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Chapter One


San Diego, California.

“Beautiful city, isn’t it?” the bearded middle-aged man said as he dragged on his pipe, “I sometimes feel we still have a lot to offer this world. What do you think, pal?” 

He looked out the window of the Bentley and exhaled. 

The man next to him in the rear seat said nothing. He was much older, with sharp eyes set deep into their sockets. He was blond with beetle brows and small lips. His attention was on the golf course, studying players as they got down from their expensive cars, exquisite girls, obviously not their wives, following. He had been watching them with keen interest as they started arriving. The scene reminded him of his early years in the US when he could have as many as four women a day. He went to bed with any woman he wished. He had money and didn’t have to work for them or the women. He shook his head and gave a smile. 

“I know you still want Baxter,” the smoking man said, nudging the older man.

This time he got his attention.

“Baxter? Why do you say that?”

“C’mon, pal. I’m no fool. I know what he has done to your business and his interest in buying the supermarket chain owned by the Patels. Don’t bullshit me. I wasn’t born yesterday.”

“I understand your statement and know where you are coming from, but you are wrong about my intentions. On the contrary, I could have whatever I wanted in this country. He is no match for me in any way. As a matter of fact, I don’t even think about him.”

“Who are you? That’s not true, and you know it. I know what you are planning. I hear things.”

“I don’t know what you have heard about me, but I suggest you check the source of information you have about me. You can easily get deceived.”

The younger man pressed a button by his seat, a small compartment opened between the men, revealing a tiny compartment that served as a fridge. He reached for a pint bottle of liquor which he uncapped and sipped. The older man shut the fridge and looked at his colleague.

“What happened to your wife?” 

“I killed her,” replied the younger man.

“I thought so. I like honest men. Hopefully, you are not planning on killing me, are you?”

“Hell no.”

“I better get to the course now. The fun is about to begin. As the champion, every player will like to beat me, and most importantly, my business is to make sure I stay on top till I retire. I want to retire as an undefeated champion.”

“I know. I admire you not only in business but in golf as well. Unfortunately, I still haven’t received payment for the work I did for you, Daddy.”

The blond man twitched a brow as he gazed at his companion, “What work are you talking about?”

“We don’t have to go over this shit again. You owe me, and you know it. I need my money now.”

“I don’t owe you anything. As far as I recall, you haven’t done any work for me.”

“If you don’t pay me, I’ll make you regret.”

The older man opened the door while he looked at his friend.

“Threatening me? You’ll make me regret? Regret what?”

“C’mon, man, it’s an awful lot of money you owe me. You can’t deny it. I will not let you go without paying for my services.”

“If you can tell the police what specific work you did for me and show evidence, I will definitely pay you. Don’t forget you killed your wife and framed somebody else for it. Our conversation is recorded, so you can’t change your story.”

The older man burst into laughter as he stepped out of the Bentley with a cap in his hand, which he donned and pulled up the lapel of his jacket. Meanwhile, the man in the car had his gun out and was fixing a silencer to it. As the older man shut the door and started towards the players, the younger man aimed his gun at him. Suddenly, the window by him shattered, his head exploding before he could pull the trigger. The gun fell off his hand as he hunched forward against the rear of the driver’s seat. A man in a tuxedo hurried to take the wheel of the Bentley and drove away immediately. Ten minutes later, another Bentley of the same color pulled to a halt at the same spot. The driver got out and walked to a shed where two carts stood. He scanned the course occasionally with binoculars.

 

As the game progressed, the ball went towards the end of the course, boarded by scrubland. The older man went after it. He did that to alert his competitors that he was still strong enough to run—he didn’t need anybody’s assistance. The few spectators cheered anytime he did that. He liked that. He enjoyed the accolades of his peers and the media. He had received a message that his colleague in the Bentley was dead, and he knew exactly why. While he searched for the ball, he heard a sound behind him and whirled. A masked man stood in front of him, with one hand in his long coat, the other behind him. The blond man knew the man was armed, but he didn't know who he was and why he was there. The masked man smiled as his cheeks bulged. The blond man was aware that the man knew him.

“Who are?” he asked as he focused on the face he couldn’t see.

“You killed him, didn’t you?”

“I killed who? I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I saw what happened to him. Your men shot him in the rear seat of your car minutes ago.”

“Look, I came here to play golf, and that’s what I’m doing. If you witnessed something unlawful or criminal, I suggest you go to the cops with your evidence.”

The older man turned to leave. The masked man cocked his gun, causing him to freeze.

“If you make one wrong move, you’re finished. Don’t forget I know who you are.”

The older man turned to face him. The statement appeared to have jolted him.

“What did you say, young man?”

“I said I know who you are. Not only here in California, but …” he pointed the gun at the older man’s face, “…you know what I’m talking about, don’t you?”

“Who are you? And what are you talking about?”

“I don’t have to tell you who I am, but I believe you know exactly what I’m talking about. I know what you have done. I know where you are headed, but more importantly, I want you to remember what you have done to me and my business. You are doing well now, and the world hails you, but what about me and my family? The world sees you as a hero, but what about the lives you have affected negatively to become who you are today?”

The masked man neared him and punched his face, sending him to the ground. The older man sat against the trunk of a tree while he tried to figure out who might be behind the mask. The man had attacked without warning, and he had a hard time trying to remember any discussion or transaction that might have moved him to attack.

“The name Fanny mean anything to you?” asked the masked man.

“No. Hey pal, I think you’ve got the wrong man here. I don’t know you. Why don’t you show your face so I can see you? Then I can recognize you if I know you.”

“That …” he kicked the older man in the chest, “… is privileged.”

The older man held his chest and coughed a couple of times.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Go ahead and kill me if that’s why you came and stop harassing me.”

“You are not worth it, but I want you to know that as long as I live, you will not know peace.”

“I don’t care what you do. I don’t know anybody by the name you mentioned.”

The masked man put his gun to the head of his victim.

“I will expose you and make sure you go to jail. You have changed your name, so no one will know who you are or link you to anything. The world sees you as a hero, as a savior, but I don’t. You disgust me. I will make sure you go down and never have the opportunity to rise again. That’s a promise.”

Suddenly, there were bursts of gunfire around them. The masked man spun around instantly but saw nothing. He took off towards the end of the scrubland while he returned fire at where he thought the shots had come from. Two armed men helped their boss to his feet and took him back to the course while three pursued the fleeing masked man. 

 

A bullet grazed the ear of the running man while another ripped through his coat. He ran very fast, knowing more than one shooter was behind him. He lifted his gun over his head and returned fire without looking back. Up ahead, a sedan was fast approaching him. He kept firing on the run while he darted in a zigzag manner to avoid the bullets aimed at him. His weapon ran out of ammo. He dumped it and took out a rifle as he lunged into the rear seat of the moving sedan through the rolled-down window. A bullet caught the driver's arm as the attackers closed in on them with a volley. A Ford sedan screeched to a halt by the attackers; they got in quickly and charged after the fleeing sedan. They continued firing until the rear tire of the sedan in front of them burst, and a barrage hit the side of the sedan, killing the driver instantly. The car skidded and smashed into a lone tree. As the masked man and two of his men got out of the car, another volley sent his men to the ground, one clutching his throat. The masked man was out of ammo again. All his shots had hit nothing.

The attackers were fast closing in on him. He crawled towards the gun of his dead colleague, using him as a shield. When he tried it, it was no use. Two more bullets hit the mangled sedan and exploded the gas tank. The car exploded with a bang, as a third bullet caught him in the arm. He knew death was near. He had to do something to stay alive. He had to improvise if he was to outwit the armed men within thirty yards of him. He collected blood from the stomach wound of his colleague and smeared it on his face. Then he sprawled on the ground next to the burning tire, feigning death. The attackers reached him and studied him briefly.

“I think he’s dead,” one said.

“They are all dead. Let’s get out of here,” another suggested.

The masked man was relieved his plan had worked. One of the men reached for his radio and relayed a message to the older man that their mission was accomplished and there was no cause for alarm. They began for their Ford sedan. Forty yards from the tree, a truck stood. The masked man had arrived in it. He knew the men could return to make sure he was really dead. He stole a glance at the receding men. Then he heard a faint voice on the radio asking them to ensure all the enemies were dead. His heart pounded within his chest. He got up quickly and ran towards the truck. One of the men saw him and opened fire, his colleagues firing moments later. The masked man started the truck while taking a rifle from beneath his seat. While the truck rumbled away, he fired back at the attackers. They got in their car and took after him. After a brief gunfight that got both fighters running out of ammo, the masked man lost his pursuers at a highway crossing when a traffic cop spotted the speeding Ford sedan and took after it on his motorbike. The excited masked man reached for a cigarette from his breast pocket and lit it. He was grateful for the intervention of the traffic cop. He had seen his bike parked by a fire hydrant and raced the truck across it, hoping that the cop would see the sedan when it showed up. Fortunately, it had worked, and he was glad to have gotten away with his life. 

Meanwhile, the sedan suddenly branched off the highway onto a side street and barreled out of sight, leaving the pursuing cop stranded at the congested exit. The angry cop, who had dismounted to restore order, returned to his bike, braying furiously into his radio. Finally, he mounted the bike and returned to his post.

 




Chapter Two


Munich, Germany

The airport was as busy as it had been all year. Men and women in expensive suits and dresses, clutched briefcases, some sipping coffee, steamed in and out of it like diners in a restaurant. These were businessmen and women rushing to catch local flights for important meetings or connecting for international flights. Local and foreign tourists arrived and departed the beautiful city through the airport at the same rate. A few took photographs of the airport, a situation that excited the airport manager. He liked to see tourists happy whenever they arrived in Germany through Munich. A young man from Africa ranted bitterly at the treatment meted out by two immigration officers who suspected he might be carrying drugs. He showed his documents to the manager that showed he was there to do postgraduate studies at Technische Universität München. It took the apology of a female immigration officer to calm him down.

Outside the airport, the street teemed with shoppers, passengers, and motorists. Street lights, lights from office blocks, expensive shops and the airport provided illumination. Arranged buses conveyed tourists to and from the parking while cabs did brisk business. 

A black man in a suit, of athletic build, with an afro hairdo, carrying two suitcases, emerged through the exit door onto the street and hailed a cab. The cab moved forward to a halt in front of him, the driver getting down instantly. He stashed the suitcases in the cab's trunk while the passenger sat down in the rear seat. The driver took the wheel and moved the cab on. 

Five minutes later, a second black man emerged from the airport. He had the same features as the first, except he had one suitcase and wore jeans and a polo shirt. He got in a cab and moved on. 

A third black man with a big sports bag barged out of the exit doors seven minutes later. His hair was shaved, and he wore khaki shorts and a T-shirt. His brown boots and red socks suggested a professional footballer arriving in town for the first time. He departed in a tourist bus, taking a window seat from where his attention was constantly on the streets, people, structures and life in Munich in the evening. He avoided the faces around him. Occasionally, he received a text message on his phone that told him to be alert for a particular stop. At the right place, he alerted the driver. He got off the bus and entered a waiting cab which took off immediately.

 

It was getting dark. Randolph and Calvin waited in front of a posh townhouse with their luggage while studying the surroundings. The house was tucked in the midst of a row of similar structures. The only exception was a condo at the end of the lane, which had been turned into a grocery store. They admired the row of well-tended flowers and narrow strip of manicured lawn that lined the walkway to the front door. The men hadn’t bothered to look up the two-storied house for signs of humans. Instead, they chatted and smiled as they observed the cars that passed occasionally. The few pedestrians, who strolled past, sometimes with their dogs, looked upon them as tenants leaving for holidays. A cab dropped Roger. He clutched his sports bag as he paid the driver. The cab moved on as he joined his colleagues. They surveyed the façade of the house for a while and then started past the row of flower pots towards the front door.

“I like this place,” Roger said.

“It sure is a fine house. Whoever owns it must be well-heeled. A German entrepreneur, I understand. Was involved in some shit, got busted, and is now behind bars,” Randolph informed.

“At least he has a house. When he comes out, he will have a place to put his head,” Calvin contributed.

“Apparently, the German police have no idea what the man is really worth. They have no idea what the man owns. Smart move, wouldn’t you say?”

“Very smart.”

They reached the front door, made of steel and painted white. A small door knocker tucked up the door looked frail, giving the impression that whoever lived in the property wasn’t concerned about it. The men hoped they were at the right house. As Roger reached for the knocker, the door opened suddenly, revealing a slender woman with both hands behind her. She smiled a welcome, to which the men nodded while they shared a look. When her right hand shot forward, it clutched a brown envelope which she handed to Roger. He passed it on to Randolph instantly without looking at the address or intended recipient. The woman looked on expectantly. Randolph felt the envelope, made a sign with his hand. The woman responded firmly with her left hand. Satisfied, he reached for a small white envelope in his pocket and gave it to her. She opened it immediately, checked the contents, and pursed her lips. The men looked on as she flipped shut the envelope, folded it, and tucked it in the pocket of her trousers. She smiled broadly, her hands clasped behind her. The men remained calm.

“Olga. Gracias,” she said.

“It’s nice to meet you, Olga. We will get in touch if we need you,” alerted Randolph.

She walked past them briskly down the walkway and departed the house. Calvin observed her until she located a bike behind a flower pot and disappeared. He then followed his colleagues who had moved their luggage into the house, shutting the door behind him.

 

The furnishing in the lounge and dining was modern and decent. So was that in the kitchen. A TV played at low volume by the window that overlooked the frontage. Calvin grabbed the remote control on the center table and switched it off as the other two checked the rear door and windows, which overlooked a similar property where a woman was teaching her small son how to ride a horse. 

“What a time to teach horse riding,” Calvin asked softly.

Moments later, they were convinced the ground floor was safe. At the command of Randolph, the two colleagues hurried up the stairs to the second floor and searched every room, paying attention to signs of taps or hidden cameras. They repeated the exercise on the first floor and then descended to the ground floor to rejoin their boss.

“Clean everywhere,” Roger assured.

“Good.

Roger opened the fridge in the corner of the dining. It was filled with assorted drinks. He took three canned sodas and shut it while Calvin set their luggage on the center table. They shared the drinks. Randolph pointed to the dining table; they looked back and shared smiles.

“We have to be careful though, guys,” Calvin advised.

They moved to the table and took off the covering napkin. Food was served. Also on the table were wine, apple juice, and whisky.

“She was ready for us,” Randolph said as he pulled a chair and sat down.

His colleagues did the same, grabbing cutlery at the same time.

“A toast first before we eat,” Roger reminded.

“Good call, brother.”

They lifted their soda.

“To good life and success in whatever we do.”

“To good life and success in whatever we do,” chorused the other two.

“No one should touch alcohol. We will deal with that later. Now though we eat,” Randolph said.

“I think we need to know what is going on in Germany.”

“Right,” Calvin agreed as he rose.

He moved to the center table, took the remote control, and put the TV back on. He took time searching for a channel that broadcast in English but couldn’t find one. Finally, however, there was one that did sports for thirty minutes. They preferred it. At least they knew what was discussed.

“I’m sure there is a channel that does business in English to cater to the numerous English-speaking people in Germany. The problem is I’m hungry and can’t afford to spend all the time searching through over a hundred channels. You know how bad the food served on the flight was. Let me eat first and then I can take my time and get us the right channel.”

“Don’t worry about it. We are fine with what we see on the screen,” Randolph replied.

“Hmm, the food is good. It’s been a while since I ate in a restaurant,” admitted Calvin.

“I like Spanish food. It tastes like what my grandma used to prepare for us when I was in junior high,” Roger praised.

“Shut up, soldier. You don’t even know your grandma. This slop isn’t Spanish. It’s German,” Randolph corrected.

“I will not accept that word from you, boss. The food is good, but Olga said gracias.”

“I know. She uses the Spanish language to cover her ass.”

“No accent. She must be a pro,” admitted Calvin.

“You can’t be in this business if you are not a pro. You must know languages. They travel at short notice on different passports and names. Wherever they find themselves, they blend in nicely. A Russian woman was caught in Ethiopia selling guns underground. She spoke fluent Cushitic, Amharic, and Swahili.”

“My word!”

“And guess what? She had wampum around her waist and was dancing a local dance to a group of Yupik tourists. She did it so well that people thought she had been in town for thirty years. It turned out she had studied it back in Russia and had only been in town for two months.”

“I’m impressed.” 

They had more soda from the fridge.

“I wouldn’t be surprised if she is back here with us in this house as we speak.”

“You mean somewhere in the house?” Calvin asked.

“That’s what I mean. These are very intelligent and cunning creatures who can sneak into the White House and take photos of the president eating nuts and disappear before the wind blows.”

“I see what you mean.”

“Eat fast, gentlemen, because we have work to do. We leave as soon as we are done.”

“We obey.”

Randolph retrieved the brown envelope Olga had given them and placed it on the end of the table.

 

Later, when eating was over, and the table cleared, they stood around the dining table, studying a set of drawings. There were four architectural and structural drawings that showed a museum's ground floor and basement designs—one with details of the chimney and shafts, the last showing the roof. Randolph’s hand was on the ground floor drawing.

“So, how do we get in?” Roger asked.

“We go up the sewer pipe to the roof. And then down the duct or shaft and crawl space,” replied Randolph as he pointed to the roof and chimney pot.

“Sounds good to me, but what about security? Surely a place as important as this museum will be heavily guarded with all kinds of security networks,” Calvin wanted to know.

The men shared looks, Randolph smiling.

“Whatever security arrangement they have there will be breached tonight. Whoever is in charge should be prepared for a pleasant surprise. Any opposition will be eliminated without fail. We are not here to be Boy Scouts. We are here for a mission, and we must approach it with all the seriousness it deserves and finish it well. Why else will somebody spend money to fly us in here when he could have spent it on holidays in Seychelles with Asian blondes?”

Laughter.

“I like that talk, boss. Whether they like it or not, here we come. And we are coming like a mighty rushing wind. We will take them by surprise.”

“It’s been a while since I put somebody down. The last was in Iraq,” Roger boasted.

“You too?” Calvin asked, looking at Roger.

“Oh, yeah. I hope the drawings we have are the right ones, though, boss?”

Randolph shared a look with his men, knowing he hadn’t considered the possibility the details could be wrong.

“Hopefully, we have the right ones. If it turns out Olga gave us the wrong information, we will pursue her and take her out before leaving the country through Switzerland. We will not spare her lest we get trapped. We may be ex-soldiers, but this country has one of the best armies in the world. If we get caught, we are on our own. No one will come to our aid.”

They discussed the drawings as Randolph made a call to alert somebody a car would be needed in ten minutes. He hung up and consulted a coded message on one of the drawings. 

He hurried to the kitchen, where he pressed a tiny button in the wall behind a cabinet. A little door opened, revealing a fridge. He reached into it and took out the item in it. A small box. He shut the door and rejoined his colleagues. Roger had made sketches of the most needed details from the drawings. After that, he folded the drawings into the sofa. Randolph laid the box on the dining table and opened it. It contained a thumb and an index finger. He shut the box quickly so the contents didn’t warm up, then replaced it in the hidden fridge. 

Back with his colleagues, he made another call and hung up. This time he gave a coded message to remind somebody that his services would be needed in twenty minutes. 

 

The weather was warm with slight winds at times. Three minutes later, a black sedan pulled in front of the house. Randolph signaled to Roger to check out who was there. He nodded, moved quickly to the window, parted the curtain slightly, and peeked out. He watched as the driver stepped out of the sedan as a motorbike screeched to a halt behind it. Without saying a word or looking up at the house, the driver sat behind the biker and zoomed out of sight with a big roar of the engine.

“Who was there?” Randolph asked.

“Our cruise ship is here. The motorbike has taken the driver away.”

“Good. Gentlemen?”

Calvin and Roger looked at him.

“This is it. This is what we came for. We may not have done this kind of thing before, but our employer has so much confidence in us that he paid a lot to get us in here. We are used to close-quarter combat, urban and jungle warfare, but we have to do ourselves and our employer proud. We may not return to this house as anything could happen in this mission. Therefore, we can’t leave traces that we ever came here. Let’s get rid of anything that is connected to us. If we succeed, we can get back whatever we destroy in this house.”

“Good call. You are the boss, Randolph,” Calvin acknowledged.

Six minutes later, the three men stepped out of the house clad in black combat fatigues, each wearing black gloves and goggles. Calvin held a black kit bag. They locked the house door, got in the sedan, and departed in haste.

 

 




Chapter Three


The museum had been a tourist attraction for years. Even locals patronized it as if it had just been opened. Folks, especially grandparents, loved it and liked telling their grandchildren about it. Each year, it received over a million and a half visitors. This year the figure had shot up when news spread that two vampire bats mysteriously flew in through the wall, moved over a pitcher containing water seven times, and disappeared the way they flew in. Three days later, a blind woman had her sight restored when her granddaughter mischievously fetched the water for her to drink when she complained of thirst. The museum had received three times the number it had seen all year in just three months. The Chancellor, his family, and party stalwarts had been there to check on the blind woman’s claims. Even the Vatican had sent a delegation to authenticate the claim. Its cupola had subsequently been painted in gold to make it easier for tourists and visitors to locate it even from afar. The structure was an old two-storied edifice, judging by the long capitals supporting the entablature. A heavy iron door with huge padlocks guarded the entrance while the sensor-grilled windows flashed lights at regular intervals. The street in front of it was very quiet. Except for the few cars that raced past occasionally, there were no pedestrians in sight. It would get busy during the day when tourists arrived.

Seventy-five yards or so from the frontage of the museum, the sedan stood in front of a clothing shop located at the turn at the junction. The masked men waited while Randolph consulted with the time on his watch every now and then. Calvin monitored the side of the museum using binoculars. There was no guard outside the structure though he knew there might be some in the museum or tucked invisibly somewhere around.

“What the hell is keeping him?” Roger asked.

“Easy, man. What he is doing is meant only for experts, so I guess we just have to be patient and wait for his signal. That’s what he does for a living. He wouldn’t be put in charge if he wasn’t good at it,” Randolph answered.

They sank out of sight as a police car raced past, turned left at the junction and barreled out of sight. 

“Even then, he is taking too long to pull it off.”

“Roger, take it easy. We will be fine. I can tell you are edgy. Relax man. We will get it over and done with, get on the next available ship from Italy and disappear,” Calvin advised.

Randolph checked the time again.

“Get ready, gents. Our moment is at hand. Make sure all weapons are cocked and ready for action,” Randolph informed.

Suddenly, all the street lights in front of the museum and lights in shops and nearby offices went out. The three men got out of the sedan instantly with the kit bag and dashed to the façade of the museum. They crouched to the edge, careful to avoid the windows that flashed lights regularly.

With little fuss, they located the steel pipe that ran from the concrete drain to the roof gutter. With astonishing rapidity, they climbed up the pipe onto the roof. Almost immediately, dark figures rushed out of the museum with flashlights. The three men observed quietly as the lights came back on. They noted the men were security officers. One shone his torch at the roof, forcing the three men to withdraw quickly. Two others checked the padlocks on the entrance door and windows for signs of a breach. Satisfied, they converged, consulting in German.

“Everything is intact. I don’t see anything,” one security officer claimed.

“The windows are fine,” proclaimed another.

“It’s good to know. I don’t see anything or anybody on the roof. I think we are fine. Back to your posts, then friends, but keep your eyes open. Anything is possible.” the leader commanded.

His men agreed as they barged into the museum.

Meanwhile, Randolph worked the chimney pot while his colleagues stood guard on the circular concrete slab around the dome with their guns poised. Unfortunately, there was no access ladder from the roof to the lower floors. Therefore, any repair work on the roof would have to be carried out using a long ladder from the ground. Nevertheless, Randolph succeeded in removing the pot, put back the tools he used in the kit bag, and took a look in the chimney.

 

The lead security officer sat behind a row of TV screens that monitored activities in and around the museum. His full six-foot-four height, muscled upper body and slightly protruding stomach struggled to fit into his chair. He ran his hand through his closely cropped hair as he ate muffins and drank coffee. A small radio by him played German pop music at low volume. A sachet of nuts stood next to the cup of coffee. Occasionally, he fetched a few in his hand and shoved them in his mouth one at a time. While he studied the monitors, he jerked his head slightly back and forth to the music. As he dug into a muffin, the landline phone rang. He scooted across the floor in his swivel chair to reach the phone. With his mouth still stuffed with food, he took time chewing and swallowing before he lifted the handset.

“Hello?”

While he waited for the caller to respond, he took a bite of another muffin.

On one of the screens, the three men descended into a crawl space. Randolph opened a control panel quickly and disconnected two wires, then closed the panel instantly.

“Hello? Helloooo? Anybody there? Anybody on the line? Please speak because if you don’t, I will have you arrested for making a prank call,” the security officer said softly in German.

Hearing nothing, he set the handset down on the phone, returned to his seat and continued eating. He set the volume on the radio slightly higher as a favorite song played.

 

The men in the crawl space made their way to the end of the shaft and turned the corner. They had crawled as quickly as possible while the man took the ghost call. Everything was perfectly timed and executed to perfection. Randolph reached the midpoint of that section of the shaft, where he located a branch that led to a room. He worked it quickly, allowing them to slip into a dark room with little noise. Their special shoes made sure they made very little noise only highly trained ears could detect. Roger reached for a small flashlight in his pocket and put it on quickly, directing it at a door. Calvin placed his ear gently against it. There was no noise or voice behind it. He gave Randolph a thumbs up, indicating it was safe to make their next move.

“Two and a half minutes are all we have,” Randolph reminded undertones.

“Where are we?” Roger asked.

“Ground floor. C’mon Roger. Focus. I thought you made a sketch of the museum? Why are you asking loose questions? The security alarm on the door is disabled. We assemble here immediately after the operation and move out as we came in. Don’t drop your guard at any time. Don’t get distracted by anything. We are here for a mission, and that’s what we will accomplish.” 

His colleagues nodded as he retrieved a magnetic-stripped card and inserted it into a card reader by the door. Moments later, a green dot glowed, indicating clearance. The door opened slowly as Randolph stuck his head out and looked out briefly. He waved his men on as they stepped out of the dark room into a corridor. While he led the way, Roger followed with his gun pointing alternately to both sides to tackle any surprises. Calvin brought up the rear with his back to them. His task was to guard them against anybody who showed up in the corridor behind them. They reached the end and rounded a corner onto a short corridor where they found a short staircase. It led to the basement. They descended quickly to a heavy metal door. Randolph raised a fist, alerting them to halt.

 

“This door is stress sensor lined….” Randolph informed the others as he shared a look with his men, “…that means we can’t stress or put pressure on it.”

At his signal, his men turned towards the staircase, each pointing his gun to the corridor. The short floor in front of the door dead-ended against walls. Randolph studied the sensor and panel in the wall by the door. He reached for an atomizer in his fatigue and directed a fine spray around the edges of the door. He entered a code on the panel and awaited a response while reaching for the box in the kit bag. He opened it quickly, took out the thumb and index finger. A light flashed on the panel's display, followed by a sentence in German. Randolph didn’t bother with that.

“Please print your thumb and index finger,” demanded the auto-response in German.

Randolph placed them on the sensor. Suddenly, the face of a male appeared on the sensor, the door sliding open immediately. He set the finger and thumb back in the box and handed it to Roger, charging him to stand guard at the door. He nodded and set the box down as the two hurried through the door that was already beginning to shut.

 

The lead security officer read a pornographic magazine, smiling to himself as he leafed through the pages. Another sachet of nuts was open on the desk in front of him. On his left was another porn magazine. He lifted the mag close to his face, scrutinizing a woman’s pose. He worked nights mainly and felt lonely and bored monitoring screens. The museum and its environs were usually quiet at night. With very little to do on duty, he preoccupied himself with porn mags. 

Meanwhile, all the screens showed the same picture:

It portrayed the main museum hall, showing paintings, historical and scientific materials and artifacts.

 

Randolph scanned the walls of the windowless room for cameras or any other surveillance device while Calvin paid attention to the ceiling and floor. There were alphabetically labeled cabinets along all four walls of the room. Randolph consulted a paper in his hand and moved to the cabinet marked ’S.’ He entered a code, and the steel door opened, revealing many drawers labeled with names starting with the letter. He ran his finger along quickly and located one that ended with ‘Z.’ He entered another code that opened it, revealing a black envelope. He took it and studied it briefly. Satisfied, he had the right envelope, he tucked it in his fatigues, the drawer shutting by itself. The door to the cabinet also closed automatically. The two men dashed back to the door and rapped on it. Roger repeated the exercise on the panel, opening the door moments later. The three scurried out of the basement back into the dark room. Randolph was pleased with the performance of his men. He gave them thumbs up, to which they responded excitedly.

 

With his legs up on the desk, the lead security officer studied the screens. Nothing struck him initially as he still reminisced the photos he had seen in the mag. He kept looking at the screens. Moments later, he noted something wasn’t right with them. All showed the same picture. He squinted a couple of times, thinking it was a dream. He rose and moved closer to the monitors to take a good look. He was right. All the screens couldn’t show the same picture. He reached for the landline phone instantly and dialed. 

“What?” queried the recipient in angry German.

“Security at the museum has been breached! We have company! Somebody or people are in the building!”

“Ok. Calm down. I will alert the police. Hold the fort in the meantime. We are coming in.”

He hung up and hurried to a tiny locker in the wall, which he opened. He worked two wires quickly, restoring normal transmission to some of the screens. He moved back to the monitors and noted on one, moments later, that three dots were in line. He rushed back to the phone and dialed again. He was right about the intrusion.

“They are headed for the roof! Three of them! The roof! Get there now!”

“Three? I’m going to bust their skulls to death! Who will be bold and stupid enough to break into this museum?”

The lead officer scrambled the handset in its cradle, yanked out a gun and departed the room.

 

On the ground outside, four armed security officers were at the front, looking up the roof. Three had their guns pointing to it while the fourth brayed furiously into a walkie-talkie. While he spoke, he waved for the three to spread out and wait for the intruders. They obliged.

The three masked men crawled very fast in the shaft, rounded a corner and got into the chimney breast. They worked their way up and emerged from the pot. Roger was the first to reach the pipe that took them up the roof. He peered at the ground but saw nothing. He gripped it and began to climb down while his rifle hung around his neck. Suddenly, gunshots were fired at him, forcing Randolph and Calvin to retreat initially. Two bullets caught Roger in the nape and spine. He lost his grip on the pipe and fell to the ground with a thud. Calvin took a quick peek at the ground and showed four fingers to indicate there were four shooters. Randolph nodded as they looked for a way out. They couldn’t return fire as they didn’t know how many more officers waited for them, even if they succeeded in dealing with the four. While they checked the roof for a way of escape, Randolph considered going back into the chimney to escape through one of the windows on the ground floor. Suddenly, an escape hatch opened, revealing the lead security officer. Randolph spotted him and gunned him down before the man could react. The man slumped back into the hatch and tumbled down a steel ladder to the floor. Randolph looked at Calvin and signaled to the ground.

“It’s the only way out,” he said.

Calvin acknowledged as the two men took positions on the roof. The two engaged the ground men in a gunfight in unison. While the fight raged, a chopper appeared suddenly overhead, its headlight exposing the two on the roof. A hailstorm of bullets from the chopper ricocheted off the dome, forcing the two to duck for cover. Randolph turned and returned fire, blowing out the lights of the chopper. At the same time, Calvin aimed at the pilot and fired two shots in quick succession. A bullet shattered the side window, the second hitting the pilot in the head. He hunched on the control panel, losing control of the chopper. It yawed menacingly, spun a couple of times, hit one side of the roof, and fell towards the ground. The security officers fled the scene before it fell to the ground. The two masked men seized the opportunity and came down the pipe as quickly as possible as they fired on the fleeing officers. They fired back a volley at the two, forcing them to let go of the pipe. They fell to the ground, still clutching their guns, the kit bag hanging around Randolph’s neck. He returned fire and scattered the officers who were beginning to regroup and charge them. 

Calvin’s fire hit two officers in the leg and felled them. A third was repelled by a shot to his left shoulder. Calvin spotted Roger’s body on the ground under the chopper, his head severed. While the fourth officer contemplated what to do, the two masked men hurried into their sedan and took off. As it barreled past a parked truck in front of a store, three police cars spun out of the intersection after them. Randolph didn’t look back as he needed to get them to safety. Calvin checked his gun for rounds. It had only one. He reached for another rifle in the kit bag and cocked it while Randolph rocketed past night diners having beers and food. They had to lose their pursuers if they were to stay alive.

As the sedan swerved off to the right onto a side street, another police car blocked the end of the street. Randolph stepped on the brakes instantly, stopping the sedan with a screech. At the same time, Calvin fired shots at the advancing cars behind them. The sedan backed up and took an exit behind the backyard of a row of condos, clearing waste bins and flowerpots. Dogs began to bark behind them. Calvin leaned in the passenger window and fired a well-aimed shot that hit the front tire of the first car. It careened off its track, ran through a wooden fence and smashed into the rear of a condo, knocking down a door. A second aimed shot caught the shooter's shoulder in the second police car. The officer retreated from the window, but another officer in the rear seat fired a shot out of his window that hit Calvin’s head. He dropped his rifle and hunched in the window with his arms flailing.

“Calvin? Why have you stopped shooting? Calvin? Calvin, talk to me!” Randolph yelled.

Suspecting Calvin had been shot, he held his fatigues and pulled him. Calvin’s head scrambled against the window frame, blood oozing.

“Shit!” Randolph exclaimed as he flattened the accelerator. 

Shots riddled the rear screen, another whipping past his ear as the sedan reached the end of the condos and plunged into the slow-moving night traffic. Now the police were gaining on him, almost overtaking the sedan. He swerved onto the sidewalk, frightening a couple out of its way. A squad truck Randolph didn’t know had joined in the chase impacted the rear of the sedan. A second impact sideswiped the sedan.

Further crashes and pounding sent the car spinning, somersaulting and crashing into a parked RV. Randolph got out of the car and took off immediately, still holding the kit bag and his rifle. The squad truck behind it smashed into the side of the sedan and caught fire, sending both vehicles up in the air. The second police car screeched to a halt behind the squad truck. The officer in the front looked around and spotted a fleeing man. He pointed to the fleeing man. The driver turned the car into the direction of Randolph and pursued him, the third following. He turned into a narrow lane.

A red sedan with two men in it raced to a halt at one end of the lane. Its driver rolled down his window and watched Randolph as he gunned for the other end. When the two police cars approached, the sedan reversed from the entrance, its occupants sinking in their seats to avoid being seen by the police. The two vehicles reached the edge of the lane, the driver in the first pointing to Randolph, but the lane was too narrow for the cars. One parked as two officers got down and pursued Randolph on foot. At the same time, he barked orders into his radio. The masked man could hear the pursuing officer as he commanded somebody to bind the suspect. Randolph didn’t understand the language, but he knew damn well what a pursuing officer would do if he couldn’t catch a suspect. He would ask for reinforcements and also somebody to block the direction of the suspect. The pursuing officer fired a shot at him and missed. Another bullet grazed his elbow. Randolph turned, returned fire and continued running. The officer ducked to the floor. As the Randolph neared the end of the lane, a shot from the officer caught his leg. He fell but recovered quickly, knowing what was coming after him. He limped across the street, leaped over a fence and headed off, though he didn’t know where it led to. He rounded the house, panting and sweating. A dog was alerted, prompting barks that informed the pursuing officer. He fired two shots immediately and missed. Down the street, behind the house, were the neon lights of a mall. The red sedan kept pace, the occupants monitoring proceedings.

The officer knocked down the fence and produced his best run in ages, admitting his suspect was good. Randolph was almost at the mall entrance, the officer not far behind. The red sedan zoomed to the car park as one of the police cars approached. The officer aimed to fire a shot, but two shoppers edged out with their shopping trolley at the same time. He lowered the weapon, pursing his lips in frustration. They got out of the masked man’s way as he barged into the mall. Three other shoppers exited, dropped their shopping and swerved to the side to allow him to pass. A fourth pulled her small daughter close to her.

Meanwhile, the two men in the sedan got out of their car and hurried after Randolph.

 

Randolph limped past a startled female stocker to the doll aisle. She was so scared at the sight of the masked, armed man she tripped on a toy left on the floor and fell against the shelf. Her head took the punishment. Randolph fell and rose as he struggled to maintain his balance. His pace had been greatly reduced by the wound to his leg. Another frightened stocker reached for her phone and was about to dial. He pointed his gun at her face, shaking his head. The woman knew what the message was and put the device back in her pocket. He allowed himself a thin smile as she was forced to sink onto the couch behind her. He looked around him and found toys. He snatched a teddy bear and collapsed to the floor. The two men following him spotted him and opened fire, sending shoppers screaming at the top of their voices. The shots missed him but alerted the police officer, who hurried to the scene and readied to attack. He came under fire instantly.

One shooter’s bullet caught his thigh. His return fire got the shooter in the chest, knocking him down. The second shooter who had been hiding behind a shelf fired a barrage at the officer, killing him instantly. When the shooter turned, Randolph’s gun was pointing at him. Not fazed, the shooter made a move to shoot, but the masked man made no mistake at all. His shot hit the man’s head, and he fell on the woman on the couch, who screamed as she shoved him aside and took off. Randolph got up and started limping away from the scene. The first shooter, still holding his chest, aimed his gun and fired a shot at the masked man. The bullet hit close to his spine. Randolph fell to the floor, dropping the teddy bear. He pulled himself to a sitting position and glanced at the shooter on the floor. He wondered who the two shooters were since they weren’t police officers. He didn’t rule out the possibility they could be plainclothes officers, but he had killed the police officer. Both men were pointing their guns at each other now, but the man on the floor seemed to be getting to the end of his journey. His chest still spewed out blood. He pulled the trigger but found out to his shock that he was out of ammo. Randolph wished he could get near him and threaten him to find out who he and his fallen colleague worked for, but he didn’t have that luxury. He didn’t have the strength and time to pull that off. He had to get out of the mall.
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