
“Hannah, please don’t do this. It’s not necessary.”
“You really do care, don’t you?” She walked over to me, kissed me and said, “I’ll be back soon,” as she ran out the door.
A short while later there was another knock at the door. I jumped up to answer it. To my surprise, the manager was standing there.
He asked, “Is the young lady here, sir?”
“Why no, she isn’t. She told me she had to talk to the manager for a while and that I shouldn’t wait up. I hope she is okay.”
“I will look for her. She probably went to the wrong place to meet me.” 
The creepy manager left but I was concerned about Hannah. What was she up to? This cunning little creature is capable of anything. I gave it about an hour then I was ready to go find her. I opened the door to leave and there she was in all her proud glory. 
I asked, “What happened to you? Your friend was here looking for you awhile ago.”
“Don’t worry about him he’s been taken care of.”
“What do you mean?”
“Steven, I been very busy ensuring our safety. I just need a shower right now.” Off she went into the shower. When she returned without a stitch of clothes on, she jumped into the bed and said, “Can we make love again?”
“Sure we can, tell me what you did?”
“Well, first I went to see the arms dealer and slit his creepy little throat. He won’t be identifying us anymore. Then I met with the manager to keep our rendezvous. When I entered his room, he was sitting on the bed fat dumb and naked. As I took off my clothes, the weasel was finished before we even started. He was so embarrassed he had to leave. And that is what I accomplished this evening. Now can we make love?” We embraced and continued making love until we passed out.
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The next night we boarded the train without incident. The smelly, sooty train took us to Rabat where we boarded a plane to Milan. It felt good to be back in Italy. We then drove to Gina’s house for some rest. Upon our arrival, Tina was there to greet us. After all the hugs and kisses, she appeared pensive and concerned about something. 
I asked, “Tina, did you miss us?”
“Oh, sure I did.”
“Well, we’re back, why aren’t you excited?”
“I think something bad happened to Gina.”
“What do you mean, isn’t she here with you?”
“No, they cancelled her court appearance and sent her on an assignment.”
“Where did they send her? And who sent her?”
“I think it was her Boss, Balsano. Where he sent her, I don’t know. She never got a chance to let me know. I stayed at the hotel while she went into the office. An hour later, she called to let me know she was going on assignment and I should return here to wait for you guys. She did say to wait here for her call. That was yesterday.”
“Okay, I’m sure she’ll call to let us know where they sent her.”
We all sat around the house in a preoccupied mood waiting for Gina’s call. I said to the girls, “I’m going to give it until morning, and then we’ll start looking for her.”
Hannah replied, “That sounds good but I think we should be ready to move quickly, anyway.”
“I agree, after dinner let’s get to bed early.” We all went to bed around 9 p.m. I think Tina was glad we were back. She and Hannah went to their bedroom and I slept in Gina’s room. A little while later, I felt the bed moving. It was Hannah climbing in bed with me. She told me to be cool as Tina slid in the bed also on my other side. I figured they were worried and paid no attention to their unclothed bodies. Sometimes you just have to go with the flow. 
Tina whispered, “Steven, I am afraid for Gina, could I stay with you tonight?”
“Sure, sleep guys, just sleep.”
We all fell asleep with my arms around both of them.
The next morning I was the last one out of bed. I smelled the coffee and heard the girls downstairs. I got up and was getting dressed when I heard the doorbell ring. I heard Tina say, “I’ll get it.” Then she said, “Hey, guys, someone sent us a package.” With that, both Hannah and I flew to where Tina was located in the house. Hannah yelled first, “Don’t touch it! Put it on the floor slowly!” 
We both got to Tina at the same time. 
Tina exclaimed, “Did I do something wrong?”
Hannah responded, “No, it might be a bomb. Relax and move away from the package.”
Tina flew out of the area and ran into the next room. She was peeking from behind the wall when she asked, “Is it going to explode?”
I responded, “I don’t know yet.” Hannah and I listened to the box very carefully. We didn’t hear a ticking noise or a humming sound. This was a positive sign. 
Hannah said, “Steven, the package is addressed to you. Maybe it’s from Gina.”
“Could be, let’s open it carefully.” The box was wrapped with a lot of tape. As we pulled it apart, it opened abruptly and a human head rolled out onto the floor. Tina let out a scream. “Who is it, Steven? Who is it,” she yelled.
Hannah walked over to it and said, “It’s Aldo, guys, it’s Aldo Rey!” Then Tina came over and exclaimed, “Oh, I want to see!” While the two were examining the head, I found a note in the box. It read, “Put our money back or your girlfriend’s head will be next!”
I showed the note to the girls and said, “We have to move fast on this one.”
Hannah asked, “Where do we start?” At that moment, the house phone rang. I quickly told Tina to see if she could trace the call as I slowly went to pick it up. 
I answered, “Cross, here.”
The caller said in an electronically disguised voice, “We want our money back now!”
“Hold on, I’ll give you your money back but I need time and I want to talk to my girl.”
 I heard Gina’s weak voice say, “Steven, I love…” She went quiet.
The caller continued, “Her head will be delivered in twenty-four hours from now unless our money is returned.” He hung up the phone. 
I yelled, “Tina, did you get anything?”
“I’m still working on it!”
I picked up my cell phone and called Carlo. He answered, “This is Carlo Balsano.”
“Carlo, this is Steven Cross.”
“Steven, how are you?” 
“I’m fine but we have a serious problem. Someone has kidnapped Gina and she needs our help.”
“What happened? Who did this?”
“The information I received was that your father sent her on an assignment yesterday and today she is being held somewhere for ransom.”
“Steven, I will find out who sent her where and whoever is behind this, I will kill them. Where can I reach you?”
“I’ll be here at her home in Tuscany. Call me when you find something out.”
“I’ll call you there.” We broke our connection. 
Tina came out of the computer room still calculating numbers.
I asked, “Tina, tell us something.”
“Well, according to my findings the phone call was on a wireless line. It looks like it originated in Toulon, in the south of France. It is possible they are moving. We won’t be sure until the next call comes in.”
“Okay, Hannah, see if you can find a fast but quiet car in the garage. Tina, take all the electronic equipment you need to continue to track the incoming calls and forward them to your computer. It must appear to all callers that we are still in the house. I’ll get some weapons for us and we’ll leave immediately. Let’s get going girls!”
Hannah came around the front of the house with a late model Jaguar sedan. We piled everything Tina needed into the backseat and placed most of our weapons in the trunk. We were on the road in fifteen minutes. As Hannah drove this road monster up to the autostrada, Tina set up her system in the backseat. 
Tina said, “When the phone rings, answer this one,” as she handed me a phone wired into her computer. We were flying up the highway in no time at all. Hannah was driving at speeds over one-hundred miles per hour and the backseat felt like we were sitting in a living room. 
Then the phone rang through the computer hook-up. I picked up the headset and answered it as Tina told me to. I said, “Cross, here.”
“Steven, it’s me, Carlo.”
“What did you find out?”
“My father did send Gina on an assignment. She was to join two other agents in Milano. They were supposed to track down one of Bono’s top guys. But he did say that Marco Marino recommended Gina for the lead on the mission.”
“Where is Marco now?”
“No one has seen him since yesterday. I’m going to fly to our office in Milano right now and check things out. Stay where you are and I’ll call you when I get there.” 
“Okay, Carlo, whatever you say. Be careful, I’m sure Gina is in danger.”
“I will do that, Steven.” We hung up. 
I wasn’t about to reveal my actions to Carlo. Right now, the only people I trusted were in the car with me. We continued to fly up the highway. Hannah estimated our driving time to Toulon to be about two more hours. We needed another call from Gina’s kidnappers to verify their location. I started to think about the girls. Hannah I trusted most of all but Gina and Tina I wasn’t one-hundred percent sure about. They were through so much with me why should I doubt them now. I had to make a conscious effort to keep these thoughts out of my mind. I would see where all this led to once we caught up to Gina. 

About an hour from Toulon, the phone rang. Before I answered it, I signaled to Tina to start tracing the call just in case. Immediately, she went into action with her computer. Bingo! It was the suspected kidnappers. Again, in a disguised voice the caller asked, “Well, Cross, my bank accounts are still empty. Do I have to prove my point about your girlfriend’s head?”
“No, I get the message loud and clear. It is still going to take time. I’m waiting for a call back from my sources in DC to get this show on the road.”
“Well, you are running out of time.” 
“I’m telling you, I’m waiting on a call right now!” I looked over to Tina as she turned my way to give me a favorable high sign. I continued, “Look, you creep, when I get set up, the money will quickly go back to your accounts.”
“I knew you would be cooperative. By the way, who killed Azure? It wasn’t you, was it?”
“You mean to tell me Azure is dead? I didn’t kill him but congratulations to whoever took him out. It looks like the pot of money is growing in your favor.”
“Oh yes, Cross, thanks for the big hit in Panama. That eliminated a few unwanted partners.”
“I’m doing all the dirty work for you.”
“Remember that your girlfriend’s head depends on what you do next.” He hung up the phone. 
I turned to Tina and asked, “Is he still in the same place?”
“I’m pretty sure. If he leaves his cell phone turned on we can continuously track the location.” 
As we approached Toulon, Tina kept on directing Hannah to the origin of the phone calls. After twists and turns throughout the city, we came upon the location. Tina shouted, “Stop here! Park anywhere you can.” Hannah quickly complied. Tina’s equipment indicated the caller was in a building on the corner of a rather busy intersection. We were in the business district of downtown Toulon. 
Tina said, “They are on the second or third floor of that building over there,” as she pointed to a six story dwelling across from where we parked. We set up our communications so we could talk to each other. I directed Hannah to a church steeple diagonally across from the target building. She quickly took off with a canvas bag concealing her high-powered rifle. Tina and I waited in the car until Hannah was in place. It took about ten minutes before we heard from her. 
She said, “I’m in position.”
I asked, “Can you see anything through the open windows?”
“There is an office on the third floor. I can see three men moving around. One of them has a shoulder holster on but I can’t see if Gina is there.” Right on the corner where we parked, there was a building under construction. 
I asked, “Tina, are you ready to do some precision shooting with your rifle.”
“Oh, man, you bet, Boss.” 
“Okay, then charm your way into this building next to us and find yourself a shooting position for the target area. Let me know when you’re ready.”
“You’ve got it, Boss.” Off she went into the construction site. As soon as she got to the restricted area gate, Tina using her irresistible charms, walked right in. 
Minutes later she spoke, “Well, guys, it looks like they have Gina in an adjoining office. I can see one guy in the room with her. She’s sitting in a chair talking with him.”
I asked, “What’s going on here? Is Gina part of this whole scheme?”
Hannah responded, “Don’t jump to conclusions about Gina, Boss. Go in and find out for yourself. Tina and I will cover you from our positions. Keep these guys where we can see them.”
“Okay, you’re probably right, Hannah. Tina, are you onboard with us?”
“Sure, Boss, I’ve got the room where Gina is covered.”
“I’m going in guys. Wait for my command before taking your shots.” I crossed the street, entered the building and went up to the floor where Gina was located. Standing outside the room, I overheard the conversation she was having with some guy. 
Gina said, “You’ll get your money, not to worry. The money doesn’t mean anything to Cross.”
The man spoke, “I hope you’re right, so we can get on with this business.” Then there was silence. With that, I took out my gun and I slowly opened the door. Once opened, I rushed inside pointing my gun at the duo. They both froze in place. I quietly motioned with my gun for them to get closer together. 
 I said, “Okay, start talking Gina and make it good.” 
Gina placed her finger over her lips as to tell me to be silent. In a soft voice she said, “Steven, listen, this is Boris, he is a mole in the Russian mob. The three in the other room are mob people. They kidnapped me in Milan and I was brought here. Boris prevented them from doing some terrible things to me.” 
I responded, “He doesn’t look like a good guy to me but if you say so, I believe you.” Gina’s voice was weak as she began to tremble. Knowing Hannah and Tina had everyone in their sites, I holstered my weapon. At that moment, Gina went to say something and the guy slapped her as he drew his pistol. Pointing it at me, he boasted, “That was easy. You did a good job, Gina, you slut!” I hesitated to have the girls kill this creep because I had to find out more about this situation. 
 Gina spoke in a quivering voice, “Steven, I’m sorry. They made me do it. I had no choice!” With that, the Russian backhanded Gina and sent her reeling over a chair. It was then that I noticed she was in an extremely weakened condition. As she stood up, I saw blood seeping from the back of her tee shirt from some previous wounds. It appeared that she was tortured but I had to continue. 
I asked, “What’s going on here? Are you the guy on the phone?”
“Well, Mr. Cross, you figured it out. Now you can watch your beauty die firsthand, or are you prepared to transfer the money back to our accounts?” He called for one of his comrades in the other room. As the goon came into the room, he was ordered in Russian to be prepared to remove the woman’s head. Then the goon revealed a rather large knife. The headman continued, “Cross, you have five minutes to get the wheels in motion or her head will fall in the trash basket.”
“Wait a minute, how do I know that she is not with you clowns?”
He shouted to his henchman, “Show Mr. Cross how we treat Italian spies!” With that, the other man ripped Gina’s shirt off and revealed the torture she had endured. Her back was bleeding profusely. This was no act! She had been whipped and beaten across her back. I put my wrist up to my mouth and exclaimed, “Take them out, now!” The leader was first, as the top of his head went flying off his body from Tina’s hard hitting bullet. Within the next few seconds, the knife wheedling jerk was shot right between his eyes as he turned toward Tina’s position. I ran to the adjoining office to see the other two laid out on the floor from Hannah’s precision shooting. I quickly returned to Gina’s side as I called for Hannah and Tina to get up here right away. 
Gina said in a weakened voice, “There are more in the building, Steven.”
I said, “Don’t you worry about anything right now,” as I held her bleeding body in my arms. Tina came crashing in the door with a bunch of towels. 
She said, “There was a cleaning person down the hall and this is all she had. I saw what they had done to our beautiful Gina through my scope. I don’t think I could have waited a moment longer to kill these creeps.” 
“You did good Tina.” We picked Gina up and placed her on the desk. Tina began to tend to her wounds. A few moments later, Hannah entered the room. She looked at Gina and I saw the fury mount within her very being. She began to help Tina care for her. 
Tina exclaimed, “We must get Gina to a hospital right away!”
“I know,” I said. 
 As we began to help Gina up, two other goons came walking in the room. Before they could draw their guns, Hannah jumped on one as I slammed the other with my gun butt. He went down while the other lost his arm from Hannah’s combatant skills. She snapped his arm from his body and crushed his windpipe with a swift kick to his throat. 
I yelled, “Let’s get out of this place, now!” The girls led the way but not before Tina put a bullet in the goon, I knocked out. Carrying Gina in my arms, I followed the girls out of the building to our car. We quickly sped out of the area. Soon enough, we found a hospital and Gina received immediate medical care. The doctors examined her and told us she would be okay. After a while, Gina was coherent enough to talk. 
She said, “I’m sorry I caused you so much trouble.”
Hannah responded, “Gina, we are all in this together. If one of us is in danger, then we all must respond. You did it for me and I will respond for you always. You must know by now that we love you dearly.” Hannah began to hug Gina who was feeling rather emotional. 
I asked, “Are you well enough to tell us what happened?”
“Well, my boss, Balsano, on the advice of Marco Marino, sent me to Milano to take the lead in an immediate investigation. It was to confirm some things on one of Bono’s illegal operations in the area. It didn’t sound too urgent but I went anyway. When I arrived at the Milan office, I was grabbed by the Russians before I could enter the SISMI building. They took me to the location where you found me and began their brutal torture. They kept asking me how we moved the money out of the Swiss accounts. I kept telling them I didn’t know. Then the torture became harshly intense.” She began to sob but soon regained her composure. She continued, “It appears to me that Popov and Marino are all part of the same criminal organization that has been plaguing us for years. From what I can tell, they wanted us to take out the rest of their ruthless mob so they would have more money for themselves.”
“We know these two are dirty but did you hear about anyone else?”
“No one else was mentioned. However, I do suspect Carlo’s father, Balsano. He was extremely adamant about me going on this assignment.” 
“I think you are right about him and it probably goes deeper into our world of espionage. There is too much money involved not to corrupt others!”
Gina continued, “Popov is in the area. He was the one who had his way with me. Then he ordered the rest of his goons to torture me with some horrific tactics. It would have been worse but they needed me to lure you here. There seems to be a contingent of these lowlifes occupying the building.”
“Okay, Gina you stay here and rest. Tina, I want you to stay with her and kill anyone who comes near you guys.”
“Will do, Boss!” as Tina showed her automatic rifle in her carrying case.” 
“Keep an open line with our communications equipment. I’ll be taking Hannah with me. We shouldn’t be too long.”
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Hannah and I returned to the target building. Once inside, we began our search for Popov. As we scanned every room in the building, we noticed the entire building was inhabited by the mob. Since we couldn’t take the chance of blowing the building and killing too many innocent people, we decided to turn it all over to Carlo. But first, we had to leave there with Popov. We were on the top floor when Hannah spotted him entering an elevator. With her head down, she quickly jumped in and held the doors for me. There were two men with him. They probably were his bodyguards. It took a minute or two before he recognized me. By then, it was too late. Hannah had already killed the bodyguards with her silencer pistol and destroyed the security camera mounted in the elevator. With both of them on a heap in the middle of the elevator floor, I quickly disarmed Popov. 
He laughed and exclaimed, “You’ll never get out of the building with me as your prisoner. You fool!”
“Who said we take prisoners,” as I pressed my gun to his head. 
Hannah spoke, “Blow his brains out right now! He is of no use to us anyway.”
Popov thought quickly and decided to cooperate. He said, “I can tell you many things, Mr. Cross. There is no need to kill me.” Just then, the elevator stopped at the garage level. As the doors opened, a couple of Popov’s goons were standing there. Popov made a move to signal them but I stuck my pistol deep into his ribs. His goons asked if everything was all right. Popov nodded in the affirmative. As the two approached us, Hannah instantly shot them both between the eyes. We walked over to our car, hog-tied Popov and threw him into the trunk. Before we left, Hannah went around the garage and shot out all the cameras to avoid a license plate check.
A little while later, we picked up Tina and Gina from the hospital and headed back to Italy in a hurry. On the way, I called Carlo and told him we found Gina and she was badly hurt. I also told him about the Russian mob operation in Toulon and that they were responsible for Gina’s condition. He said he would take care of everything. I figured he would love the international intrigue working across the border. Besides, they harmed his Gina. Carlo wanted to know how we wound up in France. I told him to call me at Gina’s house after he got things under control. He agreed. On the way, I told Gina we had Popov in the trunk. She became furious and said, “Let’s get to my house and I’ll take care of that creep.”
I responded, “Gina, I know how you feel but we need some conclusive information out of him first. Then you can do what you want with him.” She reluctantly agreed. 
Nighttime was upon us when we arrived at Gina’s place. She told us to take the Russian to the basement behind the secret walls where a room was set up for torture. Before we took him out of the trunk, Hannah placed a hood over his head. This was always used to instill fear in the prisoner. After dragging him down the stairs, we chained him to the wall and left. Everyone sat in the living room so Gina could be more comfortable. Tina made us a quick dinner and asked if she should feed the prisoner. Hannah told her to stay away from this one and let him starve. Tina responded in the affirmative and left it alone. Later on in the evening after Gina went to bed, Hannah and I went down to see our prisoner. Hannah pulled the hood off his head and just stared at him while I moved into the shadows of the room. After a few minutes, she ripped the tape off his mouth. He began to spew out words of vulgarity. Then Hannah told him to shut up and listen. In a soft voice, she asked, “You have information for us, so start talking.”
“I need some water first.” With that, Hannah gave him some water as she held a glass up to his lips. While he was drinking, Tina entered the room. I pulled her to the side and told her to go back upstairs. She asked to stay because she had to know everything. I was reluctant to let her stay but the other side of me wanted to see how she would handle herself. I let her go. She walked over to Hannah and whispered in her ear. I knew by Hannah’s look in my direction that she knew my motivation. Hannah commenced with the interrogation.
She shouted, “Tell us what you know!”
“I don’t know too much about anything you don’t already know.”
Hannah fired back, “We have been killing all your partners. Tell me about the ones we don’t know about! Like the more prominent people, especially the ones in Italy and Russia.”
“I can’t do that! I would be a dead man!” 
“What do you think is going to happen here and now?” Hannah took out her knife and cut away all his clothing rendering him naked.
 Tina said, “Oh, I don’t think you’re going to like what happens next. I’ve seen her do this before. It gets extremely messy and I have to clean up all the blood. If I were you, I’d tell her everything.”
“I really don’t know too much. They tell me little.”
Hannah firmly asked, “Who tells you very little?”
“You know who - the senator, the ambassador and the SISMI people. Give me a break. I am just a small fish in a big pond. They will kill us all eventually.”
Hannah again shouted, “Give me names! All of them!”
“I don’t know all the names but you know who.”
Hannah began to press the knife into his groin area. Once again, she shouted, “I need the names of all of the dogs involved in this cartel!”
 Tina exclaimed, “Look, he’s getting excited just like the other Russian. What is it with these men, are there no women in Russia?”
“I can’t help it with you two beautiful women standing in front of me. Have some mercy!”
Hannah angrily spoke, “Like you gave Gina mercy.”
Tina yelled, “I’ll chop it off,” as she grabbed a large knife off the table and approached Popov. 
Popov screamed, “Don’t do that, please, I beg you!”
Tina shouted, “Start talking or I start chopping!”
“Okay, I’ll talk! The SISMI people are Marco Marino and his boss, Balsano. You must know about Bono and his partner, Campo.” Tina’s face began to show her emotions as she bit her lip. But she controlled herself like a professional. Popov continued, “Senator Dreyfus and the U.S. ambassador to Italy, along with my good friend, Ivan Titov. These are all the ones that I know of who are still alive. I swear this is all I know!” 
 Tina exclaimed, “Let me do it, Hannah,” as she moved closer to the prisoner. Hannah led Tina away from the creep since she knew better. We weren’t finished with Popov just yet. We all went upstairs to talk about the newly acquired information, leaving Popov to think about his fate. 
Once upstairs, Tina made coffee and we began to discuss a strategy. Gina entered the room and sat with us. 
I asked, “Gina, how are you feeling?”
In a weak voice, she responded, “I’ll be alright. I listened to the interrogation through the sound system right here in the kitchen. It was hard for me not to go down there and kill that creep but as always the mission comes first.”
I spoke, “Gina, we must keep Popov alive for now. We may be able to use him for something.”
“I understand, Steven, I understand.”
“Tina, would you bring him some water and something to eat? We have to make him think he’s going to live but don’t get too carried away with him.”
“You’ve got it, Boss but I still need to do another one so I can become a skilled surgeon.”
“There will be plenty of that down the road. Right now, we must move cautiously. Gina, try to stay away from the creep until we decide what use he can serve us.” 
“Okay, Steven, I get the message!”
Hannah chimed in, “Steven, why don’t we get him to gather his cohorts right here in Italy. Then we can destroy all of them.”
Gina responded, “That would be a good idea. If he can’t do something like that, he is of no use to us.”
“Now, that’s a great idea. I’ll talk to him about it. You two stay up here and I’ll see if he will cooperate.” I went downstairs and approached our prisoner. Tina was giving him some water when I arrived. I took her aside and told her of our intentions. She too liked the idea. 
 Tina asked, “Should I be nice to him now?”
“As long as he’s cooperative, keep him fed and dress him up.” Tina and I approached Popov.
I said, “Things don’t look too good for you right now, Popov.”
“Well, I guess you are going to kill me now. The only thing I can ask for is a quick death. My last wish would be to spend some time with this young beauty here.”
“Well, Popov, I think you can be of use to us after all. If you agree to help us, you can live.” 
“Who do I have to kill?”
“Nobody, just get a few of these gangsters together for us and your life will be spared.”
“That is asking too much.”
“If you can’t do it, then we can’t make a deal.”
“Wait, I probably can get some of them to meet here in Italy for an emergency summit. Can I still get the girl?”
“We’ll see how well you cooperate with us.”
I continued, “Tina, give him some food and a little bit of your attention.” 
She responded, “Well, I’ll feed him for now but we should put some clothes on him. He has some excitement issues to deal with.” She fed him and worked around his anticipation rather nicely. I talked to him while Tina fed him. He told me he could convince Bono to call a meeting since the money had not yet been recovered. 
I asked, “Don’t they expect you to resolve the problem since you captured Gina?”
“I’ll tell them she was rescued by you and in the process many of my people were killed. This should get them to call a meeting.”
“I want you to make the calls this morning and isolate Titov so I can encounter him separately. The only people I will need at the meeting will be Bono, Campo and Marino.”
“I’ll try to do as you ask.”
“Good, we’ll get started in a couple of hours.”
“Do I have to hang from the wall all night?”
“No, you can lay on the table right here but you’ll still be chained. Tina, run upstairs and get our prisoner a blanket.”
“Sure, Boss, right away.”
While Tina was gone, I warned Popov not to try to fool me because there are several women here who would gladly castrate him in a second. He seemed to understand what I was saying but he was one slippery creep. Once Tina returned, we moved him to the table but kept him securely chained to the wall. I told Tina to keep an eye on him and not to fall for his charm. She understood what I meant. I returned upstairs to the girls. I briefed them on what was set up for Popov. They both were apprehensive over the whole thing. I think they would have preferred to kill him and avenge Gina’s honor. 
Hannah asked, “Steven, are you sure Tina can handle this clown on her own?” 
“She has been doing fine so far. Besides, he has an attraction for her.”
Gina said, “Steven, be careful with that kid.”
“Okay, okay, you guys get some sleep and I’ll keep an eye on Tina.” I carried Gina upstairs to her room and Hannah and her slept together in the big bed. Hannah changed Gina’s bandages on her back. The two were set for a while. I grabbed some coffee and went to check on Tina. When I entered the room, things seemed to be quiet so I sat in the shadows sipping my coffee. After a while, Tina, sitting in a chair near Popov began to nod off. 
That’s when Popov spoke, “Hey, Tina, why don’t you lie with me on the table, it will be more comfortable for you.”
“I’m fine,” she responded.
He continued, “Look, my arms and legs are chained. I won’t be able to touch you. At least take this blanket off me, it’s too hot in here.” Tina stood up and removed the blanket only to reveal his strong excitement for her. 
She exclaimed, “I’m not impressed, my excitement would be to remove that thing from your body! So don't push me!” She started to walk over to where I was sitting. Once Tina saw me in the chair, she sat on my lap and put her head on my chest. Within a matter of minutes, she was asleep. I took her in my arms, locked the door and carried her up to bed. I laid her down. She said, “Help me get undressed, Steven, I’m so tired.” I complied with her wishes. She fell right to sleep. I kissed the top of her head and went down to the living room to get some sleep myself. It came easy.
Only too soon, it was daybreak and I dragged myself off the couch to get some coffee. Hannah was up before me and joined me in the kitchen. 
She said, “I just checked on Popov.”
“Is he okay?”
“Oh, yeah, still trying to impress the girls with all his excitement. I gave him coffee and a roll. Do we eventually want to kill this creep?”
“I don’t think so because he can incriminate a lot of people in a court of law. I know all you girls won’t like that but we’ll see what Carlo has to say.”
“Are you going to involve him in our plan?”
“Not right away. We have to eliminate a few people first.” At that moment, Gina came in the kitchen.
She asked, “What about Carlo?”
“He probably would want to prosecute his father rather than we kill him. What do you think?”
“I would agree. Carlo knows his father is dirty. The evidence we can provide will make a good case for him. I guess we should try to get Popov to testify against the whole mob.”
I asked, “You don’t have a problem with that?”
“Steven, what’s done is done. We have to think of the prosecution of these criminals.” 
“We should get started with the phone calls to the cartel.” Just then, Tina came walking into the kitchen half asleep. She poured herself a cup of coffee and sat with the rest of us. I asked, “Tina, can we make our calls look like they came from France, near where we found Gina?”
With her head down sipping her coffee, she nodded in the affirmative. Then she said, “Can I wake up first? No need to be concerned about the origin of the phone calls.” A few minutes later, Tina set up her computer for our special use. She continued, “Have Popov use his cell phone. It will indicate to the person on the other end that he is still in Toulon. I’ll stay here in the kitchen to monitor and record the conversation.”
“Great, Tina, you and Gina stay here while Hannah and I go downstairs to give this a try.”
Once in the dungeon, we sat Popov in a chair and told him to keep his end of the bargain and we’d make sure of his safety. His first call was to Bono. While they were talking, I noticed he was tight with our ‘public enemy’ number one. His call to Titov was quite different. He talked to him as if he was his superior officer. He suggested to Titov to arrive in Rome but not to let anyone at the Russian embassy know of his plans. He also told him a special car would pick him up once he arrived in three days. Popov told us of a house outside of Rome where the cartel would meet. This did not require any confirmation over the phone lines. He drew us a map to the place. It was high in the hills around Rome and quite secluded. I didn’t want to talk in front of him about our plans so Hannah and I went back upstairs.
Gina said, “In listening to the conversations, I would be extremely careful with this operation, Steven.”
“I think you’re right about that, Gina. Another issue is Popov himself. How can we get him locked up somewhere while we run our missions?”
Gina responded, “I can get my father to lock Popov up in a secret facility in this region. Besides, I think it’s time to bring him onboard with the arrests of our criminals.”
“But, Gina, we have to run our missions before people get arrested. I don’t want Bono to get spooked and take off.”
“It will be okay. My father knows how to delay raids on these people.”
“Great, then call him and get the ball rolling. Do you want to set up the raids with your father and Carlo or would you rather run with us?”
“I certainly would like to run with you guys but I think it would be best if I manage the raids. Also, I want to see my father in person when I tell him what we need.” 
“Okay, let’s get the ball rolling. Gina, I think you should have one of the girls drive you.”
“Alright, I’ll take Hannah with me. We should return in a couple of hours.”
“Good, bring back a prison jumpsuit for Popov. He’ll leave here hooded, as he arrived. He must never know where we kept him.” 
Gina and Hannah got dressed and soon left for her father’s place. Gina called him in advance to make sure he would be there. I stayed in the kitchen with Tina. We had other work to do. 
Tina asked, “What do you want me to do now, Steven?”
“I need you to move most of the money back to where we found it. The authorities will need it as evidence but don’t do it now. Wait until we finish our mission with Bono.”
“Do you want me to move it all?”
“Oh, no, we need to keep the money in the Taipei banks for our future.”
“Right on, Boss, that should leave us a cool billion. Is that enough for us?”
“That will be fine. Besides, I make good money on my job, you know!”
“Yeah, sure Boss, whatever you say.”
“I’m going to lie down for a while. I want you to take care of Popov, okay?”
“Are you sure you want me to take care of him? I will if you want me to. He’s not a bad looking man,” as she smiled at me.
“I’ll be down there in a few moments.”
“I thought you needed to lie down?”
“I better keep an eye on you.”
“Steven, are you jealous?”
“Just get down there.” She left and I took a moment to reflect on the situation. I still had some doubts with Gina but she did select Hannah to go with her on this trip. Even if Gina killed Popov it wouldn’t prove anything, it means more money to go around. I think Tina wants a home and she found one, with me. Of course, Hannah will always be loyal. Maybe I’ve been in this business too long. They probably are all loyal. It’s just my nature to think this way.

 By the time I got downstairs, Tina was having a good old time with Popov. She was taunting him like a caged animal. She kept poking him with a long stick but kept her distance. The fool was enjoying every minute of it. He wanted more as she continued the game. Finally, I said, “Enough, Tina. He deserves to be tortured but I would venture a guess he’s enjoying it all. Am I right, Popov?” 
“Play with me a little more you sweet little creature,” he pleaded.
I responded, “Quiet, you creep, or I’ll forget our deal.” He sat down in his chair.
Tina took me by my hand and said, “Come with me, Steven. I want to talk to you.” I locked the door to the room and we went to the living room. Sitting next to each other on the couch, Tina continued, “Steven, when this is all over, I want you to know that you don’t have to take me with you to Taipei. I’ll understand. I can make it on my own now because I’ve learned so much from you and Hannah. I don’t want you to feel obligated to me.” 
“But, Tina, I am obligated to you through our love for each other. I want you in my life for as long as you want to be. Understand me when I say this.”
“Are you sure? I don’t want to be a burden to you, ever. I love you too much.”
“I’m sure.” With that, she hugged and kissed me. I continued, “Now, go get cleaned up because we will be off to the target zone as soon as Hannah gets back.” 
She ran up the stairs like a little kid on Christmas morning. I went back downstairs to place a hood over Popov's head. Then I brought him upstairs to sit by the front door to await his jailers. 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 21 – The Demise of the Cartel
 __________________________
 
 
 
 
 
 
A while later, Gina and Hannah returned with five policemen dressed in plain-clothes. Gina didn’t bother to introduce them as they quickly took Popov into custody. They dressed him in a prison uniform with the hood still over his head and marched him out of the house. After placing him in an unmarked van, they sped off to a place I didn’t really want to know. We were done with this creep. Now it was time to put our plans into motion. We all gathered in the living room for last minute discussions. 
I asked, “Gina, how did it go with your father?”
“I told him about Balsano and Marino. He will be expecting the evidence to back up our allegations. Also, he will leave Popov in a holding cell for three days. During that time, he will be interrogating him about the activities of the cartel.”
“That’s great, what will you be doing in the meantime?”
“I’ll have Carlo and Enrico come to my father’s office for a briefing. Together we will formulate a plan for the raids. My father wants Carlo to take down Balsano and Marco.”
“Okay, the rest of us will leave here in the morning to begin the recon of the cartel’s meeting place. We probably will stay in the area until the job is done. You and I will stay in contact to be sure Bono goes down. The rest will be up to you and your people.”
That evening Hannah and Tina made dinner for all of us. We sat around the table and the conversations were minimal. Pass this, pass that but nobody talked about substantive matters. I think the girls felt we should have killed Popov. This would have brought some kind of closure to the matter. After dinner, we cleaned up and retired early to bed. Hannah grabbed Tina and went to their room. I took Gina up to her bedroom and changed the bandages on her back. The wounds seemed to be healing well. 
While we lay in the bed, I asked, “Gina, do you want to talk about anything?”
“I wanted to kill that creep for what he did to me. I can’t feel any emotion except hate right now.”
“That is understandable. You do know that I love you,” as I kissed her forehead. 
“Steven, I want to feel but it’s hard.” I kissed her again, this time on her lips. She began to move and soon we were able to make love. It wasn’t a passionate love but a tender experience. We feel asleep holding each other.
The next morning when I awoke, Gina was not in bed. She had gone downstairs and was making coffee for everyone. Hannah and Tina were there telling funny stories as the three of them laughed. This made me smile. 
Tina exclaimed, “The Boss is up, everybody stand at attention.” They began to giggle. 
I said, “I’m glad to see everyone is feeling better this morning.” Gina came over to me and kissed me with great passion. It felt good. 
Again, Tina spoke, “Are we leaving on our assignment soon?”
I responded, “As soon as you two get ready, we’ll leave. Gina, can you gather a package of all our evidence for Tom York at the embassy?”
“Sure, if you want I’ll have him come here from Rome for the briefing with the others. He knows my father well enough so there should be no problem.”
“That would be great.” We all kissed and hugged Gina and were on our way to the target area. Before we left, we loaded up our weapons and other munitions we would need for the mission. With Hannah at the wheel, we drove several hours to reach our destination. We were in the foothills of the mountains east of Rome. After finding our target house, we checked into a cabin at some cheap resort area. Our cabin needed to be out of the way and have a view of the entrance road. We rested for a little while and headed out to recon the area. After climbing to the top of a ridge, we found a good spot to position ourselves for the hit. From the site, one could look down on a rather large house with a clear shot of the backyard. From the unfenced yard, there was a sheer cliff with a drop of 300 feet to the bottom of a large gorge. There were no other houses in the area. In fact, the whole region was very rural. We marked off two perches with a clear shot of the house. After carefully searching the rest of the area, we returned to the cabin. 
I asked, “After looking over the target area, do you both feel comfortable with this mission?”
Hannah responded, “I would feel better if I could take a look inside the house first.”
“I think that’s a good idea, even if it’s from the outside.” We waited until after dark, then jumped back in the car and headed to the front of the house. As we drove by, it was as I had expected - walls across the front courtyard and wilderness along the sides. There were guards all over the place. We stopped down the road a bit and pulled off. I told Tina to sit with the car while Hannah and I went to check out the house. We went to the side where Hannah could squeeze through the brush. As she went onto the grounds, I watched her back. Hannah was a cunning commando. She slipped unnoticed passed the security system and the guards to get a good look around. She returned as silently as she went in. 
I asked, “Did you get a good look at everything?”
“Sure, I did,” she whispered. We moved quickly back to the car and left the area. After picking up some food at a nearby restaurant, we returned to the cabin.
Hannah said, “The place is heavily fortified with guards and security systems. I think we are going to have a tough time getting Bono out to the backyard.”
“I guess I’ll have to go in and smoke him out.”
“Whoa, he has a small army around that house. It’s too dangerous.”
“We still have the leverage of the money.”
“I still don’t like it, Steven.”
“Well, can we set up some explosives tomorrow night to create a diversion, if necessary?”
“I think so.”
“Okay, then don’t worry so much.”
Tina, who was working on her computer, suddenly chimed in, “Hey, wait a minute. Something is not right here! Check this out.” Hannah and I ran toward her to view the computer screen.
I asked, “What’s up, Tina?”
“Look here,” as she directed us to the screen. “When Popov made his call to Bono, he contacted him on his cell phone.” 
I asked, “So, what happened?”
“My computer has been monitoring Bono’s calls since then.”
“Oh, please, continue and get to the point!”
“Well, today Bono called Titov and told him to arrive a day earlier than previously arranged. As you can see, the telephone conversations are converted to text, thanks to my superior talents. Read it all for yourselves,” as she pointed to the screen again. Hannah and I continued to read the saved text on our girl genius’ computer. Bono told Titov to come a day earlier because he thought Popov was under duress. He might have a gun to his head or something else. Titov asked if he, Bono, could find out and do something about it. Bono told him to relax he would take care of it. Bono then instructed Titov to fly to Naples instead of Rome and his men would pick him up. 
I spoke, “Well, girls, something is not right here. I think I’ll give Gina a call. Tina, while I talk to Gina, I want you to locate her position. Can you do that?”
“Sure, Boss, whatever you need.”
“Thanks.” I called Gina on her cell while connected to Tina’s computer. 
She answered, “Hi, Gina here.”
“Gina, this is Steven. How are things going on your end?”
“Good, we are getting ready to move ahead with the raids.”
“Is Popov under control and behaving himself?”
“Uh, sure, why do you ask?”
“I want to make sure our star witness is in place.”
“Not a problem, he’s locked up in isolation.”
“Is Carlo on board with the show?”
“Yes, he is on board. Steven, why are you asking all these questions?”
“You know me, always cautious. I guess we’ll be done here in a few days. I’ll call you when we’re finished. Bye for now.”
“Goodbye, Steven.” We broke our connection.
I asked, “Tina, did you find her location?
“Yeah, Boss.”
“Well, where is she?”
“She’s in Rome, somewhere around SISMI headquarters.”
“Something is wrong with this picture. Tina, locate and monitor every call I make. Make sure they can’t trace the call back to us.”
“Okay, Steven, you got it.” 
I called Tom York at the embassy. He answered, “York here, how can I help you?”
“Tom, this is Steven.”
“Hey, how are things going?”
“Good, have you heard from anybody about the investigations?”
“No, why should I have?”
“Not yet. Listen don’t trust anybody until you hear back from me, okay?”
“Sure, Steven, whatever you say. Can you tell me what I should be looking for?”
“Not just yet. I will be sending you some transcripts from an interrogation of a Russian mob guy. It should give you some information on some of our suspects in your case. Look for an encrypted e-mail coming your way this evening.”
“Will do, check with me when you can.” We hung up.
I said, “Tina, send him the data you collected at Gina’s house. I know you recorded the interrogation of Popov.”
“How did you know I did that?”
“Because, Tina, you’re brilliant as well as beautiful.”
“Thanks, Boss, do I get a raise now?”
“Send the material to York,” as I gave her his e-mail address and kissed the top of her head. 
I continued, “Tina, one more thing, dial Popov’s cell phone and let me know if there is an answer.” She started to call as Hannah and I watched. It rang twice and we all heard the voice on the other end, it was Popov. Tina quickly broke the connection.
Tina asked, “Steven, how did you know?”
“I have a gut feeling about this one. This means we have a war on our hands guys and we are outnumbered and outgunned.”
Hannah asked, “Steven, do you still want to go through with this crazy plan of yours?”
“Hannah, if we three can pull this off, we will be able to close them all down in one shot.”
“I’m with you, Steven. I hope you’re right.” 
“I think I’ll go for a walk to sort things out.”
Tina asked, “Do you want me to come with you?”
Hannah answered, “Tina, leave him be for now. I need you to do something for me.”
“Okay, Hannah.” 
I walked around the grounds of this rundown resort thinking of what to do. Gina was my biggest disappointment. I really do love her and probably will continue to do so. But life can be cruel, at times. I thought of Hannah and Tina, the only loyal ones with me. I can’t get the girls killed because of my determination to eliminate all these ruthless characters. I decided to go in the house on my own and keep the girls out of sight. I would figure out the details tomorrow. I went back to the cabin to try for some sleep. When I arrived, Hannah and Tina were lying in one of the beds. I went to the vacant one. That wasn’t going to work because both of them came in bed with me. They both held on to me tight and knew what was coming down in the next few days. We were all silent until sleep came.
The next morning, the three of us cleaned up and went to find some coffee. As we drove down the road, no one spoke. We finally found a little bar to get breakfast. The two girls remained silent as we sat at a table. 
I asked, “Are you two going to talk to me or not? It’s not the end of the world you know.”
Tina said, “Steven, why don’t we let this one go? We’ll get them one at a time. Besides, we are not absolutely sure about Gina.”
“Tomorrow will tell the whole story about who is rotten and who isn’t. That’s why I must be in that house when they are all there. I also have to know who is loyal to me.”
Tina replied, “Steven, I love you and so does Hannah.”
Hannah said, “Tina, everybody loves Steven but he loves loyalty. It means more to him than anything else.”
Tina jumped up and said, “Steven, you better know how much loyalty I have for you. I would die for you! Damn it!” She stomped out of the little restaurant in a huff.
Hannah said, “I’d bet my life on that kid’s loyalty and love for you, Steven.”
“You’re probably right, Hannah.” I got up and ran after Tina. She was sitting in the car sobbing. I sat next to her and held her in my arms. I said, “Tina, I’m sorry. I guess it has to do with Gina’s betrayal of us.” She pushed her face in my shoulder and sobbed a little longer. I picked her head up with my hand and kissed her tenderly.
Hannah returned to the car and started to drive back up the road. 
I suggested, “Let’s find another way up the mountain behind Bono’s house.” They agreed. After driving around awhile, we found an old dirt road that twisted and turned its way to the top of the mountain. Once there, we got out of the car and walked over to the ridge. We saw the back of the house but we were higher up than before. I asked, “Girls, do you think you both can make the target from this elevation?”
Tina replied, “I can do it from here. Actually, we have a shot at the front yard also. Do you agree, Hannah?”
 “You’re right about her, Steven, she is brilliant. Sure, we can shoot from this position. We also have better cover,” as she pointed to the surrounding bushes.
As the wind was blowing around the top of the hill, I began to feel better about the mission. These kids would have a better escape route going down this side of the mountain. Now I was able to make a more precise plan for our task tomorrow.
Hannah asked, “Steven, tell me about how wide would you say this gorge is across?
“I’d say it’s a good three-hundred yards.”
“I thought it was about that far.”
“That’s why when you guys take your shots you must consider the wind speed and direction.”
“We sure will, Boss.”
 When we left the mountain, I told Hannah to drive us to civilization so we could rent a jeep for the girls to use. I would drive the car right up to the front gate and since I still had the money, I’m sure they would welcome me. We returned to the cabin that evening after enjoying an early dinner. Tina drove the jeep we rented for the mission. The jeep was hidden so it could not be linked to our other car. Then the three of us returned to the target house. Tina drove the car and parked it alongside the road. We used the same strategy as before. Hannah and I went to the side area of the house and again, my little commando slithered across the grounds unnoticed. This time she had a bag full of explosives. She successfully planted them around the perimeter of the house. As she started on her return, one of the watchdogs picked up her scent and went after her. Initially, the dog began to bark as we heard one of the guards start to call the pooch. Hannah calmly gave the dog a piece of candy, she had in her pocket, he, began to lick her. She gave him another piece as she quietly continued to crawl out of the courtyard. The guard didn’t have a clue of Hannah’s presence. Once she was in the clear, I held her close for a moment. She whispered in my ear, “Steven, everything is going to be just fine, so relax.”
 When we got back to the cabin, Hannah briefed Tina on the detonation sequence. Tina absorbed the information like a sponge. Once the girls went to their bed, I climbed into the other. A little while later, Hannah came to me and snuggled under my arm. She kissed me and then put her finger over my lips and said, “Sleep, my love, sleep.” When I woke up in the morning, they both were in bed with me, again. I do have to say it was a pleasant way to wake up. 
After getting cleaned up, drinking some horrible instant coffee, I sent the girls out the back of the cabin. They needed to be in place by high noon, in time for the big showdown. We were all wearing our communications gear so we could listen to clues for taking action. I didn’t even put on my gun. I figured they would search me real good since the headman would be in the house. We could have blown the house to oblivion, but as stubborn, as I was I had to hear the whole story first.
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

22 – The Gangs All Here
 _________________________
 

When I approached the front gate, a couple of thugs with automatic weapons came out. They told me to go right in as the entire gate opened. Once in the courtyard, they yanked me from the car and searched me good. Convinced that I had no weapons of mass destruction, they led me in the house. Once inside, they tied my hands behind my back. They shoved me into a rather large room with a whole bunch of people in it. I quickly scanned the room to see familiar faces quietly staring at me. Popov, Bono, Campo, and good old Titov were all looking like my executioners. Also, standing there, off to the side, was my lovely Gina. I couldn’t bear to look at her. It just broke my heart.
Then, one heavyset guy approached me. He said, “Welcome, Mr. Cross.”
“Mr. Bono, I presume.”
“We finally meet face to face.”
“You’ve quite a cast of characters here today.”
“I believe you know most of them so introductions are not in order.”
“Not really. I would like some answers before you kill me.”
“Kill you, Mr. Cross, why would I do that? You have my money, my wife and you’ve killed most of my partners on my behalf. You made my piece of the pie rather large. They were right about you. You always get your man. Oh, one thing, I know you came here unarmed but I think you should know we found the explosives you planted around my building last night. I wouldn’t want you to hurt anyone else.”
There went that plan, out the window. I hoped the girls heard since Bono’s goons didn’t find our little wireless system on me. I needed to continue to get information out of these clowns. I had a good feeling that Tina was recording the whole thing. 
I spoke, “Since I did such a good job for you, maybe I could find out whose idea it was for me to do your dirty work.”
“Well, it all started with your boss, Grimes, talking to his old friend Balsano. They decided there were too many people to divide-up such a small pie. So, they concocted this scheme to bring you out for the job. Since you are the top assassin in the world, it would be child’s play.”
“Bono, people like you think the world is all yours just for the pickings. But every once in awhile, someone comes along and turns your little world upside down. I am that someone.”
“Nonsense, Mr. Cross your own people are coming over to our side. Consider your, precious Gina for instance she is our latest convert. Why just yesterday she freed one of our key people and came down here to join us. I’ll let her tell you in her own words. Gina, the floor is all yours.” 
Gina came forward and began to speak, “Steven, you were easy since you love women so much. It required a small effort on my part for you to let me into your heart. But, you see, the truth is that Popov and I have become lovers since he recently had his way with me. It was wonderful. I couldn’t free him from your clutches at my house, so I waited until you left on this crazy mission of yours. Through Popov, I have come to realize these people are right and you are wrong. I’ve been such a fool,” as she slapped me across the face.
 “But I saw the wounds on your back. Why go to such extremes?”
“I think that was what turned me on to him. His cruelty shows his strength.” 
“I guess you let him out of jail and never notified anyone else.”
“No, Steven, you’re on your own. For the record, I had my weak moments with you. There were times I thought I was in love with you but my love for the money is greater.”
“Is anybody clean in this country?” 
“Oh sure, there are some. Like that idiot Carlo and of course my self-righteous father. They are the fools.”
Then the big guy, Campo stood up and spoke. He exclaimed, “Enough of this garbage! Move the money back into our accounts now!”
“Listen, fat boy, I would assume the lovely Gina would have told you by now how the money was moved. So why are you talking to me?”
“Because you’re the only one who knows the people in Washington to get it moved.” 
Immediately, my thoughts stated to run wild. If Gina wasn’t telling them about the money, then she was still my trusted girl. But what was she thinking coming here with Popov. I had to think fast and buy some time.
I continued, “Tell me, Titov, why are you involved in such a wild scheme?”
Titov responded, “Steven, look at the money. Take some for yourself and return the rest. I can convince the others to spare your life. Don’t be a fool, my friend.”
“I can’t do it, Ivan, too much corruption going on all over and I don’t like being taken for a fool!” I thought that would get the bull Campo going enough to take me out to the backside of the house. Once outside, the girls could open fire. With an army of Bono’s people here, we weren’t going to win but Tina and Hannah would have a chance to get out safely. 
Well, I was right about the bull, he came charging at me and exclaimed, “Let’s hang him over the side! I’ll get him to move the money!” With that, he and a couple of Bono’s goons grabbed me and headed for the back of the house. Popov gladly joined the lynching mob. 
Behind him, Gina came running out yelling, “Don’t you dare kill him, you fat creep,” as she jumped on Campo’s back and wrapped one of her arms around his throat and began to choke him. Popov took out his gun and pointed it at my head. While Gina was riding the bull, she took out her pistol and shot Popov right between his eyes. Campo, being the huge man that he was, flipped Gina off his back like a fly. She went flying toward the edge of the yard. Then she started to slide into the gorge. I made a leap for her and grabbed her skinny little wrist as she began to go over the edge. I yelled, “Hang on, baby, hang on.” 
Then the first shot finally rang out from the girls. It hit Campo in the back of his head and he went down like a pile of garbage. The two other goons were quickly extinguished with the next set of shots fired from my girls. I pulled Gina up from her fragile position, laid her flat on the ground and placed my body over hers. The enemy from inside the house began shooting at us. I had nowhere to gain cover and without the explosives, I didn’t think we were going to make it.
All of a sudden, out of the clear blue and I mean the clear blue skies, came two helicopters. One rose right out of the ravine and the other was around the front of the house. They were civilian choppers with men onboard aiming rocket launchers and automatic weapons at the enemy. They immediately commenced firing at the house. The choppers had the gangsters in an intense crossfire. None of them could escape the wrath of their impending doom. The house began to explode into thousands of pieces. The assault didn’t stop until the entire house was leveled. As a final gesture, the chopper in the front of the house flamed the entire area and detonated a deep explosive device into the center of the house. This certainly left no room for survivors. Meanwhile, the chopper in the back hovered low enough to get Gina and me onboard. My adrenalin was pumping so fast that I didn’t even realize I had been shot in the leg. It was at that moment I knew who our rescuers were. I looked up and there was the smiling face of Colonel Jackson Hawk sitting next to my girls. I think I smiled and then passed out. 
 
 
 ______
 
 
When I woke up, I found myself in some hospital room. The nurses were speaking Italian so I knew we didn’t go too far. There in the room with me were Hannah, Tina and my lovely Gina. They all started to hug and kiss me. I was beyond elated. I held them all very tight in my arms. 
I said, “I never want to let go.”
Tina said, “We’ll always be with you!”
I asked, “What happened back there?”
Hannah responded, “Well, hot shot, since you were determined to go through with this crazy plan, I called for backup. Using our cell phone while you were out walking the other night, I called Hawk. I gave him the coordinates of our position with the width of the canyon and our probable strike time. And presto, he was there, right on time. He and his men had immediately flown into Naples and rented private choppers. They loaded them up with munitions and attacked our enemy. He dropped us back here at the Naples base and said he would see you in Taipei. Off they went returning to Athens as quickly as they arrived. What crazy Gina was up to, I have no idea. You can talk to her about her bizarre plan. The two of you were obviously meant for each other.”
“To tell you the truth, I didn’t think we would make it but I’m glad you guys were thinking ahead of me. Gina, what were you trying to do?”
“I don’t know what came over me. After letting Popov out of jail, I told him I wanted in on the money. I needed him to take me to Bono’s house so I could kill the both of them. It’s like you always said, Steven, sometimes it’s better to kill them than to try and seek lawful justice.”
“How did you convince Popov to take you?”
“I did something rather shameful. I spent the night with the animal I had to kill! After what he did to me in France how bad could one night be with this pig.”
“Did you think of how you would get out of that place?”
Gina with a pensive look on her face, said, “I knew you would come for me, Steven.”
“Well, you sure cut that one close.”
Hannah spoke, “You both are certifiable that’s for sure.”
I held Gina in my arms and she began to sob a little.
I said, “Gina, everything is going to be fine, now. I promise.” 
Then Hannah continued, “Hey, Tina, why don’t you get the Boss some good coffee at the store downstairs.”
“Oh, sure, I’ll be right back.” Off she went down the hallway getting coffee for her Boss.
I asked, “Why did you send her away, Hannah? What’s up?” 
“Well, I thought you both should know that kid made a choice on the mountain today. She killed her father in an effort to save your lives. If that isn’t enough loyalty for you, Steven, then, I don’t know what is. She even told me to leave Campo to her.”
“Oh, damn it, what a tough choice. I never wanted her to be in that position.”
Moments later, Tina came running down the hall with my coffee. She put it down on the table and I pulled her toward me holding her in my arms. 
Tina jumped up and said, “Hannah, you told him what happened.”
“They had to know, Tina.” She fell back into my arms and began to cry. All I could do was to tell her I loved her. 
I said, “Tina, remember, I want you by my side always.”
She responded, “You got that right, Boss. Oh by the way, I put the money back.”
“All of it?”
“What do you think?”
“That’s my girl.”
In a little while, we all began to feel much better. Not many words were spoken, just a lot of hugs and kisses.
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

23 – Rounding up the Rest
 _________________________
 
 
 
 
I had to get out of the hospital to finish what we started but the doctors had different plans for me. It would be several days before I could be moved. Gina called Carlo and Enrico to meet us in the hospital. When they arrived, we had a good discussion with the two honest crime fighters. Carlo told us what happened outside of Rome today. 
He said, “The local police reported they officially identified Bono as one of the victims of a tragic fire. There were some other people there also, but they haven’t been identified yet.”
I responded, “I heard what went on, Carlo. The story I received from my sources was that the entire heads of the Bono and Russian mobs were killed in that awful fire. However, it has nothing to do with any of my team, including Gina. But we do have enough evidence for you to arrest the other leaders of the cartel. I will take care of the Americans who were associated in this ruthless reign of terror. I’m sorry your father has been implicated with this group. It has nothing to do with my mission. Therefore, Carlo, we leave that decision up to you and Enrico.” 
 They both new damn well that me and my people where at the Bono house today, especially with me sitting in the hospital with gunshot wounds. But, it didn’t matter. Bono was dead and they felt relieved over the whole situation. These two men and possibly Gina could gain some control over the violent crimes perpetrated by Bono and his cohorts. To them it was a great day. Enrico and I privately laughed over the plans of Balsano and Grimes to have me do the dirty work for them. But it sure backfired on those two. 
Tina printed out enough documentation for Carlo to arrest his father and Marino. We would be leaving Carlo as a dedicated crime fighter with a mission that would be tough for anyone to endure – the arrest of his own father. 
Enrico said, “Steven, this turned out to be an extremely horrific mission for you and your people. But we Italians owe you a debt of gratitude and you will always be welcome here.”
I replied, “Thank you, my friend but its’ all part of what we do. Besides, I found a few good friends on this journey. Soon we will be going back to the States to arrest the remaining criminals. Should you need me for anything in the future, you can call me directly since our superiors might be in jail.” 
 Both men wished me a speedy recovery and left to continue with their part of the mission. 
With everyone out of the room, except Gina, she began to talk.
 She said, “Steven, I love you with all my heart but there is much to be done now that the leaders are all gone. I know Carlo and Enrico both need me to help put SISMI back together. I also must make sure Bono’s remaining lieutenants running around Italy are all incarcerated. So, my love, I must remain here in Italy for a while. When I feel organized, I will come to you, if you still want me.” 
“Gina, I feel a strong love for you but we both know the things we have to do. When they are done the future will be for us.” I kissed Gina with a loving tenderness. Gina’s eyes were tearing up as she departed. I had a feeling we wouldn’t be apart too long. After Gina left, Hannah and Tina came in the room to give me more hugs and kisses. They knew I would be feeling bad about separating from Gina.
 Hannah said, “Steven, I called Tom York at the embassy to let him know of your condition. He told me he would be here as soon as possible. I also called General Miller to brief him on some of the important information. Like Bono in particular.”
 “Good girl, Hannah, thanks.” Both Hannah and Tina stayed by my side throughout the night. 
 It was early the next morning when Tom York arrived. We all warmly greeted the RSO. He told us that he had the ambassador arrested. FBI agents working Rome reviewed the evidence we sent and agreed it was enough for them to arrest Ambassador Storms. The FBI agents had already taken Storms back to the U.S. to stand trial for countless charges. Storms implicated the ambassador from France, Senator Dreyfus and Dean Grimes. All them have been arrested to faced charges from money laundering to conspiracy to commit murder, among other things. It appeared our job was done here and there really was no point going to DC after all. Tom thanked my team and me for all of our help when he was alone in the middle of his mess. Tom shook our hands as we exchanged best wishes with each other. Tom York was one of the last of the good guys in this screwed up government. 
 
 
 ______
 

 
 
 I remained in the hospital for another day and at the first chance, we jumped on a fast plane back to Taipei.
After a long flight, we arrived in Taipei. It seemed as if we were finally returning home. That night we stopped by to see Miller and Bianca. I told them about the fate of Bono and the others. Bianca seemed relieved. A little while later, John came over with a message from headquarters for me. It was from the acting director of the CIA, an old comrade of mine. He told me I could keep my post out here for as long as I wanted. And that was great news. 
Bianca asked, “Tina, Frank and I have been talking things over and if you want to live with us, it would be okay.”
Tina replied, “I appreciate the offer but I have to stay by Steven’s side. He has to realize my undying loyalty to him. It may take a long time but I will enjoy waiting.”
Miller said, “You’re making a good choice, Tina. Steven is a great guy. Well, we’ll see you guys around town.” 
Kisses and hugs were exchanged and we went to my place. It was near the base and in a high-rise building on the top floor. When we entered, Tina was amazed at the view we had of Taipei. She asked, “How come you never brought me here before?”
Hannah responded, “Tina, this place is only for his loyal followers. As a matter of fact, I’ve only been here once before.” 
Then I said, “Hannah, I never doubted your loyalties. We just never had much time together.” I showed Tina her bedroom at the end of a hallway. It had its’ own private bath along with a spectacular view. 
Then I asked, “Hannah, do you want to stay here for a while?”
Tina jumped in and said, “Oh, Hannah, stay here with us, it will be so much fun. We’ll be like a little family.”
Hannah said, “I’ll stay for a little while.” 
“Great, now I’m going to take a shower and check out my new home.” She danced around a little with a big smile on her face like the child that she should be.
 Then I turned to Hannah and said, “Should we continue what we started out in the desert?” With that, she grabbed my arm and whisked me off to my bedroom. Following a great shower, we jumped in bed and made tender love. Afterwards, I said, “Hannah, I do love you, do you know that?”
“Oh, yes, Steven, but do you trust me,” as she began to laugh.
I kissed her with great tenderness and as I moved my arm around the side of the bed, I felt a head. “Tina, how long have you been here?”
“Not long, Boss.”
“Well, you’re going to learn to knock from now on.”
“But you trained me to be a spy and I was just practicing.”
“Well, what do you want?”
“I figured since it’s our first night in this great big place, can I stay with you two? Just for tonight, I promise.” Hannah was laughing aloud by now. 
Then I said, “Okay, just for tonight,” as I reached over and shut the light. All three of us settled in for the night. Something else occurred as I exclaimed, “Tina, where are your clothes?” 
 “Woops……”
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