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Granger Residence
St. Paul, Maryland
Present Day


 


Tommy Granger sat in the corner of his bedroom, the same
one he had lived in his entire life. Mai Lien Trinh, the woman his heart ached
for every time she wasn’t with him, lay on her back beside him, her head
propped up on a pillow as she chatted with friends back in Vietnam on Facebook.


It
was a perfect day.


Except
for the fact his parents were downstairs, and his bed creaked, so any fooling
around had to happen on the hardwood floor, and his mother could walk in at any
moment.


I
have to move out.


It
was beyond ridiculous that he still lived with his parents. He was in his
twenties, already had his degree, and was ready.


“What’s
in that box?”


He
glanced down at Mai.


God,
she’s beautiful.


“Huh?”


“That
box in your closet. I don’t remember seeing it before.”


He
glanced at the open closet, and his eyes widened slightly. “Oh, I forgot about
that. It belonged to my great-grandfather. Some stuff my grandmother thought I
might be interested in since I’m dating a history buff.”


Mai
rolled to her knees, her eyes wide. “You mean it has old stuff in it?”


He
shrugged. “Mostly papers, I think. All in German. My family on my mother’s side
was German originally. I think they came here after the war. I’m not really
sure.”


“Can
we look at it?”


He smiled
at her eagerness.


How
can I ever say no to you?


“Sure,
I guess.”


She
jumped to her feet and rushed over to the closet, grunting as she bent over and
pulled out the heavy box. Tommy forgot all about it though, the sight of her
perfect posterior raising a flag. He pressed against her and she stood.


“Not
again! Your mother will never let me visit you if she catches us.”


“I’m
an adult.”


“Not
as long as you live here, you’re not.”


The
words stung, but she was right. “Maybe I’ll get my own place.”


“Sounds
good. Something close to me would be nice.”


He
grinned, the hurt gone. “Very nice.” He squeezed her butt, and she
swatted his hand away.


“Give
me a hand with this. It’s heavy.”


He
made a show of flexing, then grabbed the box, heaving it onto his bed with a
little more difficulty than his male ego could take. He sat on one side of the
box, Mai the other, and removed the lid, revealing a bunch of boring old papers
and photographs.


Mai
was delighted, quickly reaching in and pulling out each piece of paper, one at
a time, examining them carefully. “I wish I spoke German. I wonder what these say.
Some of them look like official papers.” She held up several. “These look like
ID. Was your great-grandfather in the military?”


Tommy
shrugged. “No idea. Mom might know.”


He
rose and grabbed his laptop off his desk, then his cellphone. He grabbed an
envelope from the box, something scrawled on the front of it, and snapped a
photo, uploading it into some optical character recognition software, then
pushing the result to a translation program.


“Huh,
I wonder what that means.”


Mai
glanced at him. “What does it say?”


“It
says, ‘My biggest regret.’”
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Maier Residence
Berlin, Nazi Germany
January 31, 1945


 


Dieter Maier pushed his food around his plate with his
fork, staring blankly at it as his mind raced. Hermann was a friend, a fairly
good one, though it was the wives that were the real friends in the
relationship. But, however he felt about the man, he was a good one. A hard
worker, loyal, and never one to question authority or the cause. 


Like
most, he just kept his head down and did his job.


He
had seen him a few days ago, both of them eager to return home and see their
wives, jokes exchanged about how they didn’t plan on leaving the bedroom the
entire time.


It
had been a friendly moment.


And
there had been no indication he had been delayed.


Yet
things could change in a heartbeat in today’s Germany. It was common knowledge,
though not spoken about, that the war was going badly, that the Russians were
closing in rapidly from the east, the Americans, Brits, Canadians, and who knew
who else, from the west and south. 


A
simple transport run could result in death, either from above, or a bombed
track ahead. 


But
surely they would have notified her.


Notifications
used to be swift, though with the casualties growing rapidly, he had heard of delays,
but that would be from the front. Not an engineer on the rail. If a train were
attacked, there would be little confusion as to who the engineer was when
identifying the body.


Notice
should go out immediately.


Which
was why he was certain he hadn’t been killed.


Or
at least not in the traditional method.


His
mind kept returning to the locomotive he had been tasked to recover. It had
been attacked, the engineer confirmed dead by the SS colonel, yet he had heard
no mention of it when he had returned to the rail yard. Obviously, someone knew
the engineer was dead, otherwise he wouldn’t have been dispatched, but usually,
when one of them died, there was some chatter.


This
time there had been none, though he hadn’t paid it much mind, instead rushing
to catch his transport back to Berlin so he could see his wife.


At
the time, he couldn’t care less who it was.


But
now, he wondered if Hermann had been the victim of the partisans.


Yet
that still wouldn’t explain why Erika wouldn’t have been notified, or why Gestapo
would be following her.


“You’ve
barely eaten anything. What’s got you so distracted?”


He
looked up at his wife. “Huh? Oh, umm, nothing.”


She
frowned at him, jabbing a fork in the air. “You still haven’t given me an
explanation for yesterday. You were so rude to Erika! It was inexcusable.”


He
stared at his plate. “I had my reasons.”


“And
who are you to tell her to never come back? She’s my friend! Probably my
best friend. God knows she’s about the only one I can talk to around here
without being worried someone will report me to the Gestapo.”


“I
wouldn’t be so sure about that.”


“What
do you mean?”


He
sighed, putting his fork down and staring at his wife. “Who do you think was in
the car following her?”


His
wife returned the stare for a moment before her eyes bulged. “You don’t think…”


“I do
think. Which is why I don’t want you talking to her ever again. If the Gestapo
is watching her, then she’s done something wrong.”


His
wife batted his accusation away with a flick of her wrist. “Nonsense. What
could she have ever done wrong?”


“You
know her better than I do.”


“Exactly,
I do. She’s a simple, hardworking woman, just like her husband.” She put her
fork down and wiped the corners of her mouth with a napkin. “And I thought you
and Hermann were friends? How could you treat your friend’s wife that way?”


“We were
friends.”


“Were?”


He
tensed, remembering his final orders from the colonel. 


Discuss
with no one what you saw here today, or even the fact you were here.


“Leave
it.”


Her
eyes widened. “Leave it? Why? What’s going on? What haven’t you told me?”


He
immediately regretted his words, and searched for something he could say to end
the conversation, when an entirely new problem presented itself.


Three
firm raps on the door.


His
wife turned in her chair, staring toward the entrance. “Who could that be?”


Dieter
wiped his mouth on the back of his hand then rose, heading for the door, his
heart pounding. Unexpected guests were rare these days, unless the news was bad.


He
drew a breath of courage, then opened the door. He paled, his body going weak
at the sight of a trenchcoated man in front of him.


“Herr
Maier?”


Dieter
nodded. “Umm, yes.”


“I
am Detective Inspector Wolfgang Vogel from the Kriminalpolizei. May I come in?”


Dieter
suppressed the sigh of relief as best he could.


Not
Gestapo.


And
this was confirmed by the fact the man waited patiently for his reply.


Gestapo
would have simply entered without waiting.


“Umm,
of course.” Dieter stepped aside, letting the man into the apartment, then
closed the door. “Ahh, what can I do for you?”


Vogel
strode through the apartment, his head on a swivel as he took everything in,
bowing slightly to Michaella. “Ma’am.”


She
nodded, clearly terrified as her hands wrung the napkin still clutched in them.
“Sir.”


Finally,
the detective stopped near the window, peering down at the street below. He
turned toward them. “You and your wife are friends with Frau Erika Lang?”


“No,”
replied Dieter on instinct, his wife simultaneously contradicting him. He
glared at her.


Vogel
smiled. “Well, which is it?”


Dieter
held out a finger at his wife, silencing her, he hoped. “We were friends,
but no longer.”


“Oh,
why is that?”


Dieter
shrugged. “I don’t know. Just a falling out. These things happen.”


“Did
she do something wrong?”


“No.”


“Did
she say something that made you dislike her?”


Sweat
beaded on Dieter’s brow as the detective continued to pelt him with questions,
the tone thankfully remaining neutral. “Umm, no.”


Vogel
turned to Michaella. “She was here yesterday, wasn’t she?”


“Y-yes.”


“So
it must have been something that happened during that visit that made you end
your friendship. What was it?”


Michaella
spun toward Dieter, her hands clasped in front of her chin. “Please, just tell
him!”


Dieter
glared at his wife as a wave of nausea swept over him. He implored her with his
eyes to keep silent, yet it was no use.


The
floodgates were open.


Michaella
rushed toward the detective. “She’s my friend! She still is, but she was being
followed yesterday by men in a car. I think it scared my husband. Please forgive
him for lying, but he—I mean we—just didn’t want to get involved. What’s going
on? Is her Hermann all right?”


Vogel
smiled as Dieter’s shoulders slumped, his idiot wife finally sealing their
fate. The detective turned toward him.


“You
think the men in the car were Gestapo?”


Dieter
paled even further, but nodded.


“Then
you’d be right.”


Dieter
almost soiled himself, his knees shaking.


“I
confronted them last night out front of Frau Lang’s apartment. You were right
to be concerned. If she is being watched by them, then you should be careful
with your interactions with her, otherwise you too could become of interest to
them.”


A
surge of vindication flowed through him, and he jabbed a finger at his wife.
“See! I told you!”


Michaella
said nothing, instead staring at her feet.


Vogel
jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the window he had looked out earlier.
“Unfortunately, it would appear you have already become an item of interest to
them.”


Dieter
paled, his stomach flipping as his eyes darted toward the window. “Wh-why do
you say that?”


“There’s
a car across the street, with two men inside and a pile of cigarette stubs
outside each window. They’ve been here for some time. My guess is since shortly
after Frau Lang was here.”


Dieter
managed to curse through his trembling lips. “I-I knew that woman was going to
be trouble.”


Vogel
stared at him. “Why?”


Dieter
had said too much, and joined his wife in staring at the floor as his heart
slammed and his ears pounded. The Gestapo was outside, the police were in his
apartment, and he was mixed up in something he didn’t understand. How he would get
out of this, he had no idea. He knew from the stories he had heard, that once
you were on the radar of the Gestapo, the only way you left it was death.


He
glanced up at his wife, praying they’d leave her alone.


I’ll
confess to anything they want, as long as they don’t touch her.


“You
know something, don’t you, Herr Maier?”


“No.”


“Oh,
I think you do, and I think it’s about Herr Lang.” Vogel stepped closer.
“You’re aware that he still hasn’t returned home.”


Dieter
shook his head.


“Well,
he hasn’t, and I believe that his wife deserves an explanation, don’t you?”


Dieter
glanced up at Vogel, then back at the floor. “I-I can’t say.”


“You
can’t?”


Dieter
cursed to himself for the poor choice of words. 


Why
did you say, “can’t?”


“I…umm,
well, it’s probably nothing.”


Damn!


“If
it’s nothing, then why can’t you tell me?”


Then
it dawned on him.


“Orders.”


“From
whom?”


Does
this man ever stop asking questions?


His
entire body shook as terror overtook him. “The SS.”


Vogel
took a step backward, and Dieter stole a glance, taking at least some
satisfaction that even this man seemed slightly flustered with the admission.
If there was one group that terrified him more than the Gestapo, it was the SS.
They were insane. Fanatical.


And
not to be trifled with.


Vogel
stepped closer, lowering his voice. “An SS officer told you not to say
anything?”


Dieter
nodded, unable to control the trembling.


“Is
it related to Herr Lang?”


Dieter
shrugged, not exactly certain. “Possibly.” He had his suspicions, yet that was
all they were. But Hermann was missing, obviously there had been no
notification otherwise this detective wouldn’t be here, and now the Gestapo was
on their doorstep, something that hadn’t begun until Hermann’s wife had shown
up here, a woman already under surveillance.


It
all had to be related.


Vogel
lowered his voice further. “Is he dead?”


Dieter’s
chest tightened as a thought occurred to him. Could the Gestapo be listening to
them? He glanced about the apartment, searching for anything out of the
ordinary, realizing a bug could have been hidden anywhere, and they wouldn’t
know it.


And
looking for it was out of the question.


It
would merely confirm their guilt.


He
made a decision.


 “I’m
sorry, Detective, but I have my orders. I can say nothing to you.” He walked
toward the door and grabbed a piece of paper and pencil off a side table,
quickly scribbling a note as he continued to speak. “Now, I’ll have to ask you
to leave. We are loyal Germans, loyal to the Reich and the Führer, and I have
nothing further to say.” He handed the paper to the detective who quickly
scanned it, his eyes widening.


“Very
well, Herr Maier, I understand completely. If you are under orders not to
speak, I cannot compel you. I wish you a good day.”


Dieter
opened the door, and Vogel bowed to Michaella before leaving. Dieter closed the
door and locked it, his entire body shaking. Michaella rushed forward, opening
her mouth to ask him something he was sure would get him shot. He slapped a
hand over her mouth, silencing her. 


Yet
he feared it wouldn’t be enough. Whatever had happened last night was serious,
and now someone knew that he had a secret.


And
the Gestapo was outside, probably listening in to make certain he would keep
it.


He
again glanced about their humble home, then pulled at his hair as he realized
there could be a listening device anywhere, and there was nothing he could do
about it. He wanted to search for it, to tear the apartment apart if need be,
yet he couldn’t. 


Innocent
men don’t worry about being listened to.


Not
in today’s Germany.


His
chest was tight, and he could sense he was about to explode, his hand still
over his wife’s mouth, a wife who appeared to be getting impatient and scared.


He
had to get out of there.


He
had to think.


He
grabbed his jacket and shrugged it on, shoving his feet into his boots and
lacing them up. 


“Where
are you going?”


“Out.”


“Where?”


“Just
for a walk. I’ll be back shortly.”


He
unlocked the door and left, leaving his poor, confused wife inside. He buttoned
up his jacket as he hurried down the stairs, taking the rear entrance to avoid
the Gestapo out front.


Then
paused.


Would
this make him appear guilty?


He
rushed back inside and exited the front of the building, in full view of the
car the detective has spotted, and its occupants. He turned left, walking
toward the main street, toward the market where he might reasonably be expected
to head at this hour, though it would normally be his wife.



But
if they were listening in, then they would already know it was a lie.


He
used the excuse of crossing the street to check on the car behind him. It was
following him, slowly, though that wasn’t what had his heart hammering.


It
was the two men in leather trench coats that were now crossing the street,
making no effort to conceal themselves.


They’re
going to kill you!


He
picked up his pace, and the footfalls behind him did as well. He had nowhere to
go. He had to try and lose them somehow, then get back to the apartment and
save his wife.


But
how?


They
were four men, he was just one.


And
they would have weapons.


He
spotted an alleyway narrow enough that he could at least eliminate the car from
the equation. It opened into another street that if he could just reach it
first, he might lose them in the heavy foot traffic.


He
bolted.


The
engine roared behind him, but it didn’t matter. He ducked into the alleyway and
sprinted toward the end, checking over his shoulder to see his pursuers close
behind.


His
foot hit something and he tripped, crying out as he slammed into the cold, hard
ground.


And
they were on him.


Boots
rained down on him, kicking him and stomping him. He curled into a ball, crying
out for help, yet no one would come. They’d see who was delivering the beating,
then go about their business, terrified they could be next.


A
heel crushed the side of his head and he began to pass out, a welcome respite
from the excruciating pain.


Please,
God, please save my wife!


He
opened his eyes for one last look at evil, a heel filling his vision before his
world went dark.


Forever.
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Operations Center 3, CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia


 


“Sir, I just got a hit.”


Leroux
stifled a yawn, his only rack time in the past two days, a couple of hours
squeezed in earlier. Since they were restricted by what they could do, they
were reliant upon gleaning information from legitimate sources, or sources
outside the European Union. There had been jubilation at the word of Acton’s
arrest, though short-lived once they realized Laura was still missing.


According
to Interpol, a ship had sailed from the Slovenian port of Koper not even an
hour ago, and governments were figuring out what to do now that it was in
international waters.


He
gave up and yawned. “What did you find?” he asked Sonya Tong.


“Laura
Palmer just rented a high-speed boat in Slovenia.”


Leroux’s
eyes narrowed as he sat up straight. “Huh? Did she escape?”


Tong
shook her head. “No, it looks like it was done through an agency in London,
with instructions that it would be picked up by Professor Acton.”


Child
laughed as he spun in his chair. “That crazy bastard is going after her! He’s
certifiable!”


Leroux
agreed. “He is that.”


The
door opened and Director Morrison entered, waving everybody off as they were
about to rise. “Sit, I’m not the President.” He dropped in a seat across from
Leroux. “We’ve got a complication.”


Leroux
tensed. “What?”


“The
Russians are coming.”


Leroux
frowned as he processed this new bit of intel. “Let me guess. They want their
Amber Room back, and will stop at nothing to get it?”


“Something
like that. They caught wind through Interpol, and know about the ship that we
think is carrying it. Are our guys still inbound?”


Leroux
leaned over and looked at Tong who nodded. “Yes, sir. They just landed at Aviano,
Italy. They’re deploying any minute now.”


Morrison
pursed his lips, staring at the displays showing a map of where the boat was,
the government’s response to the state of affairs, and the pesky Professor
Acton about to insert his nose into another dangerous situation, something
Leroux was quite certain his boss didn’t know about. “Okay, we’re just
observers on this one, so let’s hope the timing works out. The Slovenians
agreed to let the boat head into international waters so our guys can hit it.”


“No
surprise there,” muttered Child. “They’re probably happy to be rid of it.”


Morrison
grunted. “Exactly. The nearest Russian assets are at least an hour out, so if
everything goes smoothly, we should get there first.”


Leroux
cleared his throat, squirming slightly in his chair. “Umm, I’d hate to throw a
wrinkle into the plan, but…”


Morrison
closed his eyes, exhaling. “What has Professor Acton done now?”


Leroux
was impressed his boss immediately made the leap. “He just rented himself a high-speed
boat, and is in the air right now—”


“He’s
landed,” interrupted Tong.


“—and
has just landed, and is on his way to pick it up.”


Morrison
cursed. “He could come up on the boat when our guys are assaulting it.”


Leroux
frowned. “Or worse, he could show up when the Russians do.”


Morrison
shook his head then rose. “Well, like I said, not our show, but pass that on to
Washington so they can decide what to do with it.”


“Yes,
sir.”
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South of Marienwerder, West Prussia
Nazi Germany
January 28, 1945


 


SS Colonel Friedrich Steiner watched the locomotive back
out of the chamber. He shouted at the men unloading the already arrived boxcars
to hurry up, then waved off another crew heading for the newly delivered cargo.



“Leave
those be!” 


The
men stared at him for a moment, then returned to help the others. He could tell
they were curious why these two cars weren’t to be touched, but he didn’t care.
It was none of their business, and he didn’t owe them an explanation.


Though
perhaps it didn’t matter if they knew.


He
turned to see the lamps of the locomotive now gone, its engine still echoing
through the chamber. He beckoned his second-in-command to join him.


“Yes,
sir?”


“As
soon as they’re finished, execute them.”


His second-in-command’s
eyes widened for a moment, but he snapped back to attention. “Yes, sir!”


Steiner
pointed at three of his men. “You three, come with me.” He strode briskly after
the locomotive, and shook his head as someone shouted for the idiot to turn off
his lights, their beams a beacon for Allied air power in the pitch dark.


He
emerged into the frigid cold of a Prussian winter, but suppressed the shiver,
never one to let his men see any sign of weakness. He turned on his flashlight,
the beam slicing through the night, though not carrying far, just enough to
make sure he didn’t twist an ankle on the uneven ground. He spotted the
engineer leaning out his window.


“Get
down!”


There
was hesitation, as if the man sensed something not to his liking was about to
happen.


And
he was right.


The
plan had never been to allow him to leave alive. He needed a trustworthy,
reliable man—either through loyalty to the Führer and the Party, or, as in this
case, through leverage—who could be counted on not to speak to anyone of his
priority mission.


And
now that his job was done, his life was forfeit.


As
was everyone’s here.


There
could be no witnesses to what had just taken place. The priceless artifacts
transported here over the past several days would be safe, but only as long as
no one knew where they were.


And
that meant no witnesses who had seen the crates, could be left alive.


Including
this engineer.


“Sir?”


“Now!”


He
motioned to his men, and they all raised their weapons, aiming them at the cab
of the massive locomotive. Gunshots erupted from the tunnel entrance as his men
executed his orders, the crew inside evidently finished their task.


Unfortunate
timing.


The
sound of the engine changed, and the wheels screeched as they spun, the train reversing
as the engineer apparently realized he was about to die. Steiner pointed at the
cab and his men opened fire, their MP35 submachine guns pumping lead as the
train slowly pulled away. Windows shattered and bullets ricocheted, but there
was no evidence they had found their mark, and the train continued to pick up
speed.


He
rushed ahead, drawing his weapon, and leaped onto the side of the train,
hauling himself up. He slipped on the built-up ice, his feet dragging along the
ground, and he regretted having drawn his weapon before securing his footing.
Dangling by one hand, he shoved his Luger back in its holster, then dragged
himself onto the running board. Stable, he drew his weapon and thrust his head
through the shattered window, his pistol leading the way. He couldn’t see the
engineer. He pulled out his flashlight, shining it into the cab.


And
spotted him on the other side.


“Halt!”


The
engineer spun toward him, raising his hands. “Please, don’t! I swear I won’t
tell anyone what I saw!”


Steiner
chuckled. “You’re right about that.”


He
fired three shots into the man, his victim collapsing in a heap in the corner.
He opened the door and stepped inside, staring at the controls for a moment
before taking a guess at what were the brakes.


He
was right.


He
shone his flashlight on the man’s face, still alive, though not for long, and
wondered what his final thoughts were.


Probably
of his wife.


He
jumped down to the ground as the train came to a halt, making a note that the
wife should be picked up.


After
all, we can’t have anyone speaking ill of the Reich.
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Route A1, Poland


 


Acton listened to everything said in the car, even if it
was only one side of the conversation. Though he gleaned little, he gathered at
least some additional intel. He knew there was at least one other team out
there still involved, which made sense. There had been three SUVs at the mine
when they left, along with the two transport trucks. 


He
also knew the second team was looking for some type of match for something, and
that they had succeeded. The only problem with that little tidbit, was he had
no clue whatsoever as to what they were talking about.


At
this moment, there was no indication anybody was even searching for them, and
if they were, these men seemed unconcerned with the prospect, especially after
notification had been received that ‘matches’ had been found. For now, the real
hope was that someone would figure out what trucks had been used, and then
those trucks would be found on the traffic cameras, a much better prospect than
his own face being captured, though he hoped they both had got on some camera
at their last bathroom break.


The
immediate problem was that everybody at the mine had been in the chamber, so
nobody except for them saw the trucks used. Unless there had been a stray
sighting, there might be no hope of ever being found. Perhaps someone had
witnessed the trucks and thought nothing of it at the time, but would make the
connection when the news broke. 


It
was a possibility, but he wasn’t willing to hang their lives on that faint
hope. They had to escape somehow. These men were professionals, and their demeanor
suggested military backgrounds, and their accents suggested at least the
occupants of this vehicle were Russian, though they were speaking English
consistently, perhaps in an effort to disguise that fact. 


I
wonder if they’re Spetsnaz. 


If
they were, they wouldn’t hesitate to kill them. He’d have to be a little more
careful with his provocations, though he feared that once this was all over,
and they had played their part, they’d be killed regardless. They were
witnesses who had seen faces. 


If
they were to escape, then he had to figure out some way to communicate with
Laura. Their first bathroom break had provided no opportunity for both of them
to escape, their captors only letting them go one at a time, and escorted.


Though
there had only been opportunities for one of them to get away.


The
rest stops were very busy with plenty of witnesses. He didn’t care what
happened to him, but Laura had to escape at the next opportunity, as they had
no idea how many more they would get. But he needed to somehow convey this to
her. His finger tapped on his knee, and he wished they both knew Morse code. 


He
suppressed a smile as he realized there was one code that they both would know
from their pre-smartphone days. He placed his hand on her leg then tapped his
index finger, then his middle finger, then his ring finger, then bent his wrist
upward, repeated the process, then bent his wrist even further, tapping each
finger once again. A total of nine times. He repeated this process once more then
exchanged an innocent glance with Laura, who looked at him, her eyes suggesting
she had no idea what he was trying to communicate. 


He
leaned forward. “Can I borrow your phone? I need to text our cleaning lady to
let her know we’re going to be late.”


The
man growled at him, but said nothing. Acton sat back and made eye contact once
again as he repeated his finger tapping. Laura’s eyes suddenly widened and she
nodded slightly.


He
typed a word out on her leg, purposefully positioning each finger as the nine
keys on a phone, 2 through 9 each assigned three to four letters. 


It
was time to go old school. He tapped.


U-N-D-E-R-S-T-A-N-D.



She
shrugged slightly. He repeated the message, slower, and her eyes widened
slightly. She placed her hand on his leg and typed out a message. 


Y-E-S.



He
suppressed a relieved sigh. It would be slow, each letter having to be thought out
as he struggled to remember the old style of texting, but it was something that
would work, and could be done without their captors knowing. 


WILL
KILL US. 


She
nodded.


MUST
ESCAPE. 


HOW?



IF
OUT CAR RUN IF CHANCE. 


YOU
TOO. 


He
shook his head.


Her lips
thinned. YES. She jabbed her finger hard into his thigh on the last letter. 


He
frowned. OK. 


Though
he had no intention of following through on that. He watched as they pulled in
behind their two trucks, and he again wondered what was meant by finding matches,
matches that had been apparently found. They entered a tunnel, and he made a
point of leaning against the window, hoping a traffic camera might pick up an
image of his face, then leaned back toward Laura before he was noticed. 


As
they emerged from the tunnel, his eyes narrowed, something different about the
two trucks ahead as they took a slight bend to the right, revealing the fabric-clad
sides.


What
happened to the beer bottles?
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Inselhotel 
Potsdam, Germany


 


“What should we do?”


Tommy
rolled over to face Mai, brushing some stray strands of hair from her face,
though it was merely an excuse to touch her. “I don’t know.” He thought for a
moment. “What would the professors want us to do?”


Mai
shrugged. “They’d want us to stay safe.”


Tommy
grunted. “Well, that should be fairly easy. We’re in Germany, and they’re in
Poland.”


“Are
they? We really have no idea where they’re taking them, do we?”


Tommy’s
eyes widened. “You’re right.” He brought up a map of Europe, pointing at
Poland. “They could be heading in pretty much any direction, even Russia.”


Mai
propped herself up so she could get a better look. “I doubt that. They’d have
to go through Belarus or Ukraine, and those are controlled borders.”


“Aren’t
they all?”


“No,
not in Europe. Most countries are part of the Schengen Agreement, which means open
borders. No passports required.”


Tommy
was once again impressed with how smart his girlfriend was. “So they could be traveling
almost anywhere within the European Union.”


“Yes,
but let’s think about this. They won’t head east, because those are all
controlled borders. They could head north to the Baltic Sea, but those ports
are going to be watched closely.” She pointed at the map. “They could head west
to Germany, or south to the Czech Republic or Slovakia.”


 Tommy
scrolled the map. “You know, if they went south, they could stay in the former
East Bloc countries. Things aren’t as tight there as they would be in Germany
or France.”


Mai
nodded. “True, but really, except for heading east, I don’t think we’ve
completely ruled anything out.”


Tommy
growled in frustration. “And we can’t even be sure they didn’t go east, because
maybe these guys have bribed someone to let them through.”


Mai
sighed. “If only we had some clue as to which way they headed.”


Tommy’s
eyes widened. “Maybe we do!”



“How?”


“The
cellphones! There would be a record of the phones the network connected to, and
where. If these guys had even one cellphone turned on before they activated the
jammer, we might be able to track it!”


“You
can do that?”


Tommy
stuck his hand out. “Hi, Tommy Granger, hacker extraordinaire. Nice to meet
you.”


Mai
giggled. “I know, I know, I should never doubt you when it comes to computers.
It’s one of the things I love about you.”


He
paused, his stomach flipping. “Love?”


Mai
blushed and turned away. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.”


Tommy
smiled, his heart hammering. “Do you, umm, love me?”


She
stole a glance. “I, ahh, I…”


He
grabbed her by the shoulders and stared into her eyes. “I love you too!”


Her
face brightened, making her more beautiful than ever, her smile almost stopping
his hammering heart. “I love you!” She wrapped her arms around him and
hugged him hard before finding his lips and dropping a kiss on him that removed
any doubt about how she felt. 


She
pushed him away. “The professors,” she gasped, and he groaned in response,
adjusting his shorts. 


“Right,
I almost forgot.” He sneaked one last peck.


She
loves me!
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South of Kwidzyn (formerly Marienwerder), Poland
Present Day


 


Acton’s heart sank as the truck and forklift disappeared,
the last crate containing the Amber Room offloaded only moments ago. The
operation had been executed swiftly, with military precision, and the manner in
which these men conducted themselves, despite their attire, suggested they were
ex-forces of some type, the accents suggesting to him Spetsnaz.


A
terrifying prospect.


Lisowski
moaned as Laura loosened the tourniquet, the only treatment they had been able
to provide for the poor woman. She was pale and weak, and Acton wasn’t sure how
much time she had left, though with the operation now complete, he hoped help
might be here soon.


He
still had no answer to the question of why the leader had said he needed them,
and he feared what that answer might be. He decided to risk asking after Lisowski
gasped when Laura tightened the tourniquet again. “Now that you’ve got what you
came for, can we call for help?”


The
leader addressed the others lined up against the far end of the chamber, their
hands and feet zip-tied. “There’s a cellphone jammer hidden outside.” He
dropped a knife next to him, the blade sticking into the dirt beside a pile of
confiscated cellphones, Acton’s and Laura’s purposefully destroyed, perhaps to
cause confusion as to where they were. “You’ll have to work together to get to
this and use it. By then, we’ll be gone. Once you free yourselves and walk far
enough away from the jammer, you’ll be able to get a signal and call for help.”


Acton
held out his hands, asking a question he feared he already knew the answer to.
“Aren’t you going to tie us up too?”


The
man turned to him. “No, professor, you and your lovely wife are coming with
us.”


Acton’s
chest tightened, the answer exactly as he had expected. “Why?”


“We
need someone to authenticate the find for our client. He’s paying a lot of
money, and he’s going to want to know he’s getting the genuine article before
he pays us. Two unwilling professors of archaeology are exactly what I need to
do that.”


Acton
glanced at Laura. “Leave my wife. I’m all you need.”


The
man chuckled. “So gallant. I do believe you were born in the wrong era,
professor. But no, you’re both coming with me.”


Acton
stepped toward him, glaring into his eyes. “I must insist.”


The
man smiled, tapping his shoulder holster. “Professor, if you continue to insist
on delaying me, I can allow one of you to remain behind.” His smiled
disappeared. “Dead.”


“It’s
okay, James.”


Acton
turned to his wife, feeling helpless. They had no leverage. None. These thieves
already had what they had come for, had all the guns, and were in complete
control.


The
leader held his hand out toward the tunnel, as if inviting them to join him.
“Shall we?”


Acton
frowned, holding out a hand for Laura. He turned to Lisowski. “Hang in there, Aleksandra.
Help will be here soon.”


“I-I
think I should be telling you the same thing.”


Acton
smiled then followed the thieves down the tunnel and out into the fresh morning
air, his chest aching at the sight of the two unarmed security guards, dead
inside the entranceway. He glared at the leader. “Was that really necessary?”


“In
the end, no, but we had assumed they were armed.”


“And
that makes it all right?”


The
man shrugged. “Do you really think I care?”


Acton
frowned. “I guess not.” He stared at two large curtain side transport trucks
with a beer company logo emblazoned on their fabric-clad sides, there nothing
whatsoever to indicate the actual precious cargo they both contained. Two black
SUVs filled with the henchmen pulled out after them, a third with only a driver,
waited for the leader of the operation and his two prisoners.


“Get
in.”


Acton
opened the rear door and Laura climbed in, sliding over behind the passenger
seat. He followed, closing the door, the leader sitting in the front. He leaned
out the window and raised a device that looked suspiciously like a detonator.


Acton
gasped as a button was pressed.


A
massive explosion erupted behind them, and he and Laura spun in their seats,
staring out the rear window dumbfounded at the sight, the entire mine entrance
collapsed, and any hope of rescue along with it. 


Acton
spun toward the man as he motioned for the driver to proceed. “Why the hell did
you do that?”


“We
can’t exactly have your friends telling anyone what just happened, can we?”


“You
promised that they would live!”


“And
they will. I have no doubt the Polish authorities will be contacted eventually
when you miss your next important phone call. They will discover the disaster,
dig, and God willing, find your friends alive.”


Acton
jabbed a finger at him. “You better hope that’s how it works out, or there’s no
way we’re cooperating.”


The
man chuckled, turning in his seat to face them as he drew his MP-443 Grach
pistol, pointing it at Acton. “Tough words, professor, but I only need one of
you.”


Laura
squeezed Acton’s hand. “Kill him, and I’ll tell your client it’s a fake.”


The
man smiled. “Which is why, Professor Palmer, you will be the one I
kill.” He stared at Acton. “So, Professor, if you want your wife to survive the
day, you’ll cooperate, regardless of what just happened back there.
Understood?”


Acton
didn’t respond, allowing the helpless rage written on his face to do his
talking.
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John Paul II International Airport
Balice, Poland


 


If there was one thing Reading hated, it was waiting. And
that’s all he had been doing for hours. He was still sitting on the runway in Krakow,
in the wrong country, but there was still no point in flying to the Czech
Republic. The pilot had explained that if they landed somewhere and needed to
take off again, it would take longer to file the flight plan and wait their turn,
than it would to simply wait and make a single trip.


It
made sense.


He
was still waiting for information on the hit Tommy had showing what appeared to
him to be Acton driving the SUV he had been kidnapped in. 


It
made no sense.


If
he had escaped, why hadn’t he gone to the authorities for help?


Reading
shook his head. 


Knowing
him, he’s chasing the Amber Room.


And
then there was the matter of—


His
phone rang and he took the call, the display indicating it was his partner back
in England. “Hey, Michelle, give me good news.”


“Well,
I’m not sure if it’s good news, but it’s news at least.”


Reading
tensed. “What’s happened?”


“Your
friend, Professor Acton, has been arrested.”


“What!
Are you serious?”


“Yeah.
I’m looking at the report right now. He’s been charged with all kinds of
traffic violations, and possession of an illegal firearm. It looks like they’re
throwing the book at him.”


“Who?”


“The
local police in Ostrava.”


Reading
shook his head, beckoning the flight attendant to join him. “Don’t they know
who he is? That he’s the victim?”


“All
we know is that they responded electronically to our notice that we put out on
him, and that’s it. Nobody can reach the station where he’s being held.”


Reading
cursed. “Do we have a local agent there?”


“No.
We’re sending someone from Prague, but he won’t be there for at least an hour.”


“Okay,
keep me posted. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”


“Understood.”


Reading
ended the call and turned to the flight attendant. “Tell the pilot we need to
get to Ostrava in the Czech Republic as quickly as possible.”
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Ostrava, Czech Republic


 


Acton followed the two white SUVs as they headed toward the
highway. They had driven right by him mere minutes after he had made his
decision to pursue them, and he had left several cars between them and him,
hoping they wouldn’t notice him in their rearview mirrors. One of the vehicles
turned onto the onramp, the other continuing past, filling him with doubt as to
what was going on, and who to follow.


He
made a split-second decision, not knowing which contained the man who seemed to
be the leader of this operation.


Though
it didn’t matter. 


He jerked
his wheel to the right, onto the onramp, committing. Who was in the vehicle in
front of him was irrelevant. He knew they’d be eventually meeting up with the
trucks. All he had to do was sit back in traffic, remain unnoticed, and eventually
they’d lead him to the Amber Room. 


And
hopefully Laura had already contacted the authorities, and by then they would
have found him, since he planned on sticking his face out the window at every
camera he spotted. 


He
glanced in his rearview mirror and gasped as a white SUV rushed toward him then
slammed into his rear end, sending him careening across his lane and
sideswiping another vehicle. Brakes locked up all around him, but he resisted
the urge, instead hammering on the gas and surging the SUV out of the chaos. 


He
checked his rearview mirror and spotted the white SUV emerging behind him, much
slower, and cursed. He checked his gauges, and everything seemed in order, the
vehicle clearly customized so that rear-end collisions didn’t trigger a fuel
cutoff like so many vehicles did today. 


It
was designed for this. 


And
it made him thankful he had stolen it, rather than a civilian vehicle. 


The SUV
he had been following slowed, the man who had held him and Laura, leaning out
the passenger side window, a submachine gun in his hand, the muzzle flashing.
The windshield and hood took several rounds before he jerked to the left, out
of the field of fire, only to be rammed again from behind. 


“Piss
off!”


He
jerked the wheel to the right then slammed on the brakes, his pursuer shooting
past him. He hammered on the gas, quickly closing the gap as it tried to get in
front of him. He shifted to the right and floored it, slamming into the
passenger side rear bumper, sending the SUV into a spin. He aimed square at it
and braced as he accelerated. He smashed into the passenger side, sending it skidding
ahead of him before the wheels caught, flipping it several times. 


Acton
swerved around it and checked his rearview mirror to see a notorious British-made car slam
into them, sending both vehicles spinning in opposite directions, the convertible 
coming to a stop against the guardrail, its driver stunned, and perhaps thankful
his ownership experience was over. 


Acton
focused ahead, those behind him no longer in the game, and rushed after the
trucks containing the priceless Amber Room. Something thundered overhead, and
he leaned forward to try and catch a glimpse, when a helicopter blasted past
him, banking sharply, the harsh white on blue Policie label clearly
visible, something in Czech blared at him. 


It
was over. 


He took
his foot off the gas, slamming his fists into the steering wheel as he came to
a halt, his mission to save the half-billion dollar artifact a failure. 


He
sighed. 


At
least everyone is safe now.
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Outside Riyadh, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia


 


Sheikh Khalid bin Al Jabar sat in his chair, one that sat
on a pedestal with a hand control allowing him to spin gently so he could take
in the entire breathtaking display. To say he was once again excited with life,
would be an understatement. 


He
was ecstatic.


And
it was all because of the man who now stood beside him.


“What
do you think?”


Tankov
shrugged. “Not my style. Too garish.”


Khalid
chuckled. “I think you are missing the point. Whether or not you think it is
aesthetically pleasing, you are looking at something that is priceless, and one
of a kind. Never before, and never again, shall there be a room such as this.
This is worth half a billion dollars by some estimates. Nobody today would ever
build such a thing. You are in the presence of something that most can’t even
conceive of, and you shrug your shoulders.”


Tankov
smiled. “I’m not in it for the art, I’m in it for the money and the thrill.”


Khalid
sighed. “It’s really too bad. Some of the pieces you have retrieved for me and
my fellow collectors, are truly quite remarkable, yet you cannot appreciate
what they mean.”


Tankov
stared at the walls surrounding them. “I appreciate the money they represent.”


Khalid
shook his head, giving up. “Now that you have one hundred million Euros, what
will you do?”


Tankov
turned toward him. “I think I’ll relax on a beach for a while until the next
job comes along.”


Khalid
nodded. “How much more do you need?”


Tankov
wagged a finger at him. “Now it’s you who don’t understand. “It’s not
all about the money, it’s all about the mission. We get to do what we want,
when we want, with no consequences except success or death. There’s no in
between.”


Khalid’s
head bobbed slowly as he thought about what was just said. “I understand
completely.” He extended a hand, Tankov shaking it. “Call me the next time you
have something of interest come across your radar.”


Tankov
bowed slightly. “Rest assured, sir, you will hear from us again.” He
pointed at his face. “Though you might not recognize me.”
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South of Kwidzyn (formerly Marienwerder), Poland


 


Jelen ended the call from the American and pointed at a
nearby backhoe while turning to Stefan. “You said you were a heavy equipment operator?”


Stefan
nodded.


“Then
start digging! We might have people trapped inside!”


Stefan’s
eyes bulged. “Yes, sir!” He sprinted for the backhoe as Jelen relayed the
conversation he had just had to his partner while dialing the number he had
received for a phone inside. 


Someone
answered.


“Hello,
this is Officer Jelen. Who am I speaking to?”


“Daniel
Marek! Please help us! We’re trapped inside!”


Jelen
snapped his fingers at Krakowski, who immediately dialed his phone, the situation
about to escalate far beyond a potential domestic violence call. His heart
hammered as he realized this was the biggest case of his career.


And
he was about to have it taken away.


He
refocused on the panicked victim on the other end of the line.


“Tell
me everything, from the beginning.”




