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    Doug threw their captive on the closest bed and pounced on him. He pulled out two guns from his jacket pockets and threw them on the neighboring bed, then he yanked the pillowcase off his head. The expression on Doug’s face was one Robert had never seen before. He focused his eyes on his prey as he planted his hands firmly on the center of his chest and let his weight settle on him. His prey stared back, almost defiant. 
 
    “Speak English?” asked Doug while nodding his head up and down. 
 
    He nodded back in agreement. 
 
    “Good. That will make this easier. You have a choice. You can take us back to Marjorie now, and get to see whatever family you have again, or NOT.” 
 
    He spat at Doug.  The reply was a swift and violent punch to the face. 
 
    “So, you want to do this the hard way. Fine by me.” Doug got up and grabbed one of the two guns. After a quick inspection, he handed it to Robert and showed him how to disengage the safety. “If he moves, shoot him.” 
 
    At that moment, Robert realized he had never held an actual gun before. With no real experience or training, he pulled from his years of video game experience and mimicked the many characters he’d controlled and held the gun in both hands, aimed at their captive. 
 
    Doug searched the room. After not finding what he was looking for, he settled for an alternative and kicked the bathroom door handle until it broke off. He picked up the round baseball-shaped handle and jumped back on the bed. 
 
    “So, Lee… I like that, I am going to call you Mr. Lee, for now. Not that your name really matters to me. So, Mr. Lee, any second thoughts about maybe doing this the easy way?” 
 
    Mr. Lee spat a mixture of saliva and blood at Doug. His head recoiled back and he flinched, in anticipation of a retaliation that never arrived.  He relaxed his head back on the bed and Doug delivered a blow with the door handle, sending his head crashing to the right. Blood sprayed across the bedspread. Doug didn’t let up. He grabbed the pillowcase and wrapped it around Mr. Lee’s neck. He placed the door handle inside the pillowcase, against his Adam’s apple. He slowly began twisting it into a homemade garrote. 
 
    Each twist pushed the doorknob further into Mr. Lee’s windpipe. His eyes grew wider with each twist. Raspy breaths attempted to suck in as much air as possible through the restricted airway. 
 
    Doug paused to ask, “Still want to do this the hard way?” 
 
    Mr. Lee forced a wide smile in reply. 
 
    “Alright,” said Doug. He started twisting again. The breathing sounds became shallower and more labored. Each breath searching for air, but each one finding less and less of it. His head started to sway from side to side uncontrollably as he struggled to stay awake. The lack of air and restricted blood flow fought him. Doug let up just before Mr. Lee lost consciousness. 
 
    He slapped his face a bit. “Hey. Hey. Mr. Lee, wake up. Let’s try this again. Want to help us?” 
 
    There were a series of incoherent sounds, accompanying a nod of the head up and down. Robert and the other’s couldn’t make out what he said, but Doug could. 
 
    “Good man.” Doug unwrapped the pillowcase and discarded the doorknob on the floor with a thud. He placed it around the top of his head and tied if off. He motioned toward one of the bottles of water. Jill tossed it to him. 
 
    With it held to Mr. Lee’s lips, he said, “Water. Take a few sips.” 
 
    Mr. Lee attempted to gulp it, but Doug only allowed him a few drops. 
 
    “Do you have a car?” 
 
    Mr. Lee nodded. 
 
    “Good. Here is what we are going to do. I am going to let you up, then we are all going to walk down to your car and get in. I will drive, and you will direct me to where we can find our friend. If you double cross me, my trigger-happy friend over there will shoot you. If you give us wrong directions, he will shoot you. Cause problems in any way, he will shoot you. Capisce?” 
 
    Mr. Lee didn’t say a word. Doug held his hand out and snapped. On command, Jill retrieved the second gun from the bed and placed it in his hand. He silently removed the clip and emptied the one in the chamber. With a quick and forceful motion, he pulled the slide back allowing it to click loudly. 
 
    Doug pressed the muzzle of the firearm against the side of Mr. Lee’s cheek. He jerked at the feeling of cold steel and the realization of imminent danger. “Or, if you don’t want to cooperate, I can just pull the trigger right now. Whatcha’ say?” 
 
    The captive started squirming under Doug, mumbling very fast. 
 
    “English, boy. I don’t have a lot of patience.” 
 
    The mumbling continued. 
 
    “My finger is feeling really heavy on this trigger.” 
 
    The mumbling changed into a stammering of incoherent phrases. 
 
    “Alright, you had your chance.” Doug squeezed his hand slowly. The trigger propelled the firing pin forward right as Mr. Lee screamed, “Okay, I will help.” If there had been a bullet in the chamber, his exclamation would never have been heard over the blast. He may not have been able to make the sound as the projectile splattered his cheek and jaw along the bed and onto the floor. 
 
    “Good boy. Now do as I say, and you might get to live.” Doug got up off of their captive. He put the single bullet back in the top of the clip and reinserted the clip. A few quick yanks of the pillowcase off of his head, and the sheet from around his body, freed Mr. Lee into a pile of humanity sitting on the floor. Doug used it to remove most of the blood stains off of his cheek, but it only removed so much. If anyone gave him even a passing glance, they would know he had been through a gruesome attack. 
 
    “Get up.” 
 
    Mr. Lee got up. Doug sent Robert, Amy, and Jill out first, with Mr. Lee between Doug and Jill. The gun planted firmly in his back as they walked down the stairs. Mr. Lee directed them to a black BMW sedan with tinted windows. The five of them got in, with their captive secured in the back seat between Robert and Doug. Jill was elected the driver. 
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    Mr. Lee took them on a fifteen-minute drive through a shopping district that transitioned into industrial buildings. They approached one building that, without any direction from their captive, Robert knew was the one. There was an entrance to an underground parking lot that curved around to the right. He could still envision Marjorie and the line of handlers waiting for them at the top when they tried to escape before. 
 
    Doug had Jill pull past the opening and then park around the corner. He surveyed the building as they drove past, pointing out to Robert a lack of security cameras. Parked, Doug sat silently for a few moments, lost in thought. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” asked Robert. 
 
    “Thinking. Give me a moment.” Doug looked around again at the front of the plain concrete building from the side. It was probably three stories, but the absence of windows on the front made that only a guess. An area of overgrown old-growth trees blocked the view of the front door from the main street. To Robert’s eyes, they should be able to get into the garage very easily. Doug had other plans though. 
 
    “What is inside?” he asked, pushing the muzzle of the gun into his captive’s side. 
 
    “What?” responded Mr. Lee. 
 
    “What is inside the building?” 
 
    “It is an abandoned office building. Not used anymore. Marjorie uses it for a studio.” 
 
    “Is there any security?” 
 
    He shook his head no. 
 
    “You better not be lying to me.” 
 
    “I’m not lying. There is no security anywhere above ground. Just under.” 
 
    “What about stairs, or an elevator?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes. The elevator takes you down to behind the control room. The stairs take you to the dock.” 
 
    “Doug, what are you thinking?” asked Robert. 
 
    “Something a little more tactical than just walking down to the garage. Let’s go. Jill and Amy, you stay here. Mr. Lee, you are coming with us.” Doug threw his door open and pulled Mr. Lee out with him. He looked around, no one was walking down the walkway, and no traffic on the street. 
 
    Amy opened her door and objected, “We are coming, too.” 
 
    Robert stopped her door before she could open it all the way. “No. You guys stay here. I have already put you in harm’s way enough. We don’t know what we are walking into.” 
 
    Amy bit her lip while her eyes pleaded with Robert to stay. 
 
    “If we are not back in, what… thirty minutes…” he looked at Doug, who agreed, “take the plane tickets and get out of here. I left them in the back seat.” 
 
    Amy shut the door slowly, looking at Robert through the gap between the door and the car until he disappeared with the click of a closed door. 
 
    Doug headed off, pushing Mr. Lee through the front garden and to the short concrete walkway in front of the door. Robert rushed to catch up. His head was on a swivel, looking around for any signs of trouble. Doug did the same and paused before entering the front door. 
 
    “Open it,” he ordered. 
 
    Mr. Lee reached out and pulled the door open. A breath of cool air rushed out to greet them in the heat of the mid-morning sun. Mr. Lee enjoyed it for a second before Doug gave him a hard shove, forcing him inside. The building appeared to be completely abandoned. It was a typical office building. A few offices in the corner, but the rest of the first floor was an open area, with faded reminders of the cubical walls burned into the worn brown carpet. Dust bunnies inhabited the floor, with a single office phone left in the center of the room. A reminder of what must have been there. 
 
    The staircase was to the immediate right, but the elevator was in the back-left corner and Doug pointed it out. Even without external windows anywhere on this floor, Doug and Robert felt exposed in the large expansive space as they crossed through it. Each step as cautious as the previous one. 
 
    A little over two-thirds of the way to the elevator, Doug heard a sound and collapsed to the floor, pulling Mr. Lee with him. Robert followed a split-second later. Doug spun around on his stomach to cover behind them, but as he looked around, at first he saw nothing. Then a hint of movement pulled his attention to the back corner of the room. A single mouse played and scampered amongst the field of dust-based tumbleweeds. 
 
    Mr. Lee let out a laugh, “You were scared of a little mouse.” 
 
    “Shut it,” said Doug as the butt of the gun smashed into Mr. Lee’s face. 
 
    Doug didn’t give him a chance to recover before yanking him up to his feet. Mr. Lee tried to catch the new streams of blood with his hands as they continued moving toward the elevator. 
 
    The three stood in front of the elevator door, but neither Robert nor Doug reached for the button. Instead they gave each other that is this a good idea look. Before any more second thoughts invaded their minds, Doug pressed the button. There was a quick and echoing ding as the door opened. Robert felt his heart skip a beat as the doors exposed the inside of the elevator car. Doug trained his gun at chest height of any occupants there may be as the door opened wide. It was empty. 
 
    They walked in and pressed the button labeled with a “B”, and the door closed. The car descended with a muffled metallic scraping. It jerked a little here and there, showing its age. Robert felt beads of cold sweat develop on the back of his neck. A slight tremble developed in his hand. A few squeezes of the offending hand helped, but didn’t stop it completely. 
 
    Doug pushed Mr. Lee to the front and positioned himself behind the much smaller man, with the gun positioned over his right shoulder. “Get behind me,” he ordered Robert. Robert didn’t give it a second thought and took a position behind him. The car slowed to a stop and dinged. The door slid open with a crank. Doug focused his gun on the growing gap between the two halves of the door. His eyes scanning every inch of the visible area. 
 
    The door opened onto an empty hallway. Fluorescent lights flickered overhead and glared off the glossy linoleum floor. Doug pushed Mr. Lee through the opening, but held him close to the door. He scanned both ways up the hallway. Satisfied no one was there, he directed Mr. Lee the rest of the way through the door and followed him out. Robert followed closely but, on instinct, turned around to watch behind them. He took a few steps backward and bumped into Doug, who had stopped. 
 
    “Where is the control room?” he whispered. 
 
    Mr. Lee pointed to a door up ahead. It was solid, no way to know what waited for them behind it. Doug approached with caution. Robert backed into him again, but he didn’t react. 
 
    “We are going in fast,” said Doug, before he threw open the door and forced Mr. Lee in. One person sat at a computer, against the opposite wall. Before he had any clue what happened, Doug threw Mr. Lee across the room and into the man. Both of them crashed into the wall and to the floor. When they tried to sit up, they came face to face with the Doug’s black steel 9mm pistol that he had “borrowed” from Mr. Lee. Doug crouched over them, the gun inches from their faces. His face was just inches behind it as he peered at them over the slide of the gun. 
 
    He instructed Robert, “Close the door.” 
 
    Robert threw it closed and leaned back against it. Not to hold it shut, but to catch his breath and calm his nerves. When Doug motioned for him to come to him, Robert reached down and locked the door. 
 
    “Remember us?” 
 
    The man shook a very nervous-looking head. 
 
    “Good. I tell you what. We are going to call you Mr. Wrong. If you give us a wrong answer, then you lose. So, Mr. Wrong. Where are you holding our friend? The English man.” 
 
    “He is not here,” said the very shaky voice. The man’s whole body trembled as he looked back and forth between Robert and Doug. His face screamed for assistance. Robert stood there, letting Doug take lead. The events unfolding before him were surreal. 
 
    Doug didn’t like that answer and delivered his own reply with the back of his hand against the man’s temple. A red welt began to form immediately. 
 
    “Sorry about that. I have a temper when I am fed bullshit. Now, I will ask again. If you make me ask a third time, I will just pull the trigger.” 
 
    The man held up his hands and begged, “No. No. No. He is not here. I promise. He and Mrs. Lana left last night after you did. I promise.” The look of fear told Robert and Doug everything, he was telling them the truth. The gun relaxed a bit and pointed a little lower than the man’s head. 
 
    “Who is Mrs. Lana?” Doug barked. 
 
    “You knew her as Marjorie. It is one of her many names,” responded Mr. Lee. 
 
    “Who is she?” 
 
    Mr. Lee gave a smug laugh, “She is no one, and many people, all at once. Marjorie, Lana, the dark wolf, Mrs. Spencer, Mrs. Romanski, those are all names she goes by. You will never find her, and if you do, you won’t survive.” 
 
    Doug stood up and took two steps backward before he turned around, knelt back down and, in a single motion, knocked Mr. Lee unconscious with the butt of the gun. 
 
    “Want to end up like your buddy there? Tell me what I need to know.” 
 
    The man wept when he said, “We don’t know her real name. All I know is she took your friend with her last night. They left about nine o’clock. I don’t know where they went. I promise.” 
 
    “Left? Are they still in Macau?” 
 
    “No, they took her plane. I don’t know where they were going.” 
 
    Doug turned his back and walked to the door. “Let’s go. We can find her.” He opened it and let Robert out. The hallway was still empty. 
 
    “Go on to the elevator. I will be right there.” Doug disappeared back into the room. The gun let out two sharp pops and Doug emerged back into the hallway. Robert didn’t say anything. Neither did Doug. 
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    Robert and Doug hurried back to the car. Doug seemed confident that no one had followed them, but Robert gave in to the frequent urge to look behind them about a dozen times. Each time there was no sign of anyone back there. When they entered the car, both Amy and Jill looked back at them and asked, “Where is Christopher?” 
 
    Doug spoke before Robert had a chance and said, “Not here. We will find him. Trust me. Drive.” 
 
    “Where is Mr. Lee?” Jill asked. 
 
    Doug said, without a beat, “He is not coming. Now drive.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “The airport.” 
 
    Jill started up the car and pulled off. Not a person uttered a sound. Not a person looked at one another. The further they drove away from the scene of their torture, the stronger and heavier the lump in the pit of their souls grew. Any hint of exuberance about being safe or going home paled in comparison to what consumed them. 
 
    They retraced their path in silence, back past the hotel they’d woke up in, and continued east, the direction they saw the airport out the window of their room. They paused at an intersection, with the option to go right or left. Several traffic signs hung across the intersection. Two had arrows pointing left of them, under sets of Chinese characters. The remaining three had arrows pointing right. A honk roared from the line of cars behind them. Jill looked at Amy and then back to Robert and Doug in the backseat. All but one returned a blank stare, reflecting their understanding of the signs. Doug pointed her to the right. The city streets transitioned into a multilane interstate, Jill gripped the steering wheel tighter and stayed in the inside lane as cars zipped past them. Without a word, Doug tapped her on the shoulder and motioned for her to move to the left lane. 
 
    The nondescript black sedan moved cautiously from one lane to the other. Their maneuver drew a few honks and hand gestures from the passing traffic. Her grip tightened more with each reaction. Signs hung over their new lane every couple hundred feet. The first few they passed under were arrows under Chinese characters, leaving them all in the dark of which one to follow. Then, in the distance, Amy saw one and pointed it out. It had a picture of an airplane on it and the distance 10 kilometers. Robert settled back in his seat, knowing where they were heading. 
 
    Jill turned on the blinker and followed the next exit with a large sign with the same picture of a white plane. 
 
    “Keep going,” Doug said from the back seat. 
 
    Jill looked at him in the rearview mirror while Amy and Robert turned toward him with questions in their eyes. Doug, didn’t return their looks, he stayed focused on the road as he said, “Three more exits.” 
 
      
 
    They continued past the signs and exits for the airport. Most of the cars around them exited, though. Just a handful continued on with them. 
 
    “Get off here,” he said at the next ramp. 
 
    Jill got off and followed the ramp off and to the left. She looked back at Doug several times for directions when she noticed the ramp took her directly into a parking lot. Doug finally directed her to park the car with everyone else. She followed the rest of the cars through the parking lot, toward a tender who directed her into a spot next to another car that had just parked. She shut the car off. Now all three of them were looking at Doug for some kind of direction. 
 
    “You probably guessed we aren’t getting on our flight home. Chances are, someone was waiting for us at the airport. Who knows if we would have ever really made it home.” 
 
    The three anxious passengers sat back in their seats. This was a fact none of them had considered. With what they had witnessed and seen, if they talked to anyone, they could cause trouble. They were a liability and Mr. Lee was probably assigned to make sure they never made it to the airport. At that moment, Robert felt more alone and unsure of the future than he could ever remember. He looked at Amy, feeling both responsible, and inadequate as a husband. He was why she was here, and he’d failed at protecting her. Their vows said in good and bad, but he’d hoped there would be more good than bad. At that moment, it didn’t seem like that was possible. 
 
    “What now?” asked Amy. 
 
    “Well, we are going to get out of the car and follow these nice folks to the ferry and take a little ride. Let’s get going.” Doug grabbed the plane tickets and cash and exited the car. A confused Robert, Amy, and Jill followed. 
 
    Doug purchased four tickets at the tender’s office. He then led the four of them up the ramp and onto the ferry. Inside, he led them to the back corner where all four could sit far away from anyone. Not that many people would understand what they talked about, or even care. Most of the passengers had their head buried in a newspaper or focused on their cell phone, scrolling through social media. 
 
    When Doug sat, his body collapsed into the seat. The raw emotion and tension of the last several days and hours dripped from his pores. It was not the same for the others. They sat around him, looking for answers, with uncertainty written on their faces and confusion running through their heads. 
 
    “We are heading to Hong Kong. When we get there, there is a train that will take us into the city. From there, we will walk to the US Consulate. They can help us.” 
 
    Robert settled back into his seat. This made sense. He had seen it in several movies and documentaries. Any time an American was in trouble overseas, they headed to the Embassy for help. Once they were there, they would be safe and could return home. That wouldn’t help Christopher, though. The thought of their friend, what he is going through, and his fate, were a constant presence in his head. In fact, the only thought that pushed it out for a moment was the question that just entered. 
 
    “Doug, how do you know where the Embassy is here?” 
 
    Neither Jill nor Amy had considered that question yet, based on the expressions on their faces, but now that it was out in the open, they were curious, as well. Doug looked down at the floor, avoiding eye contact with anyone. Friends and strangers, alike. He twisted his hands around and  around, fidgeting. 
 
    “Doug?” 
 
    “This isn’t my first time here. I was here in the service.” 
 
    “What were the Marines doing in Hong Kong?” 
 
    “We were here on an exercise. Any time they sent us out of country, they told us where to go if there was trouble. That is all.” With that, Doug clammed up and sat looking out the window as the turbo-jet powered ferry sped across the harbor to Hong Kong. For the longest time Robert, Jill, and Amy sat looking at Doug, waiting for him to say anything else. He was their leader at the moment, but his silence eventually convinced them there would be no further instructions for now, and they turned around in their seats and did as he did, watched the water speed by. 
 
    When the ferry docked at the terminal in Hong Kong, they followed Doug. He led them a few blocks through town, to Sheung Wan Train Station. For a few moments, he stood and watched how others bought train tickets from automated machines. Once he felt he had the pattern down of which buttons to push, he bought four tickets. He mumbled, “It’s been less than 20 years, and no signs the British were ever here,” as he walked to the platform and had a seat to wait for the train. The others followed. 
 
    They sat in silence for twenty minutes until the next train pulled up. When the doors opened, a mad rush ensued. Robert grabbed Amy by the hand and hurried after Doug, who kept a hold of Jill and yelled, “Excuse me,” as he pushed through the crowd. A few people cut him off, and Doug said something in Chinese, causing them to move out of his way. They crowded on to the train, which was more closely packed than Robert ever remembered the Los Angeles subway being. 
 
    Doug comforted them, “Just press together. It is a short ride.” 
 
    To say personal space was violated would be an understatement. Body parts constantly bumped into the four. Some, Robert, Amy, and Jill felt were inadvertent, but others seemed intentional. Robert wanted to say something, but he felt outnumbered and, considering their situation, he decided against it. 
 
    After four stops, Doug moved toward the door, pushing through the crowd. At the fifth stop they squeezed off, along with the handful of passengers. Once off, they didn’t stop moving. Doug headed through the gates of the station and out into the street. He walked with purpose and determination. Most of the people on the sidewalks were walking at a leisurely pace, but not Doug. He was moving at almost a jog, which created a challenge for the others to keep up. 
 
    They turned a corner and saw it.  A concrete building surrounded by a twelve-foot black iron fence. In front of that, a row of concrete barricades blocked any vehicle from trying to ram the primary fence. Small breaks in the barricade allowed pedestrian traffic through to the entrance, which was a separate, almost impenetrable building, itself. Doug stopped at the metal turnstile and let the others go first. Inside, they each stopped just short of the guard station manned by four heavily armed Marines and two metal detectors. Entry could only be made by walking through the detector’s opening. 
 
    The Marines observed their out of breath visitors with both anticipation and intrigue. Two of them rested their hands on their sidearm, ever at the ready to take action, if a threat emerged. Doug entered through the turnstile and approached the guards. 
 
    “We are American citizens. We were kidnapped and tortured. We need your help.” 
 
    This was not a phrase these Marines heard every day, and they cautiously waved Doug through, but he declined and motioned for Jill to go first. One of the Marines stepped forward and stopped her just short of the metal detectors. He asked her to hold her arms out to her side, and she did. He then traced her body’s figure with a black metal detection wand. The first pass completed, then he went over her a second time. He then asked her to hold still and performed a simple pat down, before he gave a thumbs up to those stationed behind the metal detectors. They motioned Jill through the arch, which remained silent as she passed through. 
 
    Then it was Amy’s turn. Once she was through, Robert went, and finally, Doug. They were told to stand there and wait, and wait they did. Ten minutes later another Marine, an officer, appeared from the side hallway. 
 
    “If you will follow me,” he said, with no greeting or pleasantries. 
 
    They walked down the hallway, passing many locals with State Department badges. A large double door separated the outer building and the inner building. The officer badged through the door and let the four of them pass through before securing it. Robert knew at that point they had crossed into the Consulate itself. The interior had rich wood trimming, more like you would see in a law firm, and the workers were not locals, these were all Americans. 
 
    Doug, who had been filing behind all of them, rushed to the front of the line and said, “Sarge. I need to speak to Chief Maldons.” 
 
    The officer stopped at that moment and turned to Doug, “Who do you need to speak to?” 
 
    “Chief Maldons. He is still the station chief here, correct?” 
 
    The expression changed, as did the tempo of his walking, “Come with me.” 
 
    He led them through a series of offices and cubicles and into an open conference room. The Sargent stood, stone-faced, by the dark solid wood door as the four of them walked in. 
 
    “The coffee’s fresh, help yourselves. I will be back.” The door secured itself behind him, leaving them in the room standing around a glossy wood conference table, gawking at Doug, who was fixing a cup of coffee from a sterling silver coffee set on a dark maple bureau against the wall. Robert felt a thousand questions on the tip of his tongue. There was more to their friend they he’d ever known. 
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    Doug sat at the table, taking casual sips from his coffee. Leaning back in the chair, he appeared rather relaxed, almost at home in this setting. The others still stood just inside the door. All three sets of eyes were transfixed on Doug, lounging back and enjoying his steaming cup of coffee. 
 
    After another sip, he took notice of the attention. The chair he was sitting in rocked forward and Doug rested his arms on the table and asked, “You guys are quiet. I am sure there is something you want to ask.” 
 
    “Umm, yeah. Care to explain all this?” asked Jill. 
 
    “You all know I was a Marine, but that is only half true. I started as a Marine. I spent five years there before they recruited me into the intelligence and counter-intelligence world.” 
 
    Robert leaned forward, his hands thumping against the table when his weight came to rest. With his forehead wrinkled he stated, “You mean you are a spy.” 
 
    “Not in so many words. Think about it as a level of special forces that worked in areas we, officially, were not allowed to operate.” 
 
    “Huh. That explains a lot,” said Robert, standing back up, a half-amused expression on his face. “So, I am guessing one of your many secret missions brought you to Macau?” 
 
    “Eight years stationed in south east Asia. At the time the British controlled this area, so yeah, I have been here and I’m pretty familiar with it.” 
 
    Jill asked, “So you are an assassin?” 
 
    Doug gave a wry smile, “You watch too many movies. I am not a double-0. I am not even sure I have met one. Have I taken lives? Yes, but that was not my goal. I gathered intelligence on North Korea and China for the United States government. Remember the huge standoffs between the Clinton administration and the North Koreans over their nuclear program? That was me.” 
 
    “Explains why you seemed so comfortable with a gun in your hand.” 
 
    “Just training. I am not a cold-blooded person. I don’t take pulling the trigger lightly.” 
 
    “Then what happened back there, earlier?” Robert asked. 
 
    “What do you mean? What happened?” asked Amy. 
 
    “When we went back for Christopher. We ran into someone in the control room. Doug shot him and Mr. Lee before we left.” 
 
    All three sets of eyes landed on Doug, with a look of disapproval and disgust. 
 
    “You may not understand, but it was necessary. We couldn’t leave anyone behind that could identify us or alert anyone that we were there. It improved our odds of getting out of there and the country.” 
 
    The three fell silent. 
 
    “You guys have to trust me on this. What I did was necessary to help us survive.” 
 
    There was a quick knock on the door as it opened. A white-haired man in a Hawaiian print shirt and shorts leaned in, pointed at Doug, and motioned for him to follow him. 
 
    “Guys, I will be right back.” 
 
    When the door closed, Amy asked, “I take it neither of you knew any of that?” 
 
    “Hell, no,” said Jill. “I knew he was in the Marines, but when you hear him talk about it, he never made officer.” 
 
    This all made sense to Robert. They way he handled Mr. Lee in the hotel showed someone that was skilled in the art of coercion. Almost like something out of a spy movie Robert had watched. The way he handled the weapon was beyond someone who occasionally visited a shooting range. To be honest, he was scary good. Then it hit him. 
 
    “I think Christopher knew.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, Robert?” 
 
    “Remember when we tried to escape. Who did Christopher hand the gun to?” 
 
    Both Jill and Amy were sitting and leaning against the table. Their bodies, minds, and emotions exhausted from the ordeal. When Robert pointed that out, they both sat up straight. Eyes were wide as saucers. 
 
    “You are right,” said Amy. 
 
    Jill said, “He had to know. He didn’t even try to get any of us involved. He went straight to Doug.” 
 
    Robert felt he knew his friends extremely well, but it appeared they were still keeping secrets from each other. This kind of secret may be one he had to keep quiet. 
 
    “So, anyone else keeping a secret?” Robert asked, half mocking. 
 
    Both Amy and Jill shook their heads. 
 
    “Yeah, me neither. You guys know exactly who I am.” 
 
    “How are we going to tell Michelle and Bob’s families?” 
 
    Oh, shit, thought Robert. A panic pushed aside the grief and remorse he felt. How do you tell a family their loved one died and, worst of all, how does he explain all this to them? Nobody’s family knew about the Game Master game they were involved in, and if they did, they probably would not understand or approve. 
 
    The door flung open and Doug entered, carrying a folder. “Robert. Amy. Is this them?” Doug said, businesslike. He opened the folder and dropped it on the table. Two pictures slid out and onto the table. He leaned over and spun them both until they were right side up to Robert and Amy’s perspective. Both looked down at the pictures and, in under a second, they looked at each other. Their body language as they looked at each other gave Doug the answer. 
 
    “Yes,” said Robert. 
 
    “Amy? Is this who you saw in Paris?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Both of them?” 
 
    Amy nodded again. 
 
    Doug gathered the pictures and put them back in the folder. He walked toward the door. 
 
    “Doug, what is going on?” 
 
    In response he held up his hand to Robert and continued out the door. Robert tried to follow him, but ran into two uniformed guards stationed on either side of the door. Looks like we went from one captive situation to another. 
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    The three were alone in the conference room for about an hour. A few stopped by to see if they needed anything, giving the impression that their comfort was at least a concern. Something that differed a little from their last captive situation. The last person who checked on them took their lunch order. The options were from a popular deli down the road. Until he placed the menu in front of them, no one had felt the pang of hunger. That changed to a full blow reminder that it had been a few days since they had eaten. 
 
    When the door next opened, there was a little salivating by all of them, in anticipation of food. Instead, Doug entered holding only a folder again, followed by his Hawaiian-shirt clad associate. Doug threw the folder on the table. It spun a few times before settling in the center. A few of the papers inside jostled, allowing the edges to slide out. He spun the chair at the head of the table around and had a seat. 
 
    “This is Station Chief Stephen Maldons.” 
 
    Chief Maldons had a seat and motioned with his hand for the others to, as well. “First off, I want to say how sorry I am for what you have gone through, and the loss of your friends. We are making attempts now to contact their loved ones and let them now.” 
 
    Robert opened his mouth to speak, but the chief stopped him. 
 
    “Don’t worry, we came up with a cover story,” he said, with a quick look to Doug. “Their family won’t know what they were involved in, or how they died. It will be sensitive. Now, we need to get you out of here and back home, but it will take a bit. Doug filled me in on what you have been through. If anyone called the authorities about seeing you with your hostage, or anything else, you are now the target of a dragnet. Sending you to the airport to fly out would be too risky. You would be picked up long before you ever boarded your flight.” 
 
    “We were kidnapped and tortured!” yelled Jill. Her nostrils flared as anger grew inside. 
 
    “Ma’am, I know, but you are Americans, in Macau. Do you really think that would matter? There is no law here. Why do you think Mrs. Sanger runs her business from here?” 
 
    The Chief grabbed the folder, opened it, and spread the papers out across the table. “You guys got on the bad side of Mrs. Ying Sanger. You knew her as Marjorie. That is just one of her many names.” He points out a section on one page that listed close to fifteen separate names. “She is a resident here, and connected big-time with the local and national government. Not much of a political person, but she knows what palms to grease for favors. We have watched her for almost twenty years as a suspect of money laundering, drug trafficking, human trafficking, and murder, to mention a few. She is untouchable, but we grab a few of those that deal with her.” 
 
    “Ummm, where is he…” He shuffled through the papers and pulled several to the top. “This guy here, well, he is even worse. Money laundering, terrorism, human trafficking, drugs, … We believe he was responsible for several political assassinations and toppled more than one democratic government. Ex-KGB super spy, extremely decorated, but fell out of sorts with them during the fall of the Soviet government, in the early 90s. To say he found the new government leadership soft, would be an understatement. He went off on his own and used the skills he acquired during his career to make a nice little nest egg for himself. I believe you said they introduced him as Isaac, but he is really Ivan Selvic. Unlike Ying, he doesn’t normally hide behind aliases. One of those that prefers for those he is dealing with to know exactly who he is, and what he is capable of doing. To say the dark web is where they do their business is not the half of it. They kind of created the whole thing for folks like you.” 
 
    Robert took offense to that statement, “Hey, now, we are not criminals.” 
 
    “Oh, sure. You are not people that take part in an illegal gambling activity on the dark web? Not to mention how many tax laws have been violated.” 
 
    At that moment Robert felt naïve. At no time did he consider what they were doing in those terms, but from the outside, it is what it was. A life that had provided so much for him and Amy, was undoubtedly criminal. His heart sank, along with his body back into his seat, at that realization. 
 
    “You can all relax. I have no interest in throwing you all, and Doug, in jail. You are just small fish in a big ocean. The paperwork isn’t worth it. I am after the big fish, like your friends here in the Syndicate.” 
 
    The three shared a confused look. 
 
    “You haven’t heard that term, have you?” 
 
    Doug spoke for the first time since he sat, “They are the ones that run everything. They run all the shows.” 
 
    Doug searched their eyes for understanding, finding none, he explained further. “There are over thirty instances of our show around the world. Their shows are different from ours. What Christopher has is like a franchise and, like all franchises, there is an agreement, with rules. We broke the rules, and that is why they are after him now.” 
 
    A feeling of guilt and remorse filled the room. 
 
    The door opened and a cheerful young man, sporting a crisply ironed white shirt, navy blue tie, and creased khakis, strolled in with a box. He placed it on the table, “Who’s hungry?” 
 
    Not a soul replied as the dark mood of the room engulfed him. The pleasant smile on his face melted away. He placed the box on the table and skulked a few steps backward toward the door. Stephen waved at him to urge him to leave. The young man took the hint, and moved out the door with haste, closing the door behind him. 
 
    “Guys, let’s eat. I am not sure about you, but I am starved.” 
 
    Robert just stared at the box, unable to move from the weight of the grief and guilt he felt. Doug didn’t hesitate and searched the box for his sandwich. 
 
    “I know which one yours is. Do you ever order anything different?” Doug asked as he tossed a sandwich wrapped in brown deli paper to Chief Maldons. 
 
    “Why should I? It’s perfection.” 
 
    “What about Christopher? They are going to kill him because of us.” 
 
    Doug disagreed, “Jill, first, he knew what he was doing. He broke the rules, not us. He knew what he was playing with, and who. Trust me on that.” Doug took a huge bite out of his double decker pastrami on rye. “Just like I remember, the tangy Asian mustard.” 
 
    Stephen agreed, with a mouth full of his own hot ham and cheese. 
 
    Robert reached into the box and pulled out his sandwich. Halfheartedly, he unwrapped it and then gave up, placing it on the table. “I get that, Doug, but it doesn’t change the fact that our friend is going to die.” 
 
    “Well, they will torture him first. They need to make an example of him. That will give us some time.” 
 
    Jill screamed, “We can’t let that happen!” 
 
    “It is the best we can do, and Christopher knows it.” 
 
    “Do they know about Christopher?” asked Chief Maldons. 
 
    Doug replied before taking another hearty bite, “Nope, just me and a few members of Alpha do.” 
 
    Chief Maldons flashed a smile and chuckled before chomping down on the sandwich in his hands. 
 
    “Do we know what? What is Alpha?” 
 
    “There is some stuff you need to know. Let’s eat and talk. Dig in everyone.” 
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    Robert took his first bite of sandwich. The contact of flavor and carbohydrates with his tongue renewed the hunger he felt earlier. A hunger that needed more than a single bite to satisfy. The rest ate while Doug took another bite of his sandwich, before getting up while chewing to fix himself a cup of coffee. He sat down and settled back in his chair, looking at his friends, enjoying the first food they’d had in several days. 
 
    “So, each of you met Christopher through the online game. Well, except you, Amy, you were a viewer of the show. You guys are part of what Christopher called Delta. You were the fourth team he put together through the years to do this. I have been a member of several of the teams, including the first, Alpha. We didn’t meet Christopher through an online game, he didn’t start using that gag until Charlie. Both Alpha and Beta were formed by people he knew professionally.” 
 
    Doug paused and looked at Stephen, as if asking permission. Stephen gave him a shoulder shrug. The two communicated for several moments using non-verbal cues of eye raises, nods, and smirks. Eventually, Stephen agreed and said, “Go on.” 
 
    Even with the wholehearted approval, Doug thought for a minute more. 
 
    “Guys, Christopher was British intelligence.” 
 
    This news caught both Robert and Amy mid-bite. Their sandwiches hung half in and half out, while they processed this news. Jill dropped her hands to the table and sat, mouth agape. Their friend was a spy, like Doug. On top of that, a British spy, a real James Bond. Robert remembered the level of cloak and dagger involved in his recruitment into the team. Something that took on a different meaning now. 
 
    “That is how I met him. We were both assigned to South East Asia for our respective countries. We ran into each other often through the years and many times shared resources and information to keep both of our governments up to date.” 
 
    Stephen interrupted, “Let me add, Christopher was one of the best they had. I have seen agents come and go on their side, but he was the best we worked with. That is also why I am confident he can handle what they will do to him. The training for agents conditions you to suffer to some level, without a traumatic impact to their mental health. They can’t break him, no way.” 
 
    Robert then made the connection. Christopher is a British national. The US Embassy had notified them, and they were working on finding and rescuing him. “So how long until the British find and rescue him?” 
 
    Both Doug and Stephen looked at each other before Stephen responded, “They aren’t. We haven’t told them yet. Even if we did, they wouldn’t care. First, he is retired, not an active agent anymore. Second, he is involved with illegal activities, like all of you were.” 
 
    “Then what we are we going to do?” 
 
    “You are not doing anything. YOU, are going to lie low in a couple of apartments we have here in the Embassy until I can find a military transport to sneak you on back to the States. I should be able to send you right into Miramar. I take it you won’t mind taking a cab to your homes from there. I believe there is a flight in two days, but I am trying to confirm.” 
 
    Robert protested, “I am not going anywhere until we help Christopher.” 
 
    Stephen jumped up and rammed his fist into the table. The man who appeared at first mild mannered and even-tempered now seared a hole through Robert with his bulging eyes. “You are not in the position to make demands, buddy. You are lucky I don’t have you locked in a cell guarded by a Marine and then going home in handcuffs. It is only because of Doug that you aren’t.” Stephens sat back down; his demeanor changed with the flick of a switch. A peaceful calm came over him. 
 
    Robert sank back in his seat, eyes furious. Amy reached over to calm him down. Her touch forced him to stay still outside, but on the inside,  he wanted to reach across the table and knock the smug look right off his face. 
 
    Doug sensed the tension growing in Robert. Something reflected by Jill, as well. He knew they were worried, he was, too, but losing their heads in the conference room with someone trying to help them would solve nothing. Quite the opposite. He tried to calm the room and explained, “Guys, I know you are all worried about Christopher. I am, too, but right now there is nothing we can do. Let’s get you guys home. I will do what I can for him. I have a little plan working.” 
 
    “Doug, go ahead and tell them.” 
 
    Doug gathered the papers on the table and searched for three specific pieces. Once found, he laid them out in a very distinct order. 
 
    “Okay, this is a flight list of all non-commercial aircraft that departed the airports in a one hundred-mile radius in the last forty-eight hours.” He looked at the group, “We don’t know how long we were out, but Mr. Lee said something about yesterday, so I expanded the search to two days. Of the sixty-three flights, fifty of them are cargo aircrafts and none are going where I believe Ying is heading. That leaves thirteen. Seven went to Japan. Two went to Australia. She has a warrant for her arrest there, so that is a no. Two are heading back to the states. Same thing there. One went to North Korea, that is a possibility, but the other went here.” 
 
    Doug pushed the second piece of paper in front of his friends. The page had a picture of a large white palatial estate, positioned in a dense forest. “Aerodrom Chkalovskiy. It is an airport north of Moscow. That is Ivan’s estate in Noginsk. About thirty minutes away from that airport and very remote. Ivan used to be a big player in the game, hosting his own. Now he is mostly just a gambler and lets others do the dirty work. When he did host, I believe he did it from there. In the last year another Russian version has popped up. The host is Sergey Menidivev, his number two in almost everything he is involved in.” Doug pointed to the third page, which had a picture of Sergey, a clean-shaven Russian male, in a military uniform, with a chiseled jaw and a single patch over his right eye. To Robert he matched every stereotype Hollywood had painted through the years. 
 
    He continued, “The lighting and everything on his show looks like Ivan’s. So, I bet they are using the same location.” 
 
    Robert’s head spun around the details laid out. He loved spy movies, but never knew he would find himself in the middle of one. The CIA, MI-6, disenfranchised ex-KGB, and now a Russian military officer with a patch. It all seemed a little over the top. “Doug, are you serious or is this just… a cover story, like the one you are going to tell Bob and Michelle’s family?” 
 
    “I will take that,” said Stephen. “Robert DeLuiz, of San Diego. You recently bought a house in Del Mar Heights. This is no cover story. This is as real as it gets. You, sir, are lucky to still be alive, considering who you found yourselves involved with.” 
 
    Jill cut right past everything and asked the only question she cared about, “That’s great. How are you going to get Christopher out?” 
 
    “That flight we are trying to line up to send you back home, will bring over some friends of mine and Christopher’s. These are… were, some of the best operators in the business. We will go get him.” 
 
    Stephen leaned forward, coughed and stated, “Just so we are clear with everyone. I have helped out an old friend with some information, but that is as far as we go. Doug and his friends will be on their own, and I will have no knowledge of what they plan to do.” 
 
    Doug nodded in agreement. “You guys hang out here for a bit. I have a few more things to arrange and… we will get them into the apartments, what… in the next hour or so?” 
 
    Stephen confirmed, “Yep, we are just changing the sheets now.” He and Doug got up and left the three friends alone with their thoughts. 
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    The cheery individual who delivered lunch came and gathered up Jill, Robert, and Amy and walked them through the offices of the U.S. Consulate. No one paid any attention as they paraded through the cubicle farm. Their escort was more personable than most of those they had encountered in the facility. In fact, he was happy to talk to anyone, especially if they talked back. He acted like a tour guide, chatting and answering questions along the way. 
 
    During their journey Robert learned he was a summer intern from Princeton. His course of study was cryptography. He was one of over a hundred that applied for four slots in the CIA internship program. As he explained, this was an extremely coveted program that “anyone who was serious about this field had to have.” Supposedly, based on what he told Robert, if you had this on your resume you would have the pick of the best jobs at graduation. 
 
    The enthusiasm ended when Robert asked him, “So what kind of exciting things have they had involved you in? Or can you even tell us?” Robert meant the last part to be humorous, but missed. Harold Luther, second-year student from Princeton and originally from Iowa, informed him, “Just retrieved lunch, coffee, and a few dinners late at night.” He was quick to add though, “They told me they will ask me to help out with something in a few days.” His eyes told everyone he doubted it, though. 
 
    “Well, that’s good,” said Robert. 
 
    Harold led them down a corridor and across into another building. This building was less office like and more residential. On the ground floor was a gym, which was modern-looking with its glass walls allowing anyone who walked down the hall to look in. The walls in the hallway were a beige patterned wallpaper.  The floors in the gym appeared to be some kind of wood, while those in the hall were a dark, glossy tile.  Those tiles continued into the locker room they passed next. Further down, Harold guided them up a set of wooden stairs to the second floor, and more glossy dark tiles. 
 
    Walking down that hall they passed several sets of closed dark wood doors. Harold told them these were emergency apartments for the ambassador and his family to use if something were to make living out in the community unsecure. The doors for the next three were wide open. 
 
    They were spartan rooms. Maybe a little more equipped than your average hotel. Each room had a bed, table, and two chairs. A single chest of drawers sat against the wall, with a flat screen television on top. A couple pairs of standard-issue gray t-shirts and pants were folded on the bed. Robert’s mind went to images of rows of people running around the building in Langley, Virginia in similar attire. 
 
    The private bath had a single sink, toilet, and shower. The towels were stark white, with no emblem or monogram on them. Harold pointed them down the hall to a central common place, with a kitchenette setup. It was good for coffee, tea, and sodas and anything you had that could be microwaved. There was a cafeteria on the ground floor below them that always had something, but as he said, “There is a reason why people order out.” 
 
    Amy and Robert headed into one, Jill took the one across the hall. Amy lay down on the bed and Robert sat beside her. Soft was not the word Robert would use to describe it. It felt like a table with a couple of blankets on it, but it was better than being strapped to a board. The comfort didn’t matter to Amy, she was out in seconds. Robert sat beside her, listening to her breathe. The silence made him uneasy. Too similar to sitting strapped to a chair waiting to be a pawn in one of Ying’s games. He leaned forward and picked up the remote from the chest of drawers and flicked on the TV. Without even looking at what was on, he dropped the remote on the bed beside him. The show, all in Chinese, took care of the unsettling silence. 
 
    Across the way, Jill sat on the bed, and had done the same. The doors of both apartments were left opened, and that is the way they would stay. 
 
    Later in the afternoon, Doug made his way to his apartment. When he arrived, he found the doors of his neighbors still open, with a random show on in the background. Jill and Amy were both sleeping. Robert was still sitting there, staring through the screen. 
 
    When Doug walked past, Robert saw him. He got up, folded the half of the sheets he was sitting on over Amy to make her more comfortable and walked out, pulling the door slightly closed behind him, but not all the way.  He stopped at the door to Doug’s apartment. 
 
    “Hey, Robert. You guys settling in? Need anything?” 
 
    Robert said, “Nah, we’re good. Thanks.” 
 
    “It's not a 5-star resort, but I have been in worse.” 
 
    “So, you and Christopher are both spies?” 
 
    The abrupt question and topic caught Doug off guard, “In a manner of speaking. We were intelligence agents. Our job was to gather intelligence.” 
 
    “Ever kill anyone?” 
 
    “None that I didn’t have to in order to save my own neck.” 
 
    Robert paused a bit to ponder that qualification before he asked the next question. Doug was changing out of the hooded sweat suit they had woken up in and into the gray t-shirt. 
 
    “So how did it all start?” 
 
    “How did I go from the Marines to the CIA?” Doug asked as he walked into his private bathroom. 
 
    “No, how did you and Christopher go from working for your governments to doing…” Robert thought about how Stephen Maldons had described it earlier. The sounds of water splashing seeped from the bathroom. “… doing something illegal?” 
 
    Doug emerged from the bathroom wiping his face with a towel. “Oh, that.” Doug rubbed his brow for a minute. “I need a drink. You need a drink?” 
 
    The two walked down the hall to the common area. A simple area with a circular table in the center, with four chairs spaced equally around it. Black bottom cabinets were topped by a solid white countertop, lining two walls. A stainless-steel sink as positioned in the corner and matching appliances lined the counter to either side. Doug opened the stainless double door refrigerator and searched the trays in the door for a second before surfacing with a bottle of beer and a can of soda.  “Sorry, this is as strong as you get,” he smirked and handed the soda to Robert. Doug leaned against the counter. Robert, feeling rather tired, took a seat. 
 
    “So, how did I start? I wish I could tell you some honorable story that there was a greater good behind it. Some trap we were setting as a larger global effort to rid the world of evil, but I can’t. It was just money, plain and simple. The reason I could pull Ying and Ivan up so quickly was because this is not the first time myself, or Christopher, have dealt with them. We were both assigned to monitor Ivan and the arms sales he was doing with North Korea back in the day. It violated multiple UN Resolutions and our governments wanted to know who was involved and how they were doing it. It was during that operation, one of my junior officers found Ivan’s show on an underground website. We became interested in it at that point because of the old follow the money adage. Seemed that was the source of significant income to support his more illegal activities, when other sides of his business were light. In retrospect, it actually turned into a source of great information. We found trails back to many people of interest. I shared the information with Christopher, who had one of their digital specialists search for similar shows and financial side-businesses. The whole operation was a great information grab. We found out who his contacts were for weapons, and who his contacts were to offload them in North Korea. A little shake down of them constricted his business a little. I like to think we forced them back to the negotiation table.” 
 
    Doug took a big swig from his beer and held up the bottle, as if to admire it, while letting out an “Ah”.  “After the last few days, I really needed one of these. Well, even after that operation was over, the British kept monitoring the shows and the money trail to see what else shook out. Four years ago, Christopher and I had lunch and I told him I was retiring and returning to civilian life. I wanted to say my goodbyes to a great and trusted ally.  To be honest, I thought that would be the last time I ever saw him.” Doug walked over to the table, spun a chair around, and sat down, leaning forward against the chair back. “God, I was what… maybe nine months into retirement in San Diego, just sitting at the beach, when Christopher approached me out of the blue, said he was traveling through on his way back to the UK. I found it odd, but also knew he had the resources to find me and visit me like that if he wanted. He asked me how civilian life was treating me. I had no complaints. Woke up, walked on the beach as the sun came up. Spent many a day watching pretty girls sunbathe. Hung out with a bunch of old military friends I had in the area. Not a bad life. He asked if I remembered the shows. Which, of course, I did. He handed me a piece of paper with a ridiculously long number on it and said that was what the smallest of them brought in on average, annually.  I do mean ridiculously long, like eight digits. Anyway, he asked if I was interested in a little extra retirement income. I immediately said no way in hell. There was no way I would be involved in something like that. I thought he was joking, but he proceeded to tell me he was serious and how he would alter the format. No one would die, and everyone would share the proceeds equally. Even with that, I still refused.” 
 
    “What made you change your mind?” 
 
    “The money,” Doug said as he turned the chair around the right way. “I hate to say it, but it was simple as that. Reality TV had become all the rage, there was a huge market for this sort of thing. He had reached out a few times after our initial conversation, explaining his plan, and I eventually gave in. The first group was all ex-intelligence that had seen the shows.” 
 
    Robert interrupted, “Alpha?” 
 
    “Yep, Alpha. Each of us had watched the show a lot, so we knew how to pull it off. We also knew the risks. Christopher managed all the business side and, using some of the contacts he’d found during the British operation, he found his way into the inner circle and offered to host a North American version of that show.  Seemed there was particular interest in watching Americans die. To me it seemed to be an interesting twist, they wanted to get to see Americans tortured and killed, but in reality, we were taking advantage of them and raking them for every dollar they bet.” 
 
    “So just how much money have you earned?” 
 
    “Oh. I don’t know. Let’s just say, so much that I have no idea how much. You have been with us a while now. You know the kind of cake we are talking about.” 
 
    Doug put his beer down on the table and sat quietly, lost in thought for several seconds. The confidence he had exuded most of the day drained from his face. “I am really sorry about Bob and Michelle. Their deaths weigh on me heavily. I helped start all this mess. No one was supposed to ever die.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    8 
 
    Doug and Robert talked for hours. After a few more drinks shared by each, Doug helped the wobbly-legged Robert back to the apartment he and Amy shared. The exhaustion of the last few days had taken finally caught up with him. After Doug helped him to the bed, Robert was out before Doug even hit the door. 
 
    When Robert woke up, it was late the next morning. Amy was just coming out of the shower, looking physically refreshed, but her mind was still worn. Robert gave her a quick hug to help make things all right. It had little effect on either of them. These were wounds that only time could heal. 
 
    After a hot shower himself, he joined Jill and Amy downstairs in the cafeteria for some breakfast. Doug had already left his apartment when they passed by. The three of them blended in wearing the gray sweat suits and t-shirt. The only difference between them and the others was the lack of a crew cut, and the sweat from several hours in the gym. they sat at a table, keeping to themselves in the large open dining room. White round tables, surrounded by chrome-tube framed chairs with red fabric seats and backs, dotted the same brown floor tile that was throughout the building. A long buffet-style station was against the front wall. The setup was similar to what Robert remembered from school. You picked up a tray, slid it down the metal counter, stopping at various stations to be served. Still, like when they walked through, no one paid any attention to them. When they went through the line, those serving them were polite and made eye contact, but did not try to talk to them. A contrast to the multitude of conversations going on around them with the others in the line. It was like the employees were used to a transient population. People arrived, performed an assignment that no one was to know about, and left. 
 
    Robert still found it difficult to eat with so much on his mind. All he managed was to take several sips of the coffee and poke at the mixed fruit, occasionally skewering a piece and blindly plunging it into his mouth as he watched the people move about around them. His attention was so divided, he never noticed Doug placing a hand on the back of his chair as he leaned in to talk to the table. 
 
    “Morning, guys. I hope a good night’s sleep helped you. I have some good news. The flight we talked about will be here tonight at 2:15 am, local time. Don’t get too excited. It is a military cargo aircraft coming into Kadena Air Base, in Okinawa. We need to take a quick flight in the Embassy Gulfstream jet from here to there.  We leave at 11:00 tonight.” 
 
    Jill asked, “I thought it was too dangerous for us to go to the airport?” 
 
    “It is a regional airport and our plane is technically diplomatic property, so they won’t mess with us.” 
 
    The three of them looked stunned, “Yes, I am going with you. There are a few things I need to take care of first. I will catch up with you later.” Robert watched Doug walk out of the cafeteria, stopping to pat a few people on the back, a few waves, and one hug before he made it to the door. 
 
    They spent most of the day in solitude. This was by choice. Robert had a lot to wrap his mind around. They were headed home in hours, but something didn’t sit well with him. Amy seemed distant to him. This had changed them both as individuals, and together. Occasionally their eyes caught each other’s, but only for a second before an awkwardness forced them to break the contact. 
 
    Just after 10:00 pm, Doug knocked on the door. Robert and Amy were much as he found them the night before, Amy was asleep, and Robert sat there staring a hole through the television. 
 
    “Guys, I had these laundered. You should probably wear these tonight.” He was carrying the same dark hooded sweat suits they woke up in two days ago. Amy sat up on the bed and took them from Doug without a word. She didn’t have to, all four of them shared a similar thought regarding these. They were filled with the horrific memories of what they went through. No amount of cleaning would fix that. Amy intended to burn them as soon as they arrived home. 
 
    “Be ready to go in about forty minutes,” said Doug before he closed the door behind him. 
 
    Amy threw the sweat suits on the bed and folded her arms as she scowled down at the pile of cloth. “I don’t want to put that on.” 
 
    “I know, babe. It’s only for a little bit.” Robert got up and wrapped his arms around her from behind. It was at that moment he could feel her whole-body shivering. “Look. The next time you wake up in a bed, you will wake up in your own bed. Let’s just get through this.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she conceded. She turned around and embraced him. For the first time in days, Robert felt he could comfort his wife. The warmth of the moment pushed away a small bit of the tortured cold that had occupied his soul. “But what about Christopher?” Then it was gone. 
 
    Right at 10:45 pm, there was another knock on the door. Robert opened the door to a beefy three-person security unit wearing all black clothing, masks, and tactical vests, with semi-automatic pistols holstered on their belts. These guys didn’t miss many gym days. 
 
    There was no introduction just a very gruff, “Let’s go.” 
 
    Robert didn’t hesitate and walked out into the hallway, followed by Amy, both adorned in their dark hooded sweat suits. Jill and Doug were already out and walking. The consulate was empty as they paraded back through it. Instead of exiting out through the turnstile they’d entered through, the security team took them out a side door to a black SUV waiting in a courtyard protected by a twelve-foot fence. Robert, Amy, and Jill loaded in the third row. Doug and two of the security team loaded into the row in front of them and two more of the security team were in the front. When all the doors were closed, and the SUV started up, the gate in front of them opened up. Without hesitation, they pulled out on the empty night-time streets. 
 
    After an uneventful thirty-minute drive, the SUV pulled through the secured gates of an airport. It maintained speed all the way into a hangar, before screeching to a stop. The doors exploded up on both sides and the security team exited. Two of the team stood on either side of the back door as they exited. The remaining member led them up to the stairs of a white Gulfstream jet. He paused at the bottom of the stairs and stepped aside. Pulling off his mask, Chief Maldons bid them, “Safe travels.” 
 
    They rushed on and took seats in the luxury jet. Compared to the hard mattress of the bed they’d slept on last night, these seats felt like a cloud to Robert as he sank into his. The tan leather was soft and luxurious. He strapped himself in as the stairs folded up and the jet started to move. Out the window, he could see they passed out of the hangar and were moving down a tarmac. The plane never paused as it turned toward an open runway and accelerated to take-off speed. It climbed off the ground and into the night, on a cushion of air. 
 
    For the next few hours, Robert dozed off several times. Each time he woke up in terror, thinking about Christopher. Imagining him screaming in pain as a mystery individual tortured him. The further they traveled, the farther away from him they were. A feeling that they were leaving him behind forever crept into his mind. He tried to shake it and convince himself Doug would handle things, but his mind never let go of the thought. Each time his mental exhaustion won out, sending him back to sleep. The last attempt was short-lived. The grinding and clunk of the flaps extending woke him up. They were on final approach for Kadena air base. 
 
    The jet landed and pulled straight into a hangar. When they came to a stop, Doug moved up to the cockpit. When he returned, he sat back sown. “Just sit tight. Your flight isn’t here yet.” The plane shut off, and they sat in absolute silence, with the sound of the pouring rain and occasional clap of thunder in the background. Doug pulled his hood down over his head and leaned back to get a little more sleep. He was out quickly. Robert looked across at Amy. Her mind was still a million miles away, but when she caught his glance, this time it lingered a little. Perhaps being closer to going home had made things better. Robert hoped so. In between his many naps on the flight, he made a decision, one that cleared his mind. He only hoped Amy would understand. 
 
    They sat for almost twenty minutes. With the plane’s power and air conditioner off, it had become a little stuffy and reminded Robert of a box he was in, many years ago. He pulled his hood down to cool off as the pilot came out of the cockpit and announced, “It’s here.” 
 
    Doug sprang up, awake, as if he was never asleep, and lowered the door. He walked out. Hesitant, Jill stood up and walked toward the door. Doug yelled from outside, “Let’s go!” 
 
    Jill headed down the stairs. Amy reached over and grabbed Robert’s hand, “Let’s go home.” Together, hand in hand, they walked down the stairs to the concrete floor of the empty hangar. The large barn doors of the hangar jerked, then creaked and moaned as they slid open. Coming through, and out of the downpour, was the largest aircraft any of them had ever seen. The wingspan of the gray Air Force C-130 aircraft barely fit through the door. The sound of the engines roared inside the metal structure, causing all four of them to cover their ears as the pilot expertly maneuvered the aircraft to turn back toward the door. 
 
    The doors started to slide shut as the engines wound down. Doug walked to the C-130 as the rear ramp lowered. Three men stood inside, waiting for the ramp to touch the ground. One was the loadmaster, and the other two rushed out to greet Doug with quick, firm handshakes. Both were dressed in dark clothing and carried large duffel bags. There were no introductions between the men and Robert and the others. Instead, they headed to the far corner of the hangar, sat their duffle bags down, and started inspecting their contents. 
 
    Doug walked up the ramp, exchanged a few words with the loadmaster, and motioned for Robert and the others to come. They walked up the ramp, where he introduced them to Staff Sargent Copeland. “Ok, the Staff Sargent will take good care of you guys. Get home. Sit tight. I have asked a few of my old friends to watch over you guys for a bit, to make sure no one messes with you. They will pick you up at Miramar. See you in a few days.” 
 
    The loadmaster showed them to the jump seats they would sit on while Doug walked down the ramp. One by one, they were strapped in as the engines on the transport started up. The ramp was still down and Robert could see Doug in the corner with the others. With the three of them safely strapped in, the loadmaster left them to go to the cockpit. The engines revved up and created an enormous racket. The ramp lifted off the ground. Robert reached over and grabbed Amy’s hand and said, “I love you. I love you more than anything, but there is something I need to see through.” Tears formed in her eyes, but were unable to fall down her cheek before Robert unstrapped himself, ran up the raising ramp, and jumped out. When he landed, he looked back to the see the ramp closed and the plane lurching forward. He sprinted to the side of the Gulfstream jet and hid there as the hangar doors opened and the plane departed. 
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    The doors closed and the roar of the giant departing through the downpour disappeared, returning the hangar to near silence. The only sound was the patter of rain on the metal roof and the murmur of conversation in the corner. Robert felt second thoughts flood into his mind, but it was too late now. His way home had just rumbled down the runway and he couldn’t stay hidden behind the sleek white jet forever. With no other options, he moved forward with his plan and took several tentative steps toward the corner, which they heard. Doug spun around, surprised. 
 
    “Robert! What the hell? You should be on that plane.” 
 
    Robert walked toward him with his hands outstretched to the front. “I know, but hear me out.” 
 
    “Hear nothing. Maldons will kill you.” Doug walked toward him. “Let’s go talk to the base commander and get you on something heading back toward the states.” 
 
    Doug tried to grab his arm, but Robert yanked it away. “I am going with you to help. Christopher is my best friend. He has done so much for Amy and me. Hell, he is giving himself for our own safety. I have to help.” 
 
    Doug was hearing none of this. The business-like expression on his face lacked any of the friendliness Robert was used to. “You do not understand what you are getting involved with. You have no experience with this. Leave it to the professionals. Now come on.” Doug again tried to grab him. 
 
    “No! I am going with you.” Tears of frustration streamed down Robert’s cheek. 
 
    The loud verbal altercation attracted the attention of the two mystery men hunched over duffel bags in the corner. Both of them stood up and started walking toward Doug and Robert. One rolled up his sleeves and revealed heavily tatted and muscular forearms. The muscles twitched as he squeezed his hands into fists. 
 
    “Doug, need any help?” he asked as he stopped next to Doug. The eyes of both men surveyed Robert up and down. 
 
    Doug ran his hands up through his hair before taking a step forward, toward Robert. He sighed heavily and said, “Nah, I got this.” Both men backed away and returned to their task with the duffel bags. 
 
    With his eyes locked on Robert’s he said, “Okay.” He was not agreeing, but resigned and recognized he would never convince him otherwise. Not to mention, they were on the base in secret, and didn’t need to attract any attention. “Okay.” 
 
    Doug walked Robert over to the others and introduced him to them. “Robert, this is William Divet, one of the best snipers I have ever seen.” The man looked up for just a second from his task, and nodded. “This is Roger Arnold. The most dangerous man on the planet, with just his hands. Both are members of Alpha.” Roger stood up from his task and extended his tatted arm and shook Robert’s hand. His grip was firm and became stronger with every moment they shook. The chiseled line of his jaw twitched back and forth, while his eyes conveyed a heavy amount of discontent. 
 
    “Guys, this is Robert Deluiz, a member of Delta.” 
 
    The duffel bags the two men carried off the transport were wide open on the floor. Inside, Robert saw multitudes of guns and clips, various round objects that he assumed were grenades, and several long rectangular blocks of what appeared to be gray clay. William and Roger returned to an inventory and check out of their equipment. They removed, cocked, checked,  and loaded each gun before it was securely stored back in the duffel bag. 
 
    Behind Robert, the Gulfstream jet started up. Roger and William gathered the bags and followed Doug toward the plane. The pilot waited at the door for the men. When they approached, he held up his hand, “Wait. Our orders said three men.” 
 
    Doug thought for a second. “Yes, that is right. Three men, in addition to me, I was already a passenger on the flight over.” 
 
    The pilot considered this answer and then ducked his head back inside and disappeared into the cockpit. They loaded onto the plane in a hurry and Doug pulled the door closed. As he sat, he said to Robert, “I sure hope he is not calling it in. Maldons won’t be as hospitable this time. You will probably spend your time in a cell until he can send you back.” 
 
    Robert felt an insecure anticipation build, along with the many second thoughts he had about this. Those melted away as the plane rolled toward the hangar door. Robert watched through the window as they passed through the door and out into the raging storm. The plane kept a steady pace on the tarmac and never paused. A quick turn on the runway and the jet engines roared to life, sending the streamlined craft accelerating forward and into the night sky. 
 
    Doug reclined his seat back and pulled his hood over his eyes as the plane leveled out. 
 
    “You are not going to plan?” Robert asked. 
 
    Without opening his eyes, “I already have. They are reviewing the plan now. Plus, we have six hours. I will only sleep for an hour or so.” 
 
    Behind Robert, Roger and William were reviewing stacks of photos and notes that were stored in a vanilla envelope. Each consulting the other as they studied the images. Robert could hear their conversations and turned his chair slightly, so they were not completely behind him. They made no notice of him. He watched them with a childlike curiosity. 
 
    “So, you guys met Doug in the agency?” he asked. 
 
    Both glared at him with the intensity of a bulldog. A single vein under the skin of Roger’s forehead pulsated. Robert spun his chair back around and their attention returned to the stacks of pictures and documents spread across a single table between their seats. 
 
    “They don’t like to be disturbed when preparing. Preparation is the most important part of what we do,” said Doug, without even lifting his head. “They are really nice guys, just give them a few moments to study. I suggest you get some rest, too. You will need it.” 
 
    Robert leaned his chair back and pulled his hood down over his eyes. Beside the rustling of paper behind him, and the constant flow of air in the cabin, it was silent and peaceful. Even so, sleep came in spurts. Each time he woke either having a dream about Amy, or startled awake feeling the need to protect her. Once awake, his mind reminded him she was on her way home to safety and he felt his pulse calm down and some of the tension leave his body. The remaining tension was associated with what he was doing. Second thoughts continued to cloud his waking moments. Those were concerns he would have to deal with later. He tried to lean to either side, but that didn’t help. It wasn’t his body that was getting in the way, it was his mind. 
 
    He heard Doug’s voice say, “You get used to it.” 
 
    Half conscious, “What?” 
 
    “The stress and emotional toll of all this, and missions. Every operator has trouble sleeping the first few times, but your mind eventually settles in.” 
 
    “Did I disturb you?” 
 
    “Nah, I am a light sleeper. Nothing to worry about. Let’s go over the plan.” 
 
    Robert opened his eyes to find Doug leaning forward in his seat. Robert pushed his hoodie back and leaned forward, as well. 
 
    “Roger, hand me the pictures of the airfield and the overhead map of the estate.” 
 
    Roger flipped through the package, pulling out a total of seven pages and handed them up to Doug. 
 
    He leaned forward to Robert and said, “Here is what we are going to do, and how you can help.” 
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    The plane landed in the pre-dawn hours, at a secluded airfield about sixty miles north of Moscow. Robert looked out the windows and didn’t see another plane anywhere on the entire airfield. In fact, there wasn’t much of anything. It appeared to be an old, abandoned air base. The weeds and bushes growing up through the cracks in the runway and tarmac told Robert it hadn’t been used in decades. In the distance, he could see a single control tower and a few administrative buildings scattered between hangars of rusted metal. Every window was broken. Every door left open, some swaying in the wind. 
 
    Doug sat focused at one window, searching the horizon. Roger and William were emptying the duffel bag. Lining up each gun neatly on the floor. Its related clips were stacked next to it. The grenades were stacked according to size. The last items they retrieved from the bags were three black vests. William donned his, then picked up several clips and loaded them into slots on the vest. There was a large pouch in the back of the vest that he stuffed with five grenades of various sizes. Roger did the same, and added two sticks of the gray clay into his pouch. William attempted to hand the last vest to Doug, but he waved them off with, “Not yet.” 
 
    Roger and William sat down, carefully adjusting the fit of their vests several times. Doug said, “Wait here.” He stood up, lowered the door, and walked out. Robert strained to watch through the darkness. Doug was right on the edge of what he could see. Doug held his hand up to wave as the front of a car and a large truck emerged into view. After a few seconds a rather rotund man, wearing a thick green coat and brown fuzzy hat, greeted Doug with a friendly hug. He motioned to the plane and Roger and William exited, leaving Robert the only person on it. The man ran to embrace William with a huge smile on his face. While a younger man exited the truck and pulled a hose to the bottom of the Gulfstream Jet. 
 
    Doug walked to the plane and knocked saying, “Robert, come on out. I have someone I want you to meet.” 
 
    Robert walked out and toward the circle of friends who were joyously talking, laughing, and shoulder slapping. 
 
    “Martineque, meet Robert Deluiz.” 
 
    The Frenchman greeted Robert with an outstretched hand, “Nice to meet you, Robert.” 
 
    Robert’s jaw dropped, spawning a laugh from everyone. 
 
    In a harsh Russian accent, Martineque asked, “What? Were you expecting something different?” His whole body laughed, as did Doug, Roger, and William. 
 
    Doug said, “Martineque is ex-French intelligence, and one of our best allies in this area. I still don’t know if the KGB knows he is not a natural-born Russian.” 
 
    “And they never will. For thirteen years I drank regularly with the KGB Moscow Bureau Chief. We met in a card game. He is still one of my best friends.” His round face and rosy cheeks flashed a devious and proud smile. “Here are the keys. Don’t mess it up this time.” Martineque dropped a key into Doug’s hand. 
 
    “Need a lift back?” 
 
    “Nah, I will ride back with my boy once we finish fueling your bird. He may need a little help returning that truck to the airport we stole it from. Just leave the car here. I’ll pick it up later.” 
 
    Doug, Roger, and William re-boarded the plane. 
 
    “Those are some very special men. You take good care of them,” Martineque said, with a finger in Robert’s chest to emphasis his point. 
 
    Robert could only answer, “I will try.” He hoped they would take good care of him. 
 
    The three secret soldiers came down the stairs again. This time Doug wore a fully stocked combat vest. Slung across his shoulder were two guns. One with a short muzzle and a bump-stock. The other appeared to be some sort of assault rifle. William carried similar weapons. Roger had a single short-muzzled automatic and a long rifle with a large scope. He walked around to the back of the car and popped the trunk. He loaded the long rifle in and slammed it shut. 
 
    Doug walked over to Robert and handed him two objects: a set of binoculars and a handgun. He slid two clips of ammunition into the pockets of Robert’s hoodie. He grabbed his hand and put his thumb on a switch below the slide on the handgun, “This is the safety. Click it down to turn it off. You have twelve shots in each clip. Pull the trigger for each shot. Got it?” He searched Robert’s face for comprehension. 
 
    Robert said, “Yep.” 
 
    An object flew over Robert’s shoulder and Doug caught it. In a single motion he unscrewed the top and pulled out a glob of a black greasy concoction and spread it across Robert’s face. Then did the same to his. When Robert turned back toward the car, he noticed both Roger and William had blacked out their faces, as well. 
 
    With a simple, “Let’s go,” the four men loaded into the simple brown saloon car and sped down the tarmac, leaving Martinique and his son to finish fueling the aircraft. After a few turns, they found the roadway and headed for the base’s security gate. They sped through the open gate, which showed damage from a recent collision with large object. The car turned out on a road surrounded by trees on both sides. Doug drove for several miles before turning on the headlights. Roger referred to a map for each of the several turns they would need to make to reach their destination. 
 
    Their surroundings were a departure from the tropical Southern California foliage he was used to. Dense forests of tall evergreen trees replaced palm trees, and colorful fauna with spots of barren landscape intermixed. His imagination didn’t have to work hard to see the wintery Russian landscape that is so often depicted in movies and books. 
 
    Doug pulled the car off the tarmac road and onto a dirt road that meandered through the trees. The path consisted of two rutted lanes of dirt and mud. The car rolled and groaned side to side as the wheels hit potholes. Large shudders traveled through the car when the frame bottomed out on the area between the ruts. Doug maintained a consistent speed the whole time. That made the ride violent at times, throwing the occupants around the car. Robert thought about asking him to slow down, but noticed Roger counting to himself while he watched the speedometer. 
 
    A low limb bounced off the top of the sedan, prompting Doug to say, “Martinique will have to buff that out.”  Roger kept counting. Bump, thud, shudder, nor crash dissuaded him from his count. Robert watched intently and noticed his hand starting to raise up. It hung there in the air for a second before tapping Doug on the shoulder. Doug brought the car to a stop. He leaned forward and looked around. The others, including Robert, did as well. Robert didn’t know what they were looking for though. 
 
    William called out, “Over there. To the left.” 
 
    “I see it,” replied Doug. 
 
    The car crept toward the left. It lurched as the wheels on the right rolled up and over the middle section. Doug guided the car into a small gap in the trees and then pulled into another hole to the right. He stopped the car. William got out and walked behind the car and back to the road. He knelt down to the ground and looked in the car's direction. He stood up and did the same. 
 
    “You’re good. I can’t see anything. The ground is hard-packed here.” 
 
    Doug shut off the car. Robert got out and looked at the ground William had inspected. He was right, there was very little evidence, if any at all, that a car had rolled across it. 
 
    Doug said, “We walk the rest of the way. Let’s go.” 
 
    Robert looked up and saw Roger and William had already disappeared into the woods. He hurried and followed behind Doug. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    12 
 
    Roger made frequent checks of his GPS, with a few littles adjustments in direction as they maneuvered through the dense trees and underbrush. In all the movies Robert had seen, someone would walk ahead with a machete, cutting a path. The three men in front of him made every attempt to not disturb a single branch. The pushed each one back with care, stepping around it before letting it loose. Robert mimicked this care, without understanding why. 
 
    William dropped back toward Robert and Doug. 
 
    “So, Robert, what branch were you in?” 
 
    “I wasn’t.” 
 
    “Intelligence?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Then what assault or operative experience do you have?” 
 
    “None.” 
 
    “Wait. You have no experience?” William sounded more than a little agitated at this news. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    William grabbed Doug by the vest and pulled him within inches of his own face. “What the hell? You brought a civi?” 
 
    Doug shook loose. “Yes. Relax. I will handle him.” 
 
    “Oh, no, buddy. We are putting our life on the line, and you brought a liability. Just send him back to the car.” 
 
    Doug insisted, “William, I will handle it.” 
 
    William walked next to Doug, matching him step-for-step. His arms and hands emphasized every statement, “We don’t have time to baby-sit anyone during this. It is too dangerous. Does he even know what we are walking into?” 
 
    “I filled him in. He will be fine. Hell, he had the choice to go home and knew what we are walking into, and still decided to come along.” 
 
    Robert could hear every word they said. His mind rehearsed every rebuttal he thought about offering, but held his silence. This was a conversation he needed to stay out of. Nothing he said, or Doug, would resolve William’s fears. Instead, Robert needed to follow Doug’s directions closely. 
 
    William threw up his arms in frustration, searching for the right words. Nothing came. Instead, he issued a warning, one that came across loud and clear to Robert as he pounded a right fist into his open left hand. “If he gets in the way, I will shoot him.” 
 
    A panic hit Robert causing him to gasp. He hoped no one else had heard that. 
 
    “That’s fine,” said Doug. 
 
    William sped up to walk in front of Doug. He grumbled the whole way, with an occasional physical outburst. 
 
    Doug looked back at Robert and shook his head. He mouthed, “Don’t worry about it.” That did little to eliminate Robert’s concern. 
 
    They walked for another hour through the woods and across a small stream. They went up a small rise. Just before the ridge, the three caught up with Roger.  They had arrived at the GPS coordinates he’d entered from the map earlier. A tall black wrought-iron fence traversed the landscape above them, on the ridge. This was the edge of Ivan’s estate. Roger, William, and Doug lay prone on the ground and then crawled to the lower edge of the fence. Robert followed, repeating their moves. 
 
    A canopy of trees overhung the fence, but beyond that, the entire area was clear of trees. An immense lush green lawn extended as far as they could see. It was only broken up by the long circular drive that led in from the outside, which delivered you right at the front, and then back out. The four-story white building was larger than the picture did justice. It was enormous. White Grecian columns flanked the front entry on either side. Above the ground floor, windows lined each floor, hinting at where the various rooms were located. 
 
    While Robert took in the impressive grandeur before him, the others were noting other features. The banks of security cameras, located on the corners of the building and the alcove containing the front door. The single camera on a pole, watching the service entrance on the side. The evidence of a frequently walked path, just inside the fence’s perimeter, hinting at a regular patrol. 
 
    William pulled a device from a pocket in his vest and worked several dials and keys on a numeric keypad. A smile crossed his face, the first smile Robert had seen since the argument with Doug, and he whispered, “We’re in.” He turned the device for the others to see a succession of changing images on a small screen on the device. The images alternated through some twenty different shots until the same image came back again. In one image they all saw a patrol of two, walking the fence line and heading their way, from the right. They slid down the hill out of sight of the patrol. Each member of the team lay there quietly as they heard the footsteps of the patrol on the ground and leaves. The two-man patrol was talking back and forth with each other as they passed by. They made no attempt to look down the hill, or at anything. 
 
    After a few more hours of surveillance, they retreated a ways back from the fence and settled just short of the small creek they’d crossed earlier. The midday sun shone low on the horizon, casting long shadows through the forest. The shadows and the cooler temperatures made his body think it was late evening on a fall day. He fought the urge, but lost and let out a long yawn. 
 
    “We keeping you up past your bedtime, rookie?” 
 
    Doug sniped, “Knock it off, William.” 
 
    “Still not happy about this.” 
 
    “I get it. It will be fine.” 
 
    Robert opened his mouth to talk, but Doug made eye contact and shook his head. He was out of his element here, but didn’t like the level of disrespect they were showing. He walked over to Doug and whispered, “I can stay here.” 
 
    “Out of the question. I need you with me. William will understand why.” Robert hoped Doug was right. He understood the tasks Doug had laid out for him on the plane, he just hoped when the time came, he could carry it out how he expected. 
 
    “Let’s relax and eat some chow. It will be dark soon. We have a long night ahead of us.” 
 
    Robert sat on the cold ground and leaned back against a tree. Doug pulled out two bars from his vest and handed one to Robert. “It isn’t a five course, but it will work.” 
 
    Robert tore through the brown paper wrapper. The scent that came out was a mixture of wood and old damp mildew-filled basement. Not exactly appetizing. He watched the others bite into their bars without hesitation. Robert took a bite, stopping midway, before his teeth clenched together. The bar melted under the pressure of his teeth. The small bite dropped into his mouth with the consistency of gritty toothpaste. He attempted to chew, but the salty goo only oozed between his teeth. Instead, he decided to treat it like a taffy and mush it around with his tongue until it slid down his throat. 
 
    Doug chuckled to himself, then the other two joined in. The attention caused Robert to turn to one side, to keep any of them from seeing the look on his face as he took another bite of the bar. 
 
    Roger explained, “It never gets any better. It is a mixture of a bunch of stuff that are high in carbs and caffeine, meant to give us energy and focus. No one asks what is in it, we really don’t want to know. The texture allows us to eat it without having to drink anything with it.” 
 
    “It’s poop,” said William, as he took another big bite of the concoction. 
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    Night fell over the posh Russian Estate, but the exterior lights and sweeping search lights made it as bright as day. Roger slipped back down the hill to describe what he saw to the others. 
 
    “I expected the lights, but didn’t expect a party.” 
 
    “A party?” 
 
    “There is a parade of cars coming along the drive and parking on either side. So far, they are parked in rows, three deep.” 
 
    Doug asked, “Can we use the cars to cover our approach?” 
 
    Roger nodded. 
 
    All four men crawled up the hill, making sure to stay just even with the ridge to see over, but to avoid detection of any patrols walking the fence line. To Robert’s surprise, what appeared to be a rather sleepy house, nestled in a meadow surrounded by forest on all sides, lit up like Las Vegas. Exotic and high-end cars were parked everywhere while a line continued up the circular drive. 
 
    William asked, “Ready?” 
 
    Doug replied, “Blind them.” 
 
    William pulled the device out once again and pushed a few buttons. He watched the screen to verify he had a connection with each of the cameras. He let each camera cycle a few times through his display before he pressed a button on the side. Another cycle through the cameras confirmed he was now sending them back the same image, from a recorded two-second loop. The image wouldn’t look stagnant to them, but not enough movement to notice it cycled. He put the device down on the ground next to a tree. 
 
    Doug moved forward, to the bottom of the fence. He reached his hand backward and William passed a block of the gray clay substance Robert saw earlier. He assumed it would be some kind of explosive like in the movies, C4 or something like that, and started to slide down the hill for cover. Roger reached over and stopped him. Using his hands, he signaled him to stay still. Doug smeared the substance on the bottom third of three bars. Once the substance was applied, he pulled a match from his vest and struck it against the substance. In those few seconds, the clay had stiffened into a solid stone-like substance and produced a spark from the match. The spark did not light the match. Robert expected Doug would need to strike another and didn’t notice the light blue smoke coming from the bars as they disintegrated into the air. 
 
    Roger moved forward through the bars and paused to use the scope on his rifle.  Once he was sure there was no one that could see them, he stood in a crouch and ran to the closest row of cars. Another check with his scope and he signaled the others through. William first, then Doug insisted Robert go. Doug followed behind. When Robert made it to the car, his heart was pounding in his chest. He thought he was in great shape, that twenty-yard trot shouldn’t have been an issue. 
 
    They maneuvered through the rows of cars, staying at least one row back from the driveway, and working toward the house. The sound of a majestic symphony radiated from the front of the house as people dressed in their formal best walked up the drive and front walkway. Tuxedos and formal gowns were everywhere. Two men dressed in all black suits greeted them at the door to check their invitations. They made no attempt to hide the short submachine guns that were slung over their shoulders as they smiled and exchanged pleasantries with each attendee. 
 
    Stationed at the corner of the house was another pair of guards, dressed in similar suits and weaponry. Their attention alternated between the exotic cars and the exotic beauties that walked by. The team was positioned at the last car and needed to make a dash past those guards. Roger held the team until a very voluptuous blonde, in a skintight red sequined gown, walked up the drive and to the front entry. Their eyes followed every bounce of her bosom and sway of her hips. Roger released them and the team sprinted through a semi-dark patch of the properly to the back corner of the house. Doug and William reached the side of the house and slipped up behind the guards, while Roger and Robert continued around the corner. Doug and William appeared around the corner holding two radios and pushing earpieces into their ears. 
 
    Hugging the exterior wall, they moved toward an illuminated door. Roger in front, looking for guards, with Doug guarding their rear. When they approached the door, Robert crouched down, remembering how they did when trying to escape Ying in Macau. For the second time, he was corrected as William pulled him back up by the waistband of his pants. William then snuck around him and entered through the door. After a nervous few seconds, the light shining through the glass panels of the door went out. The door opened and William let them all through. 
 
    Roger moved through and whispered, “Step wide.” Robert didn’t know what he meant, until his foot hit the body of another guard, lying face-down on the floor. A small puddle of blood formed around his throat and ran off toward the drain in the center of the mud room they’d entered. The room was dimly lit as lights flooded down hallways into the room. Without pause, they moved past the body, past the hooks for coats, past the gun rack which housed an assortment of hunting rifles and assault weapons, and down the hallway. The sound of the music they’d heard out front grew with every step. Under the music you could hear the gentle murmur of dozens of conversations occurring in the various rooms off the hallway. Without hesitation, Roger stepped through an open door on his right and into the back stairwell. The others followed behind and Doug closed and secured the door. 
 
    Roger asked in a whisper, “When does it start?” 
 
    William said, “If my Russian is still good. We have ten minutes before they start moving people down.” 
 
    “Where to?” 
 
    Roger answered by moving down the stairs and around the spiral. Two turns down, it opened into a massive theater. Seats arched a central stage. Lights and speakers hung overhead. Cameras were mounted at multiple levels on the stage and above. On the stage sat a large cauldron. Roger led them down to the darkened stage. They spied the locations they’d planned out, using the many intelligence reports. William and Roger headed for the catwalks above. Doug took his spot in a technical closet by the control room, but first he directed Robert to his spot. Now they waited. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    14 
 
    The wait didn’t last long in the cold and dark. The lights came up in the theater and Robert had a clear view of the Russian elite entering. Each carrying their favorite beverage in as if they were here to enjoy a night of fine opera. The speakers overhead crackled on and the music they heard out front, and again in the main residence, played in the background, below the murmur of the gathering crowd. He estimated there were maybe one-hundred or one-hundred and twenty in attendance, filling every seat. One thing that was missing were the security guards. The heavily armed presence they had at the front door and around the house was absent here. Just as Doug said he’d expected. Ivan only secured the exterior. If you stop the threats outside, the inside needs no security. 
 
    A quick flash of the lights brought the murmur of the conversations down. The attention of hundreds of eyes now focused on the stage. The many lights over the stage turned on. Two spotlights illuminated the cauldron. The cameras sprang to life and focused their attention on the stage itself. Each highlighting a different view. They’d carefully selected the hiding spots of the team with this in mind, to avoid accidental attention. The soft regal symphony stopped and the lights over the crowd reduced to a faint glow. 
 
    The thumbing bass and ear-splitting guitar riff that replaced it caused an eruption of cheers from the crowd. A third spotlight exploded on as Ivan strolled on to the stage, soaking in the cheers of his adoring fans. Two of the cameras followed his every move as he approached the cauldron. 
 
    “Thank you. Thank you,” he said. “You are all too kind. Welcome to you, and our audience around the world. Welcome to Game Master.” 
 
    The crowd erupted into a standing ovation as he threw both hands up in gratitude of the adoration. 
 
    “So tonight, we have a very special treat for everyone. Instead of our usual team events, we only have one person.” 
 
    The crowd in the audience disapproved of this announcement. Boos and hissing replaced the normal cheers. Ivan worked to calm the crowd down before continuing. He walked across the stage from side to side urging the crowd to quiet down. When they did, he continued, “Trust me. You will not be disappointed. We have with us someone who owes us a lot, and I plan to extract everything, very painfully. Let’s bring him out.” 
 
    He motioned toward the side of the stage where the man from the picture Doug showed them earlier, Sergey Menidivev, walked out a stumbling bound and beaten individual. His head focused down on the floor. Sergey led the hostage to the frame that was standing behind the cauldron, with the crowd cheering every step. At the frame, he untied his hands and, one at a time, cuffed them to opposite corners of the square frame. The frame raised and stretched his arms above his head. Each leg was then strapped to the two lower corners of the frame. The frame lurched upward, taking the full weight of the individual. Their head jerked up in reaction to the pain and strain on their shoulders and hips. Robert’s eyes jolted open at the image of Christopher being hoisted into the air, attached to a frame, spread eagle. 
 
    Robert looked across the stage at where Doug said he would signal him from, but there was none. 
 
    Ivan announced, “I give you Christopher.” His name echoed through the theater until the cheer from the crowd replaced it. 
 
    “First, each of you have been cheated by Christopher, and I, the creator of these games,  have taken the liberty to repay you from his bank account. Of course, that was only a partial repayment. The rest, we will have to take out of him. Let’s sweat it out of him. What do you say?” 
 
    A huge flame erupted from the cauldron. The crowd showed their approval with a standing ovation. One that Ivan took part of, himself, by turning to the cauldron and clapping. They moved the frame into position, twenty feet over the flaming pot 
 
    “Here is how this works. The clock will start, every ten seconds we will lower Christopher by a foot. The clock stops when he passes out or dies. Those predicting the exact time, or the closest time, wins. The betting lines are now on your pads. Let me give you a few moments to place your wager.” 
 
    Each member of the crowd leaned forward and returned holding a six-inch tablet. They scrolled through, looking at the betting lines. Each line was established in five-second increments. Once they decided on one, they selected it, entered their wager, and pressed the green confirm button on the bottom of the tablet. Ivan watched a screen on the back wall that showed the percentage of bets in. The number started out in red, but changed to yellow when it hit 50%. It stalled at 73% and Ivan prompted the crowded, “We have just a few seconds left, so get your bets in.” He fidgeted while he watched the display. Finally, it turned green when it hit 80% and settled at 81%. 
 
    “All right, shall we get started?  Start the clock and let’s begin our game.” 
 
    A digital screen dropped from the roof. It showed a red 0:00. The crowd began a consistent chorus of cheers and jeers as the clock started its count. 0:01… 0:02… Christopher hung limp in the frame. His face stained with both new and old streams of blood. Bruises covered every inch of exposed skin. The crowd grew restless from the lack of reaction from him. At 0:10, the frame jerked down a foot, causing Christopher’s body to pull against the straps, sending painful jolts through his joints. He screamed and began to struggle. First pulling with his right arm and then his left. The straps held. The appearance of fight in their hostage delighted the crowd. It dropped another foot at 0:20, and signs of sweat formed on the clean white shirt and sweatpants he was wearing. 
 
    At 0:25, Robert noticed another jerk. Not the frame, but the cameras. Each of them dropped from their steady position, following the action, to a neutral position straight out from their mounting. The crowd erupted again at 0:30, with the next drop of the frame. Through the smoke, Robert saw a flash of light from the direction Doug told him to watch. He said the signal would be two flashes. The second one arrived right on cue. Robert stood up from his crouched position in the darkness, behind a sound monitor positioned on the left-hand side of the stage. He flipped the hood off of his head and strolled out on the stage. A murmur of confusion began in the crowd, and grew with every step. There was another quick flash from above, dropping Sergey where he stood. Ivan noticed the crowd’s reaction before he saw Robert. Robert crossed in front of the cauldron, in clear view of the crowd. Ivan saw him seconds before Robert’s right fist found its mark against Ivan’s cheek. Ivan stumbled backward and Robert hit him with an upper cut before he stood up. Ivan fell back, splayed on the ground, with Robert standing over him. 
 
    Several flashes appeared from both sides of the stage as the rest of the members of the team dispatched their targets. Doug rushed on the stage and, to the horror of those sitting in the first few rows, collided into the cauldron with all his weight. The ten-foot-wide iron pot flew forward, flinging the burning oil into the first three rows of the audience. The rest of the crowd made a run for the doors, clogging the narrow walkways between columns of seats. This clog also restricted Ivan’s security forces from entering. The only other entrance was the back stairs that Doug blocked on the way in. 
 
    The frame crashed to the stage and Robert hurried over and unstrapped Christopher. He was barely conscious. Throwing Christopher’s arm around his neck, Robert dragged him off the stage. William jumped off the catwalk ladder and helped to carry Christopher. Following their plan, they headed straight for the back stairs. There was a single gunshot behind them. Doug rushed past them and up the stairs. Several blasts of automatic weapons echoed down the spiral stairs. When Robert and William reached the top, the door was open. Roger was positioned in the hallway, exchanging fire with several security members positioned in the mud room. In between volleys he yelled, “Plan B.” 
 
    “Great,” groaned William. 
 
    Doug led the way through the hallway and into the main rooms at the front of the residence, joining the mass of fleeing members of the crowd. He fired several shots overhead, causing everyone in the room to drop, exposing the members of the security detail seeing to the evacuation. Four exact shots dropped them before they reacted. 
 
    In Russian, Doug yelled, “Stay down.” 
 
    Everyone complied and stayed down as they approached the front door. Two more members of the security detail were out front. Doug pulled the trigger twice on his handgun, sending both men to the ground in a pile of dark suit and blood splatter. Doug stopped at the door to cover Robert and William as they carried Christopher out. They started toward the fence line. Roger sprinted out and past them with a different idea. “Follow me, guys.” 
 
    Roger ran to a couple who were getting into a silver Land Rover. He pulled the man out of the driver’s seat and threw him to the ground. Pointing the gun at the woman, he ordered her out of the passenger seat. The keys were in the ignition and it was running. He motioned for the others to hurry. Doug opened the back door and William, Christopher, and Robert collapsed inside in a mass of humanity. He slammed the door shut and jumped into the passenger seat as Roger pulled off at high speed. 
 
    A guard stationed at the gate stood in the driveway, confused. He heard the commotion at the house, but just stood there as the SUV containing the ones that caused it drove by in the mass of cars escaping the mayhem. Roger kept speed with the surrounding cars to blend in. 
 
    The plan worked perfectly. They were the only car in the group that turned on to the highway that led to the airfield. Roger killed the lights when they turned into the airfield. He maneuvered down the tarmac to find the Gulfstream jet just where they’d left it. 
 
    The five men boarded, placing Christopher on the floor in the back. William searched through the duffel bag and pulled out a hard-black case. He laid it open on the floor next to Christopher while the plane bounced down the dilapidated tarmac. He retrieved a needle and a bottle of clear solution from the pack. Carefully, he loaded the needle and rolled up Christopher’s sleeve, looking for a vein. Finding one suitable for his purpose, William positioned the needle. An ill-timed bump produced an annoyed look in the cockpit's direction. He held his position until the Gulf-stream was back in its natural environment and airborne. After the injection, he hung an IV from an overhead light fixture. Satisfied in the patient's condition, he moved forward and took a seat with the others. 
 
    Doug asked, “How is he, Doc?” 
 
    “Battered and bruised, but he will survive until I can get him back to my ER.” 
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    Christopher spent nine months in the UC San Diego hospital, recovering under the care of Doctor William Divet. William was a Navy Corpsman who became involved in the special forces and intelligence community. When he left, he went back to school to complete his medical degree. The SanSquad took turns for the first month, sitting with Christopher day and night. William told them it was unnecessary, but he understood. He said all in all, Christopher was lucky. He suffered hemorrhages and broken bones in both his legs and ribs, but nothing that time wouldn’t heal. 
 
    When he landed back at Miramar and was transported straight to the hospital, he was in and out of consciousness. Some of it was a purposeful sedation, but much was just his condition. He did not realize he was being rescued and spent his fleeting moments awake swinging and screaming at anyone around to fight off an imaginary attack. William kept him sedated for the first few weeks at the hospital. When Christopher finally woke up, Kevin, the only member to fend off his kidnappers, was sitting with him. He called William in. 
 
    William sat down next to his old friend and explained what had happened. He gave it to him straight. When he told him about Michelle and Bob, Christopher cried and disengaged from everyone. He didn’t talk to anyone for days, just lay there looking up. He complied with the nurses and doctors, but didn’t respond to any attempts they made to converse with him. Several days later, he broke his silence, but only to apologize to Jill, Amy, and Robert during each of their shifts. All of them told him it wasn’t his fault. He only replied, “It was,” and then returned to his period of silence. 
 
    A week later, Christopher woke up while Robert was sitting there. He said a simple, “Thank you.” Robert said nothing, just nodded. Nothing else needed to be said between the friends. 
 
    It took a few months before humor returned to the group. Jill was the first to crack a joke. Christopher wanted to get out of the hospital room for a bit. Jill volunteered to take him for a roll around the grounds. She showed up with the wheelchair he had used for years as part of the illusion. When she rolled it into his room, she said, “Get in, brittle boy.”  He cracked the first smile any of them had seen since he returned. 
 
    A year later, Christopher still had a few surgeries to go before he would be done with the wheelchair, but he made the best of it. The way his house was set up was already adapted for one, so it worked out well. The group was back to playing video games together, having dinners, and anything they could to get back to normal life. 
 
    As a thank you, Christopher invited them all over for a dinner party at his place. Besides the SanSquad, William and Roger were invited. Christopher laid out a great spread. Pasta, steaks, grilled salmon, salad, and fresh vegetables. Anything anyone could want. After they ate, he invited them into his gaming room. They sat on the couches as Christopher rolled in front of them. 
 
    “I want to say thank you. Thank you, obviously, for saving my life, and thank you for being my family. I could not have made it through without each of you. I want to apologize for putting all of you in jeopardy. I thought I was being safe, but I took too many chances and didn’t properly explain everything to you. That will never happen again.” He raised a glass. “For the friends we have lost along the way. For the mistakes we will not repeat. For our future.” 
 
    There was a hardy round of glass clinking as the entire group toasted together. 
 
    “And thanks to the great planning of a few of my former comrades, we have nothing to worry about.” Christopher raised his glass in the direction of Doug, Roger, and William.  The others looked at them curiously. “They don’t know?” 
 
    Roger said, “It’s something that never came up.” 
 
    Robert was there the whole time, but felt confused, as well. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Doug explained, “When we rescued Christopher, we left one camera running so everyone out there, including Ying, could see what happened. Everyone saw you beat Ivan to a pulp. They also saw me shoot Ivan in the head. Based on the messaging that is going around, they are scared to mess with any of us.” 
 
    “Now it is showtime.” 
 
    Amy asked, “How long have they been in the box?” 
 
    “Long enough,” said Christopher, with a smirk.  
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