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DEDICATION






"To those who rise against the unseen, who fight tirelessly in the shadows to protect the light. Your courage, vigilance, and unwavering resolve are an inspiration to others."
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CHAPTER 1




Outside a deserted village in the remote expanse of the Carpathian Mountains, the sky was overcast, and the wind howled up the mountainsides. Perched atop a rocky outcrop, a camouflaged body lay behind a McMillan TAC-50 sniper rifle equipped with the latest scope. The gun fires a .50 caliber round that could hit a target up to two miles away. The current target area was half that distance from the rifle's muzzle. 

The hidden woman blended into the rugged mountain terrain. Wearing a black watch cap and camouflage face paint, she held her rifle with the stock firmly in her shoulder, providing stability. Her legs were spread with heels touching the ground, maximizing support for shooting.

Behind her, the spotter knelt behind the spotter scope. The spotter was dressed exactly like the shooter, wearing a matching watch cap and face paint. She looked through the spotter scope at the village town square.

The two women were the Acosta sisters, Samantha and Alexandra, identical twins. Both were very physically fit and well-proportioned for their five-foot-five frames. Alex was the shooter, and Sam was her spotter.

A sniper's spotter assists with target identification, range estimation, wind and weather analysis, and ballistics adjustments. They also provide communication and area security and can serve as a backup shooter, enhancing the sniper team's accuracy and safety.

They viewed the valley below through their scopes. The view was of an abandoned Soviet town square from the 1970s. It was a depressing scene of desolation mixed with remnants of its former activity. Once a bustling center of community life, the square now appeared frozen in time, a relic of a bygone era of central planning and crushing government control.

Now covered with cracks and growing weeds, the streets intersected at the town square. Nature was slowly winning the battle of reclamation.

Sam looked down at the town through her spotter scope. She would divide key locations, moving clockwise into four sectors. At about ten o'clock, a decaying clock tower stood at the far-left corner of the square. The clock face that once adorned the side facing the twins had fallen, and a large hole remained. 

Moving across from the clock tower was a Soviet grocery store attached to a series of one-story buildings running north. 

Sam again moved clockwise to a five o’clock position. Across the street from the store was an old Communist Party office, and again, a series of one-story buildings ran south. 

Looking again, to the corner across from the old party office at about the seven o’clock position was an old furniture store and another series of one-story buildings running south. 

Finally, moving across and up from that corner brought her back to the clock tower.

Another Soviet-planned community failed. A broken concrete base remained in a space where a giant brass statue of Lenin once stood, the heart of the square. Sam thought it was probably taken long ago to be sold for scrap just after the Berlin Wall fell. 

Surrounding the monument's base were empty benches and cracked pavement, evidence of gatherings long disbanded.

The buildings facing the square bore signs of decay, with broken windows and peeling paint revealing the passage of time. Traces of propaganda slogans and faded posters could still be seen on the facades, remnants of a time when the state's influence permeated every aspect of public life.

Sam spoke quietly, “Alex, sector one is the clock tower,”

“Contact,” Alex responded.

“Sector two. The grocery store,” Sam said.

Alex moved her head slightly and said, “Contact.”

“Sector three. The party office,” Sam said.

“Contact,” Alex replied.

“Sector four, the furniture store,” 

“Contact,” Alex said.

Sam watched as a black Soviet-style car pulled into the square from the right and stopped just before the middle of the square near the base of where Lenin once stood. The vehicle was a GAZ 13 Chaika. The upper class and members of the Politburo usually drove these cars. The driver sat waiting. The sedan's exterior was boxy and angular, devoid of unnecessary curves or embellishments. It sits low to the ground, with a relatively long wheelbase and a sturdy, no-frills appearance. The body was made of heavy steel, giving the car a robust and durable feel. They were known for their sizeable rear legroom.

Sam looked through her scope at the driver. She adjusted the focus. There were two men in the car. The driver was Michael Sinclair, a face she knew well. The other she did not recognize. 

She spoke to Alex, “Mike is with the package in sector 2.”

Alex looked through her scope at the sector. She could see Mike staring straight ahead, waiting. The car's gray exhaust made a slight random haze from the back.

Another Soviet-style GAZ 13 Chaika car entered the square from the opposite direction and stopped fifty feet in front of the first car. 

The second car had a male driver and a woman in the front passenger seat. Each driver sized up the other. After a few moments, Mike slowly exited his car.

He was wearing a black wool overcoat over his black tailored suit. Black lamb skin gloves covered his hands. These accouterments complimented his six-foot, physically fit body. His perfectly groomed, short black hair topped off his handsome looks. He had a look of determination on his face. Mike then walked over to his passenger side and let the passenger get out. He was a middle-aged, pudgy man. The man’s gray overcoat and suit had seen better days. However, he did not show signs of bad treatment. Mike motioned for the man to stand beside him at the front of the car.

The driver in the car across from him watched Mike for a moment. Satisfied, he, too, got out of his vehicle and stood. He was a large, heavily built Swedish man wearing a fur-collared black overcoat over his suit. He stood at least three inches taller than Mike. His hands were bare, and he clenched and released them repeatedly, glaring at Mike. His face was contorted in anger.

He looks like he can handle himself, but this could go bad quickly, Mike thought as he looked at the man.

They looked like two Old West figures facing off against each other, now wearing modern clothing.

“I brought what you asked for. Let the woman go!” yelled Mike.

The Swede reached into his pocket, pulled out a phone, and made a call. He shook his head as if agreeing with someone and put it back in his pocket. He walked to the passenger side of the car. He opened the door and pulled out a frightened-looking, barefoot young woman. She was wearing only a thin blue nightgown. Her blond hair was disheveled, and her face showed exhaustion. He half dragged her to stand beside him in front of his car. She shivered and crossed her arms to keep warm.

“Send him to me,” the Swede yelled in a heavy accent.

Sam scanned the square. Alex zeroed in on the Swede. She began to adjust her scope.

“On the count of three. I push him, and you push her. Agreed?” Mike yelled his question.

“Agreed,” the Swede yelled.

“One,” Mike yelled.

Sam saw a glinting reflection from the clock tower. She looked through her scope and saw a body with a rifle.

“Alex, section two. Eye to the glass,” Sam said calmly.

Alex moved her head and put her eye on the scope.

“Two,” the Swede responded.

The body in the clock tower was leaning into a rifle.

“I see a body with a rifle,” Alex said.

“Check parallax and mill,” Sam said.

Alex adjusted her parallax nob on the scope, giving a crisp target.

“I have a 2.65 mil,” Alex said.

Sam checked her scope to confirm. She plugged the information into her handheld ballistic computer.

“Check level. Holdover 3.5,” Sam said.

Holdover means aiming higher than the target using reference marks on a scope's reticle. This compensates for the bullet drop due to gravity over a distance.

Alex began prepping her firing sequence and started breathing slowly. She began to take up the slack in the trigger.

“Three,” Mike yelled.

Mike and the Swede pushed the bodies forward simultaneously. The woman stumbled forward, and the man shuffled.

“Ready,” Alex said.

Sam checked her scope and said, “Wind call left 3.4.”

Alex slowly squeezed the trigger, taking her shot. The report of the rifle would not be heard from that distance. The round traveled 2700 feet per second, taking a second and a half to reach its target. The other shooter's finger reacted before his brain was dead. The shot went wild and ricocheted off the pavement behind Mike.

Mike and the Swede each drew their guns. Mike rushed forward to shield the girl. The pudgy man raced toward the Swede, blocking the Swede’s shot.

“Get out of the way, you fool,” the Swede said, pushing the man out of the way.

Mike pushed the woman into the back seat of his car.

“Stay down. I’ll be right back,” Mike said.

A look of terror was on the woman’s face as Mike closed the door and ran to the back of the car for cover. He put his back to the trunk and crouched, listening for any sign of the Swede. He peaked around the car's passenger side and saw him trying to sneak up the side. Mike fired blindly down the side of the car. The shot barely missed his opponent, who moved to the opposite side. Mike looked around for another cover. There was nowhere to run that wouldn’t expose him.

Again, Sam looked through her scope and said, “Section two, big bad guy.”

“Contact. I see a large man moving on Mike,” Alex replied.

“Eye to the glass,” Sam said.

This time, there were no words between them. Each seemed to know the other's thoughts.

Down below, Mike had moved around the right side of the car to the rear wheel for a better cover. The Swede had moved around to the back of Mike’s car. He stood and pointed his gun at Mike with a look of triumph on his face. Mike couldn’t see the bullet enter the left side of the man’s head. He only saw the effects of a red mist filling the air as the right side of his head exploded. The lifeless body fell to the ground. Mike breathed a sigh of relief and slowly stood up, looking for other threats. He found none and brushed himself off. 

He looked across the square at the pudgy man quivering in fear by the Swede’s car. He tapped on the passenger window, and the woman’s eyes were still wide with terror. He opened the door and said, “Time to go home.” He took off his overcoat and draped it over the woman. He went to get into his car to drive away, and the pudgy man came running over.

“Wait for me,” he said out of breath.

“No, sorry, I have to go,” Mike said as he entered the driver's seat.

“But what am I going to do,” he said.

“You’re free. That’s what you wanted,” Mike said as he started the car.

“They will think I did this. They will likely kill me. You’ve got to help me,” the man pleaded.

“You should have thought about the consequences when you got into the spy business and got caught,” Mike said, continuing, “Take that perfectly good car over there and go away.”

“Go where?” he asked.

“I don’t care, but away from me, and one more thing. Don’t try to follow me. My friends are still watching you. So, I’d wait for nightfall before you leave,” Mike said as he closed the door and started the car.

The pudgy man could only watch as Mike drove past the other car and out of sight.

The twins watched Mike drive off and then tactically cleared their position. This was another successful mission they had done together. Their communications were a silent exchange of nods, gestures, and knowing glances. They had the advantage of being twins and shared a language only they understood. They were sisters and professionals. 

They broke down their equipment and loaded it back on the pack mules in a clearing below their position. Then, they changed into clothing that resembled Hungarian peasant dresses.

The twins remained vigilant as the sun descended behind the rugged peaks, casting long shadows across the valley. They silently went down the remote mountain location amidst the whispering winds and the echoing cries of wildlife.

Three hundred miles to the east of the twins, in Ukraine, a man was running for his life through a forest. The sun struggled to shine through the thick canopy of leaves and branches. His lungs were burning, and his legs ached. He heard dogs barking behind him in the distance. He ducked behind a large tree to catch his breath. 

His chest heaved as he tried to catch his breath. The barking was getting louder, and men were yelling in a foreign language. He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a small camera. He looked frantically around for a place to hide it. The dogs and men were getting closer. He put the camera back into his pocket and willed himself to keep running. He ran deeper into the forest, hoping the thickening forest would save him.

A shot rang out. The crack split the air, and a bullet whizzed past his head, so close he could feel its heat and hear the angry buzz as it cut through the air. Panic surged within him, and adrenaline pushed his legs to move faster despite the exhaustion threatening to pull him down. Another shot echoed, and another, each one striking closer, kicking up dirt and leaves in violent spurts.

Just when he thought he might outpace them, a searing pain exploded in his side. The force of the bullet's impact threw him off balance, and he stumbled. His hand instinctively clutched the wound as hot blood seeped through his fingers. He tried to keep running, but his strength was waning, the pain too intense.

The dogs were on him in seconds. Their growls filled his ears as they leaped, teeth sinking into his flesh, dragging him to the ground. He fought back, but there were too many. Their weight and ferocity overwhelmed him. He could feel their hot breath, the sharp pain of their bites, and the terrifying realization that escape was no longer possible.

As he lay on the forest floor, the world dimmed around him, the men approached, their faces hard and merciless. The last thing he heard was the triumphant barking of the dogs and the cold, cruel laughter of his pursuers.








  
  
CHAPTER 2




Far across the world, in a large mansion on an estate in the Adirondack Mountains, a man sat in a wheelchair behind a hand-carved mahogany desk. He wore his signature, custom-made gray three-piece suit. The office resembled an eighteenth-century salon. Great art masterpieces hung on the wall, and classical music played softly. 

His agents only know him by the name “Control.” He is middle-aged, and his dark hair now has a touch of gray that matches his eyes. Control was the head of PROACTIVE, which stands for Preventing Rebellion and Organized Attacks Through International Vigilance and Counter-Espionage.

He was reading a file on a computer tablet when the harsh buzzing sound of a phone on his desk interrupted his calm. Control put the tablet down and pressed a button.

“Yes, Rhylee?” Control asked.

“Sir, Michael Sinclair is here,” a young woman said.

“Send him in, please,” Control said.

A moment later, a beautiful young woman opened the office door. Sinclair came into the room. Mike gave off a hint of danger. He wore an impeccably tailored, sharp business suit. Mike’s demeanor was confident and composed. He was the type of handsome that men and women could both admire.

“Good to see you, Michael,” Control said with a smile.

“Bonjour, Controle,” Mike replied in French.

Control took a moment and remembered Mike's interesting skill. He can impersonate any male or female voice and only needs to hear them speak for a few minutes. 

This made him a great Elvis impersonator, which Mike did after leaving the military. Control found Mike wasting away in a dive bar in Texas. One of Mike’s war buddies recommended him to Control and offered him a position in PROACTIVE. He was the proverbial diamond in the ruff. After a long polish, Mike is one of PROACTIVE’s best operatives.

“Have a seat. I see you are still proficient in your skills. Would you like a drink?” Control asked.

Mike sat in one of the chairs in front of Control and said, “No, it’s a little early for me.”

Mike only knew a few details about Control. He knew that Control was a former special operation operative who was disabled while saving a foreign dignitary’s daughter from death. Still wanting to serve, he formed PROACTIVE.

Control pushed the tablet toward Mike. He picked it up and saw a picture of a headshot of a middle-aged man in a tuxedo. The man had a mischievous grin on his face.

“Does he look familiar? Have you ever seen him?” Control asked.

Mike looked at Control.

“No. Should I?” Mike asked.

“He is Victor Sobovich, known to the world as a merchant in high-end medical equipment. Owner of Sobovich Medical Equipment. He is Ukrainian.

His father was a former KGB agent. When the wall fell, his father and family fled to the West. They went to the land of milk and honey. A place we call Las Vegas. His parents died in a car accident a year after they came to the United States. Rumor is that they had ties with the American Mafia. Victor was at a boarding school in the United Kingdom when it happened,” Control explained.

“Did the Mafia kill his parents?” Mike asked.

“That is unknown,” Control answered.

“Usually, they don’t want family members left alive to seek revenge. Why did the mob let him live?” Mike asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe because it would raise suspicion, or maybe it was just a car accident,” Control responded.

Mike waited. He knew he wasn’t here for a social call with Control.

“He has visited many nuclear-related tourist attractions. White Sands and Los Alamos, New Mexico, and the Titan Missile Silo, in Arizona. He is now in Las Vegas and visited the Nuclear Museum.

“Maybe he is just a tourist. Thousands of tourists interested in nuclear power visit those sites yearly,” Mike said.

“Yes, but this tourist had a focus, a bit too much focus on nuclear projects involving bombs and the science behind them. Also, the average tourist doesn’t have an engineering and physics degree,” Control responded.

“I agree it looks suspicious,” Mike said. 

“A simple tourist is not suspected of being an international arms dealer. Interpol has its suspicions. They sent agents to investigate but have been unsuccessful. I have information from reliable sources that he is looking to purchase a nuclear bomb,” Control explained.

“Now you have my attention, but a nuclear bomb?” Mike said as he sat up straighter.

“That would be the Holy Grail for an arms dealer. Especially one with the size of the ego of Victor Sobovich,” Control replied.

“What do you want me to do?” Mike asked.

“Confirm if he is trying to purchase a nuclear bomb, of course,” Control responded.

“I will have to get close to him,” Mike said.

“Sobovich is opening one of his nuclear medicine centers in Las Vegas and hosting the Casino Royale Poker Tournament at the new Starfire Hotel and Casino in Las Vegas. The game is in a few days,” Control explained.

“Rather Bondish, don’t you think?” Mike quipped.

Control continued, “Victor is known to have a flare for the dramatic. 

“Does he have ties to SHADOW?” Mike asked, remembering his last encounter with them. 

Control thought for a moment about Mike’s question.

SHADOW was short for Strategic Havoc and Anarchy Division: Overlords of the World. Its primary objective is to destabilize governments, economies, and societies around the world to achieve ultimate control through fear, confusion, and destruction.

Thirty seconds passed before Control answered, “Unknown at this time, but he would be desirable to them. I would lean on the side of caution when dealing with him,” Control said.

“Why not let the Central Intelligence Agency or the Federal Bureau of Investigation handle this?” Mike inquired.

“The CIA doesn’t have the authority to act within the United States's boundaries. I know everyone thinks they do, but that is not true. Unfortunately, the FBI is about building cases to prosecute. 

Victor has numerous shell corporations. His front is the medical devices. He is allowed in almost every country without question because he does a lot of philanthropic work and gives a lot of equipment for free. He uses this to buy and sell arms between countries. No one has been able to get close enough to get evidence. Everyone who has gotten close has had a mishap,” Control explained.

“Mishap? What do you mean?” Mike asked.

“A few years ago, in Congo. Operatives from a foreign agency were tailing him. The apartment building they were staying in collapsed, killing them and the civilians in it. It was blamed on poor construction. 

Remember when I told you Interpol was suspicious? An Interpol agent named Fedir Boyko was found four months ago in the woods near the Ukrainian Rivne nuclear power plant. His body had been torn to shreds by what appeared to be wolves. The incident wasn’t investigated further and was closed. They put it down as a hiking accident. There have been other strange occurrences,” Control said.

Mike raised an eyebrow at the explanation. 

“What other information do we have on Sobovich?” Mike asked.

“He’s wealthy, intelligent, and well-connected. His love for gambling is as insatiable as his appetite for finer things. The only thing bigger than his bank account is his ego. Victor wants the biggest and best of everything.

While poker is his game of choice, he loves the opportunity to wager—whether on the outcome of a horse race or the melting time of an ice cube in a glass of bourbon. He plays to win, no matter the stakes or the cost. He has been known to adjust the odds in his favor,” Control said.

“Sounds like my kind of man,” Mike replied.

“He’s dangerous, Michael,” Control said with a severe tone.

Mike thought about what Control just said. Short and to the point.

“Don’t underestimate him,” Control said.

“No, sir. I won’t,” Mike said.

“Remember when I told you I had a reliable source?” Control asked.

There was a moment of silence before Control continued.

“The source was Judi Cloud. She was found in her car submerged in the Genesee River in Letchworth State Park in western New York,” Control said.

Mike had a look of surprise on his face.

Judi was a good agent. I worked with her a few years ago when I started learning the trade, Mike thought.

He looked away for a moment as anger replaced his surprise.

“Michael, you can’t make this personal. It won’t change the situation,” Control said.

“Yes, sir. It just smarts a little bit,” Mike said, clearing his thoughts.

“There will be time later to reflect,” Control said.

“What’s next?” Mike asked.

“Your cover is that you are a trust fund playboy who wants to be an up-and-coming businessman. You have decided to grow up. You have been traveling the world before now, and given your experience, you can talk about many places,” Control said.

“Do I get to pick my team?” Mike asked.

“No,” Control said flatly and continued, “I’ve sent the twin sisters Alexandra and Samantha Acosta, Gregory Morris, and Gerald Meegler to Las Vegas. Gregory and Gerald will be attending ElectroCon. Greg will contact you when you arrive. You will be staying at the new Starfire Casino,” Control said.

“Thank you. They are the best team,” Mike said.

“How are you at playing poker?” Control asked.

“I can hold my own, but I can bluff with the best of them,” Mike answered.

“You better brush up. You have been invited to the Casino Royale Poker Tournament. The minimum buy-in is one million dollars. I have provided an introduction. He is staying at the Starfire Casino in the top VIP suite,” Control said.

Mike’s face lit up in surprise at the information.

“You need to work on your poker face,” Control said.

“Confirm that he is attempting to purchase a bomb, and if so, do what you have to do to stop him with extreme prejudice,” Control said.

“Yes, sir,” Mike stood up.

“Rhylee will have all the required documentation,” Control said.

Mike turned and went to the door.

“One more thing, Michael,” Control said.

Mike turned back to Control and said, “Sir?”

“I want you and your team back alive in one piece. You and your team are good agents, Michael. I don’t want to lose you,” Control said.

“I’ll do my best not to disappoint you, sir,” Mike said, trying to lift the mood.

He turned, opened the door, and left, closing the door behind him.

Control doesn’t usually express his emotions. I have a feeling this will be bigger than even he thinks, thought Mike.

Rhylee was waiting for him. She was a legacy agent. Her grandfather was one of the first agents when Control created the organization. She had a talent for solving complex problems. She grew up in the PROACTIVE community.

PROACTIVE is not a government-sponsored organization. Nor is it a law enforcement agency, even though it may occasionally assist law enforcement. It carries out covert operations and missions deemed too sensitive or dangerous for conventional military or intelligence agencies. 

The organization specializes in high-stakes espionage, infiltration, and sabotage, often tasked with preventing global catastrophes, thwarting terrorist plots, and disrupting the plans of hostile entities. Some actions must be addressed quickly and quietly to avoid uncontrollable second and third consequences. A comparison could be to the fireman who stopped the match from being lit before the fire.

Every agent is a volunteer and brings a unique specialty to the organization.

Rhylee handed him a manilla-colored envelope. 

“Here are your credentials and offshore bank account documents. There is also a phone with end-to-end encryption with biometric security. Your luggage is already on the plane. A car is waiting to take you to the airport. There is also a ticket for a dinner and show in the main ballroom,” Rhylee said with a cheery smile.

Mike had a puzzled look on his face.

“What am I supposed to do at the ballroom?” Mike asked.

“Enjoy the show, silly,” Rhylee replied.

“Right,” Mike said.

“Remember, what goes on in Vegas stays in Vegas,” Rhylee said with a wink.

Mike didn’t know how to take her remark. Rhylee was a sweet, lovely girl but very dangerous. She could kick someone’s teeth out one minute and hand you a cup of coffee with a smile the next. 

“You need to get going. The private jet is cleared for take-off and is waiting for you,” Rhylee said as she ushered Mike to the door.

Mike said nothing as Rhylee held the door open for him. He left and walked down the hall. His thoughts turned to the mission and Control’s warning.








  
  
CHAPTER 3




Afew hours later, the sun had set, and Mike finished the last few hands of video poker as the pilot announced the final approach to Las Vegas. Mike checked his seat belt, adjusted the seat back, and looked out the window. 

From the plane window, the city of Las Vegas stretched out beneath him like a glittering jewel in the vast desert darkness. The night sky was inky black, punctuated by only a few scattered stars. But below, the world shimmered with a thousand points of light.

From this height, Las Vegas was a pulsating heartbeat of neon and electricity, a man-made oasis glowing defiantly in the otherwise barren landscape. It is fueled by money, either the desire to win or take it. It is the city of a million dreams, some fulfilled, and most were crushed. You either played Vegas, or it played you.

The plane landed on the executive side of the airport and taxied to its apron. The passenger entry door was opened, and the stairs extended. Mike walked out and across to a waiting limousine. The chauffeur came around to open the door, wearing a black uniform and matching cap. His brown complexion matched his uniform. Mike could see he was a muscular man as he opened the door for Mike. 

The man tipped his hat to Mike and said in a deep voice, “Welcome to Las Vegas, Mr. Sampson.”

Mike acknowledged the man as he entered the back of the car. The door closed, the man entered the driver's seat, and they sped off. The privacy window between the driver and Mike lowered. 

The driver looked into the rearview mirror and smiled, “It’s good to see you, Mike.”

“Good to see you, Greg,” Mike answered.

“We’ve been waiting for you,” Greg said.

“Where is everyone?” Mike asked.

Jerry and I are here for ElectroCon. He has his YouTube channel, and I have my tech both demonstrating some new drones.

“Jerry is running a meet and greet tonight at the Millennium Bar. Alex works at Battle Tactics Las Vegas, and Sam is preparing for a show. I’ve got some gadgets for you when we get to your suite. I’ll be your valet, chauffeur, pilot, and Man Friday for the mission,” Greg said.

“Don’t you think people will accuse me of being, well, you know? A black chauffeur and a white client,” Mike said with a grin.

“Only the ignorant. These people here don’t care. The only color they see is green. The more they see, the better,” Greg laughed.

“Remind me to salute the Las Vegas flag,” Mike replied.

“It’s the one with a dollar sign on it,” Greg laughed.

Traffic slowed as they reached the Starfire Hotel and Casino, the newest shining jewel of the Las Vegas crown and the most sophisticated hotel in the town. The casino was built on the spot of the old Mirage. Its cobalt blue and silver exterior reached six hundred and fifty-six feet into the sky.

It boasted four separate helipads, numerous ballrooms, an indoor pool with a retractable roof, two subfloors, and access tunnels to various parts of the city so those who didn’t want to be seen entering or exiting could come and go as they pleased.

There were forty-five floors for regular guests. On top of them were four floors for VIPs. The top floor was reserved for the super-wealthy, with only one suite. 

That single suite had a restaurant-style kitchen, bar, and outdoor pool. The only other thing on the top floor was the pilot's lounge. That had separate access to the elevator and the roof. 

The limo entered the large, covered, multi-laned semi-circle drive. Limousines were always in the row closest to the main entrance. Greg stopped the car and quickly opened the door for Mike. 

Mike stepped out and buttoned his suit jacket as he walked inside. A doorman opened the doors for him. 

A bellman, moving with haste, came over with a luggage carrier. He and Greg unloaded Mike’s bags on the cart. Greg gave instructions as to which room they were to be delivered to. He then got back in and drove to the underground parking garage.

They went all out on this place, Mike thought.

Mike moved across the spacious casino lobby. A spectacle of refined opulence designed to dazzle guests the moment they step inside. Towering marble columns framed the entrance, each subtly illuminated by hidden lights that cast a warm, golden glow, enhancing the grandeur. Above, a sprawling crystal chandelier hung like a cascade of stars, sparkling with thousands of intricate glass facets that catch and reflect the light, creating a constellation on the polished floors below. 

The chandelier reminded him of the Al Faw Palace in Bagdad, Iraq, which he had seen on one of his many tours of duty in the Army. He pushed the memory away and kept walking.

Plush carpets in deep shades of ruby and midnight blue stretched across the floor, embroidered with golden filigree patterns that guide guests deeper into the heart of the casino. The scent of fresh lilies and citrus lingered in the air, subtly piped through hidden vents, adding to the aura of elegance. Luxurious red leather seating clustered around low tables, where guests could sip cocktails while taking in the scene.

Along the walls, gilded mirrors added depth to the room, reflecting the soft light and making it feel even more expansive. Attentive staff in crisp, tailored uniforms glided silently through the lobby, offering champagne flutes or discreet directions to newcomers. 

The distant sound of softly chiming slot machines and the murmur of anticipation flowed in from beyond the velvet ropes that separated the lobby from the gaming floor. The space felt timeless. There was a blend of classic Art Deco elegance and modern luxury, designed to transport guests into a world where fortune and fantasy await at every turn.

Mike walked towards a separate check-in area for VIP’s. The staff behind the counter were all female, all in their twenties. They were dressed professionally, wearing light blue female business suits, and each looked like they had been recruited from the runner-up of beauty pageants. Other staff assigned to the VIP check-in section waited nearby.

Mike smiled as he pulled out his credentials and handed it to the smiling woman behind the counter. The woman looked at Mike’s identification and handed it back to him.

“Good evening, Mr. Sampson. Welcome to Starfire. I’m Anna. We are glad to have you as a guest,” the woman said.

“Thank you. You have a very impressive hotel,” Mike said with a smile.

“We have done our best to recreate the old Las Vegas feel,” Anna responded.

Anna handed Mike his key card.

“There is a private elevator off the lobby. One of our associates will take you to it,” Anna said.

One of the other female staff standing next to the counter came forward.

“Natalie, please show Mr. Sampson to the private elevator,” Anna said.

“Sir, this way, please,” Natalie said.

Natalie took Mike to two elevators. She took out a pass card, placed it in the slot, and pressed the call button.

“There are two VIP elevators. One is colored gold and the other silver. The silver one goes to the very top suite. The gold services the four VIP floors. Only VIPs with the right card key can access those floors. There are sets of elevators for the regular guests in the center of the hotel and on the opposite side,” Natalie explained.

“How do the pilots get to the roof?” Mike asked.

“What an interesting question,” Natalie said.

Mike looked at her mischievously and said, “I might want to take my concierge for a ride.”

Natalie blushed and turned away. She composed herself.

“They have access to an express elevator also used for medivac,” Natalie replied.

While they waited, the silver elevator doors opened, and a young man in his late twenties walked out. Mike noticed his features. German, Mike thought by looking at the man’s features. The man’s suit was black monochrome with black polished wingtips. There was an air of arrogance about the tall, athletic, composed, agile frame. His facial features were striking, sharp, angular features, topped with blonde hair that was kept short and neatly combed. His eyes were piercing steel-gray with an intense look. Mike watched him walk purposely across the lobby and exit the building.

Mike unconsciously rubbed his neck.

“Friend of yours?” Natalie asked.

“No, he reminds me of someone I knew,” Mike said.

Probably one of Sobovich’s men. The last time I ran into someone like him, I was in Orlando, and he almost broke my neck, Mike thought.

The elevator finally came, and he and Natalie entered. She inserted a key card, explained the elevator operation process, and pushed his floor. The doors slid closed, and the elevator began to ascend.

“There are no cameras in the private elevators, for obvious reasons,” Natalie said.

Mike glanced at Natalie and smiled, “I can understand why.”

Natalie pulled out a business card from somewhere Mike could only guess and handed it to him.

“This is my number. I will be your concierge while you stay with us if you need anything. I don’t care how over the top. Please call me,” Natalie said with a mischievous smile.

Mike grinned at her and said, “I’ll try not to disappoint you with a mundane request.”

“If you call, I think I’ll be in for a wild ride,” Natalie winked.

The elevator came to a stop on the forty-ninth floor. The doors opened, and Mike went to his room. A high set of double doors marked his suite. Mike entered and hesitated at the entrance. He scanned the room for anything out of the ordinary. Seeing and hearing nothing, he entered and closed the door. Fresh flowers were set out in the separate living area, with a full kitchen and three additional large bedrooms. The refrigerator was stocked with distilled water and fresh lemons and limes. 

A card on the counter informed the reader to call the concierge about any items that needed to be ordered.

The master suite was the size of the three other rooms combined with an overly large bed. There was also a fully stocked bar, which drew Mike’s attention. He went over and found what he needed to make himself a drink. 

He found a 10-year-old Pappy Van Winkle bourbon and poured himself a glass. Control had spared no expense. A bottle of Pappy Van Winkle went for over one thousand dollars. Mike silently thanked Control for the drink. 

Then he strolled over to the windows. The view was impressive. The city’s many-colored lights were quite a contrast against the ink-black sky. A full moon had risen, adding an ethereal glow to the city below. Mike thought about his current situation. 
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