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An agitated Aristeidis mopped the gathering sweat from his brow. It was hot, he was hot, and so were his goats. They were agitated too, he was having difficulty in controlling them today. Even his faithful helper Alexi, a shepherd dog, seemed troubled. 

Aristeidis gazed down towards the valley below, to where olive trees stretched in parade ground lines as far as the eye could see. Also, dotted around were signs of mining. The island of Milos with its deposits of marble, copper, silver, and lead had become one of the major centres of mining and metallurgy in ancient Greece in the eighth century BC. 

The sky had been clear of any clouds since early morning but now Aristeidis noticed a strange cloud gathering on the horizon. He watched in curiosity as the cloud grew, moving steadily towards the mountain where he was tending his goats. 

As the mysterious cloud approached, Aristeidis felt a surge of unease ripple through his body. The once serene atmosphere was now charged with an eerie expectation. His goats, usually docile and obedient, became increasingly restless, their bleats growing louder and more frantic. Even Alexi, usually calm and composed, looked on edge.

Aristeidis squinted, trying to discern the nature of the approaching cloud. It was not like any he had ever seen before. Its shape was irregular, almost formless, and it seemed to shimmer with an unearthly glow. The air around him grew colder as if an invisible hand had reached out to snatch away the warmth of the sun.

An inexplicable anxiety gripped Aristeidis as the cloud loomed closer. He could now see that it wasn’t just a cloud but a swirling mass of darkness tinged with flashes of bright light. It reminded him of some ancient myth he had heard long ago; a tale of gods and monsters.

As the cloud drew nearer, its ominous presence cast a shadow over the entire mountainside. The goats, sensing an impending danger, began to panic, their hooves clattering against the rocky terrain. Aristeidis knew he had to act quickly to secure their safety.

“Alexi,” he shouted, his voice drowned out by the cacophony of bleats echoing through the valley. With a sense of urgency, he untangled himself from the twisted ropes that had held the goats in place and rushed towards them.

The swirling mass of darkness continued its haunting approach, growing larger and more menacing with each passing moment. Aristeidis could feel its power pulsating through the air. It didn’t feel malevolent, yet he was puzzled that he had shivers down his spine.

He and Alexi worked together to calm the agitated animals. But it was a futile effort; the goats were possessed by a primal fear that no amount of coaxing could quell. Their eyes darted frantically, their bodies trembled uncontrollably. Aristeidis knew that time was running out.

With the goats still in a state of panic, Aristeidis made a quick decision. He directed Alexi to lead the herd towards a nearby cave, a place they often sought refuge during storms. It was their only hope against the approaching darkness.

The two of them hurriedly guided the goats towards the cave, Aristeidis's heart was pounding in his chest with anxiety and anticipation. The ominous cloud grew closer, its ethereal glow casting an eerie light upon the mountainside.

Just as the first drops of rain began to fall, he managed to usher the last of the goats into the safety of the cave. The animals huddled together, seeking comfort and protection from the impending storm.

As Aristeidis closed the entrance to the cave, he turned his gaze back towards the approaching darkness. It had now enveloped the entire mountainside, swallowing everything in its path. Lightning crackled within its depths, illuminating glimpses of what looked like a strange-looking craft, the likes of which had never been seen on Greek Terra-Ferma before.

On the idyllic island of Milos, nestled amidst the azure Aegean Sea, life unfolded at its own unhurried pace. Fishermen mended their nets, tavern owners prepared their savoury dishes, and lovers strolled hand-in-hand along the sun-drenched beaches. However, fate had a surprise in store for this tranquil paradise. As the golden rays of dawn painted the sky in hues of orange and pink, a spectacle destined to alter the course of history was about to unfold. 

A colossal spacecraft, its sleek black obsidian exterior shimmering like a thousand stars, descended from the heavens with a breathtaking grace that belied its immense size. With a gentle hum, it touched down in the heart of the village square, its arrival announced by a whirlwind of dust and hushed awe that descended upon the islanders. This otherworldly vessel, a testament to advanced technology beyond their wildest dreams, captured the attention and curiosity of everyone present. Among the awestruck onlookers was Aristeidis, who had just descended from the mountain. His heart pounded with a mixture of fear and excitement as he led his flock towards the village, his eyes fixed on the mesmerizing sight before him.

The air thrummed with anticipation as the crowd in the square held their collective breath. Moments later, a low rumble emanated from the spacecraft’s bow, followed by a pneumatic hiss as a massive panel slid open, revealing a sight that would forever be etched in the annals of history. A delegation of beings emerged, their otherworldly presence radiating an aura of tranquillity and profound intellect. Despite their unfamiliar physiology, they bore a resemblance to humans, possessing four limbs, two elongated legs, and two slender arms, all seemingly disproportionate to their torsos. Their heads, too, were larger than those of humans, with strikingly high foreheads, enormous, luminous eyes that seemed to hold the wisdom of the cosmos, and delicate, pointed ears that twitched subtly as they surveyed their surroundings.

Aristeidis was the first person to react when the beings emerged. He sensed that their mission was peaceful cooperation, so he stepped forward to greet them. “Καλώς ήρθατε στη γη,” said Aristeidis welcoming the beings to planet Earth. The five beings stood for a few moments staring at him, and then they smiled. Their smiles lit up the area around them and they held out their arms to show they were friendly. As they did this, Aristeidis heard a voice in his head that said, “We have come to Earth with a mission—a mission to uplift humanity and share our advanced knowledge for the betterment of all on Earth.”

Word of the celestial visitors spread through the sun-kissed villages and bustling cities of Greece like a wildfire fuelled by a zephyr wind. From weathered fishermen casting their nets at dawn to philosophers contemplating the mysteries of the universe under a canopy of stars, people from all walks of life converged upon the village square, their hearts aflutter with a potent blend of trepidation and exhilaration. The aliens, with their wise eyes and gentle demeanour, embraced this influx of humanity with open arms. Linguistic barriers dissolved effortlessly as if by some unseen magic, replaced by an unspoken understanding that transcended the limitations of language. 

A profound sense of unity blossomed, bridging the gap between two disparate worlds. In a gesture of profound respect, the extra-terrestrial emissaries explained that they had chosen Greece as their landing site due to its illustrious history, vibrant culture, and invaluable contributions to the tapestry of human civilization. They saw in Greece a glimmering beacon of human potential, a cradle of ingenuity and artistic expression, and sought to collaborate with its people in a harmonious symphony of progress, propelling humanity towards a brighter future.

Over time, the aliens shared invaluable scientific knowledge, technological advancements, and innovative ideas that revolutionized various aspects of Greek society. They introduced new energy sources that fuelled cities like Knossos in Crete. They showed the Greeks how to build temples like Delphi, Sounion, the temple of Aphaia on Aegina island, and the Acropolis in Athens. They showed them how to mine for metals and minerals more efficiently, both on dry land and also under the seabed. 

In their quest to uplift humanity, the extra-terrestrial visitors sought out the brightest minds and most influential figures within Greek society. They established a profound connection with luminaries such as Socrates, the gadfly of Athens whose relentless questioning challenged conventional wisdom; Plato, the visionary philosopher who sought to unveil the eternal truths hidden beneath the surface of appearances; Aristotle, the polymath whose encyclopaedic knowledge encompassed everything from biology to politics; Pythagoras, the mathematician and mystic who saw the universe as a harmonious symphony of numbers; and Hippocrates, the father of medicine whose ethical principles continue to guide physicians to this day. 

In a series of intimate gatherings, the aliens shared not only their vast scientific and technological knowledge but also the accumulated wisdom of countless generations on their home planet. They delved into profound philosophical teachings that emphasized the interconnectedness of all beings, the importance of cultivating empathy and compassion, and the urgent need for peaceful coexistence in a world often marred by conflict and strife.

The days turned into weeks, and the weeks into months, until the seasons themselves had danced their cyclical ballet across the Attica sky. The time had come for the celestial visitors to conclude their mission on Earth. With hearts overflowing with gratitude for the warmth and hospitality they had received, they bid a poignant farewell to the land that had embraced them as kindred spirits. 

Their departure was not a final goodbye, but a promise whispered on the wind - a promise to return one day when humanity was ready to take its next giant leap towards the stars. As a testament to their enduring bond with Greece, they left behind ten enigmatic robots, silent sentinels who would carry out their masters’ will in their absence. With a final, wistful glance at the shimmering Aegean Sea, the aliens ascended into the heavens, leaving behind a nation forever transformed. Greece emerged from this extraordinary encounter united in purpose, empowered by knowledge, and forever imprinted with the indelible mark of an extra-terrestrial friendship.

Aristeidis, the goatherd whose life was forever intertwined with the extra-terrestrial visitors, meticulously documented every detail of their extraordinary presence on Earth. His diary, filled with vivid descriptions and heartfelt reflections, became a testament to the transformative power of their encounter. The tale of the benevolent aliens, landing not only in Milos but in other corners of Greece as well, evolved into a legend whispered across generations, passed down through the ages like a precious heirloom. 

Aristides’s writings served as a beacon of hope, reminding all who encountered them that when humanity dared to embrace the unknown with open hearts and minds, the extraordinary could become reality. Bridges could be built between worlds, progress could be catalysed, and the limitless potential within every one of us could be unlocked.

Yet, fate had a cruel twist in store for Aristides’s chronicle. Upon his passing, the diary vanished into the mists of time, its whereabouts became a mystery that would forever haunt those who yearned to uncover its secrets. The pages, filled with wisdom and wonder, were lost to the world, leaving behind an aching void in the collective memory of humankind.
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The room was almost in darkness, the only light coming from a small square of glass that had gathered years of grease and which now obscured the foliage of a ten-year-old rhododendron bush, growing strongly in the warm sunlight. 

The subterranean chamber was cloaked in suffocating darkness, the only illumination provided by a flickering, naked bulb that dangled precariously from a wire above. Its feeble light danced across the walls, casting grotesque shadows that writhed and twisted like tormented spirits. The air hung heavy with the stench of sweat, blood, and despair. The room’s sole furnishing, a rust-eaten metal chair, stood as a chilling monument to suffering. Upon it slumped a figure, stripped bare of clothing and dignity. Their head lolled forward, a grotesque parody of surrender.

Closer inspection revealed the horrifying extent of the figure’s torment. Their flesh was a mottled canvas of bruises, lacerations, and burns, each mark a testament to the relentless cruelty inflicted upon them. Blood seeped from open wounds, staining the cold concrete floor beneath the chair. Their eyes, hollow and vacant, stared into the abyss, their spirit seemingly broken by the ceaseless agony. Time had lost all meaning within this subterranean hell, stretching into an eternity of pain. The figure had long since relinquished any hope of escape, their existence reduced to a symphony of suffering, echoing endlessly through the dimly lit chamber.

His captors took pleasure in his suffering, relishing in the power they held over their victim. The tortured person was named Petros, and he knew that he was being broken, piece by piece, his will to resist slowly diminishing with each passing moment.

But despite the pain and the fear, he refused to give in. He held on to a glimmer of hope, knowing that one day, somehow, he would find a way out of this hellhole. He just had to hold on a little longer. 

Petros had always been drawn to the thrill of espionage. Petros had a successful career with the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), a US government agency responsible for gathering, analysing, and disseminating intelligence to support national security. He joined the CIA after completing his studies in international relations and politics at the University of Athens in Greece. He was recruited for his fluency in several languages, including English and Arabic, and his expertise in Middle Eastern politics. 

Throughout his career, Petros had held various positions within the agency, including as an analyst, a field agent, and a team leader. He had worked on a range of high-profile cases, including counterterrorism and espionage operations, and had been recognised for his contributions to the agency’s mission. He was now assigned to a top-secret mission as an undercover agent in Greece. His brief was to infiltrate the organization of the notorious drug lord named Kappa - nicknamed “the butcher,” and gather intel on their illegal activities.

For years, Petros played the role of a loyal member of the organisation, rising through the ranks and earning the trust of the drug barons and his inner circle. It was a dangerous game, and Petros had to constantly stay on guard, never letting his true identity slip.

But the stakes were high, and Petros was determined to see the mission through to the end. He knew that his work would help bring down one of the most powerful criminal networks in Greece and Europe. It would save countless lives. It was a risky job, but he was up to the challenge.

Petros was a proud Greek, born and raised in the picturesque town of Parga. He had a close-knit family, consisting of his wife Maria and their three children. Petros and Maria had been married for over 20 years, and their love for each other only seemed to grow stronger with each passing day.

Their children were almost grown ups now, but Petros still remembered the joy and excitement of raising them. He had always been a hands-on father, taking an active role in their upbringing and education. He was grateful to have such a loving and supportive family by his side, and he knew that they were the foundation of his happiness as well as his reason for living. He drew on his intense love for his family to give him the strength to get him through his ordeal.

Petros knew that he was in for a rough night when his captors dragged him into the underground room. He had been caught when he took one too many risks. Perhaps because he had become too confident in his abilities, or he made a small mistake which alerted someone in the organisation. He was now being held by the drug baron’s organisation, one that had no qualms about using torture to extract information.

Initially, the pain was a dull ache, bearable, almost ignorable. Petros gritted his teeth and weathered the first few blows, the mild sting of the electric shocks was a mere annoyance. But as the hours crawled by, the torture escalated, each moment a new circle of hell. The blows grew in intensity, each strike landing with bone-jarring force. The electric shocks, once a mere tingle, now surged through his body, a white-hot agony that made his muscles convulse and his vision blur. The air grew thick with the coppery tang of blood as wounds, both old and new, seeped crimson onto the cold concrete. Petros’s body, a vessel of suffering, quivered under the relentless assault, his screams a hoarse testament to his torment.

Despite the pain, Petros tried to hold on to his resolve. He knew that he couldn’t give in, that he had to protect the information that he had been entrusted with. But as the hours ticked by, the pain became almost unbearable. Petros’s body was battered and broken, his energy all but spent.

And then, just when he thought he couldn’t take any more, his captors brought out the pliers. Petros watched in horror as they approached, knowing full well what was coming next. He tried to struggle, tried to resist, but it was no use. The pliers clamped down on his fingers, one by one until he had lost several of them.

Petros’s screams echoed through the underground room as he lost consciousness, the pain and the loss of blood finally overwhelmed him. When he woke up, he was alone, his body was a bloody mess, and his spirit was broken. He knew that he had failed, that he had let down his country and his family. All he could do now was pray for a miracle. 

Petros knew he had to escape from the locked room and the chair he was tied to. Despite the pain and weakness he was feeling, he summoned all his strength and determination. He began by trying to wriggle free from the ropes binding him to the chair, but they were too tight. He then looked around the room for any objects he could use to cut the ropes, but he couldn’t find anything. Just as he was about to give up hope, he spied a long nail in the corner of the room. 

He used all his energy to rock the chair little by little towards the nail. Reaching the nail, he tipped the chair on its side, disregarding the searing pain emanating from his broken fingers he reached for the nail until finally it was in his hand. He carefully began sawing at the ropes, ignoring the scorching pain in his wrists and ankles. It took all his concentration and effort, but eventually, he managed to cut through the ropes and break free from the chair. He then made his way to the door and tried to pick the lock using the nail, but it was too big. 

He knew he had to think of something else. He remembered the window in the room and decided to try and escape through it. He stumbled over to the window and used the nail to pry it open. It was a tight fit, but he managed to wriggle through the opening and escape to freedom.

Petros had been held captive for what felt like an eternity, subjected to endless interrogations and torture by his captors. But he had never broken, never given them the information they wanted. He knew that it was only a matter of time before they killed him, so when the opportunity presented itself, he took it gratefully.

As he stumbled through the dense woods away from his prison, he tried to get his bearings and figure out a plan. He had no weapons, no supplies, and no idea where he was. He was exhausted, hungry, and dehydrated, but he kept pushing forward, driven by a fierce determination to survive.

After what felt like hours of walking, but was only a couple at the most, Petros finally emerged from the woods onto a dirt road. He had no idea where it would lead him, but he knew he had to follow it. As he walked, he started to recognise some of the landmarks around him. He had been in this part of the world before, on holiday with his family, perhaps. To his surprise, he was on the island of Milos, a small island in the Cyclades chain less than two hours by ferry from Piraeus. The strange thing was he could not remember travelling from the mainland, and as far as he could recall he had not been knocked unconscious. How he was on Milos was a complete mystery.

As he made his way down the hill towards the sea, that shimmered under a moonlit sky, he saw a village in the distance. He was wary, not knowing who he could trust, but he knew he needed help. He approached the village cautiously, trying to blend in with the locals as much as possible. Eventually, his legs and strength gave out, and he collapsed to the ground in front of a baker’s shop. Petros’s final sense before he lost consciousness was the smell of fresh bread. 

The door of the baker’s shop opened and a young woman in her thirties stepped into the street. She wore a grey apron over her grubby shorts and a white stained T-shirt. The shorts and T-shirt were not suited to the outside air temperature but to the suffocating heat from the bakery’s huge baking oven. Even though it was just four-thirty in the morning, the day’s baking was almost complete. Just a few more loaves to take out and some special bread used by the local people to have the priest bless their family and relatives. 

She had been baking since two-thirty this morning, and now as the first embers of sunlight began creeping across the eastern sky, she was almost finished.

The woman looked up and down the street, and then when she was sure no one could see her, she grabbed the prone man’s collar. Pulling him through the open door, into the display area of the bakery, where she left him on the floor in an ugly heap. She quickly closed the door, then once again pulled Petros along like a sack of potatoes, into a small parlour, where she managed to dump him in a chair, tied him to it, gagged him, then picked up her mobile phone, and hit a speed dial number.

“Yes?” Answered a gruff-sounding voice, in a tone that conveyed an ‘I don’t care who you are attitude.’

“It’s Phobia,” said the woman. On hearing her voice and name, the man crossed himself and shivered as if a cold aura had enveloped him. He said, “How can I help you?” This time his tone was fearful.

“Tell Kappa that I have the escapee,” she whispered in a menacing voice. 
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Alex Kalfas rolled over in the king-size bed until he was facing his wife Gitta. To him, she was still as beautiful as the first time he saw her, twelve or so years ago in the offices of Dominik Vogel, the then economics minister of Germany. She was sleeping peacefully now, her naked chest rising and falling in a steady rhythm. Gitta never wore anything in bed, unlike Alex who always wore a T-shirt and shorts no matter how hot it was. Again, Alex’s thoughts returned to the first time he met Gitta. It was the beginning of the operation, which once it was over, the Americans had named Gladio. Perhaps, a name was needed for the multitude of dossiers and files which accumulated over the life of the operation. It was this operation that propelled Alex from an obscure justice minister to the Prime Minister of Greece.

Alex detected a slight change in the rhythm of Gitta’s breathing, he watched as her magnificent green eyes opened, a huge smile breaking out as their eyes met.

“Good morning, darling,” purred Gitta taking hold of his hand, pulling it to her lips to kiss it.

“Good morning, sweetheart,” said Alex. “Coffee?” He asked.

“Lovely,” Gitta replied.

Alex left their bed dragging his short dressing gown with him. It was late spring in Athens and although most northern Europeans would class the weather as mild, for Greeks the temperature was bordering on cold, at 16 degrees Celsius. He put the small “bricky,” as it was called, onto the gas heater. It was filled to the brim with water, with two large spoonfuls of Greek coffee, plus two spoonfuls of sugar. As he waited for it to boil, his mind once again turned back to his earlier years with Gitta. 

They had been together since two thousand and ten, twelve years ago. She was still working for the CIA as a live operative, as she was when they had first met. Alex too, was a type of CIA operative, courtesy of his stepfather and stepmother who were both CIA agents. Although he enjoyed the occasional immersion into an operation, he was careful to not let such actions jeopardise his premiership. 

Besides, he had Gitta who was a skilled and dedicated CIA operative and a good mentor to Alex. She had spent years working undercover on various assignments around the world. She had a particular affinity for Greece and had been given several covert operations in the country over the last few years. Working out of the Athens Station under the guidance of CIA Chief Chris Horsman, Gitta used her extensive training and natural aptitude for deception to infiltrate various extremist groups and gather valuable intelligence for the CIA and Alex. 

She was always careful to maintain her cover, building complex networks of fake identities and tirelessly working to keep her true purpose hidden. Despite the inherent danger of her job, Gitta was driven by a sense of duty to her country and a desire to make a difference in Greece. She was a true patriot and an invaluable asset to Greece and the Greek government.

Alex returned to the bedroom after he had poured two Greek coffees, snatching a couple of croissants on the way.

“You know, I was thinking yesterday that things in Greece are fairly quiet and have been that way for a while now. The call from Chris might change all that, but I’m sure you know more about that than you are making out,” said Alex as he winked at Gitta. He was forever teasing her about that side of their relationship.

Alex and Gitta had been married for eight years, but their careers often put a strain on their relationship. They loved their jobs, but they often clashed when it came to their work. Alex wanted to report the truth, no matter what, but Gitta’s job required her to be cautious with the information she shared. 

They couldn’t discuss their work with each other in detail because they were both bound by confidentiality agreements of their offices – she being a CIA operative and he being a Prime Minister. The lack of transparency and understanding between them caused a lot of friction. They constantly had to walk on eggshells to avoid any professional mishaps. Despite their love for each other, the constant career-related tension did take a toll on their marriage.

Gitta looked at Alex, pulled her knees up to her chest, and then gave him one of her loving smiles. She took his hand and said, “I can’t go into any detail as you know but the drug operation which Chris has been asked to head up has hit problems. I believe that is what Chris wants to talk with you about. Your wish for something to break the flatness may be about to come true,” she blew him a kiss, hoping that would calm his impatience for information. 

Alex knew that she was trying to divert him from the subject, but instead of being annoyed, he was once again thinking what an amazing, beautiful woman she was with deep green eyes that seemed to sparkle in the sunlight. He loved to run his fingers down her long, golden blond hair that flowed down her back like a cascading river of sunshine. She was tall and slender, slightly taller than Alex, with long, gorgeous legs that seemed to go on forever. He loved that she was confident and strong, but also had a warm and gentle nature. She was intelligent and driven, with a keen sense of purpose in her career and her personal life.

Despite the challenges she faced, Gitta remained optimistic and always had a smile on her face. She was the kind of woman who could light up a room just by walking into it, and she had a unique way of making everyone around her feel loved and appreciated.

She was also a strong and courageous woman. She had faced many challenges in her life and had always come out on top. She was determined and fiercely independent, never backing down from a test or a tricky situation. She had a powerful sense of self and knew what she wanted in life. She was confident in her abilities and was not afraid to take risks or stand up for what she believed in. Despite her many successes, Gitta remained humble and always looked for ways to help others. She was a true leader and an inspiration to those around her.

As she had hoped, Alex melted and instead of questioning her further, he pulled her to him and kissed her passionately on her lips.

An hour later, Alex was downstairs in his office in the Mega Maximo, awaiting Chris’s arrival. He was drinking his favourite coffee, a sweet Greek double coffee, which Maria, his personal assistant, always had ready for him with uncanny foresight, whenever he arrived at his office. He sat and contemplated what Chris wanted to tell him.

Greece has had a short but worrying history of drug trafficking and drug-related violence. In the early 1980s” s, marijuana and opium were the main drugs being smuggled into Europe and North Africa from Greece. However, in the 1990s, the drug trade shifted to focus on cocaine and, more recently, methamphetamine and fentanyl.

The Greek government, with support and assistance from the United States, had been engaged in a long-standing battle against Middle Eastern drug cartels. This led to increased violence and corruption, as well as human rights abuses by security forces. Despite these efforts, drug trafficking continued to be a major problem in Greece, but thankfully, the country still had one of the lowest murder rates in the world.

Recently, Greece saw an increase in drug addiction, particularly among young rich people. This led to a growing problem with drug-related crime and an overburdened treatment system. The government was criticized for not doing enough to address the issue, and for failing to provide sufficient funding for prevention and treatment programs.

A knock on the door broke into Alex’s revere. The door opened and Maria ushered Chris into his office.

“Come in, Chris,” said Alex as he went across the room to greet him. After their customary two-cheeks’ kiss, Alex motioned to Chris to sit down on the settee. “Coffee?” He asked.

“Maria’s already asked me. She’s bringing one in.”

“Okay good. So, what was the urgency of your visit, Chris? Not that I don’t enjoy your company whatever the situation.”

Chris said, “We’ve discussed many times about the drug problems in Greece. It’s getting worse by the day.”

“Yeah, I know. The drug cartels are becoming more powerful and violent. It’s scary,” said Alex.

“It’s not just the cartels though, more and more young people are getting hooked on drugs. And we’re not doing enough to help them,” added Chris.

Alex sipped his coffee while he gathered his thoughts. “I know, it’s sad. There aren’t enough treatment centres and the ones that do exist are overcrowded and underfunded and I feel responsible for that.”

“Exactly,” said Chris. “And it’s not just the people who are addicted that are affected. Drug-related crime is on the rise, and it’s putting everyone in danger.”

“I know, it’s like we’re stuck in a vicious cycle,” Alex said. “We need to do more to address the root causes of drug addiction, like poverty and unemployment, and the cartels who take advantage of, not only the underprivileged in society but also the nouveau riche. Tell me, are we any nearer to shutting down the drugs entering Greece from the Middle East? Don’t you have an inside man?”

Chris laughed and raised his eyebrows. “As always you get straight to the point, don’t you, Alex? We did have an insider until a few days ago, but I’m afraid he has dropped out of sight completely.”

“I’m sorry,” said Alex, with a look of genuine surprise on his face. “Wasn’t he your best man?”

“Yes, he was, and hopefully he still is. But it’s worrying that he’s missed three consecutive pre-planned contact drops,” said Chris with a touch of sadness in his voice. 

“What are you going to do now?” Asked Alex.

Chris furrowed his brow as he gathered his thoughts. “We think Petros was about to find out how the cartel gets those damn drugs over our borders, whether by sea, land, or air. Perhaps he got too close, maybe he made a mistake, and they became suspicious of him. We don’t know. However, we do have a clue which Petros left in a drop a couple of weeks ago.”

“What was it?” Alex interrupted impatiently.

Chris laughed. “Not so fast Alex, are you going to solve the clue?”

Now it was Alex’s turn to laugh. “Sorry Chris, it’s just that it’s the best news we have had so far.”

“Yes, on the one hand, good news but on the other hand, we haven’t an idea as to what the clue means. Petros left a piece of paper with the words ‘golden triangle.’”

Alex furrowed his brow, which was a sign that he was concentrating. He was trying to recall where he had heard that phrase before. And then he had it, ‘Of course,’ he thought, ‘Drugs, this was all about drugs as well.’

“The golden triangle is in south-east Asia,” blurted out Alex. “Myanmar, Laos, and Thailand, isn’t it?”

Chris smiled, “And you don’t think the combined brains of the CIA hadn’t thought of that Alex?”

Alex laughed, “I’m Taking the Fifth on that Chris. Seriously though, has no one come up with an answer yet?”

“No, we are stumped and without Petros we might never know what he meant. The problem we have is that Greece has never been a centre for drug smuggling, so we are learning as we go along. Unfortunately, we are not learning fast enough. All we know is that somehow the raw heroin comes into Greece and somewhere it’s refined, then leaves Greece by an unknown route with a street value of $100 per gram. About a third of the price of a gram in the United States, but more than any other country in Europe,” explained Chris. 

“I heard from Langley this morning; they said the National Security Agency was breathing down their necks for some results. Langley doesn’t want them poking their noses into our operations here. But one bit of bad news is that some of the drugs leaving Greece are finding their way into the States. That’s got to be bad news.”

He sipped his coffee giving Alex time to take in what he had said. Then he said, “But, we do have a small breakthrough, an opportunity that we must not let slip through our fingers. We will have to move fast and smart.”

“What has happened?” Asked Alex.

“We got lucky when one of our low-level snitches overheard one end of a telephone conversation where the discussion was centred around the potential hiring of a female runner,” said Chris, with a neutral expression on his face.

“What would this woman have to do? What is a runner?” Asked Alex, a puzzled look on his face.

“Runners are people who carry something, could be money, drugs, or even important papers, from one neighbourhood, or district, into another area,” said Chris.

“So, have you someone to put into play?”

“Not yet, but we have identified a candidate.”

“CIA?”

“Yes, very.”

“In Greece?”

“Yes.”

Alex stared at Chris. “You don’t mean Gitta, do you?”

“Why would you say that?”

“It is Gitta, isn’t it?”

“If it was, would you mind?”

“Of course, I’d bloody mind,” said Alex in a raised voice.

Chris retorted, “Alex, your wife is the perfect person to infiltrate the cartel. She has the training and the skills to gather intelligence, and she could blend in with the cartel members without raising any suspicion.”

“I don’t know, Chris. It sounds dangerous. I don’t want to put my wife’s life at risk.”

“I understand your concerns but think about it. Gitta is highly trained and experienced in this kind of operation. She’s exactly the kind of person the CIA needs for this mission.”

“I still have reservations,” said Alex ruefully. “What if she gets caught? What if something goes wrong?”

“Look, Alex, I’m not going to sugar-coat it. This is a dangerous mission. But if we want to take down this cartel and end the harm they’re causing in Greece and Europe, we need to take risks. And your wife is the best person for the job.”

“Okay, I see your point. Let me talk to her about it and see what she thinks.”

“Thanks, Alex,” said Chris. “You know that I could have simply ordered her into the field, don’t you? But out of respect for you as my friend, I prefer to discuss it with you. I’m sure she’ll see the value of this mission. Let’s hope she agrees to take it on.”

“I appreciate that, Chris. I’ll talk to her later today.”

As Chris left Alex’s office, he felt confident that Gitta would agree to join the operation, but he also felt sorry for his friend for putting him into such an awkward position, a choice between country and wife, an unenviable position to be in. At least Alex hadn’t realised just how dangerous Gitta’s mission would be.
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Chapter 3


[image: ]




Soula looked around her in awe. It was the first time in her short twenty-one-year-old life that she had visited the ancient site of Delphi. From where she stood on the Sacred Way, she could see all around standing proud in its magnificence Mount Parnassus, still snow-capped even though it was late spring. The sacred way she was on, led to the Tholos, one of the most distinctive and important monuments in Delphi.

She did a three-sixty-degree turn taking in the Sanctuary of Apollo, which was at the far end of the Sacred Way. Then the ancient theatre which was built into the hillside, and which still boasted an incredible acoustic sound as well as seat five thousand people. It was still used for musical and theatrical events during festivals. Behind her was the stadium which, in ancient times was used for the Pythian games held once every four years. It too held five thousand people easily. 

Soula continued towards the Temple of Apollo. As she got nearer, she saw that the sanctuary had been reconstructed to resemble how it was in the eighth century BC. It had been a huge project as the original stone was used for the restoration. The project had been shrouded in mystery as the funds to recreate the site had been donated by a company registered in the Middle East. The company had done other such ventures around the world but none as big as the Temple of Apollo. The Greek government welcomed the huge donation, and the help to physically reconstruct the building, which was veiled in secrecy, and done by the donating company’s construction workers.

Soula knew from her history lessons at school that in ancient times, Delphi was considered the centre of the world and was one of the most significant religious and cultural centres of ancient Greece. It was now a popular tourist destination and a UNESCO World Heritage Site.

She continued toward the temple trying to imagine how it was over eight hundred years ago. It had been built up against an escarpment of Mt Parnassus, and she imagined there would have been queues of people from all corners of the world waiting to see the Oracle. Now there was only a family and a couple making their way up the stone stairs towards the entrance which stood proud between the Doric marble columns.

Soula followed them through the great wooden door into the outer chamber where in ancient times the supplicants would offer sacrifices to the god Apollo before they were led into the inner chamber called the Adyton. The Adyton was a small, dark chamber, accessible only by a narrow passageway. The room was filled with the scent of burning incense, and the walls were adorned with precious offerings from those who in ancient times sought the Oracle’s wisdom. Actually, burning incense was a nice touch, thought Soula, as she looked around the chamber. 

She noticed that at the far end of the chamber was the door that led into an inner chamber where the Oracle would immerse herself in the waters of a sacred spring while she performed her divinations. She recalled from her history lessons that the Oracle herself was a priestess, chosen from among the local women of Delphi. She was chosen for her purity and piety and underwent rigorous training to prepare for her role as the Oracle. 

She would fast for several days before performing her divinations and would immerse herself in the waters of a sacred spring. When a supplicant arrived at the Temple, they would first offer a sacrifice to the god Apollo. They would then be led to the Adyton by a priest, who would take their question to the Oracle. The supplicant would wait in the chamber as the Oracle performed her divinations.

Soula entered the inner chamber and immediately she was surprised to see that there was indeed water bubbling up through the floor which flowed into a shallow pool, its surface covered in white lilies. Above the pool was a replica of the bronze triangle on which the Oracle would sit to deliver her prophecies.

Beyond the pool was a wall that was adorned with hundreds of butterflies, fluttering their wings in the soft light coming from oil lamps placed around the pool. Soula smiled to herself, the reconstruction was perfect. Whoever did this had kept faith in the ancient texts which had described the Sanctuary of Apollo, including the amazing butterflies. Feeling a little dizzy, a feeling she put down to the strong incense, the calming ripple of the spring water and the low lighting, Soula sat down on the floor at the wall where the butterflies were.

She looked up at the butterflies. “Wait a minute,” she said in a low voice. She stood up on unsteady feet and peered closely at the nearest butterfly. She reached out and touched it. It felt like nothing she had felt before. It wasn’t made of metal, wood, material, or plastic as far as Soula could tell, but she could tell it was made of a strong but light material which enabled its movements to mimic those of a real butterfly. What power drove these butterflies to move, she wondered. Perhaps, there was a small battery in their flimsy bodies, she concluded.

As she scanned the wall, she noticed that not all the butterflies moved, and the ones that didn’t move were slightly bigger and fatter. Soula reached up to one that was just within her reach. As her fingers closed around it, a wave of nausea caught her by surprise and she plucked it off the wall. It slipped from her fingers and fell to the floor, breaking in several places. Soula sat down with a thud on the marble floor, closed her eyes and waited as her nausea subsided.

When she opened her eyes, she saw that the family and the couple who had entered the chamber before her had left. So, they hadn’t heard the noise that the broken butterfly made when it hit the floor. Grateful, she now turned her attention to the butterfly. She gasped; the broken butterfly was covered in a white powder. She tentatively stretched out her arm, letting her forefinger gather some of the powder on its tip. “Cocaine,” she said breathlessly, the words barely audible.

She had tried cocaine several times during her university years, and now she had only one year to go. She was a bright and curious student who was always eager to explore new experiences. Unfortunately, she also had some exposure to cocaine because of her peers, and she had tried it a few times herself. While she did not use it frequently, Soula was aware that this kind of behaviour could have serious consequences and was not something to be taken lightly. She knew that she needed to be careful and mindful of her choices moving forward, and she was determined to make responsible decisions that would not jeopardize her health or her future.

Another wave of nausea washed over her causing her to feel hot. The smell of incense was more pungent and spicier to her now and she was feeling decidedly more uncomfortable. She noticed that her big toe was bleeding over the strap of her sandals. Shit! She thought, ‘I must have done that when I fell.’ No damage to her jeans or t-shirt though and she hadn’t broken any bones. She looked at the white powder again. ‘Should I collect it up?’ She asked herself. That amount would certainly be worth a lot of money on the streets. 
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