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Аннотация
The CIA employs contractors recruited from elite military units for bodyguard and security work in high risk environments and for deniable ops. The most skilled and lethal of these operatives are known as scorpions.

One of these scorpions is a former Airborne Ranger and disgruntled ex-CIA paramilitary operator named Avery, codenamed Carnivore.
When a high ranking CIA officer is abducted by terrorists in Tajikistan, Avery is tasked with securing the hostage�s release before dozens of classified operations and agents are compromised.
But a high-stakes raid on a terrorist safe house in lawless Gorno-Badakhshan Province yields clues pointing in another direction entirely, and Avery and his team of paramilitary operators are soon unraveling a conspiracy involving an American traitor, double agents, and Russian gangsters to arm the Taliban with weapons of mass destruction.
From the remote terrorist enclaves of Central Asia, to the nuclear facilities of the former Soviet Union, Scorpion is a riveting debut novel, packed with gritty, violent action and authentic details that will captivate readers of Vince Flynn, Brad Taylor and Andy McNab.
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ONE

Tajikistan
Tom Wilkes spent the last ninety-minutes driving west on the M41 Pamir Highway from Dushanbe to Khorugh. He gripped the steering wheel two-handed as he traversed the Land Rover Defender 90 over the rough, weathered surface of what passed for a road and maneuvered around chunks of rock that had fallen from the overhead mountain passes.
The Pamir Highway was over a thousand years old and the second highest altitude highway in the world. Once a vital part of the ancient Silk Road trade route, the majority of the highway�s length was narrow and unpaved and was heavily damaged from landslides and erosion. The highway was mostly empty, but near the larger villages or trading posts, vehicular, pack-animal, and pedestrian traffic picked up. Tajikistan didn�t have a booming tourist industry, but the highway was a must for sightseers.
Wilkes had made the drive twice before and had previously enjoyed the scenic view of the Pamir Mountains and the streaming Panj River, but he drove with urgency this morning and found that watching the unending brown and tan fields and the sloping mountains passing by was mind numbingly monotonous this time.
He�d received the phone call from Robert Cramer, chief of station (COS), Dushanbe, at seven that morning, rousing him from his sleep and requesting his presence in Cramer�s embassy office at eight sharp.
Skeptical about the urgency but wishing to maintain an agreeable and respectful professional relationship with Cramer, Wilkes got dressed, ate a quick breakfast of eggs and toast, and walked the four blocks to the American Embassy compound where Cramer showed him the message left in the shared Gmail account overnight by DB/CERTITUDE, the cryptonym by which one of Dushanbe station�s most prized agents was known.
Using a shared e-mail account allowed multiple parties to communicate without transmitting anything that could be intercepted, making it an unsophisticated but secure means of communication, barring the physical seizure of someone�s hard drive. This was an especially necessary component of operational security in Tajikistan, where FAPSI, Russia�s signals and communications intelligence agency, swept a broad and invasive electronic canvas.
The brief note requested a face-to-face meeting and provided the time and place.
CERTITUDE�s message caused a stir, because everyone who was in the know knew that he�d just returned from a foray into Afghanistan on an assignment to locate Ali Masood Jafari, a disaffected Pakistani nuclear scientist offering his services to the Taliban, and was reportedly spotted in southern Tajikistan.
The previous month, GKNB, the Committee for National Security, Tajikistan�s KGB, arrested an ethnic Uzbek, a card carrying member of the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU), who had in his possession a thumbnail sample of weapons grade uranium. Although not anywhere near a sufficient quantity for construction of a weapon, it was enough to trigger the sensors installed by the US Department of Energy at major Tajik border crossings. A fanatic with supreme devotion to the cause, the IMU courier kept silent and died under interrogation.
The report of the smuggling incident went straight to the White House. With frequent reports coming out of Afghanistan that the Taliban were seeking to establish a WMD program, with the help of Pakistani scientists, alarm bells rang across the Intelligence Community. CIA wanted a specialist in the country, and Wilkes was assigned from the Agency�s Counterproliferation Center.
Geographically, Tajikistan was ideal land for smuggling and hiding terrorists. The country had only two major population centers � Dushanbe and Khorugh � with small villages scattered in between. The landscape was mountainous, with porous borders, making it easy to travel unseen and disappear. Security along the eight hundred mile shared border with Afghanistan consisted of remote outposts manned by inadequately trained and underpaid conscripted soldiers. Gorno-Badakhshan, an autonomous province where the Tajik government exercised zero authority, occupied nearly two thirds of the country�s landmass.
Over eighty percent of Afghan heroin bound for Western Europe transited through here. Human trafficking was rampant, with Tajikistan serving as a significant source of children and women headed to Russia where they became sex slaves. The men ended up in Russia or Kazakhstan to work in forced labor.
But it wasn�t slaves or drugs that concerned CIA, but rather the proliferation of the assorted components � human, mechanical, and scientific � to build a dirty bomb, including the vast quantities of assorted radioactive materials that simply disappeared from scientific research institutions inside the politically unstable countries that once comprised the Soviet Union. Quantities of these materials were poorly inventoried, with records lost or destroyed, so once a sample was found in the possession of a smuggler, it was nearly impossible to determine the source. In just one year, the International Atomic Energy Agency recorded over one hundred incidents of illicit smuggling of radioactive materials, most of them in Central Asia.
So far, Wilkes had spent most of his time here conferring with scientists from Tajikistan�s Institute of Physics and Engineering and GKNB border security officers. Adding to his difficulties, he often had to fight for access to Dushanbe station�s agents � the foreign nationals recruited by CIA officers to act as spies � who would have insight into smuggling and, maybe if they were lucky, have contacts within the IMU. Cramer�s agreeable cooperation with Wilkes all but ended when it came to his agents, of whom he was fiercely protective.
In fact, Wilkes was more than a little surprised that Cramer had asked him to see CERTITUDE alone. Usually Cramer or Gerald Rashid, the station�s best Tajik-Farsi speaker, dealt with CERTITUDE. But Cramer had a meeting later that afternoon, and Rashid was away on other business until tomorrow. So in the interests of showing the prized Tajik agent a familiar face, Wilkes was sent. He�d met CERTITUDE once before, when he�d tagged along with Cramer.
Overall, Tajikistan was a relatively safe posting and was classified as neither a denied area of operations nor a non-permissive environment in CIA vernacular. Wilkes had refused a contractor to accompany him for personal security during his stay in the country, but he still kept a Glock 19 concealed beneath his leather jacket, especially when making forays into bandit country.
Although the country had grown far more politically stable and secure since a violent civil war that came close to turning the former Soviet republic into an anarchic failed state, it was still not without its dangers. Gorno-Badakhshan Autonomous Province was home to numerous warlords with private militias and a rebel movement growing increasingly popular amongst disaffected Tajik Pamiris. Attacks were on the rise over the past several months, although so far the militants had set their sights on government and military targets.
But Wilkes was no stranger to operating in hostile environments. He�d served on the task force that dismantled AQ Khan�s nuclear proliferation network in Pakistan and Malaysia. He�d searched for WMDs in post-Saddam Iraq. He�d entered war torn Libya after Ghadaffi was slaughtered to secure the remnants of that dictator�s chemical weapons arsenal. Most recently, he�d accompanied an insertion element into Syria to recover soil samples after a chemical weapons attack against rebel held villages. He thought he was capable of handling himself in this pacified, backwater ex-Soviet republic.
Another hour passed, and Wilkes came up onto Khorugh.
This is the capital of the Gorno-Badakhshan province, home mostly to ethnic Pamiris, and located within a deep river valley at the confluence of the Panj and Ghund rivers. The city is surrounded on all sides by mountains. Although a quiet and beautiful city largely untouched by modern development, it�s also one of the poorest places in a country already known for its rampant destitution. Vehicular traffic was light, and many parts of the city appeared downtrodden, with beggars and assorted vendors in the streets. Khorugh�s geographic location made it an ideal place for rafting and mountain climbing, but the tourism industry was small here, and insufficient to bolster the local economy.
Navigating the narrow streets, Wilkes, the broad-shouldered ex-marine from Oklahoma, didn�t stand out too badly. The various NGOs and international organizations providing food, medical aid, and utility services to the locals all drove around in SUVs and 4x4s, so a Land Rover driven by a Westerner didn�t inherently draw attention.
Wilkes took thirty minutes to run an SDR, or surveillance detection route, which came up dry, as expected, but in a country where the Russian and Chinese intelligence services, not to mention the Iranians, actively targeted Americans, one needed to be sure. The Tajiks were a concern, too, but GKNB didn�t venture far outside of Dushanbe.
Wilkes pulled over in front of a coffee shop across the street from Khorugh State University. Classes were in session this time of year, and the area flourished with activity. He put the Land Rover in park and waited. CERTITUDE appeared on time. Wilkes recognized him immediately and spotted the rolled-up newspaper tucked under the man�s right arm, signaling that he was clean. A newspaper under his left arm was the signal to abort.
Wilkes threw the Land Rover into gear and accelerated. He made a right at the first intersection, drove another two blocks, and passed CERTITUDE, who was still walking in the same direction, his back to Wilkes.
Wilkes stopped alongside an abandoned factory, away from the busy streets. He turned the wheel, pointing the tires to the left, the signal for CERTITUDE that he, too, was secure.
A few blocks ahead, the street eventually ran to a dead-end, a closed-off construction site that hadn�t seen any progress since Wilkes� last visit here the previous month. Off the main street and away from the university campus and the local shops, the sidewalks and streets were much less congested here.
Stealing glances into his rearview mirror, Wilkes slowly grew anxious. A few minutes passed � he was glancing constantly at the digital clock in the console � but no CERTITUDE.
Over a minute passed, an inordinate amount of time for the short distance CERTITUDE had to cover, and long enough for it to consciously register in Wilkes� mind as an abnormality. He shifted around in his seat and turned his head around to look back through the rear windshield.
Then he saw a figure step up beside the front passenger side door.
Wilkes couldn�t see his face in its entirety, just the stubble growth around the thin, cruel line of a mouth. The man was too tall and standing too close to the Land Rover for Wilkes to get a good look at him, but his wide, solid build, although disguised by loose-fitting gho knee-length robe, was inconsistent with CERTITUDE�s slight, gaunt frame.
It took a further millisecond for Wilkes� brain to register certain sensory input and become cognizant of the fact that the ring-finger on the hand now reaching for the door handle did not have CERTITUDE�s trademark Pamiri ring. It was a simple and bland thing, silver with an inscription in Tajik Farsi, a gift from CERTITUDE�s wife. Its absence triggered the final alarm bell.
Wilkes� right hand instinctively made a pass for the Glock, while his left moved to the console, to lock the door, but his finger didn�t make contact with the switch in time, and the passenger door swung open.
Wilkes never got a clear glimpse of the man�s entire face, but he saw the short barrel of the Makarov PMM double-action hover in the open doorway.
He didn�t panic, but strapped into the limited space of the driver�s seat, with no room in which to maneuver, prevented him from reacting as quickly as he otherwise was able.
Somewhere inside his mind, he heard his training instructor at the Farm reprimanding him for not throwing the Land Rover into gear and putting his foot against the gas the second he saw that the man outside the Land Rover wasn�t his contact. Too late now, he realized, that would have been the course of action to save his life, but he�d already chosen another and was now stuck seeing this one through.
The holster was on his left side. Wilkes had always been more comfortable with reaching across with his right to cross-draw, but he�d never trained to do that seated behind a steering wheel with the threat standing outside his passenger door.
Time seemed to slow and so, too, did his body, or so it frustratingly seemed. His hand felt suddenly slow and heavy in withdrawing the Glock. The weapon just wasn�t clearing the holster swiftly enough.
He heard the hammer of the Makarov�s discharge and felt the 9mms hit.
The first one grazed below a rib on its way into his liver, which ruptured. The second burrowed easily through the soft tissue of his right lung, deflating it. He convulsed in his seat and reached around with his left hand to clasp the wound in his side. Dark blood soaked through his shirt. Futilely, he continued trying to raise the Glock with his right hand, the only thing he could do, but the next shot drilled through the side of his head and terminated his brain function.

TWO

Dushanbe
Robert Cramer�s office occupied the corner of a five room office suite on the third floor of the American embassy building on Rudaki Avenue in Dushanbe�s American Corner. Low and squat, the embassy was a yellow and gray compound made of marble and cement, with dark, reflective glass windows. Its modern trappings and fortress-like design stood out amongst the surrounding Islamic and Central Asian-style architecture and Soviet-era structures of the Tajik capital.
Cramer�s official position was public affairs assistant. Only eight people on the embassy staff � including the ambassador, deputy chief of mission, regional security officer, and the staff of the small CIA section � were officially cleared and aware of his true position as the Central Intelligence Agency�s Dushanbe chief of station, although speculation naturally ran rampant in such a small building.
Outside the embassy walls, GKNB was also probably aware of Cramer�s position. In friendly countries, like Britain, France, or Germany, the local CIA station chief was declared to the host government, and the host government was likewise informed of intelligence operations launched on their soil. While Tajikistan wasn�t hostile, it also wasn�t exactly friendly, and Dushanbe maintained much closer ties with Moscow than it did with Washington, so Cramer�s real position became a poorly kept a secret.
Currently a GS-12 on the US Government�s civilian pay-scale, Cramer had spent twenty-six of his fifty-five years in the service of the Central Intelligence Agency, and seven years before that in the air force. He�d attended Dartmouth College on an ROTC scholarship, graduating with degrees in Economics and International Relations. He was quickly assigned to the Defense Intelligence Agency as a specialist in Soviet weapons systems.
Not wanting to spend his life behind a desk studying satellite photos, counting tanks and missiles, he left DIA and, now fluent in Russian thanks to the Defense Language Institute, was welcomed at the Farm, as Camp Peary was known, where new recruits underwent training in tradecraft, self-defense, and spotting, recruiting, and handling agents.
His first overseas tour was in Pakistan, toward the end of the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, providing aid to the Afghan mujahedeen. He did so well there that, after the Cold War, Langley kept him in the region. He was in Nagorno-Karabakh with non-official cover during the war between Armenia and Azerbaijan. He helped rig elections and buy politicians in Georgia. He�d made covert forays into Afghanistan to spy on bin Laden and provide weapons and cash to the Northern Alliance, and futilely warned his superiors back home about the threat posed by a group called al-Qaeda. After 9/11, he spent the better part of eight years on the front lines of Afghanistan and Pakistan.
During this time, Cramer made a number of close contacts amongst diplomats, military and intelligence officers, and assorted community and tribal leaders, who had become close personal friends. That was the way to acquire first-rate intelligence, the kind you couldn�t get from reading people�s e-mail and looking at satellite photos.
Once, he�d convinced a Kazakh army colonel to hand over a brand-new T-91, Russia�s latest tank model, and it cost CIA�s bean-counters nothing more than a few cheap dinners and several bottles of vodka. Langley was grateful for the tank, but they reprimanded Cramer for buying alcohol on the Agency�s expense account and expected him to save every receipt.
Cramer understood Dushanbe was his last field assignment before retirement.
After this tour, once he was recalled to Langley, there would be nowhere to go from here, other than perhaps a job as an instructor at the Farm. He had no interest in ending an otherwise productive and rewarding career by recounting everything he knew to some young, na�ve recruits, most of whom would never even serve overseas or recruit agents or have to utilize anything they�d been taught. Most would digitally push papers and drink coffee and work a nine-to-five shift, and then return to their middle-class homes in the surrounding suburbs around Langley and DC.
The only alternative was likely some menial position, like special adviser to the deputy director on Central Asian affairs, and an office where he would be kept out-of-sight and out-of-trouble, forgotten. They�d never make him a division or desk chief. Those lofty positions went to professional careerists who wrote the right reports and provided favorable analysis that towed the Company line and who sported Ivy League class rings.
Cramer�s predecessor had been recalled to Langley following a small sex scandal involving himself and a secretary on the ambassador�s staff and reports of alcohol and substance abuse. If the story hadn�t made the papers and cable news, where the word �rape� had been thrown around rather flagrantly in the interests of sensationalism, then Langley probably would have ignored the problem and allowed things to continue as they were. Dushanbe station hadn�t produced any worthwhile intelligence, but it was quiet and didn�t create any ripples in the water, which was a job well done, as far as the Seventh Floor was concerned.
And Cramer probably would have already been forced back to Virginia had this backwater post not suddenly become available and presented the director of the National Clandestine Service (D/NCS) a suitable post to dump him and keep him out of the way for a couple years, while also turning around this little station in a vital region.
Tajikistan, and Central Asia as a whole, was becoming increasingly important to American interests. The well-intentioned but often short sighted D/NCS wanted to take the opportunity to put an experienced and veteran intelligence officer at the helm of Dushanbe station. D/NCS pulled rank and gone over the head of Cramer�s immediate superior, the Central Eurasia Division chief, to give him the job.
Truth was, D/NCS did Cramer a favor by putting him in Dushanbe, keeping him in the field a little while longer and convincing the Seventh Floor that they needed an old pro like Cramer to turn-around one of the Agency�s smallest stations that continuously offered piss-poor performance and intelligence product.
And Cramer had so far been immensely successful, exceeding all of Langley�s low expectations over the past three years. Regardless of personal animosities and burnt-out cynicism, when Cramer was presented with a job, he did it well and went all out, giving it everything he had.
He wasn�t some chief of station who left his office only to attend diplomatic cocktail receptions and barred his officers from recruiting locals as agents, so as not to offend the host government. It often put him at odds with the ambassador, but Cramer was one of those rare station chiefs who expected his officers to actively engage in the business of espionage and take risks, and he led by example.
In Dushanbe, Cramer immediately brought in veteran case officers, with whom he had previously worked in Europe and Central Asia. He re-organized the small station from the bottom up, expanding the staff from three case officers to five. Under Cramer�s stewardship, they established a small but valuable network of highly placed agents, including a couple rare and oh-so valuable Russians and even a high ranking Chinese trade official.
Under Cramer�s predecessor, most of Dushanbe station�s intelligence came from official meetings and briefings with the Tajik Defense and Interior Ministries or GKNB, or even local newspapers, nothing of any relevance or usefulness that told the White House what was really happening inside the country. Now the station regularly provided the White House with first-rate product on the workings of the Tajik government and economic and political conditions within the country.
But nothing ever stays the same.
In three months, Cramer�s stint was up, and he�d sit down before D/NCS�s desk, where he�d get a pat on the back and be sent unceremoniously out the door.
Shortly after 1:00PM, the flip phone sitting on Cramer�s desk vibrated. It was a cheap, pay-as-you-go cell purchased locally. Tajikistan had surprisingly vibrant cell phone coverage, supported by a Kazakhstan-launched satellite and supplemented by European satellites. The phone was undeclared to the Agency and the embassy. His possession of it violated numerous security protocols.
Cramer grabbed the phone and looked at the number. It was the call he�d been expecting since early morning, when he�d sent Wilkes to meet CERTITUDE in Khorugh. He flipped the phone open, thumbed the �send� button, and said, �Yes?�
He listened for several seconds before ending the call.
Then, he selected and dialed another number from his contacts. The phone rang three times before being picked up. �I�m leaving now,� Cramer announced in flawless Russian and hit �end.�
Other than the clothes on his back, he carried only $10,000 cash in $100 dollar bills in two sealed envelopes stuffed in his pockets and a Beretta 92FS in a holster concealed beneath his suede jacket. It would have been nice to bring along a couple changes of clothes and other items, but being seen leaving the embassy with a case, or bag or having items missing from his office or personal apartment, would raise questions.
There was little for him to leave behind anyway, just some clothes, books, and files. He was never one to accumulate useless possessions and was not prone to placing sentimental value on material objects, so he owned nothing that was not necessary and could not be easily replaced. There was nothing that could compromise him. He�d already carefully destroyed those few relevant files or notes. He excelled at discretion and covering his tracks.
Cramer headed out the door of his office, through the CIA section�s cipher lock door, down the empty hallway, and to the staircase. He descended the stairs to the ground floor and went down another hallway. He passed a young woman he recognized from the ambassador�s staff and nodded his head politely and said hello as he passed her. Half a minute later, he was through a set of heavy double doors and across the main lobby.
He proceeded through Post One, the security checkpoint at the front of the building, manned by the local Marine Security Group detachment. One of the uniformed marines on duty recognized him and wished him a pleasant afternoon. Cramer nodded his thanks and smiled curtly, but said nothing, as he walked past the marine and stepped outside into the dry, warm air.
Although appearing rushed and unsociable, this was not at all unusual for Cramer. He was known to be brusque and rarely, if ever, stopped to make idle small-talk with the other embassy staff. Some station chiefs were social butterflies, in part to help maintain their cover and remove any mystery about what it was they did at the embassy, since secrecy invariably resulted in water cooler and urinal gossip. Others, like Cramer, maintained their privacy and cared little for what others in the building speculated or said.
Outside, on Rudaki Avenue, Cramer hailed a cab and gave the driver his destination.
It didn�t matter if any of the marines saw him enter the cab or in what direction it then proceeded to travel. Some point soon, there would invariably be an investigation into the day�s events, and the marines would be questioned and would report that they saw Cramer leave the embassy at 2:34PM. It would be noted in the marine security detachment�s log, and the surveillance cameras would confirm this. And when the investigators searched his office and personal residence, going through his safe, file cabinets, and hard drive, they would learn he had been on his way to meet CK/SCINIPH � the CK digraph denoted that the agent was Russian.
Invariably, GKNB would be brought into the fold and put on his trail, but he was confident it would be too, little too late. He�d likely be out of the country soon enough. He was taking an enormous risk, operating unilaterally, but at this point he couldn�t trust any of his colleagues from Dushanbe station or any of the agents in his network. Not after what had happened with Wilkes. He didn�t know how far this went.
Except SCINIPH. He was the only one Cramer trusted.
Cramer questioned, not for the first time, how it came to this and at what point everything went wrong. He didn�t follow the train of thought, though. He�d already made his decision, and there was no going back now.
At least the tension of waiting all afternoon for the phone call had subsided, replaced with the confidence that it was done and he was on his way out of here. He turned his mind toward more pleasant thoughts, such as where he would retire to when this mess was all over. He considered the south of France or perhaps the Costa del Sol of Spain as likely spots.
For the last four years, home had been a cheap apartment outside Alexandria, for the brief periods of time he found himself grounded, between overseas assignments or tours. His ex-wife had taken his Alexandria townhouse following the divorce settlement. He was still paying the mortgage on it, plus the college tuition costs of a spoiled, self-absorbed twenty year old daughter he had not spoken to in over a year.
There was nothing for him back home, and home itself was a strange concept to him, one that never had any particular relevance to him. He had spent most of his life in different places, often different countries, for up to a year at a time. He felt like he had little to lose, and it made it easier to accept the risks he now took.
The taxi stopped outside of a squalid, four story apartment building.
Cramer handed the driver a wad of cash. He tipped him well, but not so well as to be remembered later, and quickly exited the car. As he approached the front entrance of the building, the cab was already gone.
Cramer used the spare key he�d been given to enter the building. There was no one else in sight, and he took the stairs to the third floor.
SCINIPH wanted to have this meeting in private and had told Cramer that this was a secure location. Cramer surmised that it was a Russian safe house.
Following the instructions given him, Cramer reached a heavy wooden door at the end of the hallway. Using his key, he entered the corner apartment without knocking.
It was dark inside, with the shades drawn over the windows.
SCINIPH waited, seated in an armchair, smoking a cigarette.
But Cramer hadn�t expected the other three men in the apartment.
One, he recognized at once from his description and the numerous stories he�d heard. The man�s strong Slavic features, shaved head, and the small shaded tattoo of a spider crudely rendered on the left side of his neck were immediately distinctive features.
The presence of the other two men � Uzbeks � reinforced the uneasy knot in the pit of his stomach. He recognized one of the Uzbeks from GKNB counterterrorism files.

THREE

Virginia
Avery was halfway through the movement of his fourth repetition when the cell phone on the table across the room rang. He swore softly, at once furious at the break in his concentration. His arms stopped in place for an instant, his first instinct to lower the weights, but then he inhaled deep and resumed shoulder-pressing the pair of seventy-five pound dumbbells over his head. Lowering the weights slowly and deliberately, he released the air from his lungs. He did this one more time, after which he was incapable of performing a seventh rep.
The ringing continued. There was only one person who would call him on this phone. Calls were infrequent, but he still always kept the phone fully charged with the volume up and within reach at all times of the day, every day, wherever he went. He dropped the dumbbells onto the rubber matted floor on either side of the inclined bench. His heart pounded. His chest rose and fell with each breath. A burning line ran down the inside of each of his deltoids, and his triceps bulged.
He took four steps across the spare bedroom he�d converted into a weight room, grabbed the phone with his right hand and, without glancing down to see the caller, thumbed �answer� on the touch screen, while taking the towel in his opposite hand to wipe up the sweat dripping from his face.
�Hello,� he said in between intakes of air.
�Avery, how are you?� The familiar voice was laced with a barely discernable southern drawl. It was the first voice Avery had heard in four days, felt longer though, since he�d gone to Quantico earlier that week to put rounds down range with a buddy from DEA.
�I�m doing well, thank you.�
�There�s a job for you. I�ll see you at one; my office. Be ready to travel.�
The call ended.
Avery set the phone back down and guzzled water from a plastic bottle. He took half a moment to collect his thoughts, re-focus his mind, and returned to the weights. He needed to do three more sets before completing this week�s shoulder work-out. It looked like he no longer needed to consider tomorrow�s legs work-out, which suited him just fine.
He�d been training, preparing, and waiting for this call for the last fifteen weeks, since returning from the last job. The last week in particular he�d started to grow anxious and impatient, eager for something new on which to focus his mind and take him away from here. He wondered where it was this time, but it didn�t matter. He went where he was needed.
It might be a week between jobs, might be a month, Avery never knew, but whenever Matt Culler called him, he was grateful for it. He often thought where he�d be without Matt�s jobs, and the answer presented a singularly bleak, empty alternative to his existence.
* * *
Four hours later, Avery passed through the metal detector and turnstiles, and checked in at the security desk in the foyer of the Original Headquarters Building of the George Bush Center for Intelligence. The security officer had Avery empty his pockets and relieved him of his cell phone. Cell phones and electronic devices were strictly prohibited here. Avery was then given a green badge, the one worn by private contractors while at CIA headquarters. The electronic chip in the badge allowed security to track his movement anywhere on the premises and restricted his access to certain areas. Avery had no doubt security would keep tabs on him. Many still considered him unwelcome here, and he was sure his name was flagged. Security would search him again on his way out, to make sure he hadn�t managed to swipe a USB drive or stuff classified documents down his pants, both of which people have been caught doing in the past.
Avery declined an escort � he knew the way. He took the elevator to the fourth floor and passed through the glass-ceilinged entry corridor into the New Headquarters Building, a six story glass building built into the hills behind the Original Headquarters Building in the 1980s. Along the way, he was passed twice by uniformed security officers, which he didn�t for a second think was coincidence.
It had been a two and a half hour drive from his cabin in the backwoods of West Virginia�s Blue Ridge Mountains. He did seventy most of the way on the interstate in his Jeep Cherokee, slowing only when his radar detector chirped, alerting him to the presence of a nearby State trooper or a speed trap. His Jeep sat now in the parking lot, with his gear and a weeks� worth of clothing stashed in the back.
Although he welcomed the prospect of a job, he always hated coming to headquarters. He felt uncomfortable and out of place here. When he was on the regular payroll, he�d always spent most of his time in the gym or the library. The atmosphere and layout felt too much like a university campus. An apt comparison, he felt, given the fact that most of the staff here were young, right out of school, and spent most of their day writing and reading reports, far removed from the realities of the outside world.
Wearing rumpled jeans and a black t-shirt that looked like it had been through the wash too many times, Avery stood out amongst the professionally dressed staff. Passing them in the corridors, they looked straight ahead with an air of busy superiority and didn�t even acknowledge him with eye contact, or they gave him sideways glances as he passed them.
Avery checked in with the secretary manning a desk in the fifth floor office suite where Culler worked. She buzzed Culler, and a second later, Avery heard the release of the lock from inside the office. Like all offices, entry to Culler�s was granted through a tiny vestibule that lay between two sets of doors. This was to prevent anyone walking by outside from catching a glimpse inside an office where classified materials were kept or seeing who was visiting a particular office when the door was open as someone entered or left.
Culler stood up and came around his desk to greet Avery.
He was tall, almost Avery�s height, and, despite his forty-four years, he still maintained a lean physique and stood erect. He lacked the hunched stoop, paunch, and double chin of so many of his colleagues. He hadn�t allowed physical stagnation to take over, despite spending the last seven years behind a desk. That�s when he�d gone from chief of station, Kabul, where he�d first met Avery, to director of the CIA�s Counterterrorism Center, to the Global Response Staff.
Occasionally, Avery ran with Culler, and he never needed to lighten his pace to allow the older man to keep up. Avery believed someone�s outward appearance and maintenance was a physical manifestation of what was inside, and he respected Culler as a committed, disciplined individual.
Culler ran deniable ops for the director of the National Clandestine Service, under the guise of the Global Response Staff, which provided independent contractors, recruited from the military and police SWAT units, to work undercover as bodyguards for case officers, do security at CIA bases and stations, and even operate as agent handlers and intelligence gatherers in high risk environments. The two former navy SEALs killed during the attack on the American consulate and CIA base in Benghazi came from the Global Response Staff.
The most lethal and proficient of these operatives are informally known as scorpions.
Avery shook the proffered hand.
�I see you�re keeping well,� Culler said, returning to his seat. Avery sat down in one of the chairs across from him. Culler�s office was what one would expect of a professional intelligence officer: sterile, sparse, and rigidly organized.
�Always good to see you, Matt,� Avery replied. He didn�t do small talk, awkward and obstinate. He skipped the pleasantries and knew Culler understood and would take no offense if he didn�t inquire into the well being of Culler�s wife and children, pictures of whom adorned his desk, the only personal affects in the office. Avery noted that a thickly padded, orange tabbed file folder lay on Culler�s desk.
Avery declined the offer of coffee, opting instead for a bottle of unsweetened tea from the mini-fridge. �So what is it this time?� he asked.
�There�s a developing problem in Tajikistan. We�ve lost two officers within the last twenty-four hours, including the station chief. One is confirmed KIA. The COS�s status remains unknown at this time. Planning for the worst, we must assume he has been taken by hostile agents and is currently undergoing torture and interrogation.�
�Who�s the new star to the memorial wall?� Avery didn�t mean for the inquiry to sound as flippant as it did and at once regretted his choice of words. He personally knew several of the names to the anonymous stars on the Wall of Honor in the main lobby of CIA headquarters. More names had been added in the last twelve years than the last five decades combined, most of them paramilitary officers and contractors.
�Tom Wilkes, a counterproliferation officer on special assignment to Tajikistan. He was investigating links between the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan and nuclear smuggling.�
�And the station chief?� asked Avery.
�Someone you may know. Veteran ops officer named Robert Cramer. He�s a pro, one of the best in NCS.�
Avery blinked. It was difficult to catch him off-guard, but he allowed his surprise to show for a split second. �Yeah, I�ve worked with him in Afghanistan and Pakistan when I first joined the Agency. He was my base chief. He�s a smart, skilled operator and knows his job, but he wasn�t without his faults. Too bitter, and he was always too confrontational with superiors, like he was being disagreeable just for the sake of it.�
Culler arched his eyebrows. �That�s a pretty harsh critique coming from you.�
Avery seemed not to hear the remark. �To be honest, I�m rather surprised he�s still on the payroll. Last time I saw him, three, four years ago, he was being recalled from Afghanistan over some mishap and on the verge of being retired. He was pursuing the enemy a little too aggressively for some people�s liking back here, I reckon.�
�He�s close to forced retirement, mostly because he�s pissed off too many of the wrong people at Langley,� Culler confirmed. �It�ll be a shame to see him leave. The service could use more officers like him. It�ll be a bigger shame to see him go out like this, like Bill Buckley.�
He referred to the Beirut chief of station who had been abducted and then tortured for several months by Hezbollah terrorists and Iranian agents. After every last secret had been forcefully pulled out of his mouth, blowing American intelligence networks in Lebanon, he was finally, mercifully, executed.
�Secretly, the Seventh Floor�s hoping he�s already dead,� Culler said, being surprisingly frank, Avery thought. �If he�s talking to Iranian or al-Qaeda interrogators, our intelligence capabilities in the region will be impaired for the next decade, longer. If they torture him, he�ll hold out long as he can, but he�ll break eventually. A man can only take so much. The only upside is that Cramer is a mean, stubborn old bastard, and I can trust him try to drag it out and give us time to protect our people. His last medical report shows that he�s in excellent health, especially for his age.�
Avery nodded. He�d gone through National Clandestine Service training at the Farm and knew the basics of spook tradecraft, including mock interrogations and simulated torture, like sleep and sensory deprivation, solitary confinement, and water boarding. It was as close to the real thing as they could make it, similar to the Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape (SERE) training he�d undergone in the army.
An intelligence agency generally acted on the assumption that a captured agent undergoing torture would breakdown and begin talking within thirty-six hours, as proven by past episodes of agents being taken. That�s the timeframe Langley allowed before sources and ops needed to be considered compromised. It was up to D/NCS and the Central Eurasia Division chief to work out whether or not any of Dushanbe station�s agents were blown and worth risking additional assets to extract.
�Why come to me? I�m sure there are already half a dozen agencies working this. This isn�t a normal job for scorpions.�
�Right,� Culler said. �Office of Security is investigating this matter, but we both know they�re mostly interested in placing blame and covering the Seventh Floor�s ass. Then bring in the Diplomatic Security Service, FBI, and the Tajik KGB. You know how that will go. It�s going to become a long, drawn-out investigation, with everyone pointing fingers and fighting for turf. We do not have that kind of time. Bob doesn�t have that kind of time. We need someone who doesn�t have an agenda and whose hands won�t be tied, someone who can gather the evidence and follow it to its conclusion and take immediate and direct action, if the situation calls for it.
Avery was by no means a stranger to this sort of job. After serving in the Agency�s paramilitary Special Activities Division (SAD), he�d worked as a �cleaner,� salvaging and sanitizing blown or compromised operations overseas. He�d quietly go in, remove the Agency�s fingerprints from an embarrassing situation or mitigate the potential for blowback, and slip back out.
He felt an added pressure now, though. Usually his was the only life on the line. He took comfort in knowing that if he fucked up, he was dead or in jail, which wouldn�t matter to anyone else. He didn�t like being responsible for someone else�s life. It had been different when he was in the army, working as part of a larger, cohesive unit. But later, with SAD in Iraq, when he�d been tasked with locating and rescuing an aid worker taken hostage, and failed to bring her out by a matter of minutes, instead recovering a decapitated body, he�d decided he wanted only to look out for himself. The fact that he personally knew Cramer only added to the burden.
�What�s the opposition?� Avery asked, trying to move his thoughts forward.
�No one has claimed responsibility, and there�s no physical evidence left behind, but we believe it�s terrorism, and that means either al-Qaeda or IMU.�
Avery had dealt with plenty of both during his time in Afghanistan.
The Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan was created after the collapse of the Soviet Union and was a close ally of the Taliban. Its membership comprised Central Asian Muslims, many of whom have served in the Russian military, and they had a reputation for being fierce and vicious fighters.
Avery had seen firsthand what they were capable of doing and sincerely hoped that those animals didn�t have Cramer. Avery would rather be killed outright than spend a few days held captive by IMU or al-Qaeda or Taliban. He prepared himself for the worst and realized the odds were against bringing Bob out alive.
�When do I leave?�
�Immediately,� Culler said. �There�s a Learjet being prepped at Andrews Air Force Base. It�s ready to take off when you are, and will take you directly to Dushanbe. You can read the briefing materials on the flight. Gerald Rashid, one of the people on Bob�s staff and acting chief of station, will meet you on the ground. You can stop at the Point to pick up whatever equipment you need.�
The Point, code named ISOLATION TROPIC, was the Defense Department�s Harvey Point Defense Testing Activity Facility, in North Carolina. This was where CIA based its Special Activities Division and trained foreign paramilitary forces, from Kosovar separatists to Palestinian Authority security forces. The Point also retained an armory of sanitized American-made and foreign-manufactured weapons and equipment.
�I�ll have twenty thousand dollars deposited into your personal account,� Culler said. �And you�ll have another ten thousand upfront for expenses.�
�What�s my cover for action?� Avery asked. This was important. He was accustomed to working without official cover, but under the circumstances, having to interact with others involved in the investigation, he doubted that would be the case this time.
�You�ll have diplomatic cover as a special investigator from State, so if the worst happens you�ll be declared persona non grata and kicked out of the country and not welcome back. You can contact me through the embassy.�
�I want a team from SAD or independent contractors standing by. Guys who can keep their mouths shut and follow orders. If I pinpoint Bob�s location and need to make a hot extraction, I�ll need them.�
�It�s already arranged,� Culler said. �A friend of yours � Poacher�s team is being redeployed to Tajikistan from the Afghan-Paki area of operations and will be on stand-by for any direct action contingences. I�m glad you�re onboard, Avery.�
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Tajikistan
10:00AM.
Avery�s first glimpse of Tajikistan came from 36,000 feet. Peering through the Learjet�s window, he watched as the terrain below shifted from flat, barren rock to fields of green to massive mountain ranges, some of which at the peaks of the Tian Shan were topped with glaciers, which fed lakes and rivers. He saw small villages scattered across the landscape, connected by unpaved roads, and he saw the Fergana Valley�s fertile plains and rolling hills.
A new day was already well underway in this country, and it was now almost two days since Cramer left the American embassy. Two days of Cramer possibly undergoing torture and revealing his encyclopedic knowledge of CIA secrets. Two days since Tom Wilkes became a corpse, leaving a wife and three children back home to suffer unspeakable anguish.
CIA officers are trained to withstand interrogation, but nobody was expected to hold out indefinitely against extreme torture. Everyone, even seasoned officers like Avery and Cramer, had their breaking point. Langley�s desk heads and division chiefs understood this harsh reality and could only hope that a captured officer would at least hold out long enough for them work on ways to mitigate the damage of blown ops and extract at-risk personnel.
But this was different. It wasn�t just a few agents or active ops in Tajikistan that were potentially compromised. Robert Cramer knew clandestine officers, agents, safe houses, and ongoing operations across Afghanistan, western China, Iran, Pakistan, and Russia. The potential damage was severe. If compromised it could easily take several years for the National Clandestine Service to rebuild its networks and capabilities in these countries.
The Learjet�s only passenger, Avery shared the cabin with one member of the flight crew who knew better than to talk to him or ask questions. Avery had slept through most of the flight, never knowing when the next chance might come while deployed.
The jet was flown by two ex-USAF pilots who were accustomed to making unusual flights with unusual passengers. Avery presumed that the aircraft was previously used for rendition flights. A section of four seats near the front of the cabin had been removed to create additional space, and old blood stains speckled the carpet.
Avery�s luggage filled the seats near him. He travelled with a black backpack, and two heavy diplomatic lockboxes whose content would be immune from search or seizure by Tajik authorities. The duffel bag and backpack were filled with a few extra changes of clothes, laptop computer with encrypted hard drive, high calorie protein and granola bars, and bottled water. Lots of bottled water.
The much larger and heavier cases contained his standard assortment of gear and equipment, including an M4A1 5.56mm carbine assault rifle with collapsible stock, suppressor, scope, tripod, and several spare magazines; Desert Eagle .50 semi-automatic pistol, Cold Steel combat knife, night vision device, urban ballistic vest, and a small assortment of surveillance equipment.�A shoulder holster worn under his black windbreaker held his Glock 17, and he wore a new pair of Colombia hiking boots.
When he left for a job, Avery didn�t always know what may come up, so he always went prepared with basic kit. He�d also retain the option of contacting Culler and procuring any other equipment he may need, most likely by way of diplomatic pouch, but that was best left as an absolute last resort. Obtaining gear from Langley meant money and resources and that invariably involved bean counters creating paper trails and records.
It felt good to have something to do again, to have purpose and be needed. Over two months since his last job, and Avery started to feel the sink into the familiar, purposeless void that inevitably clouded his mind in between jobs. Thinking that way, while Cramer was quite possibly being beaten and tortured, waiting to have his head chopped off by fanatics, and another man was already dead, made Avery feel callous, but it was the truth.
He�d spent the majority of the past fifteen weeks, since returning from his last job, routine bodyguard work in Tripoli, at his ranch house in the backwoods of West Virginia. When there wasn�t a job, he trained hard and stayed focused. He ran five miles four days a week. Each day, he targeted a different muscle group with weightlifting. Once a week, he practiced with firearms, either on the makeshift range in his backyard, or he�d make the drive to Quantico or the Point, where he�d also tackle the obstacle courses, the Kill House, or defensive driving courses to keep those skills sharp. Once a month, he�d make a day-trip rock climbing and hiking.
The confines of the jet�s cabin became stifling.
He wanted to get on the ground and get to work. The feelings of wasting time and waiting were always the worst for him, even more so now, with a life on the line.
A text from an old friend named Jack helped reign in some of the anxiety. Before leaving the US, Avery had contacted the former Special Forces NCO who currently did work for the Agency in the Hindu Kush, asking him if he had any local contacts. And he did. A Tajik named Dagar Nabiyev, who had worked as a fixer for the Northern Alliance during the Afghan war, was expected in Dushanbe later that day. Jack provided a time and place where Avery could find him.
Avery responded to the text with thanks and told Jack to call him on his regular number next time he was in the States.
* * *
The Learjet was received at a section of Dushanbe International Airport reserved for military and diplomatic flights, but this was rather misleading, as Dushanbe International resembled something more akin to a medium-sized airfield rather than a modern international airport. The military section was in reality two run-down hangars, one currently under Russian lease, the other used by Tajik troops.
The buildings and major infrastructure of the airport were built in 1964, and even some of the original structures from the 1920s and �30s remained intact. The main complex, terminals, and hangars had seen little renovation over the last fifty years. The Airbuses and the Boeings at the gates were the only things modern about the place.
A spotless black, armor-plated Toyota Forerunner with tinted windows sat on the apron in front of the hangar, reflecting sunlight. Avery cringed. The embassy vehicles screamed US Government and would easily stand out on Dushanbe�s streets. Nearby, there was a Russian-made GAZ jeep painted drab olive green with rooftop-mounted sirens and lights. It looked dirty, rundown, and all the more pitiful parked ten feet away from American opulence and luxury.
The Learjet had barely come to a complete halt, and Avery was already on his feet and gathering his things and sliding his arms through the straps of his backpack and putting on his mirror sunglasses and cap. Alerted to his urgency, one of the flight crew stopped what he was doing and opened the cabin door and collapsed the foldable staircase.
Avery picked up both of his cases and was quickly out the door and down the narrow stairs. The temperature was seventy-five degree, dry but with a light and pleasant breeze. After the time spent aboard the plane, breathing recycled air, it was a pleasant change.
He covered the twenty-five feet to the groups of waiting Americans and Tajiks.
He didn�t know what Gerald Rashid looked like, but one of the men in front of him appeared to be of Central Asian descent. Avery knew from the files supplied by Culler that Rashid�s father was the grandson of Pakistani immigrants and his mother a native New Yorker.�He wore khakis and a sky blue Oxford shirt. He was a bit taller than Avery�s five foot eleven, but lanky, easily fifteen pounds lighter than Avery�s one-ninety-five. He looked young, more like a college grad than a GS-11.
�Nick Anderson,� Avery said, using his cover name.
�Gerald Rashid.� He lowered his voice. �Sorry about the Tajiks showing up. State tipped them off. They�re not happy about your being here.�
�Who isn�t? The Tajiks or State?�
�Well, both,� Gerald said. He turned and waved toward a short Tajik with a bushy mustache. �This is Sergei Ghazan, Ministry of Internal Affairs. He�s heading up the Tajik end of the investigation.�
As he approached them, Sergei Ghazan oozed insincere courtesy, and Avery took an immediate disliking to him. �Welcome to the Republic of Tajikistan, Mister Anderson. First, let me assure you that my government�s law enforcement and security branches are doing everything within their power to find those responsible for these crimes committed against your citizens. I have been authorized to provide you any possible assistance, but first there are formalities that we must undergo. Given the emergency and the necessity to save time, your arrival has already been cleared through immigration, but I will need to verify your credentials and have the contents of your cases declared.�
Avery produced his ID, diplomatic credentials, and official documents bearing the State Department seal. Ghazan took these and gave them a cursory examination. Avery said, �As you can see, the contents of these cases are diplomatic materials and are exempt from search. My superiors thank you in advance for your cooperation. I�m sure the secretary of state will express to your government his appreciation.�
Ghazan frowned and shoved the documents back. He also gave Avery a card. �These are the numbers to my office and my personal cell phone. Please, feel free to contact me at any time if there is anything at all I may assist you with. We are fully committed to seeing that these criminals are found and brought to justice.�
�I appreciate that, sir.� Avery struggled to sound cordial and decided it best to be sparse with his words. He hated diplomatic shit where everyone acted polite while knowingly lying to each other�s faces and trying to fuck each other over. �At the moment, I need to confer with my colleagues, but I�ll contact you if there�s anything I need.�
They parted ways, and the Tajiks watched the Americans pile into the Forerunner. Avery and Gerald sat in the back row of seats. An embassy security officer sat up front.
�Is Ghazan really from the interior ministry?� Avery asked as soon as the doors were shut and the driver pulled away. An obvious, unmarked Tajik chase car appeared behind them.
�What do you think?�
�I think he�s Tajik KGB.�
�He�s a full colonel in GKNB�s counterintelligence section,� Gerald confirmed. �He heads a specialized tactical unit that we funded, trained, and equipped. But instead of targeting drug traffickers and terrorists, he goes after the president�s political opponents.�
Avery wasn�t surprised. Many authoritarian regimes were exploiting the war on terror to receive aid from the West and crack down on internal dissent.
�His people make half-ass attempts to compromise our people,� Gerald continued. �Fortunately, he�s not very good. He�s washed up, spends most of his time hitting his wife, and chugging vodka with the Russian station chief.�
�Is he getting in the way?�
�He�s a minor nuisance. He showed up today to get a good look at you and make his presence known, try to intimidate you a bit. He�s given us briefings on local bandits and terrorist threats, but that�s to advance an agenda. President Rahmon views this as an opportunity to make a move against the warlords in Gorno-Badakhshan and solidify his power. Ghazan�s secondary objective is to get close to us, identify our agents, and penetrate our ops here.�
�Oh, I�m sure Ghazan�s very eager to help. He�d love to rescue Cramer from Muslim terrorists, and then thoroughly debrief him.�
�Yeah, and no doubt FSB will be sitting in on the debriefing.�
Although SVR was Russia�s foreign intelligence agency, the Federal Security Bureau� domestic internal security � still operated within the former Soviet republics. In the countries whose governments maintained favorable relations with Moscow, like Tajikistan or Belarus, FSB cooperated with the security services. In Western-aligned countries, like Georgia, Moldova, or Ukraine, FSB acted subversively.
�What sort of help has Ghazan been offering?� Avery asked.
�He has watchers around the embassy twenty-four hours, and all embassy staff is now entitled to a tail, same with any Americans coming in from Dushanbe International, and you can bet that�ll include you. Colonel Ghazan apologizes for the inconvenience and stresses it�s simply a security precaution.�
�Ghazan will know that Cramer�s Agency. That�ll be obvious to anyone. But do the Tajiks know about Wilkes, too?�
�We�ve identified Tom as a lost tourist.�
�Right, an American tourist driving around Gorno-Badakhshan, near the Afghan border, alone, I suppose that�s completely common.�
�Hey, it was the best we could do,� Gerald said. Somewhat defensively, too, Avery observed. But he didn�t hold that against him. Gerald was essentially acting chief of station now, and he had a lot on his plate. �We didn�t know Wilkes was going to Khorugh and we had no cover prepared for his unannounced trip. It took everyone by surprise when his body turned up there.�
Avery arched an eyebrow. �Nobody knew what Wilkes was doing in Khorugh?� He noted the younger man�s reaction and added, �I�m not being critical. I�m not here to find scapegoats for the Seventh Floor. That�s the Office of Security�s job, but I do need to know what�s been going on around here, if I�m going to do my job.�
�The only time I�ve ever seen Khorugh come up is pertaining to CERTITUDE, one of our top Tajik agents.�
�Has anyone been in contact with CERTITUDE?�
�No longer possible,� Gerald said. �Earlier today, I learned through police sources that he was found dead outside Khorugh, just twenty miles away from where Wilkes was killed. My source provided the forensics and pathology reports, which show that they were killed by the same weapon, a Makarov 9mm, and within several hours of each other. We communicated with CERTITUDE through a shared e-mail account. Only Cramer, CERTITUDE, and I have access to it. There weren�t any messages, and nothing about a Sunday meeting.�
�Tell me about CERTITUDE,� Avery said.
�He�s a Pamiri trader, does business in Gorno-Badakhshan and Afghanistan. He has tribal connections with the warlords. Before he was killed, we�d tasked him, at Wilkes� insistence, with checking out a construction project underway in Gorno-Badakhshan and financed by a Ukrainian firm.�
�What kind of construction project?�
�Ostensibly, it�s a cement factory for humanitarian and development projects in Gorno-Badakhshan for a firm called Tajikistan Cement Investment and Development Company. We first caught wind of it a few months back, while investigating Pakistanis who had links to this company, including associates of Ali Masood Jafari.�
�The Pakistani nuclear scientist,� Avery said.
�Cramer looked into it personally and decided it wasn�t worth further expenditure of resources. But for some reason it really caught Wilkes� attention. It became a point of contention between Cramer and Wilkes. He resented Wilkes coming in and tying up resources to cover old ground.�
�And you�re thinking IMU is involved?� Avery asked.
�That�s the consensus around here.�
�Why�s that? IMU hasn�t claimed responsibility, no one has.�
�IMU involvement would be consistent with recent events around here,� Gerald said. �Since all this stuff with the nuclear smuggling came up and the IMU-Afghanistan connection, we�ve targeted IMU cells across the region, especially in the Fergana Valley. We called it PINION. It was a joint op with Tashkent station. We placed a penetration agent codenamed CREST, a Northern Alliance Uzbek who worked with our forces in Afghanistan, inside the IMU hierarchy. After two months, CREST dropped off the grid. A week later, Tajik police in Kanibadam discovered his mutilated body. Over the next several days, we lost three more highly placed agents. Our counterterrorism networks in the country are basically blown, and, across the border, Tashkent station is feeling the repercussions, too. It was a serious cluster fuck.�
PINION hadn�t been included in the files Culler had provided Avery.
�We don�t have any names or suspects yet. Well, that�s not entirely true. The Uzbek National Security Service identified an operative code-named Karakurt as the killer of two of our PINION agents. This is the first we�ve ever heard of him. I�ve run it through our allies, and no one else has anything on him either.�
�Karakurt?� asked Avery. He didn�t recall the name from Culler�s briefing packet.
�It�s a venomous spider indigenous to the Astrakhan region of Russia. It�s one of the deadliest spiders in the world.�
�Did you run this through Ghazan?�
�GKNB has nothing. But according to the Germans, there�s a particularly brutal and efficient Krasnaya Mafiya enforcer called Karakurt who comes from the Caucasus and has links to extremist groups in the former Soviet Union. We don�t have a physical description or name and no idea where to begin looking. Hell, he might not even exist.�
Avery filed away this bit of information about Karakurt. His instincts told him it could be important.
There was silence for several seconds as Avery digested this new information. Then he said, �I�m going to need access to Cramer�s office and all of his files.�

FIVE

Dushanbe
Avery was aware of their GKNB watchers observing them as they walked from the Forerunner, through Post One, and into the embassy. Even without Gerald�s advance warning, they�d still be easy to spot, two of them sitting in an Opel with official government plates. Avery shook his head. He wasn�t even here an hour, and already the Tajiks managed to make his job more difficult.
At Post One, Avery signed in using his Anderson identity. Then Gerald led him up a staircase to the third floor, through a cipher-lock door into the CIA station, and showed him into Cramer�s office.
The office was exactly what Avery would have expected of Cramer. It was clean and sparse, everything neatly organized, just as he�d compartmentalized as all aspects of his life, with very few personal effects, other than books and a couple framed pictures on the wall. Large political and topographical maps of the region adorned the opposite wall.
The pictures weren�t the typical ones with the CIA director or secretary of state or some other VIP that adorned the walls of so many Agency careerists. These pictures showed Cramer rugging it in the mountains of Afghanistan, with Northern Alliance tribesmen and bearded American Special Forces soldiers on horseback. Another showed a much younger Cramer standing in front of the wreckage of a Soviet Mi-24 gunship, beside an Afghan mujahedeen carrying a Stinger launch tube.
The two five-shelf bookcases were packed with volumes on Islam, post-Soviet Russian politics, philosophy, biographies, and the geography, history, economics, and politics of the region. Most visitors were amused to find John le Carr� and Frederick Forsyth hardcovers thrown in, too, but Avery didn�t care for fiction.
�When Bob left the embassy, he was on his way to meet an agent,� Avery said. �Who was this agent?�
�CK/SCINIPH is an FSB captain assigned to the Russian military contingent based at Ayni. He�s one of our most valuable Russian agents in the country.�
�Did Cramer ever make that meet?�
�We�re not sure. We haven�t been in contact with SCINIPH yet.�
�Why the hell not? He may be the last person to have seen Cramer alive.�
�SCINIPH is spooked, understandably so, and wants to hang low. Plus he�s going to be reluctant to start working with a new handler, someone he doesn�t know. He always dealt with Cramer, and no one else. Darren was going to see him tonight, if SCINIPH doesn�t call it off again. Maybe we�ll know more then.�
Gerald�s cell phone vibrated in his pocket. Grateful for the interruption and not having to explain himself further, he answered it. He listened for half a minute, acknowledged what he was told, and ended the call.
�This is it,� he told Avery urgently. He walked behind Cramer�s desk and dropped into the chair and turned on the computer.
Avery came over and stood behind him, looking over the younger man�s shoulder.
Gerald opened the web browser and logged into Intelink, the secure Internet network used by American intelligence agencies. He downloaded a file, and Windows Media Player popped open on the screen.
�This showed up three hours ago on a jihadist propaganda website. Analysts have just confirmed its authenticity.�
The video was of poor, grainy quality and looked like countless others to have appeared on the Internet over the years, first made popular by Iraqi insurgents.
Cramer sat in a chair. Two men wearing black ski masks stood on either side of him, towering over him. They were dressed in mismatched, ill-fitting camouflaged combat fatigues. One man carried an AK-47. The other held the long, curved blade of an Arab Jambiya dagger against Cramer�s throat. The IMU flag, bearing an open Koran against a blue globe within concentric yellow and black rings, covered the wall behind them.
Cramer appeared pale, bruised, battered, and bloodied. One eye was puffy and swollen shut, the other black and blue. His hair was disheveled. His white shirt was wrinkled and torn, with tiny dark stains on it from where the blood had dripped down from his face. His shoulders were hunched forward, like it was too painful for him to sit up straight. He stared into the camera with a vacant, downtrodden expression. It was a look Avery had never seen on Cramer before. He appeared completely defeated, worn out, and succumbed to despair, like a man who had already suffered greatly and knew that painful death was imminent and inescapable but also a welcome relief.
Avery felt uncomfortable seeing Cramer wounded and vulnerable. He remembered Cramer in the Afghan mountains, drawing up a battle plan with the tribal leaders of the Northern Alliance, confronting the enemy head-on. He�d always been confident and self-assured, a natural leader.
One of the masked men spoke in Uzbek. The English translation appeared in captions transposed over the bottom of the screen. Then there was silence. The masked man nudged Cramer�s throat with the blade, prodding him. Cramer barely moved, but on cue he finally spoke. His voice sounded coarse and weak as he stated his name and identified himself as a senior officer of the Central Intelligence Agency assigned to the Republic of Tajikistan. He stated that he was being held prisoner by the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan and that he was an enemy of the people of Islam. The masked man with the dagger then said that Cramer was to be tried for war crimes committed against the Muslim people. The IMU spokesman vowed that there would be no negotiating for Cramer�s release and that only God�s judgment would spare him.
The video ended.
Gerald replayed it once more.
Then he sat back in silence, staring at the screen with Avery, letting it sink in.
�I also have the video analysis,� Gerald said. He opened this file and skimmed through the contents. �But it doesn�t appear to offer any relevant insight. They did voice analysis and facial recognition to confirm that it�s really Bob. The voiceprint of the IMU spokesman doesn�t match anything NSA has on file, but their analysts confirm he�s a native Uzbek speaker. From the environment on screen and ambient, background noise, they�re unable to determine a location where this was recorded.�
Gerald continued clicking and kept reading quietly. After a minute, he raised his eyebrows and exclaimed, �Oh, shit!�
�What is it?� Avery asked.
�The Russians positively identified the IMU speaker as Otabek Babayev.�
Avery leaned in to look over Gerald�s shoulder at the file he�d just opened. At the top was a picture of a man with a long, scarred face, scraggly salt and pepper beard, and angry, hateful eyes.
�So what�s his story?�
�Babayev is a nasty, hardcore Jihadist piece of work,� Gerald explained. �He was a part of Namangani�s inner circle in the IMU. He graduated from an Iranian training camp in the Fergana Valley and fought in Afghanistan, Tajikistan, and Azerbaijan, but he didn�t appear on our radar until last year when he assassinated the Indian ambassador to Kyrgyzstan, blew up a school bus full of kids in Kabul, and beheaded an American aid worker in Kandahar. We�re also pretty sure he personally tortured and executed at least two of our PINION agents. He�ll work for any jihadist group that can afford him. He�s sold his services to the Taliban and Laskhar-e Taiba. If this guy is holding Cramer, then that�s some seriously fucked up bad news.�
Avery thought Langley would now turn to Moscow for assistance. The Russian special services, which actively pursued terrorists in Central Asia and the Caucasus, might have a lead. Plus Otabek Babayev was at the top of their hit list. CIA would also press Uzbekistan�s National Security Service to go after IMU targets within that country in the hopes of producing some new intel on Cramer�s location and captors. Inside Tajikistan, Dushanbe station would be working closely with the GKNB now.
Unfortunately, Avery had been involved with too many hostage recovery operations in Iraq and Afghanistan to believe that this would produce a desirable outcome.
�Well,� Gerald said, �at least we know what we�re dealing with and where to focus our resources. There�s no more speculation about what happened to Bob.�
But Avery still wasn�t convinced. �Maybe.�
Gerald frowned. �What do you mean �maybe�? There�s no maybe about it.�
�It�s supposed to look like IMU, no doubt about that, but the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan did not orchestrate this. I�d bet money on it.�
�You just saw it with your own eyes. What more do you need?�
�Come on,� Avery scoffed. �You�re going to tell me IMU blew one of your covert ops, penetrated a CIA station, systematically rolled up a whole agent network, assassinated an officer, and then grabbed the station chief? This Babayev asshole might be the new terrorist threat in the region, but he�s not that good. We annihilated IMU�s forces and took out their leadership when we first went into Afghanistan. They�ve just recently started putting themselves back together. They couldn�t pull off something this sophisticated without significant outside help. The IMU�s also more interested in smuggling heroin.�
�Maybe, but they still lend their operatives out to other regional militant and terrorist groups all the time � Afghan and Pakistani Taliban, al-Qaeda, Haqqani Network, Hezbi Islami, take your pick � for the occasional bombing or assassination. Outsourcing terrorism. Anyone of them would love to get their hands on one of our station chiefs.�
�And that may be the full extent of IMU involvement here,� Avery conceded. �You said yourself that Babayev is a freelancer, a mercenary. The operations against your network were the work of professional intelligence operators. Maybe IMU assets were used or involved as smokescreen or to provide muscle, but it was at the direction of another player. I think we�re looking at a false flag op.�
�Iran?� asked Gerald. �We�ve investigated links between Babayev and Qods Force. We know they�ve met on at least two occasions within the last six months.�
�Possibly,� Avery said. �The Iranians are capable and have the resources.�
Iran was also known to covertly meddle in the affairs of the poor, unstable Central Asian republics, having previously launched a terrorist campaign to undermine the government in Azerbaijan, and maintained ties to a wide variety of terrorist groups around the globe. Iranian intelligence also maintained an active presence in Tajikistan.
�Frankly, it�s not worth the time discussing it until we learn more. Otherwise, it�s just speculation, conjecture, wasting time, and I�m not here for that. I�ll leave that to the analysts.�
�Hey, I was originally an analyst,� Gerald said defensively. �After Georgetown I started out in the Directorate of Intelligence, Near East Division. Then someone discovered I spoke Farsi and Pashtu like a native. There was a shortage of fluent speakers on the Operations side, so they put me through the Farm and sent me to Kabul as an interpreter. So here I am.� He cleared his throat. �Anyway, what are you going to do from here?�
�The first thing I need is my own safe house. No way am I working out of the embassy.�
�Sideshow has already established a safe house.�
�Sideshow?� asked Avery.
�Codename for your back-up from the Point.� The designation for Poacher�s team changed with each deployment, and this was the first Avery heard of their current cryptonym. �They�re here on Canadian passports, and GKNB doesn�t give a shit about Canadians, especially if they�re writers and photojournalists researching a travel book on the Stans.�
That would work. Avery wanted to stay close to Poacher�s team in case he needed them.
�I can provide you with a vehicle and security escort,� Gerald offered.
�Like the shiny black tank with USG plates that picked me up from the airport? I�ll pass. I�d like to not have Ghazan�s goons watching my every move or give the IMU an easy target.�
�I�m sure we can arrange for more discrete transportation,� Gerald said.
�I�ll take care of it.�
�What about the security officer?�
Avery frowned. �What about the security officer?�
�New order from the director�s office. No Agency personnel are to leave the embassy or travel anywhere in the country without an armed security escort until further notice.�
�Yeah, see, I don�t go in for that kind of stupid shit.�
Avery had been in Iraq at the height of the insurgency war. Case officers meeting and recruiting agents travelled in Hummvees with an entourage of bodyguards in flak vests carrying assault rifles, sometimes with a helicopter escort if they were going into a really bad part of town. As a result, insurgents easily identified Iraqis collaborating with the American-led occupation.
�You may not have a choice,� Gerald said. �DCM and RSO want to meet with you to discuss your assignment here before you undertake any action.�
The deputy chief of mission was the second-in-command at the embassy, after the ambassador. And the ambassador was the president�s personally appointed representative and had authority over all US Government employees in the country, including CIA officers. The regional security officer came from the State Department�s Diplomatic Security Service and was the senior most law enforcement officer in the country.
Avery had no intention of speaking with either one. They would try to put him in his place, as they saw it, and control him, try to shoot him down before he even got off the ground, the way they likely did with any CIA officers on their turf. He was just surprised that they�d already been tipped off about his arrival.
Gerald seemed to read his thoughts. �Hey, I didn�t say anything, but it�s a small post, you know. Word gets around fast.�
�Yeah,� Avery said. �You think maybe that�s why we�re in this mess in the first place?�

SIX

Dushanbe; Dayrabot
Getting around the GKNB watchers didn�t prove to be terribly difficult, but it still cost valuable time. When Avery asked Gerald if the station had a JIB, he wasn�t surprised by the younger officer�s befuddled expression. Avery knew CIA�s Directorate of Science and Technology made its own jack-in-the-box and provided them to stations where officers were likely to encounter heavy surveillance from a hostile agency.
The CIA-manufactured version of a jack-in-the-box is a two dimensional cut-out of a man or woman�s upper torso and head that fits into a medium-sized briefcase and could be quickly erected inside a car. From a distance, it looked like a passenger. The purpose of a JIB was to allow someone to slip out of a car while in transit, so that the watchers won�t notice a missing head in the car.
But Dushanbe station didn�t have a JIB, so Avery improvised. Following a walk through the embassy, he was able to procure various odds-and-ends to assemble his own custom-made JIB. These items included a toilet plunger, wire coat hangers, packing tape, and glue, plus various articles of clothing from Gerald�s cooperative and amused colleagues.
The station kept various accessories for disguises, including a wig roughly matching the color and shade of Avery�s black hair. He trimmed the wig down to match his own close buzz-cut and used the scraps to shape together a short, unkempt looking beard. He assembled these hairpieces around a white balloon, which would serve as the head.
It didn�t matter that Avery�s decoy didn�t exactly look like a human being. It had the general appearance of one matching his description. Plus the GKNB watchers would be observing from a distance, and the Forerunner�s tinted windows would further help conceal his JIB.
Next, Avery sat down in the embassy�s Sensitive Compartmentalized Information Facility, or SCIF, literally a room within a room, with Gerald Rashid, an ops officer named Darren, and two marines from the security detail. Avery laid out what they needed to do.
They looked over a street map of Dushanbe and discussed what routes to take and where best to make the slip. Darren�s input was especially valuable here, as he knew the streets, traffic patterns, and layout of the city. However, this became overly confusing, because most Dushanbe streets do not have names. To navigate Dushanbe, you went by landmarks, not streets.
The biggest hurdle was going to be Avery�s equipment. He could easily take his backpack and duffel bag with him, but his two cases of gear would be cumbersome and potentially slow him down or even blow the whole maneuver. So these would be dropped off at a secondary location and quickly retrieved by one of Sideshow�s operators.
At 6:45PM, as the sun began to drop behind the mountains, they exited the embassy through a rear service door. Two identical Toyota Forerunners waited there, engines rumbling. The Forerunners sat one in front of the other and had pulled up a couple minutes earlier, so they surely had the GKNB�s full attention now. A marine in civilian clothing sat behind the wheel in each vehicle.
The Forerunners were behemoths and parked so that they blocked any view of the open service door. The GKNB officers sitting in the car across the street were unable to see exactly who was emerging from the embassy. They couldn�t even get complete descriptions and could barely get an accurate head count. To add further confusion, Avery and the others were dressed similarly, in windbreakers and black baseball caps.
Avery and Gerald slipped into the first Forerunner. Avery carried his backpack and duffel bag and took the spot behind the driver�s seat. Gerald carried the briefcase containing the components of their jack-in-the-box. Darren took Avery�s gear into the second Forerunner, and they were soon on their way.
The GKNB car slipped into traffic behind them, following them three blocks north to Shohtemur Street. There, the Forerunners split ways, the first going west, and the second east.
The driver of the GKNB car was forced to react immediately. He impulsively made the left-turn, going after the first Forerunner and swearing out loud as he did so. The GKNB officer riding shotgun struck a fist against the dash, and then called in the situation and requested a second vehicle to find the first Forerunner heading west.
Avery�s marine driver announced that the tail was still with them. At least if the GKNB had gone east after the second Forerunner, it would have been a simple matter of slowing down, so Avery could simply step out of the SUV with his gear. The guys in the second Forerunner would have to be alert now and identify their new tail before they dropped off Avery�s gear.
Avery assembled the pieces for the jack-in-the-box. He affixed the coat hanger to the end of the plunger and taped the balloon to the top of the hanger. Then he taped pieces of cardboard around the coat hanger, to give the upper body a bit of mass. He slid out of his jacket, fit it over the hanger, and zipped it up. He took off his cap and gently fit it on top of the balloon.
Gerald gave it a once-over and nodded his approval. He was too tense and anxious, having never done anything like this before outside of training. He didn�t want to be picked up by the GKNB. Avery told him to relax, breathe, and remember what he needed to do, and Gerald straightened his back and composed himself.
Four minutes later, the marine up front alerted Avery that they were very soon coming to the turn. Avery acknowledged the marine, even though he�d been keeping track of where they were going the whole time and was already aware of this. The GKNB vehicle was five car lengths back, with a taxi and a trailer-truck between them.
The left-turn onto Karamov Street would provide them several seconds completely out of sight of the GKNB chase car, while the Forerunner made the turn and before the GKNB car reached the intersection. That�s where Avery would make the slip.
Avery leaned up against his door, unlocked it, and gripped his left hand around the latch. He leaned forward to look over the driver�s shoulder, his eyes fixated on the road ahead, looking out for what was around and potential obstacles. Gerald was getting into position as well, to shut the door and move the JIB into position as Avery exited the vehicle.
The marine decreased speed, rolled through the intersection, and steered the Forerunner through the left-hand turn.
Avery scanned the street ahead and looked for an area to land, a spot clear of street signs, holes, curbs, and parked vehicles. The ground was all pavement or concrete, so there was nothing softer like grass or soil to aim for, but there were plenty of trees up ahead � planetrees with long and thin stumps were everywhere in Dushanbe � that would make good cover.
The Forerunner was doing twenty-five miles per hour. That meant Avery�s body would travel approximately two-hundred feet at the same speed when he left the vehicle before hitting the ground. It was going to hurt. There was no way getting around that. He came prepared. He wore two layered t-shirts beneath a heavy sweatshirt and had on kneepads underneath thick utility pants.
He sat on the edge of his seat and leaned his weight against the door and angled his body forward, so that when he left the Forerunner, he�d roll away from the vehicle and the direction of traffic.
The marine decelerated as much as he could without interfering with the flow of traffic and drawing attention, maybe twenty miles per hour. A complete stop would be ideal or just a slow roll or pulling over to the side, and then quickly stepping out of the car, but that wasn�t feasible with KGB-lite wanna-bes less than a hundred feet behind and seconds away from turning and having eyes on the Forerunner.
Avery locked eyes on his intended landing spot and waited until the Forerunner was a five-second count away. Then he yanked the latch and pushed the door open, keeping one hand on it so that the thing wouldn�t swing back and smack him as he jumped.�He lifted his ass off the seat, lowered his head, and crossed his arms across his chest, hugging his duffel bag tight against his body, with his knuckles pressed into his shoulders. He sprung off his feet and out of the Forerunner, facing in the direction in which the SUV travelled.
He struck the pavement hard, letting out an involuntarily grunt, and rolled, directing his body away from the oncoming trailer truck, off the street, and toward the line of trees. He kept his arms tucked around him, chin down and neck tight so that he didn�t bash his head against the concrete. He rolled through the pain of the impact and didn�t stop moving until he reached the copse of tall planetrees.
Looking over the tree trunk, he saw the taillights of the Forerunner, and the door was already pulled shut.
Avery sat up on his haunches and leaned his back against the tree. He turned his head left and soon saw the taillights of the trailer truck, followed seconds later by another pair of lights, belonging to a mid-size sedan and thought that was the GKNB car. Traffic continued down the street. He waited and didn�t observe any of the same vehicles coming back around or making a second pass.
As the effect of the adrenaline diminished and his sensory input returned to real-time, Avery became aware of blunt pain in his lift side and the ache in his right shoulder and the stinging sensation of the little cuts and scrapes in his knuckles and the backs of his hands, and he felt suddenly exhausted.
He hopped onto his feet, brushed off his pants and sweatshirt, and started walking. Two blocks later, he hailed the first cab he saw. He gave the driver directions to the rendezvous point where he was to be picked up by one of Poacher�s crew. Along the way, he switched cabs twice, taking a few walks in between, satisfied that he wasn�t being followed.
He hoped the drop with his kit went as smoothly.
Following Avery�s instructions, Darren�s Forerunner would drive around the city for thirty minutes or so before returning to the embassy. At that point, as he and Gerald exited the vehicles, the GKNB would do a head count and realize they�d been given the slip.
On Shestopalov Street, Avery spotted the ugly beige Lada with one gray fender and a plastic bag taped over the missing left rear window. The car blended right in with the other vehicles in the city.
Avery greeted the former navy SEAL sitting behind the wheel and slipped into the passenger seat
The ex-chief petty officer was Matt Monroe, who went by the unfortunate call sign of Flounder. Operators didn�t choose their own handles. Their teammates picked them, and there was often a story behind it. Avery knew better than to ask Flounder the origin of his handle. He supposed that he�d lucked out with Carnivore.
Near 8:30PM, they reached the safe house in Dayrabot. This is a small residential area surrounded by farms, about three miles east of Dushanbe, between the M41 highway and the Kafirnigan River. Sideshow had established their little base of operations inside an apartment in a three-story building with multiple entrances and exits.
Poacher had paid for two months� rent up-front, explaining in advance that his team was here to research a book and may keep odd hours or be out of town for days at a time. They rarely crossed paths with their neighbors, but to maintain cover, they�d take turns leaving the building in pairs with their photography equipment and visited tourist attractions in and around Dushanbe.
The safe house was sparsely furnished. Other than the two bedrooms, it had one large living room and a small kitchen. Cots were set up in the bedrooms, with the cases or bags containing the Sideshow operator�s personal belongings, most of it still packed. In the living room, there was a desk with two laptop computers, a SATCOM communications unit, a few folding chairs, and cases containing the team�s weapons and kit. The shelves in the kitchen contained mostly canned food and freeze-dried packaged MREs � meals ready to eat; known colloquially as meals rejected by Ethiopians � with energy drinks and bottled water in the fridge. The shades were drawn over the windows at all times. There was no air conditioning, and the apartment was uncomfortably dry and hot. Two ceiling fans whirred at high-speed, uselessly pushing the air around.
Poacher greeted Avery with a handshake and the typical exchange of pleasantries and joked that Tajik KGB better not have tracked him here. He also reported to Avery that Reaper had already picked up his equipment from the second drop and made it back without any issues.
Formerly a master sergeant in the army�s Combat Applications Group, the cover name for Delta Force, and in the Asymmetric Warfare Group, Poacher�s real name was James Dalton. Tall, lean, muscular, tattooed, and bearded, Dalton was thirty-nine years old and came from Arizona. He first met Avery during ANACONDA, when his Delta troop and Avery�s Ranger chalk assaulted al-Qaeda strongholds in the mountains of northeastern Afghanistan. Shortly after, Poacher put in a recommendation for Avery to Delta�s recruiters, but Matt Culler, then an Agency insertion element leader in Afghanistan and later head of the Counterterrorism Center, recruited him first, for SAD.
The next time Avery�s and Poacher�s paths crossed, in Iraq two years later, Avery was with Special Activities Division and Dalton was a private contractor with Blackwater. With a wife back home and two teenagers who needed to be put through college, Poacher had accepted Blackwater�s lucrative contract. But after spending two years in Iraq as a hired gun and going through a divorce, he�d decided he wanted to be something more than just a mercenary and went to work for CIA.
Avery already knew Flounder and Reaper, too.
The name Reaper came from the fact that Ted Collins had originally gone to school to become a mortician, but he�d dropped out at the age of twenty to enlist in the navy. Two years later, he completed Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL School and was assigned to SEAL Team Four, tasked with Central and South America. Four years later, he passed selection and was accepted into the navy�s Special Warfare Development Group, or DEVGRU, the navy�s counter-terrorist unit. From there, he hunted Serbian war criminals in the Balkans and saw action in Afghanistan and Iraq. In 2008, when an RPG took down his Chinook in Afghanistan�s Kunar Province, he suffered severe wounds to his leg and back and was invalidated out of the navy. After a year of physical therapy, he completed training at the Farm and became a case officer before joining SAD. He still moved with a slight limp to his gait, but it hadn�t slowed down his run times or his performance at Harvey Point�s Kill House.
Physically, Flounder was the most distinctive member of the team and always stood out. He was short and squat, with the thick, muscled body of a power lifter. A shaved, bullet-shaped head sat on his wide shoulders. He didn�t look like a SEAL. SEALs tended to have the lean physics of competitive swimmers or runners. He came from Team Three, the SEAL unit tasked with the Middle East. After leaving the navy, he joined the Los Angeles Police Department�s Metro Division, before being recruited by the Special Activities Division when the Agency needed experienced Middle East operators to stick in Libya during ODYSSEY DAWN.
The only unfamiliar face to Avery was a former air force combat controller who Poacher introduced as Larry Rollins, aka Mockingbird, or M-bird for short. M-bird came to the Agency from USAF�s 24th Special Tactics Squadron. He did tours with Task Force 145, the Joint Special Operations Command (JSOC) unit that hunted high value targets in Iraq. His role included directing and coordinating helicopter operations and air support for the assault teams on the ground. The handle Mockingbird was bestowed upon him as a result of friendly inter-service rivalry and the fact that his counterparts in Delta and the SEALs thought it a joke that the �air farce� fielded its own special operations troops. Although being one of the only airmen on the task force invariably made him the subject of jokes, the other Task Force 145 operators valued his contributions and treated him as an equal. Given his skin color, CIA naturally used him for assignments in Africa, including stints in Nigeria, Mali, and Somalia.
The team had just returned from southern Turkey, where they�d equipped and trained the Free Syrian Army rebels with optically-tracked TOW anti-tank rockets. Rumor at the Point had it that Poacher and the guys slipped across the border to give the rebels a live-fire demonstration against a Syrian armored convoy.
Avery and Poacher discussed business and brought each other up-to-date. Sideshow�s orders were to remain in place, on standby, in the event that actionable intelligence developed on Cramer�s location. Or as Poacher cynically described it, sit on their asses until Cramer�s body was found, and then slip back into Afghanistan and fly back home.
Avery recounted his conversation with Gerald and explained his next moves for the night. Then he shaved his two-week old beard and changed into jeans and a black t-shirt. Colonel Ghazan had only gotten a good look at him with his facial hair and sunglasses.
Avery used FalconView to find the locations where he was to meet SCINIPH and Dagar Nabiyev, because the CIA street maps Gerald provided dated back to the 1950s.
He also searched Google News. Associated Press ran a story about a murdered American tourist but did not identify the victim. Regional newspapers and Russia�s Interfax went with the story, too, but not in any significant detail, and neither Wilkes nor Cramer was named. It didn�t look like CNN, FOX, or any of the other American corporate news-as-entertainment services even mentioned it, which wasn�t surprising. Everyone was more interested in the latest congressional sex scandal, missing blond teenager, and the pop singer arrested for cocaine possession, and most Americans had no idea Tajikistan even existed.
At nine, Avery took Sideshow�s Lada to his appointment with CK/SCINIPH.

SEVEN

Dushanbe
Like a good case officer, Avery arrived early at Cinema Jami on Gorky Street to conduct basic area familiarization, to scope out the meet site, to assess the surrounding area and security risks.
Twenty-five minutes before the movie started, he purchased his ticket. As instructed by SCINIPH, he took the third seat left of the center aisle in the last row in the darkened, musty-smelling, run down theater. Three families and two couples had already taken their seats. He left his cap on, the recognition signal for SCINIPH.
Throughout the week, Darren had been trying to setup a meet with SCINIPH. The Russian agent had already ditched him two days earlier. An agent always got nervous when he was turned over to a new handler he�d never met before. Since SCINIPH didn�t know Darren, Avery arranged with Gerald to go in Darren�s place.
The movie started. It was a Bollywood film, not Avery�s first choice, but that didn�t matter. He looked straight ahead at the screen, but his attention was concentrated on his right peripheral, through which he monitored the aisle and the people still coming in through the set of double doors seven feet away. He didn�t know what SCINIPH looked like, and it was now too dark to make out any visually distinguishing features anyway.
SCINIPH was in total control here. He�d picked the time and location of the meet, set the rules, and would be the one to make contact. The fact that he was the last person to have seen Cramer and was therefore possibly complicit in his abduction wasn�t lost on Avery. Either way, even if he wasn�t involved, SCINIPH would have still seen the IMU video with Cramer by now � there was no way he�d miss it since Russian intelligence would be very interested in this matter� and he�d be on edge, wondering if he�d been outed by Cramer under torture.
Avery carried his Glock 17 with a spare magazine in a BDS Tactical Gear holster beneath his Columbia windbreaker, which he kept zippered just less than halfway. The windbreaker was baggy and loose enough to conceal the Glock and not reveal any unnatural bulges. The evening temperature outside had dropped to the low seventies, with a cool breeze, so the lightweight jacket wouldn�t look out of place.
Twenty minutes into the movie, while the audience laughed, Avery heard the first set of double doors, those going into the vestibule, then the second leading into the theater proper. Through his peripheral, he saw a smallish figure step down the aisle and drop into the seat at the end of his row. The newcomer reeked of Turkish tobacco.
Avery continued looking ahead at the screen and didn�t turn his head. Neither did the man two seats away.
He sat through the next fifteen minutes of the movie. He didn�t have a clue what it was about, but the Tajiks thought it was hilarious.�And SCINIPH was good. Avery didn�t even see him get up to leave and didn�t know how long he was gone. He shifted his eyes periodically to the right. One second the silhouette of the man was there, and the next it wasn�t. The scent of Turkish cigarettes still lingered in the air.
Avery turned his head and found the end seat empty. In the seat immediately next to him, there was a paper bag of popcorn that had been left behind. He grabbed the bag and palmed the note that had been left inside.
Five minutes later, Avery quietly left the theater and examined the note. It instructed him to go to Casa Labriola where there was a reservation for him in the name of Darren. He didn�t know where this was and didn�t have the time or means to find out, so he hopped in the nearest cab.
He knew SCINIPH was giving him the run around, running countersurveillance to see if he came alone. Although he couldn�t blame him under the circumstances, it raised questions in Avery�s mind because this was exactly what the handler directed his agent to do before a meet. It also indicated that SCINIPH likely had watchers along the route. But if SCINIPH was an FSB traitor spying for the Americans, then who were his backup? This was starting to feel more like a legit FSB op.
The cab ride lasted ten minutes.
Avery tipped the driver, exited the vehicle, and strode inside the restaurant. The hostess spoke poor English, so he just repeated the name of the reservation and was soon shown to a corner table in a back corner near the kitchen and handed a menu. He hadn�t eaten since leaving DC, and the hunger was suddenly sinking in. He opened the menu and had only enough time to realize it was an Italian restaurant before he was aware of someone approaching his table.
The man was short but thickly built. He had a badly receding hairline trimmed close, with a stubble beard and strong Slavic features. He pulled a chair out and sat down across from Avery and placed both hands on the table, but he could easily, and likely did, have a gun beneath his half-opened leather jacket, just like Avery. SCINIPH was FSB, and Avery had no doubt that he was armed. He looked to be in his mid-thirties, too young to be a KGB hold-over, but his 201 file indicated that he�d seen plenty of action in Chechnya, the Balkans, and Georgia, ran anti-mafiya ops in the former Soviet republics, and had more than a couple kills under his belt.
�Sciniph,� Oleg Ramzin said in thickly accented English by way of introduction.
�Darren,� Avery replied, holding eye contact. He returned his attention to the menu and was aware of the Russian�s eyes on him. Ramzin was a pro. He�d know how to read people. �Thanks for coming. I know you�re taking a risk being here.�
�Robert was a close friend of mine,� Ramzin said. He took out a pack of cigarettes and lit one. It was the same scented tobacco Avery smelled in the theater. �He is a good man. I am most concerned.�
�So are we.�
�These Uzbeks are a nasty lot. I�ve spent time in Tashkent. I have seen firsthand what they do to their enemies. They are savages, worse than animals.�
�What do you know about what happened to Robert?� Avery decided that Ramzin, if he was on the level, could be a valuable source. Naturally, FSB would take an interest in Cramer�s abduction, and the Russians had better sources here than CIA did. The problem was Ramzin couldn�t do anything unnatural like express too much interest in the American hostage, without arousing the Russians� suspicions.
�You are aware of my position, yes? I have my sources, too. I work closely with Tajik security services. I heard the early reports of a missing American from the embassy and another found dead. But I didn�t know it was Robert until I saw the video they put on Internet earlier today.� He shook his head sadly. �You know, my country hunted IMU long before America invaded Afghanistan. These Uzbeks are vicious, far worse than the Arabs or the Afghans, especially this fellow Otabek Babayev. He was in GRU once, did you know that?�
Avery didn�t. That bit of information hadn�t been in the dossier CIA had on Babayev.
�He was a lieutenant of vozdushno desantnye voyska, airborne forces, assigned to Military Intelligence Directorate. His father was white Russian, his mother an Uzbek and a devout Muslim. In Afghanistan, his patrol searched a village after a Soviet chemical weapons attack. The commanding officer ordered Babayev�s troops to execute surviving villagers. There was a young Afghan girl there, badly burned and suffering. Babayev tried to comfort her. He held her in his arms, but her skin peeled off. He shot her through the back of her head so that she never saw the pistol. Then he executed his commanding officer and killed the two soldiers and the KGB political officer who attempted to apprehend him. He wandered into the mountains alone and joined the Afghan mujahedeen. After the war, he returned to Uzbekistan and learned that his mother was imprisoned and tortured by the Russians in reprisal for his actions. He met up with that lunatic Namangani and joined the IMU.� Ramzin shook his head again. �Babayev killed many of my friends. Now I am afraid he has another.�
�Your country is confident that the IMU is responsible for what happened to Cramer?�
�Da, we know IMU is responsible. This has been confirmed by our Tajik and Uzbek agents.�Unfortunately, my service will not openly cooperate with you, you understand, but I will pass along anything that I hear. Do you think I may be in danger? Have you heard anything? It would create trouble for me if my people were to learn of my association with Robert.�
So it�s your own safety you�re concerned about, Avery though, but he understood why. If the IMU posted Cramer�s interrogation, and he named agents, Oleg Ramzin could expect a long and unpleasant stay at the Lubyanka. He probably hoped that Cramer was already dead. �I�ve heard nothing to indicate that you personally may be in danger, but you know how the game�s played. If Robert is under extreme duress and drugged, it�s a possibility that you�ll be named. Hey, just be careful and smart. If we suspect you�re compromised, we�ll bring you out.�
That seemed to placate Ramzin, though Avery realized he�d just made a promise he didn�t know if CIA would keep. It depended on how valuable he was to the Agency. He suspected the answer was not very much. The joke was that agents, except for the rare highly placed one, were like mushrooms. They were best kept in the dark and fed shit.
�When was the last time you spoke with Robert?� Avery asked.
�Last month. We meet once a month.�
�You were supposed to see him this past Sunday, in Ayni.�
�This is true.�
�What happened?�
�He never came. I arrived at the caf�, our meeting place for this month, at three that afternoon. I wait another ten minutes, and he never arrives, never contacts me. So I leave. It happens sometimes that he may not be there, but he leaves the signal, a chalk mark, so that I know. This time, there was no chalk mark, and later there was no communication from him to reschedule.�
The gears turned in Avery�s head. Cramer left the embassy at 2:34PM. If he never made it to Ayni, then he must have been nabbed within an extremely short time-frame. According to Gerald, it was maybe a twenty minute drive to Ayni from the embassy.
That meant Cramer allowed himself twenty-five minutes to make a twenty minute drive. That�s nowhere near sufficient time to do a proper surveillance detection run and then make it to Ayni, signal SCINIPH they were clear, and get to the designated meeting site. That was just sloppy and lazy tradecraft. That definitely wasn�t Cramer.
Avery�s instincts also told him that SCINIPH was omitting something. Maybe not necessarily lying outright, but he was almost definitely withholding something. Avery checked his watch. He didn�t have much time left. He continued chatting with the Russian for another several minutes, then placed some money on the table to cover his dinner and left Ramzin alone in the restaurant.

EIGHT

Dushanbe
An hour later, Avery discovered that Dushanbe had an active nightlife. Near the hotels there were numerous restaurants, bars, and clubs, with bright, flashy lights and loud music blaring. An assortment of local Tajiks in Muslim-style clothing, Euro-trash with popped collars and designer labels, Westerners in jeans and t-shirts, young men from the Russian and French military contingents in the country, and local prostitutes traversed the sidewalks and flowed in and out of these establishments.
From the outside, Port Said looked like a shabby, dirty dive bar. It was a small and low white brick building with big red doors and no exterior lights. The signs outside were in Tajik Persian, and Avery only recognized the building from pictures he�d looked up on a tourist website. He paid the cover and was ushered through the door.
Inside, the latest European techno music blasted loud enough over a poor sound system to become distorted. Young inebriated women, most of them prostitutes, in short, tight-fitting dresses grinded their bodies against over-eager men pumping their fists in the air and reeking of cigarette smoke, beer, and heavily lathered cologne. Local Tajik men happily danced with each other. They weren�t gay; it was just how Tajiks partied. A large throng of people surrounded the bar across from the dance floor. There were tables hosting couples or groups of people eating and chatting.
Avery pushed his way through the crowd and got to a spot off the side of the bar offering him a good vantage point. He didn�t know what Dagar Nabiyev looked like and had no means of identifying him. He�d expected Port Said to be a quiet, local bar, not a goddamned circus.
People started eying Avery, so he ordered a Coke. He rarely consumed alcohol, never on a job and never to excess. Last time he�d been drunk, two years ago, a rare breakdown of discipline, he�d come close to blowing his brains out, and it had taken his body three days to fully recover from the extreme intake of cheap convenience store vodka. He tried hard, struggled, to not have another moment like that.
The Coke came in a highball glass with two thin straws and packed with ice.
With a drink in his hand, he could better blend in now. Drunken partygoers were inherently suspicious and unwelcoming of a sober person in their midst. As he took a wad of cash out of his pocket, counted out a few bills, and paid the bartender, he was aware of a pair of tough-looking Russians seated nearby watching him. He glanced their way and maintained eye contact with them until they averted their glare, letting them know he knew what was up and warning them not to fuck with him.
Once a stool opened up, Avery sat down. He put his back to the bar and sipped his Coke and scanned the crowd. A whore approached him with a fake smile. As she came up between his legs, brushing her hands over his knees, he shook his head and sent her away before she could even verbalize her solicitation. She pouted and moved over to the Russians. One of them slapped her ass, while the other lasciviously eyed her up and down, and she giggled.
Several minutes passed, and Avery was soon nursing his second Coke and continued sweeping his eyes over the crowd. He did a double take when he spotted the dark pakol hat. It was a Pashtan hat worn by every man and his brother in Afghanistan. It was also common among Tajiks from the Gorno-Badakhshan region. It was an obvious recognition signal.
Damn, so that meant Dagar had somehow managed to slip by him undetected.
Avery got up and carefully squeezed and pushed through the sea of people. Near the dance floor, a young and pretty Tajik girl came enthusiastically up to him, swaying with the rhythm of the techno music. Avery smiled at her, flattered, but passed by her, missing the disappointed, pouty look on her face once his back was to her.
The Tajik in the pakol hat watched Avery approach his table, sized him up, and gestured for him to take a seat. He held a bottle of Stary Melnik, cheap and strong Russian beer. Three more identical bottles, empty, had accumulated on the table.
Avery took the open chair across from the Tajik.
�You�re Dagar?�
�You�re the fucking American spy?� Dagar Nabiyev looked Avery up and down, and shook his head. �What the hell is wrong with you Americans? You ask for attention, coming to Dushanbe like this and looking like a fucking American spy. The way you move, the way your eyes take in everything around, the way you carry yourself, and the clothing you wear to conceal your weapons and armor. Exactly like a goddamned American spy. You think you blend in, but you do not. I can spot your kind anywhere; you�re all over Afghanistan and Pakistan.�
Avery managed to exercise restraint. �Are you finished?�
The Tajik shook his head again, exhaled through his nose, and sipped his beer. �I spotted you as soon as you walked in. How long did it take you to find me?�
�Look, asshole,� Avery said through gritted teeth. �This isn�t my first rodeo. I know how to cover my back, and I�ve never gotten anyone else compromised before. Jack said you�d help me. Am I wasting my time here?�
It took a lot to get a rise out of Avery, but the fastest way was to accuse him of sloppy tradecraft or question his intelligence.
�I suppose there is no harm done this time,� Dagar finally relented. �Jack is well and sends his regards, Mister Carnivore.�
He spoke slightly accented English. He was rather soft-spoken, and it was immensely difficult to hear him over the music and voices, so Avery leaned in across the table and tilted his ear in Dagar�s direction. As the Tajik continued speaking, Avery smelled the alcohol on his breath.
�What do you think of Port Said? Anytime I am in Dushanbe, I am sure to come here. It�s great. The beer is cheap, so are the women. All you need to do is sit here with a bottle of cognac, and Tajik women will flock to you. You just have to watch out for Russians. They come in here, act like big shots, and take all the women and look for fights.� He shook his head, then smiled. �If you�re interested, I believe there is a bottle of Gran Marnier VSOP behind the bar. I make sure you have good time in Dushanbe.�
�I�m not here for women. I�m interested in Uzbeks, especially those of the Islamic variety.�
The reference to the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan was not lost on Dagar. He frowned. �You are better off chasing the pussy, my friend. Trust me.�
�I want to find Otabek Babayev.�
Dagar looked increasingly uncomfortable. �Keep your damned voice down, will you?�
�So you�ve heard of him?� Avery asked.
�Of course, I have heard of him. Everyone around has heard of him, and you�d be surprised how many consider him a hero. He�s very dangerous. I fought against his forces in Afghanistan. Tell me something, my new friend, what business do you have with Uzbeks?�
�Babayev is holding an American hostage and is threatening to execute him soon.�
�Ah, yes, the CIA man. That explains much. And what is it you think I can do for you?�
�Let�s cut the bullshit. There�s a reward for information leading to the American�s location, not to mention the reward for Babayev�s head. I�m sure we can make this worth your while.�
Dagar scoffed and started hemming and hawing again. �Goddamn fucking American spy, look how easily I spot you, and I�m a fucking old drunk man. You think you can stride in here and just buy whatever you want, from anyone. Babayev has eyes and ears all over this city. You think the Uzbeks don�t already know you�re here? Goddamn it, now those dirty fucking Uzbeks will know you�ve come to me.�
Avery was losing his temper. �Would you stop your bitching? I get it. You don�t like me. So far I don�t like you much either, but I know Jack well, and if he can vouch for you, then that�s good enough for me, to a point. If you don�t like it, I�ll leave right now. It won�t be hard to find someone else interested in collecting that reward. You�re probably full of shit anyway.�
Avery started to get up, but Dagar stopped him. �Just wait, goddamn it. Don�t take things so personally. Of course I don�t like it. Top fucking CIA spy here has just been abducted and another killed. Why the hell should I trust you people? You can�t even keep yourselves safe. Everyone who gets involved with CIA gets fucked over or fucked up.�
Avery didn�t respond to that. After all, he could hardly disagree. His eyes moved to the exit, but then he thought that maybe the Tajik wasn�t so disagreeable when he was sober. He trusted Jack not to put him contact with someone this volatile.
�Okay, okay,� Dagar said. �Look, I may be able to help you. I do not do this for the reward money, you understand, but if I am to place myself in danger, I will need to buy protection or maybe relocate. Even if you didn�t offer money, I would still help you.�
�Whatever you say.�
�Babayev hides in Gorno-Badakhshan Province.�
�Last time I checked a map,� Avery said, �Gorno-Badakhshan is a pretty big place. You�ll need to do better than that.�
�I passed though there on my way into Dushanbe today. I have many ears there, and I heard some things. A local warlord there, a Pamiri, captured an Uzbek trying to enter Tajikistan from the Fergana Valley.�
So far Avery still wasn�t impressed. Tribal and ethnic turf wars were commonplace here. So was accusing someone of being a terrorist and turning them over to the Americans or GKNB as means of settling a personal grudge.
�This Uzbek belongs to Babayev. It isn�t difficult to surmise that he will be connected to the IMU cell holding the American, which is apparently led by Babayev himself. Babayev did claim responsibility for killing that man in Khorugh, did he not?�
�You have friends in Gorno-Badakhshan, among the warlords?� Avery asked, trying to gauge where exactly Dagar�s allegiances lay.
�Yes, close friends,� the Tajik replied. �Taranum and I fought together in Afghanistan, with the Northern Alliance. I know him well. We are brothers.�
�If his Uzbek prisoner knows something, why is your buddy keeping it to himself?�
�President Rahmon blamed the Badakhshan militias for what happened to the Americans. Two days later, the Uzbeks take credit. Now Rahmon is trying to connect the militias to the terrorists and preparing to launch another incursion into Gorno-Badakhshan under the pretenses of searching for the American. Taranum is using the Uzbek as leverage.�
Avery recognized the name from the briefing packet Culler provided him.
Taranum Gurgakov � the name meant wolf in Tajik � had sided with the rebels against President Emomalii Rahmon during the civil war. As part of the peace agreement, Gurgakov was given a position in the government�s agricultural ministry, but was later driven out when Rahmon sought to consolidate his power. Gurgakov took refuge in Gorno-Badakhshan. Later, Gurgakov�s band of Pamiris and Tajiks joined with the Northern Alliance against the Taliban.
When Gurgakov returned to his home in Gorno-Badakhshan Province, the government in Dushanbe immediately saw him as a potential threat. GKNB sought to infiltrate, dismantle, and disarm his forces. More recently Gurgakov has conducted guerilla strikes against Tajik military and police targets in Gorno-Badakhshan Province with the intention of forming that territory into an independent, sovereign state. Gurgakov paid, equipped, and fed his men by smuggling drugs, tobacco, jewelry, and humans across the Stans and ransoming the occasional European hostage.
The Tajik government used this as further justification to crack down on the warlords. But GKNB officials made their money in much the same manner. Transporting Afghan heroin accounted for thirty percent of Tajikistan�s GDP.
�Can you get me into Gorno-Badakhshan?� Avery asked. �I want to see Gurgakov.�
Dagar made a sour face. �Now that may be difficult.�
�No more bullshit, remember, Dagar? I�m willing to pay cash.�
�Okay, okay,� Dagar replied. �I will try to arrange it, but it may take time.�
�Unacceptable. I need access to Gurgakov�s prisoner immediately. We leave tonight. Make it happen.�
In response, Dagar lifted the bottle to his lips, poured the remainder of its contents down his throat, and belched.

NINE

Gorno-Badakhshan
Following Dagar�s directions, Avery took the M41 highway east. Their destination was a remote village, thirty miles north of Khorugh, where Gurgakov�s forces were held up. Dagar had offered to drive, but Avery refused. He didn�t like being a passenger. He also would have preferred going alone, but Dagar said there was no way that Gurgakov would see the American if he came alone.
After parting company with Dagar at Port Said earlier, Avery had returned to the Dayrabot safe house and gave Poacher a complete SitRep. Poacher provided him with a GPS transceiver that would transmit his location, so they could track him. Poacher and Flounder would travel discreetly to Gorno-Badakhshan as backup, while Mockingbird and Reaper remained behind in Dayrabot. This way, Avery would have operators in both Gorno-Badakhshan and in Dushanbe, if something went down.
It was 3:36AM.
During the drive, Dagar gave the full history of Gorno-Badakhshan. Prior to the province�s creation in 1929, the land was divided up amongst various self-governing territories claimed by both Russia and China. While part of the Tajik Soviet Republic, the province received subsidiaries directly from Moscow. Even in Soviet times, Dushanbe had little control over the region. The province was home to Tajik Pamiris, an Indo-Iranian people who adhere to the Ismaili sect of Shia Islam.
Although Gorno-Badakhshan compromised nearly half of Tajikistan�s landmass, twenty-five thousand square miles, barely two hundred thousand people lived here, less than 5�% of the country�s population. With only two roads connecting the province to the outside world, this was one of the most isolated places in the world. With limited modern infrastructure and development, Avery thought it must look much the same as it had centuries ago.
Dagar played tour guide, occasionally pointing out towns or land features near impossible to see in the dark of night. Avery thought it was simply a contrived means to break the silence. Never one to make light conversation, Avery kept his mouth shut and eyes on the road. He knew that his propensity for silence tended to make others uncomfortable, and he didn�t mind if this was the effect on Dagar.
After an hour, Dagar�s voice gradually slowed down, replaced within twenty minutes by loud snoring. When Avery took a glance, Dagar�s head was slumped forward. Too much crap Russian beer for him.
Avery had started to feel tired earlier, too, but he�d chugged a Monster and devoured a couple high calorie protein bars before leaving the safe house and had a second Monster with him now in case he needed it. He rarely consumed caffeine or other stimulants, so he quickly felt its effects in his system.
They neared Khorugh before first light.
Avery could make out enough from the Tajik-Farsi street signs to know they were getting near. He woke up Dagar, who, after looking around to gather his bearings, provided Avery with directions off the highway and eventually onto a rough, unpaved road that led to the village.
Eventually, Dagar instructed him to slow down.
A man in a gho robe stepped out of a decrepit hut and motioned for them to stop.
Avery lowered his window. Dagar spoke over him and exchanged words with the man in Tajik Persian, and the man stepped aside and allowed them to pass.
�One of Gurgakov�s men?� asked Avery.
�Yes,� Dagar answered. He yawned. �Gurgakov still needs to be cautious. No one has reason to come here, so any outsider is automatically subject to suspicion. They are expecting us, but Gurgakov is concerned that the GKNB may be following you, that you will lead his enemies to him.�
�But Gurgakov trusts the local villagers and peasants not to turn on him?�
�But of course he does. They are loyal to him here. These people are very poor, and Gurgakov supports their village with money and food, insulating homes, repairing roofs, and digging wells and irrigation systems. That is more than the Tajiks in Dushanbe has ever done for them. There are other villages just like this one throughout this entire province, and Gurgakov has their support, too. This is why he is a threat to Emomalii Rahmon�s power.�
The village consisted mostly of similar ramshackle huts and tiny dilapidated houses packed close together. Most of them looked like they could have three, four rooms at the most. Many appeared on the verge of collapsing beneath their own weight. There were limited power lines, and many homes lacked electricity. Vehicular traffic was sparse, almost non-existent. Most people were peasants and got around on foot and rarely, if ever, even ventured outside of the village. Others wandered around with donkeys in tow. Avery saw mostly old people, children, and lots of women.
Dagar explained that there were no jobs here, and most of the men went to Russia or Kazakhstan to find menial work in manual labor and sent the money back to their families, or they joined Gurgakov�s ranks. Less than three thousand people lived here
Tajikistan was the poorest country in the region. Farmers, whose crops failed due to years of drought, sold most of their possessions, including the tin roofs of their houses and their livestock, for cash, while children dug up rat holes to scavenge for food and skipped school because they didn�t have shoes.
�Stop here,� Dagar instructed. �We go the rest of the way on foot.�
Avery complied. He grabbed his liter-bottle of water and got out of the car. Local Pamiris walked by and looked at him curiously, but kept their distance. Dagar led the way, and Avery followed. It was a thirty-five minute hike through the steep hills and wide valleys. Avery estimated the temperature at eighty degrees, and was soon sweating. The sky was clear of clouds, and the morning sun radiated over them, the air dry and hot.
The path they took eventually led to a long, narrow rope bridge crossing a deep river valley. The bridge looked old and decrepit. Avery let Dagar go first and followed him across. The Gunt River flowed a hundred feet below, its banks steep and precipitous, with a rocky bed. A small group of men from the village fished there. On the other side of the bridge, there were wide open fields of tall grass blowing against the light breeze, and a herd of goats curiously watched them pass. Avery scanned the overlooking mountain ranges. Maybe four hundred feet high, he saw a machine-gun nest occupied by two tiny, dark figures.
They next traversed a dirt road carved through the field. Big tire treads ran down the length of it. Soon, in the distance, Avery could make out a farmhouse, and a wide, dusty road leading to it. Dagar took Avery down this road. Within minutes, two figures emerged from the farmhouse and began walking down the road in their direction.
They met almost halfway down the road. The Pamiris were dressed in tracksuits and carried AK-47s.
Following Dagar�s example, Avery stopped in his tracks and slowly raised his hands halfway up into the air, palms forward. He remained calm and showed no intimidation as the two Pamiri militants eyed him up and down and spoke quietly to each other. One of them laughed, and the mockery and derision were apparent in his laughter.
Dagar spoke with one of the men in the Pamiri language. They seemed to recognize each other, probably from Dagar�s travels through here the previous day, Avery surmised. After a few more words, Dagar turned his head to Avery and said in English, �He asks that we hand over to him any weapons we are carrying. They will be returned to us when we leave.�
Avery reluctantly complied. There was no point in arguing or turning around and going back. He slowly reached beneath his windbreaker and produced his Glock. He extended his hand, holding the Glock by its barrel with the butt pointed out. The Pamiri, keeping his eyes locked on Avery, stepped forward, and took the pistol. He then padded Avery down and searched through his backpack, while the second Pamiri stood back and kept his rifle trained on him.
The two Pamiris then escorted Avery and Dagar the rest of the way down the road, around the farmhouse, and to a large barn where another armed man stood, smoking a cigarette. This man opened the doors into the barn and allowed them inside. Two of the Pamiris followed them in, but they kept their distance and stayed out of the way of Gurgakov and his visitors.
Gurgakov was in his fifties, but his face appeared older, from a lifetime spent living in the mountains and waging war. He looked strong and fit, with straight, erect posture. An aged AK-47 hung at his side from a strap over his shoulder. He wore a loose fitting dirty white robe that fell to his knees and baggy tan cargo pants, with a Pamiri hat resembling a turban. He had a long, scraggly gray beard. His skin appeared dark tan, cracked and leathery, and deep lines extended from around the narrow slits of his eyes.
Gurgakov cordially greeted Dagar and embraced him. He eyed Avery with suspicion.
The fact that he didn�t know how much, if at all, he could trust Dagar and that he was now alone, unarmed, in the sanctuary of a Pamiri warlord and surrounded by armed militants was not lost on Avery. The possibility that Colonel Ghazan was right, and the rebels were complicit with the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan, also occurred to Avery, in which case Dagar had just delivered a third American victim to the terrorists. The IMU hated President Rahmon as much as Gurgakov and this was a region where �the enemy of my enemy is my friend� went a long way toward shaping alliances.
Gurgakov beckoned for his guests to sit down on knee-high stacks of hay arranged in a semi-circle in the middle of the barn. They did so, and a girl soon appeared with a tray of bread, goat meat, and water. Avery knew he should show respect to Gurgakov�s hospitality, and he was hungry anyway, so he piled some meat between two pieces of bread. He ate in silence while Dagar and Gurgakov continued conversing in rapid fire Pamiri. From their tone and the few words he was able to discern, he presumed Dagar was explaining his American companion and establishing the context of the meeting. Gurgakov frequently glanced at Avery while they spoke, but his face gave nothing away.
After several minutes, Dagar brought Avery into the conversation.
He spoke to Gurgakov through Dagar, who acted as interpreter. Without providing his affiliation, he explained why he came here, that he sought those responsible for the actions taken against two of his country�s citizens. He emphasized that he did not believe the official story coming from President Rahmon�s offices and that his quarrel was with Otabek Babayev and the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan. It was important to plant the seed in Gurgakov�s mind that he was not collaborating with GKNB. Plus IMU was a mutual enemy. Or at least he hoped they still were this week.
Gurgakov seemed placated by this, but Avery sensed that suspicion still hung in the air. But that was understandable. That�s how Gurgakov managed to survive this long in this part of the world. He knew Gurgakov didn�t care for how the Americans operated in Afghanistan, freely purchasing allies and loyalty with suitcases full of cash.
Gurgakov and Dagar conferred for several more minutes in their native tongue, leaving Avery out of it.
Avery patiently drank some water and made another sandwich. He never knew when he�d get to eat again, so he always took advantage of food when it was readily available. The bread was a little stale, but the meat was tender and seasoned, and he fit as much as he could down his throat. He noticed Gurgakov watching him closely each time he went to build a new sandwich.
Finally, Dagar turned away from Gurgakov and spoke to Avery, �He says that he will sell you his Uzbek prisoner for twenty thousand dollars, US, in cash. His prisoner is from the Islamic Movement and was complicit in the murder of the American in Khorugh. His friends are harboring the American�s killer.�
Gurgakov interrupted Dagar, and they had another quick exchange.
Dagar added, �This man also knows the location where the other American is being held by the IMU. He is with Babayev.�
That caught Avery�s attention, but his face gave nothing away, instead taking another bite of his sandwich. He didn�t want to appear too excited or interested in front of either Dagar or Gurgakov. Besides, there was the possibility that it could be a false lead anyway, or Gurgakov simply wanted to scam the dumb American. That type of thing happened all the time.
�I need access to the prisoner first, say ten minutes, to verify his story and see if he�s worth it,� Avery finally said after thinking it over. �One of Gurgakov�s men can be present.�
Gurgakov listened to Dagar�s translation and nodded his head once.
�He said you have a deal.�
* * *
One of the Pamiri militants showed Avery and Dagar to a locked cellar behind the barn. When the Pamiri flung open the cellar door, the tiny, windowless space immediately filled with sunlight. The Uzbek lay naked on a pile of hay. He immediately jumped up, startled and frightened. He cowered at the sight of the Pamiri militant, as if he anticipated another beating, and squinted against the bright intensity of the sun.
In the light, Avery noticed burns, bruises, and cuts across the Uzbek�s body. His lip was split open and his nose swollen and crooked. His hands were shackled behind his back. He had a pile of hay to sleep on, a bucket for a toilet, and another bucket filled with clean water. The air was stale and stank of human waste. Evidently, Avery observed, Gurgakov�s people made clear what they thought of Uzbeks.
The Pamiri gave a wave of his hand toward the Uzbek, indicating to Avery and Dagar that they were free to speak with him and that their ten minutes started now. Then he took a few steps back to give them space and watched silently, keeping his eyes on the prisoner in case he made any threatening moves toward Gurgakov�s guests.
Avery knew a little of the Uzbek language from his time in Afghanistan. There had been many Uzbeks in the Northern Alliance, but he was out of practice and decided to have the more proficient Dagar translate for him.
Dagar briefly explained the situation to the Uzbek and presented the man his options. He sounded like he addressed a mongrel animal, Avery thought, stern and domineering.
The Uzbek looked up at Avery. Avery recognized the absolute hatred and contempt in the man�s eyes. He�d seen the exact look on the faces of countless al-Qaeda terrorists and Iraqi and Taliban insurgents. The look still managed to fill Avery with unease. It was the look of someone capable of maiming and butchering without a second�s hesitation, as natural as breathing.
The Uzbek was at first uncooperative and resisted. He came upright on his knees, spat at Avery�s feet, and called him CIA scum, the veins in his neck and temples bulging and throbbing. Dagar gave Avery an �I told you so� look, as if again re-affirming that he looked like a goddamn American spy.
The Pamiri guard quickly stepped in and struck the Uzbek down with a couple hard blows from the stock of his AK-47, opening up fresh cuts on the prisoner�s forehead, and screamed at him in angry Pamiri. Before he was done, the Pamiri picked up the piss bucket, splashed its putrid contents over the Uzbek, and threw the bucket at him. This subdued the Uzbek and returned him to a degraded, submissive state. The guard gave Gurgakov�s guests an apologetic look and shook his head before stepping back again.
�Tell him that if he answers my questions,� Avery addressed Dagar while holding eye contact with the Uzbek, �I have the authority to secure his release from here into American custody where he will be treated humanely and allowed to keep his life.�
The Uzbek listened to Dagar�s translation and then laughed out loud, as if astonished at the absurdity of the American�s offer. He shook his head. When he finally spoke, Avery detected the contempt in his voice. The Uzbek cowered in the presence of Gurgakov�s Pamiris, but clearly held no fear for the American. Avery could work with that.
Dagar started to relay the Uzbek�s response, but Avery cut him off in the interests of saving time. �I think I got the basic idea. Tell him his alternative is to remain here. Emphasize that if he does not answer my questions, then I will have no further use for him, and if I have no further use for him, then neither will Gurgakov. Explain to him in detail what Gurgakov does to Uzbeks, how Gurgakov will have him nailed into the ground and sever his manhood and pour salt in the wound. Then Gurgakov, when he finally becomes bored, will gut him and drape him with raw pig meat, so that his entry into Heaven will be forbidden when Gurgakov finally slits his throat and ends his life. From there, Gurgakov will most likely slaughter his family as well. That�s what he does, so that there will be no offspring or brothers to seek vengeance.�
Dagar translated again.
Avery watched as the smirk quickly vanished from the Uzbek�s face.
�But first, he needs to tell me where the American is being held. He does that for me, and if I can confirm he is not lying, then I will guarantee his safety and release from Gurgakov. If he�s really helpful, CIA might even be convinced to let him go. But I need his answer right now. If he refuses or plays any games, then I will stand aside and allow Gurgakov to have his way with him. This is his only chance.�
Avery waited patiently for the translation and then the response from Dagar. �He said that he will cooperate with you, as long as you take him away from this infidel barbarian.�
�Good. I thought we�d arrive at an understanding.�
Avery had a litany of follow-up questions, to confirm the Uzbek was indeed telling the truth and put together the missing pieces of how Otabek Babayev�s forces had identified Cramer and lifted him, but he neared the end of his allotted ten minutes. So he used his remaining ninety-seven seconds to get to the most important bit.
�Ask him where the American is being held.�
The Uzbek gave Avery a detailed location and drew a map of the village on pencil and paper provided by Avery.
�I know this pace,� Dagar said. �It is not safe. For the people there, the civil never needed. You shouldn�t go alone.�
The guard yelled out that their time was up and stepped in to lock the cellar once more.
Avery stepped several feet away from the cellar, out of earshot of the others. Keeping an eye on Dagar and the Uzbek, he took out his phone and placed a call to Poacher.
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Yazgulam
The target house was located in a village called Yazgulam, approximately forty-five miles northwest of Gurgakov�s farm.
Avery had told Gurgakov that he needed to make logistical arrangements and would return within the next two days with the $20,000. Dagar remained behind in the village and would take Avery or an American representative to Gurgakov once he returned. Gurgakov appeared wary, but accepted this arrangement. Avery thought that soon as he left, Gurgakov would probably leave, too, and relocate to another hiding spot.
Avery rendezvoused with Sideshow in Yazgulam at 3:47PM. Poacher and Reaper had reached the village first and already had eyes on the target for over an hour, but had nothing to report when Avery arrived.
While Dushanbe had its fair share of Westerners, the three Americans definitely stood out here, especially to members of an IMU cell who�d keep their eyes open for anyone who didn�t belong. Just driving in from the outskirts of the city, a group of kids playing soccer in an empty lot had paused their game to watch Avery drive past
It wouldn�t be too difficult to blend in, though. Most of the people here were Yazgul, an ethnic group indigenous only to Tajikistan. Like Pamiri Tajiks, the Yazgul people were fair skinned and had light, even blond, hair. Avery and the Sideshow operators had already thrown on chapan cloaks or kameez robes that they�d picked up in a marketplace over their clothing. Like most men here, Poacher and Flounder both sported unkempt beards.
But looking the part was only a small part of blending in. A lot of it came down to having the right attitude and acting like they belonged, which meant moving with confidence and purpose and looking like they knew exactly where they were going.
The problem was Yazgulam was pretty desolate and near abandoned. There weren�t many people about. Whether they were Tajik or Pamiri travelers passing through, or Americans, any outsiders would stand out and draw scrutiny, and word probably spread quickly around here. The crowded sidewalks and busy streets of Dushanbe would have been preferred.
Yazgulam was one of the poorest places in the entire country, having been hit especially hard during the Tajik Civil War. The town still never fully recovered and showed heavy battle damage.
Following Tajikistan�s independence from the Soviet Union, fighting quickly broke out between neo-communist government forces backed by Russian army troops and various opposition militants aided by foreign fighters like the IMU and Afghan mujahedeen. The fight grew in intensity, leaving entire villages burned to the ground, until the factions hit a stalemate.
In 1997, after six years of fighting, a United Nations armistice ended the war, leaving most of the country�s population dependent entirely on the United Nations and NGOs for food and medicine. The war left some 100,000 dead, over a million more homeless, and most of the country�s infrastructure destroyed and in disarray. The government has done little to rebuild, and fighting still sporadically broke out in remote parts of Gorno-Badakhshan between rival militias and government troops.
Some buildings in Yazgulam remained bombed-out or were simply collapsed piles of rubble with just the skeletal structures left standing. Craters and potholes were scattered across the streets. Driving to the target house, Avery even spotted the charred husk of a Russian-made T-72 battle tank sitting on broken treads.
Police presence was non-existent. Fourteen years after the war ended, armed and masked militants freely roamed the streets. Crime was high, Dagar had warned. There was the threat of being recognized as outsiders and ambushed by bandits or detained by the so-called militia or kidnapped for a ransom. President Rahmon�s government had zero control or influence here, making this an ideal spot for IMU to hold and interrogate a prisoner. It was also just seventy miles south of the terrorist strongholds in the Fergana Valley.
A gunman wearing a balaclava, standing off side of the street, eyed Avery�s car suspiciously as he drove past but made no move to stop him. Avery kept his eyes on the road, stayed calm, and didn�t eye the militant as he passed.
Avery wasn�t familiar with local politics or what affiliation the militant�s green and red armband signified. Avery just hoped that whatever militia he belonged to didn�t report to the IMU. It was likely the Uzbeks operated here with the consent or at the least the knowledge of whatever warlord ran the city. In this part of the world, encroaching on another tribe�s or group�s territory was asking for a fight. Tribal Afghans, Tajiks, and Pamiris lived by a rigid code of honor that was thousands of years old. They could be your best allies, but if you disrespected them by not sticking to the code, they�d slice your throat.
The target was a dilapidated single-story, square-shaped house built of thick cement, sturdy and heavily insulated in the winter, but probably stifling hot and uncomfortable in summer. A house this size would probably be a crowded place and home to nearly a dozen people. The only windows were in the front, near the blue door, or in the back, and they were all heavily boarded up. It looked like someone had barricaded the place, but that wasn�t unusual. During the war, the people who couldn�t leave sought shelter inside. Except for a pick-up truck parked over the front lot, the property otherwise appeared abandoned, which it probably had been since the end of the fighting.
The same could be said for the rest of the neighborhood. The house sat next to a four story apartment building with broken windows and riddled with bullet holes. There were empty storefronts and a few more houses, also in a depressing shit state, across the street. Shops had gone out of business years ago and never re-opened under new management or owners. The street was unpaved and cracked and damaged from heavy tank traffic.
The team did target reconnaissance of the connecting streets and surrounding neighborhood, to work out potential defensive positions and escape routes. Then they began looking into where to establish an observation post. They had few options. There wasn�t enough time to try to gain access to the neighboring apartment or to scope out a nearby house that might have a line of sight to the target, to determine if it was abandoned or occupied. If any locals stumbled upon them, they�d have to detain them, and that created a whole slew of complications.
After taking a walk around the block on foot and performing a quick recon, Flounder returned to the van and suggested they break into one of the empty shops across the street. They could gain entry through the back door. Once night fell, they could easily plant audio and video surveillance equipment around the target house with less chance of being seen.
Avery and Poacher both liked it, so this is what they did.
First, they broke in through the rear entrance of what, from the looks of it, used to be a grocery store and deli. The lock was simple, and Flounder picked it in under thirty seconds. There were no alarms or security systems to overcome. In fact, there wasn�t even electricity here or in most of the city, but that was okay, since they wouldn�t be able to turn on any lights anyway, which would give away their presence. Any of their gear that required power was already fully charged.
Avery and Flounder then moved the vehicles they came in, so that they would be out of sight from the occupants of the target house and not potentially alert them to the presence of strangers on the block. They left the van near the door behind the old grocery store in case they would need to get away quickly.
From behind the blinded windows of the darkened, dusty storefront, they observed the target house for the remainder of the day. Other than the occasional lights going on or off, there was no other activity at the house. No one came or went. From this vantage point, they did not have eyes on the target�s back door, but they would still clearly be able to see if someone was coming or going.
By midnight, the neighboring apartment building and houses were all blacked out. A few blocks had electricity, but most households relied on lanterns or candles. Others, including the target house, utilized portable generators bought in Dushanbe or Kazakhstan.
Poacher and Flounder waited another two hours, during which time there was absolutely no activity from either the target house or its neighbors, before slipping across the street and planting the surveillance equipment. Avery covered them from the storefront, keeping a close eye on the target and ready to warn them if anyone came their way. Given the lack of functioning street lights, stealth was not a problem for the two seasoned paramilitary operators.
Thirty-five minutes later, when Poacher and Flounder returned, Avery ventured across the street with his Radar Scope II motion detector.
Developed by DARPA, this is a handheld device weighing less than two pounds and roughly the size of a brick. The Radar Scope is capable of detecting motion as tiny as a human heartbeat or a person breathing through up to twelve inches of concrete and fifty feet into the selected room. It does this by emitting stepped-frequency radar and then detecting the tiniest alterations of the return signal�s Doppler signature. Additionally, it has a sensor array capable of �seeing� through multiple walls and rendering a 3D image of the room itself. An earlier, less sophisticated model was first introduced to soldiers going house-to-house in Iraq.
After making a trip around the perimeter of the target house, Avery determined that there were five people inside and knew the rooms in which they stayed. He used this information to prepare a floor plan of the house, complete with current placement of its occupants. Avery joked to Poacher and Flounder that maybe the next generation of Radar Scope would be able to even differentiate hostages from the bad guys.
When they�d completed the night�s work, it neared 3:30AM.
They agreed to take turns of six-hour shifts in observing the house and manning the audio surveillance gear. Poacher volunteered to take the first shift, and Flounder insisted on taking the second, to give Avery time to recharge, since he was operating on the least amount of sleep. Both of the CIA operators had been able to get a full night�s sleep the previous night, but by this point, it had been nearly two days since Avery last slept, so he was grateful to finally shut his eyes. He didn�t even care that it was in a sleeping bag on the dirty, dust-covered floor of an old grocery store that was now home to big, black, monstrous-looking arachnids known as trapdoor spiders.
At 9:30AM, Poacher woke up Flounder.
When they switched places, Poacher informed Flounder that there�d been no activity from the target house overnight. He�d made a written log of any vehicular or pedestrian traffic, with descriptions of the passerby in each entry. Seven people had walked past the house, including a drunken bum and a group of four teenagers out late. Only three cars and a bicyclist had come by. Two militants on a roving patrol had passed along the street. There�d been no sighting of any official government police or troops.
Avery woke up at ten, ate a couple protein bars, and joined Flounder at the storefront. Flounder brought him up-to-speed and showed him the activity log. The only relevant occurrence was that at 9:45AM a man exited the target house and left in the pickup truck, heading south, but he hadn�t said anything within range of any of the audio surveillance equipment they�d installed. Flounder had gotten a clear picture of the man and showed it to Avery.
At 10:27AM, the man was apparently still in the pick-up truck, because he made a phone call and Sideshow�s bugs heard everything. Both Avery and Flounder were familiar enough with the language to determine that the man spoke Uzbek, with a spattering of Russian thrown in. Flounder recorded it, and they listened to it several times, breaking the two minute conversation apart and taking out the words they recognized and trying to put them into some manner of context. The only thing they could clearly piece together was the Uzbek telling whoever he was speaking to that they would give it �one more day� and �see if they showed� and then �move out.� It was also apparent by his tone and inflection that the Uzbek spoke to a superior over the phone.�The Uzbek returned to the house forty minutes later.
This time, catching a frontal view of the Uzbek�s face, Avery immediately identified him as Otabek Babayev. There was no mistaking him. The face from the CIA file was seared into Avery�s mind.
Flounder had the voiceprint of the Uzbek speaker in the IMU�s Cramer video � the man the Russians claimed was Otabek Babayev � on his laptop. Computer analysis determined this voice to be an 88�% match with that of the man they�d just listened to. The mask Cramer�s captor wore in the video could have muffled his voice and account for the discrepancy.
Babayev�s presence seemed to confirm that this was an IMU job, Avery thought. He�d been skeptical of the Russian report claiming that Babayev was the masked man in the video. After all, CIA and NSA had no sample of Babayev�s voice on file and therefore no way of confirming it. But here was Otabek Babayev right in front of his eyes.
Flounder woke up Poacher and showed him what they had. Avery suggested, and Poacher and Flounder concurred, that they go into the house that night.
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Yazgulam
They continued their surveillance of the house throughout the remainder of the day and observed nothing else of interest. Discouraging, they also saw and heard nothing to confirm whether or not Cramer was on the premises.
Avery wasn�t going to contact Dushanbe station or sit around waiting for the green light from Culler. In the meantime, Cramer could be completely brutalized and beaten to within an inch of his life, placing more assets at risk. The worst would be to wait another day, go in, and find Cramer�s freshly slaughtered corpse.
As far as Avery was concerned, there was no other option, not with a life potentially on the line, and this is what they�d come here to do. If Cramer wasn�t present, then Babayev�s crew almost definitely knew where he was or what happened to him and could provide the next piece of vital intelligence. Either way, the only point forward now was through that house.
There were five people inside the house. From experience in hitting torture houses in Iraq and Afghanistan, three or four terrorists and one or more prisoners sounded like the normal ratio. The prisoners were usually kept in a locked, boarded up room, a basement or cellar, if there was one, or even in a cage like an animal. The terrorists would be spread out, to have all entrances covered and have a good lookout.
The team would try to take as many of the house�s occupants alive, if possible, which should not be difficult if they caught them completely off-guard and roused them out of their sleep. The terrorists would likely have weapons readily available, within reach, but they would also feel confident that they were safe here and wouldn�t expect a rescue team to make entry. If Cramer wasn�t inside, then killing all the terrorists would only bring them to a dead end. They needed at least one alive to question.
If anyone posed a threat, either to a member of the team or Cramer, then Avery and his crew would put them down with two, three rounds through the head, no questions asked. If they were IMU, then Avery expected them to put up a fierce fight.�Like Avery, Poacher and Flounder had gone up against IMU forces before. The Uzbeks were some of the most vicious and disciplined fighters the US and its allies encountered in Afghanistan, second only to the Chechens. Cornering them and engaging them within close quarters could turn nasty. That�s why they�d need to utilize to full effect what Flounder�s shipmates from Dev Group called �speed, surprise, and violence of action.� They would move in fast, hit hard, secure the advantage, and the IMU cell wouldn�t know what hit them until it was over. That is, if any of them were still breathing.
Avery, Poacher, and Flounder by now had memorized the floor plan of the house. Each man could practically close his eyes and visualize the entire layout, complete with dimensions and distances. On pencil and paper, they�d spent the afternoon preparing and perfecting plans for entry and takedown. The only factor they couldn�t take into account was any potential traps or hazards inside the house, so they would need to be cautious, alert, and ready for anything.
Going into the front door, which outwardly faced east, there was a small entryway space. Turning left, or south, this led directly into the largest room in the structure, probably what served as a living room in Tajik houses. Opposite the front door, on the north side of the house, there was a wide, almost square-shaped hallway leading into four rooms, two on either side. The two larger ones were the presumed bedrooms. The other two were smaller, the size of Western closets. From the pipes running into these rooms from the outside it was surmised these were the bathroom (houses here didn�t have toilets; they had a hole in a cement floor) and shower room. The west end of the hallway led into the kitchen and eating areas. Combined, these occupied roughly a third of the entire floor space. Finally, at the far west end of the house was a back porch area with boarded up windows and the back door. There was no basement or cellar, which would be the ideal place to hold a captive, so Avery surmised that Cramer, if present, would be held in one of the two bedrooms. There were no windows to these rooms, making it an easily secured space to hold a prisoner.
They waited until 2:00AM and geared up. All light sources were again out in the nearby houses by this time. Also, at this hour, the human body�s senses and reflexes are naturally operating at their lowest levels of alertness and are least effective. It was the ideal time to execute a raid like this one. Even if someone was awake and on guard duty, his body would not be operating at full efficiency, his senses dulled and weary.
Avery dressed in 5.11 tactical pants and wore a lightweight, black ModGear vest, with light armor plates, over a navy blue t-shirt. He secured his Glock in the vest�s fast draw holster over his left side and carried three spare magazines for the handgun. He threaded the Atlas Universal Typhoon silencer/suppressor onto the end of the M4�s barrel and inserted two spare magazines of M193 Ball ammunition into his vest�s pouches. He fastened the M4 to his sling mount, securing the carbine over the front of his body. Poacher also gave him two M84 flashbang grenades, which he secured to the D-ring clips on his vest, and he seated his Cold Steel Tanto knife into the sheath on the vest�s belt.
Poacher and Flounder were similarly dressed. They tucked their pants into their Adidas GSG-9 boots. Poacher wore military standard issue digital camouflage and Flounder black cargo pants. Poacher wore a gray, cable knit sweatshirt, Flounder a desert camou t-shirt, beneath their vests. Poacher also wore knee and elbow protectors. Unlike Avery, the two SAD officers carried silenced, compact Heckler & Koch MP5SD submachine guns with 9mm subsonic hollow point ammunition.
The MP5 is specially made for close quarters combat and one of the favorite weapons of SEALs, Delta operators, and SWAT shooters. Although larger and heavier, Avery still preferred the M4 and, going back to his Ranger days, had the most time on that weapon.
For side arms, the two CIA operators were equipped with Mk 23 .45 ACP SOCOM pistols, specially made by Heckler & Koch for US Special Operations Command. Although phased out of service in 2010, many special operators still favored the Mk 23.
Avery and Poacher also wore black balaclava masks over their faces, leaving only their eyes visible, while Flounder preferred black grease paint and a black watch cap. They also wore Hatch ultra-thin Nomex/Kevlar gloves with removable index fingers for trigger pulling. They were equipped with AN/PVS-21 low profile night vision devices. For communications, they were wired with encrypted Motorola CP185 easy-access tactical throat microphones.
Before leaving the observation post, they checked their gear and comms, making sure everyone�s earpieces and mikes were transmitting.
Then Avery made another pass around the house, with the Radar Scope. He pin pointed the locations of each of the house�s five occupants � two in the front living room, one in a smaller room on the right side of the house, and two in the back room. He took his time, checking to see if there was any activity inside the house. The motion detector indicated that except for one man in the back of the house, perhaps getting something to eat, the other four occupants were stationary, so Avery surmised the others were asleep.
Poacher covered Avery while Flounder drove the van, with the lights off, around the block, pulled over near the target house, and put the van in park. He left the keys in the ignition and the doors unlocked. The van needed to be easily accessible to make a fast getaway. They stashed all of their additional gear in the van and made sure that they�d be leaving nothing behind in the observation post.
By 3:45AM, they were ready to go and took up pre-assigned positions around the house.�Avery would breach the front door, while Poacher and Flounder simultaneously made entry through the rear.
Flounder, the team�s demolitions expert, had applied a line of detcord � thin plastic tubing packed with a PETN high explosive core � down the side of each door near the hinges. Flounder carried the detonator and would simultaneously blow both doors.
The doors were massive, heavy and thick. They had no way of knowing if the doors were reinforced on the other side, and they weren�t equipped with breach grenades or specialized rifle grenades, so the quickest way through was to blow out both doors. Then they would enter the house simultaneously from both ends and sweep it clear.
The only problem was that this temporarily left Avery in the open, exposed. He waited in a crouch in front of the Uzbeks� pickup truck, approximately seven feet from and to the side of the front door. He cradled the M4 in front of him, finger indexed over the trigger guard.
He tapped the transmit button on his throat mike twice in quick success to indicate that he was in position and ready to go and immediately heard the �tsk� tsk� response, indicating Poacher and Flounder were also in position.
This close to the house, before the assault, they wouldn�t talk over the radios. Although encrypted and secure, it was always possible someone with the right gear could listen in. There was also the risk that prolonged transmissions could potentially interfere with television, radio, or phone reception, thereby alerting anyone still awake that someone was nearby.
Avery tapped the transmit button three more times in rapid succession � the signal to Flounder to blow the doors � and braced himself and turned his head away from the door.
Three seconds passed.
The explosion sounded, a sudden thunderclap with accompanying bright flash lasting less than a second. The door simply flew outward and off its hinges, over the porch, along with splintered wood and a few small chunks of debris, and landed several feet in front of the house. A cloud of gray smoke lingered in the space of the doorframe.
Avery exploded onto his feet and sprinted the distance to the front door. He kept his rifle in the low ready position, letting the barrel lead the way toward the entrance of the house. Closer, he prepared to pull a flashbang from his vest�s D-clip, igniting the 2.3 second fuse and hurl the grenade into the darkness.
But two muzzle flashes lit up from somewhere inside the darkened house.
The AN/PVS-21 night optics responded instantly to the flashes and automatically switched off the night vision, so that Avery now looked through the clear lenses of the goggles. It was a life-saving feature over older models of NVGs, which would have left him blinded and subsequently dead meat. There was the sound of automatic weapons fire within the small confines of the living room. The shots penetrated the wall and doorway in front of him. He returned his left hand beneath the barrel of his M4 and released a three-round burst in the direction of the one of the muzzle flashes, pivoted his aim, and fired at the second target�s position.
As he took a step back, to get to a safe position from which to throw the flashbang, Avery felt something punch against his vest, low on the right side of his body, like someone whipped a hammer at him, and he grunted and tensed and stumbled back a step before catching his balance, hoping the armor plate in the vest wasn�t penetrated.
The muzzle flashes continued, closer now as the enemy advanced on him.
Avery fired another three round burst to push the attackers back as he pivoted left, out of the open space of the doorway and slid behind the wall and squatted low. He started to reach again for the M84 stun grenade.
Bullet holes opened up in the wall in front of him, just inches over his head. He turned and launched himself to the left, out of the way of the open door space, as two constant streams of full automatic fire chewed through the wall he had just been positioned behind.
Avery smacked hard against a patch of dirt. The gunfire stopped from the house. There was quiet, and he imagined the men inside were reloading, having each just emptied their magazines against the wall, spraying and praying that they�d hit him.
So much for catching the fuckers in their sleep.
Movement caught Avery�s attention. A shadowy man-sized shape materialized in the doorframe and stepped out of the house, a submachine gun held in front of him as he pivoted and swept left-to-right looking for a target or, more agreeably, a dead body. He spotted Avery lying on the ground, adjusted his aim, shouted something out in Uzbek to the man still inside the house, and tapped the trigger.
Avery rolled across the dirt, skirting out of the way of incoming bullets. The rounds bored into the ground, kicking up a dry cloud of dirt and dust. He aligned his sights over the target�s torso, pressed back on the trigger, once, twice, and felt the recoil.
Despite the attached suppressor, the carbine still made a perfectly audible and sharp, whip-like thwack, resembling a muffled firecracker and not at all the silent pfffttt in movies (though Poacher and Flounder�s silenced MP5s firing subsonic ammunition came close).
The IMU terrorist took the hits against his body armor. He grunted and stumbled back a few steps, his finger letting up on the trigger of his own weapon. Avery raised his aim a couple degrees and placed two rounds through the IMU�s face. Blood splashed into the air as his head snapped back, and his body went instantly limp and dropped like a ragdoll. Face first, head down he sprawled over the dusty ground.
On his feet, Avery tracked his rifle for threats. From the crumpled heap in which the downed terrorist lay, Avery was certain he was dead, but he discharged a single round into the side of the man�s head to make sure, and kicked the submachine gun away from his hands.
Another burst of automatic fire came from the doorway.
Avery reacted, dropped to one knee, and kept his head low, to present a smaller target, and fired back, forcing the gunman back inside the house, behind the doorjamb for cover. With his partner down, this one would be more cautious now.
Without any more muzzle flashes or other sources of ambient light, Avery�s night optics automatically engaged again, casting his world into shades of green. He ripped the M84 from his vest and pulled the pin as he stood up, commencing the grenade�s three second fuse. He took a step forward, released the grenade in the air through the open doorway and into the black, open space of the living room, and fired another couple shots to keep the gunman back.
The terrorist inside likely heard or saw the grenade hit, panicked, and leapt behind the nearest cover he could find. Avery could hear the frantic movement and a shout in Uzbek. The stun grenade detonated a second later. A brilliant white flash lit up the interior of the living room, bright enough to immediately over-stimulate and temporarily blind the photoreceptors of the eyeball�s retinas, blinding anyone within several feet, accompanied by a resounding and deafening blast powerful enough to disturb the fluids inside the ear and disrupt a person�s balance and coordination, as well as induce nausea.
Avery bolted. He jumped over the first Uzbek corpse, and passed the threshold into the darkened house. He controlled his breathing, taking deep breaths in and out, so that a steady stream of oxygen supplied his brain. His eyes scanned, constantly moving around, side to side and up and down, taking in everything and never become fixated on one point, and he never stopped moving.
The furniture � two heavy, square tables and a double couch � were overturned and positioned across the floor, along with stacks of lumber, cinder blocks, and metal and wire cages taken in from outside, to create cover for firing positions as well as obstacles for the entry team. The house otherwise appeared to be sparsely furnished. Most Tajik households couldn�t afford much, and Tajiks generally opted to sit on the floor on rugs at low tables.
The terrorist was barely four feet away from Avery as he came through the doorway. Avery watched him stumble and trip over a table leg while his head spun frantically around, like he was inebriated. He was completely oblivious to Avery�s entry and anything else taking place around him. The effects of the stun grenade could last up to several seconds, more than enough time for a tactical unit to make a dynamic entry and clear a room of hostiles.
Moving left, his back to the wall, Avery aligned his sights, passed the aiming aperture over his target, and double tapped the trigger, drilling the terrorist through his head. Two little red puffs appeared in the air for a quick second, while little bits of skull and brain flew. The terrorist collapsed onto the floor in stages, first dropping onto his knees, simultaneously dropping his rifle, and finally plopping forward onto his face.�As he stepped over the body, Avery kicked the submachine gun away from its hand and fired one more shot into the back of the man�s head.
Avery finished his sweep of the room. He never stopped moving. In close quarters combat, it was vital to never become stationary.
There were no other immediate targets. He tapped his throat mike and reported, �Carnivore for Sideshow, two crows, Green Six secure,� stating that he had two dead terrorists and the front of the house was cleared.
The sound of gunfire continued from the back of the house. Surprised that Poacher and Flounder apparently still hadn�t made entry, Avery reckoned that the IMU had a good position from which they were able to hold back attackers. These assholes had been expecting an assault.
Staying near and following the perimeter of the wall, Avery proceeded to the west-side doorway going into the hallway. He stopped there, hesitated and didn�t know why, staying within the living room and violating the vital rule about not becoming still.
Slowly and deliberately, he searched his surroundings. Left-right, up-down, taking in and processing every little detail. That�s when he spotted the ultra-thin cord running the gap between the sides of the doorframe across the hall, just inches off the floor. He looked directly down and saw a similar cord, inches away from his shins.�He stepped high over it and into the hallway. He saw that the cord was taped to either side of the doorframe. On the right side, in the corner of the wall, near the jamb, the cord was tied through the pin of a hand grenade.
The door to the bedroom with the sole occupant � presumably Cramer, maybe not � was four feet away and closed. Avery tried the doorknob. It was locked. He wanted to continue through the house, and come up on the flank of the IMU holding back Poacher and Flounder, but he couldn�t just assume that it was Cramer in the room and not another IMU.
As if reading his thoughts, Avery suddenly heard Poacher�s voice over his earpiece, announcing that he was coming around the house through the front.
Avery swept his sights over the west-end entrance to the hallway, where the kitchen was, and found no targets, but heard the familiar crackle of AK fire from the back of the house. No immediate threats present, he carefully disabled both of the grenade-traps.
A second later, Poacher announced his arrival over the comms, entered the house through the front door, and crossed the living room, catching up with Avery, who indicated the traps. Poacher acknowledged and signaled Avery to cover his six. Avery acknowledged, and Poacher continued cautiously through the house, going across the kitchen and the dining room.
The remaining IMU tango was crouched behind a large, sturdy couch that had been flipped over onto its back and positioned to offer the defenders a clear line-of-sight on the backdoor. Beside him, another IMU body lay sprawled over the floor, with massive quantities of blood draining from his collapsed skull. Thick pieces of wood and sheets of metal were laid out against the couch, to reinforce it. The IMU popped up from behind the couch and let off a burst of automatic fire in Flounder�s direction.
Flounder was still outside, in the back. He�d taken cover behind the tapchan, a free-standing, porch-like structure in the backyards of Tajik houses.
Poacher radioed Flounder and ordered the ex-SEAL to hold fire.
Keeping his MP5 sighted over the oblivious terrorist�s back, Poacher stepped up behind him and put a single 9mm round through his rear left deltoid, which wasn�t covered by his armored vest. The terrorist�s whole body jerked. He screamed out and dropped the weight of the rifle, holding onto it with one hand. Poacher stepped up behind the wounded terrorist, yanked the rifle out of his hand, whacked him over the top of the head with the stock of his MP5, and called in Flounder.
Simultaneously, Avery aimed low and blasted the lock of the bedroom door with two shots and kicked the door in on its hinges. With heavy wooden boards over the two windows and no light sources, the room was even darker than the rest of the house.
Avery stepped forward and allowed the M4 to lead him past the threshold, into the darkness. He held the rifle in the low ready position, with the barrel angled toward the floor ahead of him and the stock nestled comfortably against his right shoulder.
The air inside this room was heavy, warm, and smelled of human excrement and old sweat. The stench was so overpowering Avery could taste it in the back of his throat, and nearly gagged on it. A man lay on a kurpacha�a Tajik-style mattress � on the floor, underneath a heavy duvet. He was on his stomach, his head facing the wall, away from Avery. Avery could make out large splotches that appeared to be old, dried blood on the mattress. He swept his sights across the room, from one side to the other, and came back around to check his six. Then he kept his aim trained on the unmoving form on the mattress and slowly stepped closer.
�Bob?� Avery called out.
The body stirred, a weak and muffled voice murmured something incomprehensible. The head lifted slightly, as if the man tried to look back over his shoulder at the intruder. But the movement seemed to require too much exertion. The head dropped back against the mattress with a defeated groan.
�Can you speak?� Avery called out. �Bob, if that�s you, give me some kind of sign.�
The head, face pressed halfway into the mattress, bobbed up and down twice, the movement barely noticeable and seeming to cause the man great pain.
�We�re going to get you out of here.� Even as he said it, Avery�s senses told him something was wrong.
Poacher announced his presence to Avery�s back as he entered the room.
Avery nodded once, not taking his eyes off the shape on the mattress. He took his left hand away from his M4 to motion for Poacher to stay where he was.
Flounder remained standing in the hallway, covering them, keeping his eyes and ears open.
Avery motioned to Poacher that he was going to approach the captive, and Poacher shouldered his MP5, keeping it trained on the subject.
Avery closed the distance to the mattress in four steps. Closer, he could at once tell from the mangy, curly dark hair that this was definitely not Cramer. Cramer was balding and kept the remaining hair on his sides closely buzzed. Avery reached down, ripped the blanket away, grabbed hold of the man by the shoulder, flipped him over, and stepped back, barreling his M4 down on him.
The man was wide awake and thickly bearded, Islamic fundamentalist style, his eyes wild, staring up at Avery with fear and bewilderment. He wore a homemade martyr�s vest fastened around his torso. His fist clenched around a black remote connected by wire to the vest. His thumb, trembling and twitching, was poised over a switch.
Avery�s guts churned inside out.
Poacher saw it, too. He and Avery reacted the same second and opened up, firing into the terrorist�s head, pulverizing it, blasting it apart and spilling its contents all over the wooden floor and mattress. The hand carrying the detonator went limp and dropped, hanging over the side of the mattress but still holding onto the device, the thumb relaxed now.
Avery fired until his weapon clicked empty. Then he held up a hand to signal Poacher to cease fire and bent forward and pulled the detonator out of the terrorist�s dead hand and disconnected it from the vest.
He examined the vest.
It was fitted with cut thin, metallic pipes filled with TATP, or triacetone triperoxide, an easily made explosive compound often utilized by Palestinians. It is also highly unstable, which accounted for why so many Palestinian bomb makers have burn scars and missing fingers. The pipe bombs were surrounded by a fragmentation jacket. These are simply cloth pouches loaded with screws, nails, marbles, or any other item that can serve as shrapnel. The detonator was a household light bulb, with the glass broken and removed and the wire coated with flammable material so that when the light bulb is turned on, the wire is heated, detonating the explosives and dispersing the shrapnel.
�Clear,� Avery said quietly.
He ejected the spent magazine from his rifle, pulled a new one from his vest, gently slapped it into place, and chambered a round. Then he examined his vest where he�d caught a bullet earlier. The fabric was torn, but the armor didn�t appear to be penetrated. He slid a hand under his vest and felt for holes and blood, but there were none.
One hundred and seventeen seconds had elapsed since Flounder blew the doors to the house.
�All right, let�s move quickly,� Avery said. �We don�t know how long we have before some local militia or whoever the fuck show up.�
They entered the next bedroom.
White sheets hung from the wall, with the flag of the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan prominently displayed in the middle. A single wood chair sat in the middle of the room, in front of the flag. A video-recorder mounted on a tripod faced the chair and flag. Tiny blood stains speckled the floor. There was a wide roll of clear plastic sheeting. They always laid out plastic over the floor when they were going to cut through someone�s throat.
The video appeared on the Internet less than two days ago, so Cramer had been here recently. Avery swore out loud. Wherever Cramer was now, if he was still alive, once his captors heard word of the takedown here, they�d surely execute him.
�We have a live one,� Poacher announced.
Avery stormed across the house to the back.
Otabek Babayev lay on the floor, with his wrists and ankles flex-cuffed, and a piece of duct tape over his mouth, muffling his cries. He was shirtless, and there were blood-soaked bandages and gauze over his right shoulder.
The SAD operators were right behind Avery. He instructed Flounder to get in the van and be ready to leave in a hurry. He told Poacher to search the bodies and rooms for anything of potential intelligence value. They acknowledged and left Avery alone with the prisoner.
He ripped the tape off Babayev�s mouth in one fast, hard motion. �Where�s the American?�
The Uzbek stared contemptuously up at Avery. It was the same look of pride, hate, and defiance Avery saw on the face of Gurgakov�s prisoner.
There wasn�t time for this shit. Avery raised his rifle, barrel pointed up, and smashed the stock down against Babayev�s head, splitting skin, scraping bone, and drawing blood. Babayev bit into his lower lip and struggled to mute any scream or verbal reaction. He did not want to give the American the satisfaction of seeing him suffer and wither in pain.
Avery repeated the inquiry, which was again met with silence.
Avery took two steps back, shouldered the M4 and drilled Babayev straight through his left kneecap. That got a reaction out of him. Babayev twisted and turned on the floor, screamed and howled like a deranged animal. Blood poured rapidly out from the hole through the destroyed bone and cartilage. Then, just to show he was completely serious, Avery blasted apart Babayev�s other knee.
�Where is he, you son of a bitch?� Avery shouted. He battered Babayev once more with the rifle�s stock.
�He�s dead,� Babayev finally shouted in English. �He had a heart attack, during interrogation, but it is no big thing. He was to die soon anyway.�
Avery examined Babayev�s face closely and said, �I don�t believe you.� He shot the Uzbek through the foot and waited for him to stop screaming. �I know he was here. When did he leave?�
Silence.
Avery angled his rifle toward Babayev�s crotch and was about to tap the trigger again.
�No, don�t! Yesterday morning, they took him out of here.�
�Then what are you assholes still doing here?�
Babayev smiled. Blood streamed down his face from the gashes and scrapes in his forehead and his split lip. �We were waiting for you to come.�
�Where did they take him?�
No response.
Avery leaned in and shoved the tip of his suppressor against the hole in Babayev�s right knee. He forced the tip into the destroyed cartilage and twisted it around, sending waves of agonizing pain throughout Babayev�s body. The Uzbek squirmed and screamed.
Finally, after a couple excruciatingly long seconds, Avery stopped. He didn�t want Babayev to pass out. �Talk to me, fucker.�
�Ayni,� Babayev finally blurted out. He gasped for breath and writhed and squirmed on the floor. �They took him to Ayni, the airfield. A plane will be there for him. He leaves early Thursday morning.�
It was almost 4:00AM, Tuesday.
�Who�s taking him? Where?�
�I don�t know.� Speaking at barely a whisper, the Uzbek became harder to understand.
�Cramer, is he alive or dead?� Avery asked. �Who told you we were coming?�
Babayev stared up at his tormentor. He appeared calmer now, relaxed. His eyelids flickered as blood dripped into his eyes. Avery knew he wouldn�t get any more answers. Looking into Babayev�s eyes, unfocused and in a haze, Avery saw he was far gone now.
Poacher reappeared. �I couldn�t find anything of value, no computers, no USB drives, nothing, just a cell phone on one of the bodies. I took pictures and fingerprints of each of the crows. But there�s something you might want to see.�
Avery followed Poacher into the living room.
Poacher crouched over the body of the man Avery had smoked outside and shined a flashlight over the dead man�s face. This one stood out from the other tangos they�d just waxed. He was clearly not of Central Asian or Uzbek descent. He was Caucasian and sported Slavic features, at least from what could be ascertained from what remained of his face, and had a shaved head. Poacher pulled down the collar of the man�s shirt and shined the light on the left side of his neck, revealing a small tattoo of a spider with a bulbous body and short spindly legs.
�Look what he was packing.�
Poacher shined his light over a Russian-made SR-3 Veresk.
Avery picked up the submachine gun. He ejected the round from the breech and held it between his thumb and index finger. Clearly this wasn�t the guy who�d hit him earlier. The SR-3�s 9mm SP armor piercing round would have bore right through the armor plate in his vest and then through his intestine. It gave him a sick feeling, and he didn�t dwell on it further.
He looked over the rest of the dead terrorist�s kit, which included a Kirasa Model-6 armored vest with ceramic plates over the chest and back, the type of vest used by Russian tactical units.
�Let�s clear out,� said Avery.
�What about him?� Poach asked pointing in the direction of Babayev. They heard him moaning and mumbling incoherently to himself in his native tongue. He sounded delirious.
Without a word, Avery strode back across the hallway. He stood over Babayev, looking down at him and hating him for what he was and what he�d done. Fuck it. Avery shouldered the rifle and shot Babayev once through the face, permanently silencing and stilling him. Then he looked back to Poacher and said, �Let�s move.�

TWELVE

Dayrabot
�So what are you thinking?� Poacher asked Avery as the latter walked out of the kitchen opening a bottle of orange Gatorade he�d taken from the fridge. Avery had so far excluded himself from the conversation and had barely said a word on the drive back from Yazgulam.
They�d returned to the Dayrabot safe house shortly after 11:30AM. Flounder immediately collapsed on his cot, shut his eyes, and drifted off, while Poacher filled in Reaper and Mockingbird. Both operators expressed disappointment to have sat out on the action, but Poacher said that it may have been for the best. With a larger assault team, they would have likely overpowered the IMU faster and someone may have tripped one of the traps in the haste.
�The same things you are.� Avery grabbed one of the empty chairs and joined the others at the table. His voice sounded strained, and his eyes were bloodshot. He was exhausted, mentally and physically. On the drive back, his mind had been too preoccupied to get any sleep. He always felt that way, coming down off the high of combat. �First off, it was a damn set-up. Babayev�s cell knew we were coming. That�s why we didn�t find any intelligence inside. They completely sanitized that place, and then they re-located Cramer. Then they sat quiet in the dark all night, just waiting for us to knock down the door. That�s what the phone call we overheard was all about. Remember, Babayev said he�d wait one more night and see if �they� showed. The fuckers were expecting us.�
�That�s why that tango with the suicide vest didn�t waste us,� Poacher agreed. �He could have easily, but he hesitated. He wasn�t mentally prepared to become a martyr, didn�t have it in him. He was as afraid of that vest as we were and didn�t expect us to ever make it past his friends or those grenade traps they set for us. So when we walked in on him, he panicked and froze. We�re lucky it turned out the way it did.�
Poacher spoke from experience. While he was with Asymmetric Warfare Group�s Dog Squadron, he�d gone through an intensive three-day instructional course run by Israel�s Shin Bet on identifying suicide bombers in a crowded public place and preemptively terminating them. Later, he put those skills to use in the cities and marketplaces of Iraq�s Sunni Triangle. He�d sat in on the interrogations of failed suicide bombers in Iraq and the occupied Palestinian territories. He knew the vacant look when he saw it, the faraway eyes and stone cold face of the walking dead. It had chilled him to the bones, standing in the holding cell of a sixteen year old girl who had been psychologically prepared to violently end her life and the lives of those around her on a busy Haifa street.
Avery agreed with Poacher�s assessment, but he still felt no qualms about wasting the Uzbek, nor the manner in which he did it. As long as the man had his hand around the detonator, he�d posed a threat to the entire team and the mission.
�That shit sounds like Iraq,� Mockingbird observed. During his time with Task Force 145, he�d taken part in the hunt for Abu Musab al-Zarqawi. The al-Qaeda in Iraq leader regularly left false trails of evidence leading to safe houses wired with explosives.
�So how�d they know you were coming?� Reaper said. �We know Dushanbe station is seriously fucked, but nobody there knew about the op we ran in Gorno-Badakhshan. The leak didn�t come from the embassy this time.�
�You�re the only person we�ve been in contact with,� Poacher told Avery. �So it�s somebody on your end.�
�I�m looking into it.� Avery left at it that. He knew Poacher was right. It would be easy to narrow down the suspects. It was a very short list.
�How severe is the damage?� Mockingbird asked. �Do we need to relocate? I mean, we�re not going to have the fucking IMU visiting us tonight are we?�
Poacher glanced at Avery, interested to hear his response. �No, we�ll stay here. I can assure you that no one I�ve been in contact with knows this location.�
That put the others at ease.
�We did uncover one valuable bit of intel from the house,� Poacher said. �That crow with the spider tattoo you waxed sure as hell wasn�t IMU. The others could pass for Uzbeks or native Tajiks, but not him. I�d peg him as Slavic or maybe from the Caucasus. They were packing a lot of the latest Russian kit, too, and he was carrying an SR-2. Only professional operators carry SRs.�
�Russian operators,� Avery added.
Russia�s Central Scientific Research Institute for Precise Mechanical Engineering specially designed and produced the SR-2 (Spetsialnaya Razarbotka; Special Development) Veresk submachine gun for FSB spetsnaz units like Vympel or Alpha Group. The gun�s nickname, Veresk, is the Russian word for heather, a type of shrub. Invariably, the weapon had also found its way into the arsenals of connected Russian mafia gangs.
�Those IMU guys knew what they were doing and put up a good fight. They weren�t the typical spray-and-pray Jihadist amateurs. They had CQC training and understood the tactics an entry team would use.�
�I�ve checked out that phone we recovered from the dead tango,� Mockingbird said, with his laptop open in front of him. �They placed three calls to the same number since the time Cramer first went missing. The dialing format of the number indicates a Russian cell phone.�
�Any names or messages on the phone?� asked Poacher.
�There�s three numbers in the saved contacts, including the Russian number, but no names. The other two numbers are local.�
�Half-ass tradecraft,� Poacher observed. Knowing that a cell phone could be a huge source of intelligence, a pro would have cleared their call history and not have any numbers saved in the contacts. �But it�s another Russian connection.�
�We�ll give the phone to Gerald at the embassy for NSA to examine,� Avery said. �Gerald also needs to get in contact with whoever the FBI has at the embassy and get a crime scene unit to Yazgulam ASAP to comb that place for prints, DNA, whatever they can find. At the very least, maybe they can confirm if Cramer was ever at the house. Maybe the Tajik or Uzbek services can identify those bodies we left behind.�
Poacher almost laughed. �How the hell is the Bureau going to pull that off? They can�t go into Yazgulam without going through the Tajik authorities and getting all sorts of Interior Ministry and ambassadorial permissions.�
�Their problem, not mine,� Avery said. �They can tell the GKNB they received an anonymous tip. It�s almost true.�
�Cramer had to have been at the house,� Reaper said, thinking out loud.
�That intel came from Gurgakov�s IMU prisoner,� Avery said. �It doesn�t make sense that the prisoner would have been aware of the ambush. That would mean he was intentionally captured to plant disinformation and lure us into a trap. By the time we arrived in Yazgulam, they�d gotten word from an as-of-yet unidentified third party that we were coming and either executed Cramer or moved him.�
And only one person knew that he was going to Yazgulam, Avery thought.
�Speaking of Gurgakov,� Poacher said, �what�s the deal with his IMU prisoner?�
�Gurgakov�s offering his prisoner for twenty grand,� Avery said. He thought it over. �How much did SAD put in your expense account?�
Poacher groaned and squirmed uncomfortably.
�I�d do it myself, but buying an Uzbek�s a bit out of my budget.�
�Shit,� Poacher finally said. �Langley�s going to be pissed. Culler wasn�t prepared for us to leave Tajikistan with a goddamned Uzbek national in our custody. I mean, what the fuck are we going to do with this guy when we get back to the States? I�ll have to go through Culler on this first.�
�Negative,� Avery said. �I�ll deal with Culler. After I get what I need from the Uzbek, we can leave him for the FBI or GKNB, or Culler can tell Langley he was captured in Afghanistan and throw him in Guantanamo.�
�All right,� Poacher replied, unconvinced. �I�ll take care of the money.�
�Next: Ayni airfield, our third Russian connection,� Avery said. �I want everything Dushanbe station has on the place, especially satellite imagery, and information on troop placement there, numbers, and what kind of firepower they�re packing. We�re going in for a sneak and peak, but be prepared with a full combat load. If Cramer is there, it can only mean they�re going to fly him out of the country, if they haven�t already.�
�Who? The Russians?� asked Reaper.
�Maybe,� Avery said. He yawned, rubbed his eyes, and stretched his arms out behind his back. �The Russian connections are starting to add up. I�d even go out on a limb and posit that the IMU action is a Russian false flag job. Regardless, we need eyes on Ayni ASAP. M-Bird, can you head out there today? Make note of every aircraft coming in or taking off, get registration numbers if you can.�
�No problem.�
�Reaper, you go with him,� Poacher instructed.
�Sure thing,� the former SEAL said, glad to finally have something to do.
�When do you want to get started on prepping the Ayni job?� Poacher asked Avery.
�I�d like to do it immediately, but I don�t think we�re in condition to do that at the moment. Best we rest now and wait for night. According to Babayev, Cramer is being moved out early tomorrow morning, possibly before first light. Babayev also said Cramer was dead. Maybe that�s bullshit, maybe it�s not. There�s easier ways of disposing of a body in a country like this than flying it out. It could be more false leads, but we have to check it out.�
Avery paused and glanced across the room. Flounder lay passed out on his cot, temporarily shut off from the rest of the world. �Let�s let Reaper and M-Bird get the wheels rolling on this one. Flounder has the right idea. We need a few hours to re-charge. Let�s talk again in five.�
They broke it up.
Avery reached into his pants pocket for his cell phone. He texted Dagar Nabiyev and told him to return to Dushanbe late tomorrow afternoon. In the interests of saving time, he planned on having Dagar deliver the money and bring in the Uzbek prisoner. The thought also prompted him to send Jack, who had put him in contact with the Tajik, a quick text: �How do you know Dagar?�
Then he got up from the table and walked across the floor. Still wearing his cargo pants and boots, still smelling of sweat, cordite, and death, Avery collapsed onto a cot, shut his eyes, and fell asleep within seconds.
* * *
When Avery awoke six hours later, he took a cold shower. At its coldest, the water here was still a bit warmer than what he could get back home, but it did the job of shocking his body out of its fatigue. Then he chugged bottled water and ate a couple energy bars. The sleep did him good. Although still drowsy, he felt functional, and his mind was at least capable of thinking again. As there had been no updates from Reaper or Mockingbird, Poacher had decided not to wake Avery, and instead allow him the extra time to sleep.
During that time, Poacher ventured into Dushanbe to meet up with Gerald Rashid, who was accompanied by Darren, the station�s ops officer, at a pre-arranged location. As requested, Gerald provided a briefing docket on the Ayni air force base, and Poacher gave Gerald the IMU cell phone and told him that there was a house and five dead bodies in Yazgulam that the Tajiks might be interested in checking out. He also arranged to have Gerald and Darren deliver the $20,000 cash to Dagar in Gorno-Badakhshan. Dagar was then to await further word from Avery before returning to Dushanbe with the Uzbek prisoner.
Avery and Poacher sat now in the Dayrabot safe house with the satellite imagery and maps spread out over the surface of the table.
Located several miles west of Dushanbe, Ayni Airbase was currently under Russian lease, but the Russian military stationed only a small force at the base. Ayni had zero strategic value for Russia. The Kremlin simply wanted to prevent Dushanbe from leasing it to anyone else, especially the US or India. India was keen to expand its reach in Central Asia, Tajikistan in particular.
Ayni Airbase looked more like a desolate air strip than a modern military base. It supported two 10,000-plus foot long runways angled diagonally northwest to southeast capable of supporting flight operations for cargo planes or MiG and Sukhoi fighters. Off the west side of the runways were large aircraft hangars. Vast open wheat fields surrounded the base on the east side, with a lightly forested area of planetrees directly west and behind the hangar. The trees would provide a perfect spot from which to observe and possibly infiltrate the base, but they would still need someone across the way, more vulnerably positioned in the fields, to get line of sight into the hangars.
The nearest town, Ayni, where Reaper and Mockingbird were currently positioned and watching the skies, was over four miles away. The base was accessible from the M34 Highway, with Russian army checkpoints and barriers positioned at the entry and exit ramps leading onto the airfield itself.
Avery considered and decided against bringing Culler up-to-date for the simple reason that Matt might tell him to stand down. While Culler allowed Avery a certain degree of autonomy, running an op with an Agency asset like Sideshow against a Russian military base, and creating a potential international incident if anyone was caught, was the type of thing to make him uneasy.
But as far as Avery was concerned this was a straight forward recon, not a direct action assault.
After all, even if they did spot Cramer, what could they do about it? The answer was absolutely nothing. They couldn�t charge across the airfield, waste a platoon of Russian troops, grab Cramer, and make a clean exfil. And it was extremely unlikely they would simply get lucky and find Cramer within easy reach, where they could covertly slip him off the base.
This wasn�t a movie. In real life, you didn�t wing it. That only got people killed. Direct action required planning and preparation. They hadn�t even barged into the IMU safe house in Yazgulam blind.
The best Avery could hope for was a sighting of Cramer, possibly in Russian custody, and the jet they put him on, photographic proof to provide Langley. Then Culler and D/NCS could take it from there.

THIRTEEN

Ayni Airfield
Black non-glare grease paint was smeared over Avery�s face and any other areas of exposed flesh. He lay prone in the tall, dry grass. His rifle rested in front of him, on its bipod legs, the stock nestled comfortably against his right shoulder.
Nearby, he heard crickets chirp, and eight feet away, a rabbit lazily chewed on the ends of grass, oblivious to the human�s presence.
Although his finger was poised over the trigger guard, he was relaxed and not looking for targets, at least not with the intention of shooting. The Trijicon advanced optical scope allowed him to see out to two thousand-plus feet. At the moment, however, there was little to observe. Other than a couple Russian troops occasionally wandering by or stepping out of a hangar for a smoke, there�d been no activity.
Avery didn�t use night optics. There was ample lighting around the airfield at 10:00PM. The main hangar, a tall, wide building large enough to hold four MiGs, and the control tower were both well lit. The runway itself was illuminated, too, by high floodlights.
Poacher and Flounder were positioned almost half a mile southwest on the opposite end of the airfield. Mockingbird was setup on the other side of the runway, in the wide field of wheatgrass, across from Avery�s position, with clear line of sight into the open hangars. Reaper was two miles away, sitting on the shoulder of the highway in the van, with his lights turned off and listening in on the comms. From here, he also had eyes on the north and south exit ramps leading from the highway to the base.
Security at the airfield was non-existent. Tajikistan was probably regarded as an easy, if not boring, post for Russian troops. There weren�t even watchtowers, which Russians were always fond of putting up at their bases. The biggest danger came from someone in the high control tower spotting the CIA intruders.
Seventeen minutes after midnight, Avery heard aircraft engines coming in overhead. He saw external lights blinking in the dark sky, and the engines soon grew louder as the aircraft lost altitude on its final approach.
The jet�s wheels struck the surface of the runway, screeched, bounced, and carried the giant aircraft forward out of the darkness and under the glow of the high floodlights, the four turboprop engines mounted beneath the wings screaming.
As it travelled down the runway and continued past the hangar, Avery identified the plane as a Russian-made Antonov transporter, weighing over two hundred thousand pounds empty and capable of carrying over twice its weight in cargo. Maybe two hundred feet long, he estimated, with a slightly longer wingspan. He couldn�t pinpoint the model, but that didn�t matter. He knew Mockingbird already had.
There was no carrier or national markings on the plane, only a small identification number, RA8564G, in black letters near the tail-end of the fuselage. Avery produced an old, bent notepad from a pouch on his vest, scribbled down the identifier, and replaced the notepad in his vest. He wasn�t an aviation expert, but he knew enough to recognize that the �RA� prefix signified that the aircraft was privately owned and registered inside the Russian Federation.
The pilot reduced speed, steered the Antonov left onto the tarmac in front of the hangar, and powered down the engines.
A couple figures stepped out from the open hangar and approached the Antonov. Their voices carried across the dead air toward Avery. He trained his scope on them. Two wore civilian clothing and didn�t appear to be armed. One was short and stocky, the other tall with wide shoulders and a shaved head, but their backs were to Avery. He also spotted a couple soldiers lingering about, keeping their distance.
The Antonov�s aft cargo ramp dropped slowly open on its pylons. Six men stepped out onto the tarmac. The Russian with the shaved head approached the group and spoke with someone who Avery presumed to be the man in charge of the flight.
Avery removed the miniature camera from the padded pocket in his vest. Developed by CIA�s Directorate Science & Technology, the no-flash digital camera fit inside the palm of his hand and could take quality, long-distance pictures or close range pictures of documents.
Avery recognized one of the Russians from when the man finally turned around. It was Oleg Ramzin, CK/SCINIPH. Avery snapped shots of him and his friends in case Langley could identify anyone else. They all looked alike to Avery, with their round faces, square jaws, shaved heads or buzz cuts, wearing out of fashion leather jackets, jeans, and boots, and generally looking ready to kick someone�s ass.
Another ten minutes passed with no activity. The Antonov remained sitting untouched on the tarmac, and the Russians looked as bored and impatient as the CIA soldiers felt.
At 12:45AM, Reaper reported that four trucks had just made the turn off the highway and were approaching the airfield. Five minutes later, Avery heard the vehicles coming from the south. His eyes followed a pair of headlights cutting through the cloak of darkness around the road leading from the highway to the airfield.
Under the bright floodlights, Avery recognized the new arrivals as Kamaz Ural-4320 6x6 trucks, four of them, powered by V-8 diesel engines and capable of carrying up to thirteen thousand pound cargos, or up to twenty-seven soldiers, for long distance hauls across nearly any terrain. Canvas tarps covered the cargo platforms of the trucks, which parked on the apron near the Antonov�s open ramp.
The cab doors on the trucks swung open, and the drivers and passengers climbed down. There were nine of them and a few had rifles slung at their sides or holstered pistols. They were darker skinned and smaller than the Russians, and each was thickly bearded, clearly of Central Asian descent. They wore loose fitting white or brown kameez tunics and shalwar pants. Some had scarves covering much of their faces, leaving only their eyes and noses visible, and others were draped in shawls or wore bandoliers filled with ammunition. But it was their matching black turbans that gave them away.
Avery knew what black turbans meant. These guys were Taliban.
The presence of Mullah Adeib Arzad confirmed this. There was no mistaking the distinctive crooked scar running down the left side of his face, over the limp eye that was all whited out following an untreated trachoma infection.
Mullah Arzad was one of the most wanted high value targets in Afghanistan. Any CIA or JSOC operator who�d done time in the Afghan-Pakistan would recognize him on sight. The mad mullah gained certain notoriety when a video appeared on the Internet in which he slit the throat of a twelve year old Afghan girl who committed the crime of being raped, shaming her family and village in the eyes of the Taliban.
Avery�s blood simmered. He reserved a special hatred for the Taliban. They were a dirty, cowardly, duplicitous, and savage gang who dealt in drugs, blew up schoolhouses full of children, decapitated women, and used the mentally impaired as unwitting suicide bombers. Their power came from fear and intimidation. And it didn�t matter how many you wasted, there were always more crawling out of the mountains and caves.
Mullah Arzad yelled out some angry, rapid fire Pashtan, and the Taliban started unloading heavy burlap sacks from the trucks� beds. Ramzin and his friend with the shaved head watched them, and then the latter stopped one of the Afghans as he passed. The Russian produced a knife from his pocket and opened the blade. He slit one of the sacks in the Afghan�s arms, parted the tear with his fingers, and peered inside.�He nodded his approval and the Afghans continued loading the Antonov.
Heroin, Avery thought, had to be.
Heroin, now produced in the Taliban�s own refineries and labs in Helmand Province and Kandahar, was the only thing the Taliban had of any value to bargain with. The Taliban generated up to half a billion dollars a year from drugs, making them one of the world�s top five richest terrorist groups. Many Taliban commanders became personally rich by skimming the profits and owned high-rise luxury condos in Dubai.
On the black market, one pound of heroin alone was worth thirty AK-47 rifles. Each of the four Kamaz Ural-4320s could carry a load of about twelve tons. One ton of heroin went for at least $15 million. Avery was looking at possibly $180 million worth of the shit. The street value would be over ten times that.
This was a massive transaction, and the important question in Avery�s mind was what were the Taliban getting in return?
While tanker trunks refueled the Antonov, the Russians used a forklift to transfer huge wooden crates from the Antonov�s cargo bay and onto the beds of the Ural trucks. The Taliban, apparently equally mistrustful of the Russians, watched them closely and selected random crates to open and examine.
From where he lay, it was impossible for Avery to tell what was inside the crates, but there was no mistaking what the long, rectangular, gray, metal cases now being loaded onto one of the Ural trucks contained. The US Army packaged and stored shoulder-fired surface-to-air missiles in almost identical transit cases.
As the transfer of cargo continued, the Russian with the shaved head spoke some more with Mullah Arzad through translator. The Taliban commander nodded his head, and the Russian�s entourage started across the tarmac with Mullah Arzad and his lieutenants. Two nearby talibs noticed this and followed, not wanting to leave their commander alone with the Russians. The group walked to the airfield�s operations building, on the opposite side of the hangar, while those left behind continued emptying the Antonov and loading the trucks.
It occurred to Avery that he wore the same pants he�d had going into Gorno-Badakhshan. He reached down and shoved his hand into a deep pocket, felt around, and found the GPS receiver Poacher had provided.
However, slipping the receiver onto one of the trucks presented much the same series of problems as getting a look at the cargo. Namely, slipping across the tarmac and getting that close to the trucks, and then getting away, unseen. The lighting around the airfield, so ideal in the previous hours for observation, now suddenly became an enormous source of compromise.
And there was still no sighting of Cramer.
The Taliban, closely allied with the IMU, had him and were going to turn him over to the Russians, Avery realized. It was the only logical connection, but it still didn�t make much sense.
Three more minutes passed.
The tanker trucks topped off the Antonov and departed. The Russians carried a couple final boxes out of the Antonov, finished loading the trucks, and retreated back into the hangar. The four Russian soldiers were left standing around, looking bored.
And the tarmac suddenly looked invitingly empty.
Avery immediately tapped his throat mike and said softly, �Carnivore for Mockingbird.�
�Go for Mockingbird,� the voice responded.
�Do you have eyes inside the hangar?�
�Partially, that Russkie trash hauler�s blocking my view. It looks like everyone�s huddled around a fridge, smoking and drinking. Everyone else headed into that building, I reckon to grab some chow and empty their bladders before they get moving again.�
�I�m going around the back to get to the north end of the hangar. I�m going in for a closer look at those trucks. I�ll need a diversion, something to distract those soldiers still standing around. Think you can manage that?�
�Roger. That shouldn�t be a problem.�
�Wait for my word.�
Avery expected to hear Poacher butting in at any second, to ask if he�d lost his mind, but it never came. Poacher didn�t like winging shit like this. Neither did Avery, but under the circumstances, he felt it warranted the risk.
Avery crawled back through the dirt and grass, scanned his surroundings to make sure it was clear, and then maneuvered onto his feet. He took careful, deliberate steps, so as to maintain silence and not alert the soldiers to his presence. It was a quiet night, and any sound from stepping on a stick or kicking a rock would travel far through the air.
Once he reached the rear wall of the hangar, Avery replaced his night vision goggles over his eyes. There were no light sources here, and it was almost completely black. He proceeded cautiously forward, moving quickly and quietly.
About three-fourths of the way down the hangar�s length, Avery stopped dead in his tracks.
He heard voices up ahead, around the corner of the hangar, speaking Russian. He sidestepped to the left, behind the cover of a thick tree. He lowered his body into a squat, descending into the darkness, and rested on his haunches.
Seconds later, a soldier turned the corner of the hangar. He looked ahead and walked forward into the dark behind the hangar. A lit cigarette hung between his lips. The Russian moved slowly, his eyes not yet acclimated to the darkness here, stepping on twigs and leaves and anything else in his path. He kept one hand against the wall of the hangar, to help guide himself. His other hand held the AK-12, which was slung around his shoulder, barrel angled toward the ground. He looked past Avery without seeing him.
The soldier stopped ten feet from Avery. He turned to face the concrete wall of the hangar. His hands moved in front of his waist, and Avery saw the motion of the right hand lowering his zipper and heard the steady stream of urine flow against the wall and into the grass.
Not taking his eyes off the soldier, Avery�s left hand moved slowly from his rifle to the belt strap on the ModGear vest and found the handle of Cold Steel Tanto. He withdrew the blade from the sheath and transferred the knife to his right hand. He sprung up and closed the distance to the soldier.
The Russian reacted to the sound, snapping his head fast around to the right. The cigarette dropped from his mouth and fluttered to the ground. He saw the black shape coming at him through the night, and the gleam of the blade in the air.
Before the soldier could react or utter a word, Avery was behind him clamping his gloved hand hard over the soldier�s mouth, his forearm pressed against his shoulder, restraining him.
Avery jerked the soldier�s head back and slammed the seven inch steel blade through the side of his neck. He heaved the knife back with a hard jerk, cutting through and severing the jugular vein and carotid artery. Avery left the knife in place, buried deep to the hilt. The soldier struggled for his life. He thrashed and squirmed in Avery�s arms, but was unable to utter a sound as blood quickly filled his windpipe, and he choked and gagged on it. Avery gently guided the soldier facedown to the ground, and held him still until he expired.
Then he withdrew his knife. Blood immediately poured out from the gaping wound in the soldier�s neck, saturating the soil.
Avery wiped his blade clean on the soldier�s jacket and stood up. He glanced down at the unmoving body. In Yazgulam, he�d executed Babayev without hesitation. Given the opportunity, he�d sure as hell do it again, too, because Otabek Babayev had murdered countless people and was an enemy. This soldier wasn�t an enemy, just a young kid who cared more about seeing his parents again and fucking his girlfriend, and given a shit job by the army. Killing him was a vile, dirty thing, but there�d been no way around it.
Avery continued forward and cautiously around the corner of the hangar.
Still within the cover of the dark and the shadows of by the nearby trees, he stopped, deactivated his night vision and scanned the tarmac with his scope. He saw the open cargo hold of the Antonov and the Ural trucks parked near it. He couldn�t see the remaining three soldiers, but he heard them chatting.
Avery checked in once more with Mockingbird, who informed him that everyone else was still in the back of the hangar, standing around and shooting the shit. Avery signaled Mockingbird to give him that distraction.
From where he stood, Avery did not see the flash of light emanating sporadically from Mockingbird�s position in the field on the other side of the runway, but it caught the soldiers� attention. Avery heard the Russian small talk suddenly stop, one of the voices talking over the others and pointing out the anomaly. Then the soldiers started across the tarmac toward the field to investigate.
Avery heard Poacher�s voice in his ear, telling him the coast was clear. Keeping his head down, Avery sprinted ahead in a low crouch, scanning for threats along the way and keeping his finger poised over his rifle�s trigger guard. His eyes locked onto the nearest truck, its back facing him. The tailgate was still lowered, but it looked high. Five feet, he thought, too high to jump. He pushed his legs harder and picked up the pace. He reached out, laid the rifle down on the bed, placed both hands atop the lowered tailgate, and sprung off his legs, lifting himself off the ground. He muscled up onto the bed and snatched the rifle back up.
It was dark inside the trailer, under the heavy tarpaulin draped over the bed. The reach of the outside lamp�s glow extended only to the first couple feet of the platform�s fourteen foot length. Wooden boards were erected to form a wall around the bed, supporting the heavy duty tarp. Crates, boxes, and steel cases were stacked everywhere, almost completely covering the thirty-two square foot platform, leaving barely enough room to move.
Avery pulled the mini Maglite flashlight from his vest, switched it on, and held it between his teeth. He shined the red light over one of the long, metal cases. He couldn�t read the entire Russian inscription printed on the side, but he was able to identify the important bit. The 9K38 designation ominously stood out. NATO agencies referred to the 9K38 Igla-S, the newest model of Russia�s man portable surface-to-air missile, as SA-24 Grinch.
One of the huge advantages from which the US and its allies greatly benefited was air superiority, much like the Red Army during the early years of the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. The beginning of the end for the Russians in Afghanistan was the day CIA started supplying the Afghan mujahedeen with Stinger missiles. SA-24 could easily knock Apaches and Blackhawks, or C-130s full of troops, out of the sky.
Avery took some pictures, and moved over to one of the wooden crates. He used his Cold Steel Tanto to pry the lid open. He shined his light into the crate on the brand new AK-12 rifles in cellophane wrappers. Then he replaced the lid and hammered the nails back into their holes with the butt of his knife.
He moved onto the next crate and found RPG launchers.
The next crate, a smaller one, contained Czech-manufactured night vision equipment and encrypted tactical communications gear. Another crate contained Dragunov long range sniper rifles. There were a dozen more crates, plus the cargo on the other trucks, all of it factory fresh military gear.
Avery took the GPS receiver out of his pocket and dropped it into one of the crates and replaced the lid.
He gave everything a quick once-over, to make sure all of the cargo was secure and appeared untouched. Then he started for the tailgate, and froze.
Through the flaps at the end of the bed, Avery saw the Russians and Taliban returning from the operations building, some six hundred yards away. He retreated as far back on the platform as he could and squatted.
He watched the approaching entourage, the faces becoming clearer as they drew closer.
It took a few seconds for his mind to completely register what he saw. He blinked, wondering if Poacher was seeing this, then he detached the Trijicon scope from the rifle�s mounting and raised it to his eye.
Walking between Ramzin and Mullah Arzad, Robert Cramer wore a pair of faded blue jeans and an open leather jacket over a flannel shirt. He wore sunglasses. Stubble growth, which hadn�t been there in the IMU�s video less than three days earlier, shadowed his face. In fact, Cramer�s condition appeared to have miraculously improved since Avery last saw him. His lip was cut, and there was a scrape across his forehead, but he walked with his familiar air of authority, relaxed and at ease, and he did not at all resemble the beaten, broken down hostage the IMU had flaunted.
The wind picked up and caught the flap of Cramer�s jacket, blowing it back a little and exposing the chest holster and the pistol it held. Probably a Beretta, Avery thought. Cramer always favored Berettas. His head turned, and he exchanged words with the Russians.
The sight somehow didn�t surprise Avery. The only thing that surprised him was the lack of reaction he felt. Part of him wanted to give Cramer the benefit of the doubt that perhaps he was involved in some serious deep cover, black ops spook shit, or maybe running his own penetration op unilaterally, out of fear of the security breach at Dushanbe station.
But the facts and events of the last five days didn�t lie.
In Avery�s mind, the mission parameters changed completely. There wasn�t anything he could do about the Taliban or the weapons now, and he didn�t care what Culler or Langley wanted. He was going to track down Cramer, somehow, wherever he went, whatever he did, however long it took, and put a bullet in his goddamned head.
Avery shifted his scope and directed the reticule over the Russian, the one with the shaved head who bossed everyone else around. Only now, getting a close-up look at the man�s face, Avery was able to clearly make out his features.
Avery frowned.
He could have sworn that he�d just killed this fucker the previous night.
Indeed, the Russian bore an uncanny resemblance, almost identical, to the Slavic tango taken down at the IMU�s Yazgulam safe house. He had the same bone structure and face, the same cruel, brown eyes, and even the same spider tattoo emblazoned over the left side of his neck. But it wasn�t the same man. Avery could see the slightly shaded hairline around the man�s head and the bare, shiny scalp. Although sporting a shaved a head, the man in Yazgulam hadn�t been in the process of naturally balding. Plus Number Two here had a tiny scar on the right side of his forehead. He also looked a little taller. Brothers, Avery thought. They could have been twins.
Avery snapped some pictures with the camera, capturing Cramer, the Russian, and Arzad in individual shots and also wide shots showing them all together.
One of the soldiers re-appeared, jogging over to the tattooed Russian. Avery thought the soldier explained that they�d seen something odd in the field, but nobody seemed concerned about it.
Cramer shook hands with Ramzin and Arzad and then followed the tattooed Russian and his goons up the ramp into the back of the Antonov with the flight crew. A few minutes later the ramp lifted, sealing them inside, while the Taliban headed for their trucks.
Avery tensed and watched as one Afghan walked directly his way, his eyes looking into the darkness of the cargo hold. The Afghan stepped right up to the back of the truck and slammed the tailgate shut. He tugged on it once to make sure it was secure, then he turned and walked around the truck, and Avery heard the driver side door creak open and close.
Seconds later, the V-8 engine started up, and the truck jerked into motion and fell into line behind the others. The trucks drove off the tarmac and headed for the winding road cutting through the forest onto the highway.
Avery moved to the tailgate and looked out past the canvas flaps at the tall trees and the patch of road highlighted by the truck�s taillights. He estimated they were doing maybe twenty miles per hour. About two miles away now, he heard the sound of jet engines powering up and carrying the big Antonov transporter down the runway.
Avery secured his rifle to his vest, stepped over the tailgate, and jumped. Smacking against the pavement, he tucked and rolled, hoping the driver didn�t him in his mirrors for the second he was exposed in the glow of the taillights, before the darkness enveloped and concealed him. The truck continued down the road, staying with the convoy, while Avery got up and ran for the safety and cover of the forest.
Overhead, there were blinking lights in the sky and the clamor of jet engines as the Antonov ascended into the night.
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They returned to the safe house at 2:45AM. Avery had made his exfil through the forest without incident, and later linked up with Reaper on the highway. On the drive back, they�d discussed the recon, but nobody felt comfortable commenting on the nature of Cramer�s appearance, especially not Poacher. Of the group, he was the only one other than Avery to have personally known and worked with Cramer. Cramer was the one who had pulled strings and got Poacher into the Agency. Avery knew how to read Poacher, and the ex-army NCO�s sullen expression and silence hinted at the disillusionment and betrayal he felt.
Avery supposed that he should have experienced something similar. But he didn�t and was glad for it. That type of clouded thinking would only impair his judgment. He only felt resentment and anger. And a new overwhelming sense of purpose. He felt driven now, like he was whenever he was on the trail of a high value target in Afghanistan or Iraq. It made little difference that this HVT was an American, someone he�d once fought beside. Avery didn�t do sentimentality. Maybe later, after this was over, but until then, this was just another job, Cramer another enemy that needed to be put down.
Upon reaching the safe house, Avery�s first course of action was to use Sideshow�s encrypted satellite phone to place a call to the secure cell that Matt Culler always carried and left turned on 24/7 at home or work. CIA employees are prohibited from brining cell phones into headquarters, but unofficial exceptions are made for certain senior personnel.
Nine thousand miles away, it neared 6:00PM Wednesday, still the previous day, in Washington, so Avery didn�t have to worry about waking up Culler, not that he would have cared anyway. Culler knew that Avery only called him from the field when it was something important.
Culler was still in his seventh floor office, adjacent to D/NCS�s office suite when he took Avery�s call. It was normal for Culler to put in ten-plus hours a day at work. He sounded not at all pleased to hear Avery�s voice. In fact, his rather vitriolic, expletive-laced tirade caught Avery off-guard.
Avery barely had a chance to get in a word before Culler chastised him over the anonymous tip given to AMEMBASSY Dushanbe leading to a house full of dead bodies in Yazgulam. He told Avery that he should have called in as soon as he thought he had a solid lead on Cramer�s location. He also mentioned something about the FBI being concerned about Otabek Babayev having been restrained and shot multiple times.
Avery kept calm. He didn�t try to defend his actions, instead patiently allowing Culler to unleash. The man didn�t possess all the facts, and Avery knew Culler�s mindset would change once he heard about Ayni. This wasn�t how Culler normally acted. He was thoughtful and not prone to reactionary outbursts. Something else was going on, and Avery was sure it involved an irate D/CIA and D/NCS.
Finally, Culler informed Avery that the FBI forensics team that examined the IMU house in Yazgulam discovered Cramer�s fingerprints and DNA there, as well as two teeth and several fingernails that also belonged to the Dushanbe station chief. The blood was likewise confirmed to be Cramer�s.
The FBI also recovered another video from the digital camera in the house, Culler told Avery, fatigue and resignation in his voice, frustration over his seeming failure to save Cramer. The video showed Cramer�s graphic execution by way of having his throat sliced at the hands of masked IMU members. The voice analysis identified his killer as Otabek Babayev.
It must have been a pretty convincing performance and production, Avery thought, because Culler also said that both FBI and CIA analysts vouched the video�s authenticity.
�God damn it, Avery,� Culler said. �If you�d gone into that house just one day earlier, we could have gotten him out alive. Why the hell didn�t you call it in when you got the location from Gurgakov?�
Looking at it from Cramer�s perspective, Avery decided, this was simply the next logical step. He supposed that Cramer would have had to fake his death for all of this to work. Otherwise CIA would continue searching for him, and someone, somewhere would find a lead at some point.
�Are you there, Avery?�
To Culler�s surprise and irritation, Avery didn�t react to the news of Cramer�s murder. Instead, he relayed his version of events from Tajikistan, telling Culler in detail what he saw at Ayni, but omitting the part about Cramer for the moment. He informed Culler about the placement of the GPS tracker onboard the truck and provided the technical specifications and the frequency it transmitted on.
�Well, at least we got something out of this mess,� Culler grumbled. Babayev�s death was no small matter either. It was a significant blow to al-Qaeda-allied terrorists in the region. �Did you find anything else?�
�Oh, yeah,� Avery said, as though it was an afterthought. �Cramer�s not dead. The IMU, the execution, whatever it is you saw, it�s all bullshit. Convincingly done, I�m sure, but bullshit nonetheless. I saw Cramer at Ayni, less than two hours ago, along with SCINIPH and Adeib Arzad, and he was very much alive, with his throat intact. Poacher can corroborate. We saw him board a cargo plane full of drugs and Russians.�
�Jesus H. Christ,� Culler muttered. Then there was a prolonged silence over the phone, as he took several seconds to absorb this. Culler was rarely at a loss for words. �I�ll put out an alert for that Antonov. We�re going to find out who owns that jet and where it�s headed, and POTUS is sure as hell going to demand some answers from Putin�s gang.�
�No, don�t do anything, Matt. If you do that, Cramer will disappear, and we�ll never find him. We need to keep this quiet. Don�t make any inquiries. Don�t pass this information along, just sit on it for now.�
�What the hell are you talking about? Cramer�s probably on his way to the Lubyanka right now. The Russians launched a false flag op to grab our station chief. I have to go to D/NCS with this right away.�
�Okay,� Avery said, realizing what Culler was thinking. �Let me explain. Cramer�s not a prisoner, and I�m not sure if the Kremlin sanctioned this. Cramer�s working with these Russians, and he seemed to be on pretty friendly terms with our old friend Mullah Arzad, too.�
�What?�
�That�s right.�
Several seconds of silence followed as Culler absorbed this.
�To be clear, so there�s no misunderstanding here, you�re insinuating that-�
�Cramer�s dirty. He�s involved in an arms-for-drugs scheme, and he probably compromised Dushanbe station�s agents.�
�You�re absolutely certain of this?�
�I�m pretty fucking certain, Matt. I�ll send you the photos over Intelink. He faked his kidnapping by the IMU, just like they then staged his execution. It�s the only way you�d stop the search for him. He knows the Agency will never give up looking for him as long as they believe he�s alive, not with all the shit stored in his head, but eventually you will give up looking for a corpse. He knows exactly how Langley will react, every step of the way.�
�If what you�re saying is true, this is a total cluster fuck. How the hell am I supposed to go to D/NCS with this?�
�Leave Cramer to me,� Avery said. �I�ll find him. Tell D/NCS if you need to, but urge him to keep it quiet. Issue a press release. Announce Cramer�s death by the IMU and put up a new star on the Memorial Wall. Cramer will be listening to the news. Let him think he�s gotten away with it and that we�re searching Tajikistan for a corpse. Then, when I do find him, I�ll take care of it, and you won�t have to deal with the blowback. Just think of the cluster fuck when the senate launches a full investigation into Agency ops. Fuck, they�ll probably completely dismantle the National Clandestine Service by the time they�re through. Best to let the world believe the IMU abducted, tortured, and killed Cramer, at least for now. Until I can find him and bring him in.�
�Do you have any idea what you�re saying?�
�It�s for the best, sir, to keep it quiet.�
�No, not that.� Culler sounded exasperated. He didn�t like it, but he agreed with Avery on that part.
The media and the Agency�s enemies in congress would love to find out about a senior CIA officer involved in arming America�s enemies. It would quickly become a political issue. Conspiracy theories would run rampant. The fallout would have lasting and damaging consequences to American intelligence operations. All serving CIA officers would likely be investigated, and the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence would invariably demand new oversight and tighter control over the CIA operations branch. It was not an exaggeration to say that the National Clandestine Service might not even survive the scandal, or the service would at least become so completely neutered as to make it ineffective, which amounted to the same thing.
�Just before you called,� said Culler, �I informed the director of national intelligence and the president�s national security adviser that Cramer was executed by Uzbek terrorists. D/CIA was preparing to visit his ex-wife to give her the news. Now you�re telling me Bob�s alive and aiding and abetting our enemies.�
�I�m pretty sure, Matt, unless you�re leaving something out? Unless Cramer�s in the middle of some super secret spook shit, which I don�t believe to be the case, because that would mean you sent me to Tajikistan under false pretenses. And you wouldn�t play those kinds of games with me, would you?�
�Let me be clear. If you saw Cramer at a Russian airfield with the Taliban, he is mostly certainly not operating within official parameters. As of this morning, as far as everyone here at Langley is concerned, Robert Cramer died in IMU captivity at the hands of Otabek Babayev and we�re looking for a body to bring back home.�
�Yeah,� said Avery. �That�s what I thought. Look, Matt, there�s something else that�s really bothering me about this.�
�What can possibly be worse?�
�Cramer�s been the top priority at Langley the last couple days, but he wasn�t the only reason you sent me here.�
Culler paused, and Avery pictured the gears moving in his head. �Wilkes.�
�He was investigating a nuclear smuggling pipeline when he was killed, along with CERTITUDE, who�d been tasked with identifying Pakistani nuclear scientists working with the Taliban. I�m just a trigger puller, not a fancy Ivy League analyst, but it�s pretty clear that Cramer�s dealing in more than guns and missiles.�
�It doesn�t make sense,� Culler said. �We�re pulling out of Afghanistan.�
�Yeah, and Cramer�s not too happy about that, after devoting the last several years of his life there. And with the foreign occupiers leaving, don�t you think the Taliban are thinking about retaking power, and keeping it this time? Maybe with WMD capacity.�
�All right, for now, until we learn more, we�ll play it your way. I have other shit to deal with at the moment, like a shipment of missiles headed for Afghanistan. And Avery, if you find Cramer��
�You don�t have to worry about that. I�ll handle it.�
�There can be no mistakes on this. We need to be absolutely certain of Cramer�s complicity before taking direct action. Are we clear?�
�Clear,� Avery said, impatient. �Trust me, I�d like to give Cramer the benefit of the doubt, too, but there�s no mistaking what I saw.�
�One more thing, Avery.�
�Yes?�
�I want Cramer alive, if possible. Once you get him, he�s going to our darkest black site for interrogation. We need to know the extent of the damage and just how badly he�s compromised our operations and assets. Understood?�
�Understood.�
Culler ended the call.
�I�ve got a lead on that Antonov,� Mockingbird announced before Avery even set the phone down. Mockingbird�s laptop glowed in front of him in the darkened apartment. Poacher entered the room. �It�s registered to GlobeEx Transport, an air freight company owned by Aleksander Litvin.�
The name meant nothing to Avery, but Mockingbird, who�d done two years at CIA�s Counterproliferation Center, knew all about Litvin and gave Avery the rundown.
Aleksander Litvin, an ethnic Ukrainian from Donetsk, was a former Soviet Air Force major assigned to the Navigation and Air Transport Regiment, which was once responsible for delivering arms to anti-Western Third World dictators and insurgents. His talent for languages and overseas experience saw him transferred to GRU, military intelligence, for assignments in Afghanistan, Angola, and Nicaragua.
After the Cold War, Litvin started an air freight company delivering Red Army hardware for sale on the international black market. Thanks to the numerous African wars of the 1990s, Litvin�s business grew rapidly. He now owned and operated an air cargo fleet of Antonov and Ilyushin jets, delivering everything from AK-47s and RPGs to T-81 tanks and Mi-24 gunships to any government, African rebel, South American guerilla, or Asian militia with enough cash, blood diamonds, or drugs to pay for it. In the last year alone, he�d been spotted in Burma, Iran, North Korea, Syria, Venezuela, and Vietnam. He survived a suspected Mossad assassination attempt last year, when he was in Beirut, negotiating a deal with Hezbollah to upgrade their Katyusha rockets with guidance systems.
Litvin maintained close connections to the Kremlin. His former commanding officer in GRU now served as a deputy defense minister under Putin and publicly maintained that Litvin was an air transport entrepreneur turned humanitarian, providing aid and medical supplies to impoverished nations. Russian agencies overtly impeded investigations and operations by American and European law enforcement agencies into Litvin�s organization. He was one of dozens of Putin-affiliated Russians and Ukrainians sanctioned by the West after Russia annexed the Crimean Peninsula. NATO and European Union members banned GlobeEx employees from travelling to their countries and froze Litvin�s assets.
Mockingbird flipped his computer around so Avery could see the screen. Aleksander Litvin was tall and built, with a head of messy black hair and a bushy mustache. Dressed in rumpled, ill-fitting clothing, he looked more like the regular at a dive bar than a multimillionaire. He looked to be in his early fifties and had a long, narrow face with deep-set intelligent, predatory eyes and an oversized nose laced with thin, red veins.
�Is there any way we can track that Antonov?� asked Avery.
Mockingbird explained that while normally it�d be simple to track a commercial or private aircraft by its registration number, Rosaviatsiya � Russia�s Federal Air Transport Agency � did not make GlobeEx flight data, plans, and records publicly accessible.
This wasn�t a problem. NSA would start snooping and try to obtain audio recordings or transcriptions of radio communications between control towers and pilots during landings and take-offs, and target airports frequented by this aircraft. Information from other sources Mockingbird utilized indicated that this particular jet had been recently spotted at Minsk National and Chelyabinsk International airports, in Belarus and Russia, respectively.
�We don�t have time to sit around waiting for NSA,� Avery said impatiently. He didn�t need to mention that trying to obtain anything from No Such Agency, as the National Security Agency was colloquially known, was slightly worse than pulling teeth. NSA would be grateful for the lead, and then they�d keep everything they gathered to themselves.
But Mockingbird had alternative avenues to pursue, turning to open source intelligence.
�There are websites where aviation enthusiasts keep track of planes coming in and out of airports all over the world. Some also monitor aircraft with blocked flight plans. These are usually private jets belonging to politicians, diplomats, corporations, celebrities or anyone else journalists have an interest in, including less savory characters. I�ve put in requests to look out for a GlobeEx An-22 with the RA8564G tail number. Let�s wait and see if anything pans out.�
* * *
A half hour later, as Avery started drifting to sleep, his cell phone vibrated with an incoming text. His eyes snapped open, and his hand lashed out to scoop the cell phone off the floor near his cot. In response to Avery�s earlier inquiry, the message from Jack simply stated: �FOB Chapman; 2007.�
Forward Operating Base Chapman was an old airfield in Khost, Afghanistan, near the Pakistani border, turned into a CIA base. In 2009, one of the CIA agents, Humam Khalil al-Balawi, a Jordanian doctor who was really an al-Qaeda double agent sent to infiltrate American intelligence networks, detonated a suicide vest at FOB Chapman. The base chief there didn�t want to offend al-Balawi by appearing to not trust him, so security never searched al-Balawi. Consequently, seven CIA officers and contractors, an Afghan agent, and a Jordanian intelligence officer were killed.
Cramer was base chief at Chapman from 2007�2008.

FIFTEEN

Langley
It was 8:35PM Tuesday in Washington, DC, 5:35AM Wednesday in Dushanbe. The Op Center on the seventh floor of the George Herbert Walker Bush Center for Intelligence�s Old Headquarters Building flourished with activity. Over a dozen men and women sat around the long, glossy conference table, their attention fixated on the multiple wall-mounted, high definition flat-screen monitors. The monitors displayed the real time feed from the unmanned aerial vehicles (UAV) the air force had tasked to this operation.
The UAVs focused close on the convoy of four Kamaz Ural-4320 trucks travelling down a strip of dusty, potholed Afghan highway. Another monitor displayed a digital map of southeastern Tajikistan and northern Afghanistan, with moving colored dots representing the positions of the various assets in play, identified by chyron labels.
For many of the Agency staff present, it made an exciting diversion from their normal daily routine of manning a cubicle or shared office space, and writing or reading reports. They just hoped it wouldn�t take too long. Most of the CIA headquarters staff worked a routine nine-to-five shift, and had anticipated returning to their upper middle-class suburban homes and families in time for dinner and their preference of evening television.
Matt Culler had already called his wife to let her know that it would be another late night.
The director of the National Clandestine Service was present, along with the director of the Counterterrorism Center, and the Near East Division chief. So was the president�s national security adviser, digitally, by way of video teleconference from her West Wing office. The national security adviser was unwed, practically lived out of her office, and, despite her lack of experience with intelligence matters, liked to micromanage everything on behalf of the president.
The pair of MQ-9 Reaper unmanned combat aerial vehicles had been on the Taliban convoy for the last twenty minutes. The GPS tracker Avery had planted on the truck was still transmitting, allowing the Reapers� pilots and sensor operators to locate the target.
When the Reapers caught up with the convoy, the trucks had been stopped near the Tajik town of Kulob, about fifty miles north of Afghanistan. Here, one of the Reapers also spotted a man getting into the lead truck. The variable zoom feature on the Reaper�s DLTV 955mm Spotter provided a remarkably close-up and clear image that had allowed for positive identification of Mullah Adeib Arzad. His face was well known to everyone watching in the Ops Center and to the airmen operating the Reapers. He�d been at the top of the White House�s kill list for the past two years.
But the fervor died quickly out. When the trucks started rolling again, Mullah Arzad was no longer with them. He stayed behind with two bodyguards.
It was briefly debated whether or not one of the Reapers should kick-off a rocket into the house Mullah Arzad had gone into, but this option was shot down by the national security adviser. They had no intelligence on this place, and she wasn�t going to authorize a strike on Tajik soil that could result in civilian casualties. The administration was already taking plenty of heat for collateral damage from drone operations in Pakistan, Somalia, and Yemen.
The Op Center, which had been tracking the GPS signal even before the Reapers were put into the air, reported that the convoy had stopped here for an hour. Analysts took note of the farm, for future reference. It was obviously a safe house for Mullah Arzad, and the Taliban didn�t have much of a presence within Tajikistan, so that likely meant the property belonged to a trusted ally, like the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan. This information would be passed to Colonel Sergei Ghazan of GKNB�s counterintelligence section at the appropriate time.
The four Ural trucks now continued south on the highway in the direction of the Afghan border.
The weather was optimal for drone flights. The sun had risen early and shined brightly over Tajikistan, and the sky was clear, with high cloud coverage. If someone on the ground looked up and concentrated their attention, it was possible they�d see a tiny, glimmering object hovering in the sky and think it not quite large or fast enough to be an airplane or they may hear a feint buzzing sound. By this point, with over a thousand drone strikes conducted in Afghanistan and Pakistan, Taliban and al-Qaeda were alert for the signs of UAVs in the sky.
Al-Qaeda and Taliban feared drones the most, even more than they did JSOC search-and-destroy teams breaking into their huts or caves in the dead of night. Like any extensive ongoing counterterrorism operation, the drone strikes resulted in a survival of the fittest situation, whereby the dumb or lazy terrorists were immediately located and killed, and the smarter ones learned from the mistakes of their predecessors and continuously adapted and survived and became ever more challenging prey. Mullah Adeib Arzad definitely fell into the latter category, and he�d likely disappear once he received word of his close call.
Arrangements were already being made to task the next available drone to the Tajik farm providing Mullah Arzad sanctuary. But it would be two hours before the air force would be able to put a Predator on target, and by that time, there would be no further sighting of the Taliban commander at this location.
The Reapers, two of them, were deployed from Bagram Air Base near Kabul, where CIA still maintained an active base for launching drone missions against targets in Afghanistan and Pakistan. USAF technicians at Bagram had performed a pre-flight maintenance check on the drones. Then, locally-based air force pilots had steered the Reapers down the runway and put them into the sky and transferred control of the drones to the 432nd Wing�s Reaper command-and-control center at Creech Air Force Base, in Indian Springs Nevada, near Las Vegas. Here, airmen with identical command stations piloted the Reapers by way of Ku-band satellite link.
Contrary to common misconceptions and poor journalism, CIA does not own or operate the drones it utilizes, and CIA staff does not fly Predators and Reapers from the Langley headquarters building. The drones are owned, operated, and maintained by the air force. Through the CIA Office of Military Affairs, headed by a USAF general, the Agency is able to relinquish operational control over drone missions. CIA also maintains covert bases across Africa and the Middle East from which drones are deployed.
The possibility of intercepting the trucks and seizing the cargo and taking Mullah Arzad�s entourage alive had been considered and turned down. Thanks to Avery obtaining the registration number of the aircraft that delivered the weapons, it was now clear who supplied the weapons. The GPS tracker would only continue transmitting for another twenty hours or so before its Iridium battery died, and it would take time to organize the ground troops and prepare an assault, especially as US military forces were in the process of withdrawing from Afghanistan and had all but ceased offensive operations.
And any American military op had to first be approved by a committee of senior Afghan military and security officials. Not coincidently, the Taliban often had advance warning of American military offensives.
So with a cargo of SA-24 missiles, the national security adviser and intelligence chiefs decided to take no chances and simply eliminate the threat outright, and also deliver a significant blow to the Taliban by eliminating one of its top commanders.
The convoy reached the Afghan border crossing at 9:14AM, Tajik time. Culler and the others assembled in the Ops Center and at Creech AFB watched unsurprised as the four Ural trucks passed through the border checkpoint without being stopped by the Afghan troops manning the border crossing.
�I think this is as a good an opportunity as we�re going to get,� the USAF general who headed the CIA Office of Military Affairs observed several minutes later, barely hiding his impatience.
And D/NCS agreed.
The targets were well within the borders of Afghanistan now. There was little civilian traffic on the highway, so collateral damage wasn�t a concern. But there were nearby villages, and the Reapers would wait for the convoy to reach a more desolate area, so that there would be no one to witness the strike.
D/NCS, under Culler�s urging, hadn�t elaborated but had stressed to the national security adviser the importance of keeping the operation quiet. There would be no statements or press releases after this. If Cramer or his accomplices learned the convoy had been hit, they might realize that they�d been compromised.
The pilots at Creech AFB were ordered to fire their missiles.
On the main monitor in the Ops Center, a cross hair was centered over the lead truck, which did about sixty miles per hour on the highway. An abrupt white flash suddenly filled the screen, briefly blinding the camera�s photoreceptors. The image was restored a second later, in time for the observers to watch the Hellfire missile streak into the Ural truck and transform it into a smoldering, twisted heap of wreckage. A thick black cloud of smoke spiraled into the sky as the diesel burned.
The truck�s passengers were likewise reduced to microscopic residue that would later be scraped off pieces of scorched debris for examination. The only shame, Culler thought, was that these Taliban never knew what hit him, and they likely never felt a thing, which was far better than what they deserved.
Two MQ-9 Reapers were overkill, but Reapers never travelled alone on a strike mission. Each drone carried four AGM-114 Hellfire air-to-ground missiles, doubling the armament of the Reaper�s predecessor, the infamous Predator. Each Reaper�s multi-spectral targeting system was capable of tracking and taking out multiple ground targets simultaneously. But like any piece of technology, malfunctions did occur, however rare in the case of the Reapers, and intelligence indicated that the Taliban were in possession of surface-to-air missiles, which would have little trouble knocking a drone out of the sky.
The Hellfire missiles, originally designed to bust armored battle tanks, made quick work of the Ural trucks. It was almost anti-climatic for those anxiously watching from the Langley Ops Center. For the pilots, it was simply a routine sortie, one of a half dozen such strikes they would carry out that week.
The Hellfires bored into their targets at over nine hundred miles per hour, at which point their twenty pound HEAT warheads detonated. One second the trucks were cruising down the highway, the next they were obliterated wrecks and piles of mechanical and human debris scattered across the Afghan landscape. The explosions were more spectacular than the usual targets of Toyota Land Cruisers, the preferred vehicle of Taliban and al-Qaeda, or mud brick huts, given the combustible cargo the trucks carried.
Watching the attack, Culler hoped it wasn�t too little, too late.

SIXTEEN

Minsk
The Antonov�s wheels skidded over the runway, Wednesday, at 8:18AM, three hours behind Dushanbe time.
Minsk National provided an ideal node for Aleksander Litvin�s operations in Central Asia. The airport was relatively small, making it easily secured by the Belarusian KGB. A scant million passengers came through here yearly, and the airport serviced only eleven civilian airlines, most of which belonged to members of the Commonwealth of Independent States, with the two most frequent of these being Belavia, the Belarusian flagged carrier, and Russia�s Aeroflot. Only two other cargo carriers utilized the small freight terminal, Belarus� Genex, and Turkish Airline Cargo.
The Belarusian KGB augmented the security of Litvin�s freight operations, although they didn�t know the details of Litvin�s business. Even Alexander Lukashenko, Belarus�s outspoken anti-Western president, was reluctant to become involved with something as toxic as arming the Taliban. Litvin didn�t fear repercussions should the government discover he was bringing in over a ton of Afghan heroin. He worried only about the enormous cut of the profits he�d be forced to share with corrupt Belarusian officials to ensure his freedom and their silence.
The last time Robert Cramer had been to Minsk was during the Cold War, as an air force lieutenant serving with DIA. He�d been assigned as a technical expert on the American diplomatic team involved in strategic weapons reduction talks. After, he�d never expected to return to Minsk. Eager, conservative, idealistic, and patriotic then � na�ve and misguided he thought now of his younger self � he�d held a particular disdain for the authoritarian, repressive police states that comprised the Soviet Union. Even after the Cold War, he�d viewed Belarus loathsomely, in the same league as other communist despots like Cuba, North Korea, or Vietnam. Now, he held a much more pragmatic view of the world. He thought his younger self incapable of making the decisions he�d made in the past months.
A Russian crew already waited at the hangar, ready to unload the Antonov�s cargo and transport it to a safe location where the heroin would be divided up and sold to the Krasnaya Mafiya, and the Albanian gangs in the Balkans, for cash, and distributed to the streets of western European cities.
Cramer wore a pair of dark sunglasses and a plain baseball cap. Four days of beard growth concealed his face. Although Minsk was one of the last places the Agency would search for his body, and CIA maintained only a small, token presence here, he still wanted to go unnoticed. The last thing he needed was some officer from Minsk station who he�d worked with five years ago in Tbilisi spotting him at the airport in one of those �it�s a small world� moments of unlikely, random chance.
A tall, fit, stone-faced man with Slavic features waited for Cramer in the concourse. Cramer at once recognized the ex-Red Army/KGB pedigree common to members of the Krasnaya Mafiya. The man wore jeans and an open leather jacket so that his holstered pistol was both concealed and easily accessible, not that the local authorities would much care if he was armed.
The Russian escorted Cramer through customs, and he was waved through without being searched or questioned. Cramer used his forged Russian passport and ID, prepared for him in Tajikistan by Oleg Ramzin, and showed his GlobeEx Transport badge. Cramer knew that there would likewise be no search of the Antonov or inspection or inventory of its cargo.
The Russian then escorted Cramer outside to an armored Mercedes Benz with tinted windows and delivered him to the Crowne Plaza Hotel, where a suite was already reserved for him under the name on his Russian-supplied papers. The closet contained several fresh changes of clothes in his size, expensive European designer labels that he normally would not wear. A bottle of scotch sat on the nightstand, with two glasses, next to a business card for a local escort agency.
Against Litvin�s advisement, Cramer declined the presence of a bodyguard. He wanted total privacy and time alone to recharge. He wasn�t concerned for his personal security anyway. He�d worked out of far more dangerous places than Minsk and against agencies far more proficient than CIA or the Belarusian KGB. Plus he knew Litvin would have people stationed in the hotel�s lobby around the clock.
Most likely, so would the Belarusian KGB.
This agency remained the only Eastern Bloc spy service unashamed to hold onto the original, tainted name of KGB, and all its negative connotations, after the dissolution of the Soviet Union. It was fitting, since Felix Dzerzhinsky, who founded and headed the Cheka, the first Soviet security agency, was born in Belarus.
Cramer took a steaming hot shower, his first in almost a week, and then collapsed onto the king size bed, shut his eyes, and was fast asleep. He awoke five minutes before the alarm clock was set to go off at noon, feeling not quite refreshed but at least like he was able to function for the rest of the day. He dressed in khaki pants and a navy blue polo shirt from his suitcase. Before faking his abduction, he�d arranged with Oleg Ramzin for a weeks� worth of clothing from his personal residence to be packed and forwarded to Ayni.
Next, he powered up his laptop and logged onto the Internet. He searched his name on Google News and found several articles reporting the kidnapping and murder of a senior CIA officer in Tajikistan by the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan, complete with quotes from the CIA director and public affairs director, mourning his loss and commending his service. There were also reports of a counterterrorism raid in Gorno-Badakhshan by a special American-trained Tajik unit that resulted in the death of Otabek Babayev. The White House would release a statement later.
That was good to hear about Babayev, Cramer decided. The IMU commander had served his purpose well, but he�d always been too much of a wild card, too unpredictable and difficult to control. His death left no loose ends.
At 1:00PM, the hotel�s front desk called to tell him he had visitors.
Cramer immediately went to the door, Beretta in hand and held low, and squinted into the tiny peephole. A minute later, he relaxed and opened the door to allow Aleksander Litvin into his suite. The Ukrainian was accompanied by the towering, shaved headed Caucasian Russian with the spider tattoo, and Litvin�s bodyguard, who was not introduced. Greetings and handshakes were exchanged, with Litvin eyeing Cramer up and down and observing that he looked exceptionally well for a dead man. It was the first time Cramer had seen Litvin in over a month.
Litvin and Cramer filled the armchairs around the tiny round table near the window that looked out over the traffic on Kirova Street below. The Krasnaya Mafiya enforcer known as Karakurt remained on his feet, his posture ramrod straight, hands clasped in front of him. Litvin�s bodyguard remained near the door.
Cramer produced from his pocket a small, black square-shaped device the size of a cell phone, with a short, stubby antenna and tiny LED display. The miniature countersurveillance unit was the latest model produced by CIA�s Directorate of Science & Technology and had a built-in radio frequency locator capable of finding and jamming any audio listening devices within its vicinity. He trusted Litvin, to a certain extent at least, but the Belarusian KGB still bugged hotel suites. Unsurprisingly, the device instantly detected and blocked numerous transmissions.
Cramer first met Aleksander Litvin during a formal black tie diplomatic reception when he ran the CIA base in St. Petersburg. Litvin attended as a guest of the Russian defense minister. CIA had caught wind of Russian endeavors to arm belligerents on both sides in various African civil wars and tasked Cramer with penetrating the arms dealer�s organization. Given Litvin�s political connections in Moscow, the Seventh Floor later called off the op, under orders from the White House, but Cramer held onto Litvin as a contact, even using GlobeEx, through one of CIA�s Russian agents, to deliver weapons to the Northern Alliance.
Cramer met Mullah Adeib Arzad during his last Afghanistan tour, when the US Government implemented the Afghan Peace and Reintegration Program, wherein members of the Taliban and other groups were paid cash to disarm and then invited to civilly take part peacefully in Afghan politics. Many of the participants were militants responsible for the deaths of numerous NATO soldiers and Afghan civilians. Not long ago, many had been on JSOC�s capture/kill list. But the diplomats and politicians saw Reintegration as a way forcing a peaceful conclusion to a war they had no interest in winning, and these terrorist and insurgent leaders were welcomed as politicians and community leaders.
In reality, Washington was simply handing the country over to the Taliban, who were using Reintegration to infiltrate their agents into the Afghan government. Cramer became a vocal critic, sending scathing reports back to Langley. In retaliation, the Seventh Floor recalled him from Afghanistan.
Cramer had long believed that there were two enemies. The enemy in the field presented the more immediate, physical threat. But there was another enemy. This one consisted of the politicians, diplomats, bureaucrats, and reporters back home who were far removed from the realities of the battlefield and cared only about their image, prestige, and advancing their own agenda. The latter was just as likely to get people killed as the former, and they were far more duplicitous.
Tajikistan proved to be an ideal starting ground for Cramer�s new war, which had started in an unlikely way.
Shortly after taking over Dushanbe station, Oleg Ramzin made a brush pass on a crowded city bus, slipping Cramer a piece of paper with a time and location for a future meeting. Suspicious but seeing a recruitment prospect, Cramer attended the meet. He was surprised when Ramzin instead attempted to recruit him. But Ramzin hadn�t made the pass on behalf of Russian intelligence. Like most FSB officers, Ramzin was deeply connected with Russian organized crime. His offer came on behalf of the Krasnaya Mafiya. Cramer left the meeting, but stayed in sporadic contact with Ramzin. In order to cover his own ass and, rather than arousing suspicion by meeting with Ramzin in secret, Cramer put him in the files at Dushanbe station as CK/SCINIPH.
Several months later, Cramer made a new proposal for the Krasnaya Mafiya, and reestablished contact with Aleksander Litvin.
�There is a problem, two actually.� Litvin�s English and was educated, with the barest trace of an accent.
Cramer had expected complications to arise at some point. It was just a question of the severity. So far, everything had gone too smoothly. Any good planner took into account the basic, fundamental caveat that anything that could go wrong inevitably would.
Litvin looked to his mafiya colleague and nodded.
The Krasnaya Mafiya enforcer with the spider tattoo said, �The Taliban has reported to my man in Peshawar that their trucks are long overdue and never reached their Afghan checkpoint.�
�That�s their problem, not ours,� Cramer said, perhaps a little too defensively. Despite the current arrangement, he was still no supporter of the Taliban. They had killed a few of the rare people he truly considered friends. He detested having to form partnerships with reprehensible, vile creatures like Mullah Arzad, but that was the job of a spy. Most of CIA�s foreign agents were scumbags � killers, terrorists, thieves, smugglers, drug dealers, arms traffickers, gangsters, and traitors. �We weren�t responsible for delivering the weapons into Afghanistan. We fulfilled all of our obligations in Tajikistan.�
�This is true,� Litvin agreed, �but there are early news reports indicating Americans are combing over the wreckage of multiple large vehicles on the highway, thirty miles south of the Tajik border. So��
�So if the convoy was interdicted,� Cramer said, finishing Litvin�s statement for him, �how did they know about the delivery and the route?�
�It is troubling.�
�Perhaps my colleagues at CIA finally caught up with Arzad. After all, last time I checked, he was still on the White House�s kill list.�
�Perhaps, but then as you say: never assume.�
Cramer rolled his eyes. �You said there were two problems. What�s the other?�
The mafiya enforcer answered. Unlike his Litvin, his English was heavily accented and slowly delivered. �I received a call from Oleg. An hour after we departed Ayni, the Russians discovered the bodies of one of their soldiers behind the hangar. His throat was slit. This morning, in the light, they found footprints in the mud.�
�Moscow is not pleased to hear this, nor with having to explain to that soldier�s family how he ended up with his throat hacked open in Tajikistan. That creates publicity and raises questions,� Litvin said. �The official story is that he wandered off base and was killed by local bandits, but somebody was at Ayni last night, when you made the transfer.�
Cramer could have said this also wasn�t his problem, but he didn�t. As good a job as he�d done at covering his tracks, was it possible he�d still missed or overlooked something? No, that couldn�t be it. It had to have been in Yazgulam, when the IMU safe house was taken down. They still didn�t know exactly what had transpired there.
His biggest concern was that the intruder at Ayni could have seen his face. Sure, the media just reported he was dead and CIA publicly confirmed this, but it�s not like CIA would rescind its statement and alert the media that a high ranking officer was dealing in guns and drugs with the Taliban.
He swore aloud as he considered the possible repercussions. �This could be really bad.�
�Who do you believe it was?� asked Litvin.
�It has to be CIA. The only question is why they were there? Did they somehow track me to Ayni? Were they after Arzad? Was it to monitor the arms delivery? We�ll need to prepare for the worst.�
�And what is the worst?�
�His name�s Avery. He�s the one who took down the IMU safe house. If he was at Ayni, he�ll pursue this thing to the end. Count on it. He�s a stubborn, obsessive fuck who doesn�t know when to quit.
�Avery,� Litvin repeated the name, slowly drawing out the syllables. �This man is a danger to us?�
The nature of the inquiry gave Cramer reason to pause and consider his response. If the world made any sense, Avery would be on his side. Like Cramer, he�d dedicated nearly his entire life to defending and serving the United States in one capacity or another. In Afghanistan, Cramer couldn�t have a better man watching his back.
Still, he would kill Avery, if that�s what it came to.
Like Avery, Cramer had no qualms over doing what was necessary, but he wouldn�t live easily with it. This troubled him, because he knew that if Avery caught up with him, the man would have no hesitation at all about ending his life, and he�d never think back on it with an ounce of remorse.
They served three years together in Afghanistan. Avery�s first Special Activities Division assignment was at FOB Camp Gecko, near Kandahar and the Pakistani border, where Cramer ran black penetration ops into Pakistan.
In 2009, Avery�s SAD unit was responsible for pursuing Taliban targets across the border. On one such mission, faulty intelligence led his team into an ambush. Only two members of the six-man team survived the initial assault. Avery and his wounded teammate fled into the mountainous foothills, finding a high ground to defend.
Cramer knew that Kabul station would deny his request to send FOB Gecko�s special operations contingent into Pakistan to retrieve the CIA officers. Cross-border raids without Pakistani consent were not yet commonplace at this time. Besides, Avery�s SAD team was deniable.
Cramer dispatched an UNODIR message to Kabul station, stating that unless otherwise directed, he was going to sheep-dip the Delta operators and 160th SOAR flight crews at FOB Gecko, go into Pakistan, and bring his men out. He did so immediately, without awaiting a response from Kabul station. When the response did come, the Special Operations Aviation Regiment�s Black Hawks and Little Birds were already in the air and en route, and the order from Kabul station, as expected, adamantly and frantically instructed Cramer not to proceed.
When the helicopters returned to Camp Gecko, two hours later, they unloaded the surviving and wounded SAD operators and the bodies of the others. They also left behind over two dozen dead Taliban and al-Qaeda fighters.
Cramer was reprimanded by Langley, but they didn�t do anything to him. The war in Afghanistan was picking up, with Taliban and al-Qaeda escalating their attacks and tactics, and they needed someone like Cramer on the battlefield if they were going to win.
�I�m not exaggerating when I say that he�s the most competent and capable operator I�ve ever worked with. So, yes, that makes him dangerous. But he�s an independent contractor, and he�s not on good terms with the CIA leadership. He won�t have the full resources of the Agency behind him. I doubt he�ll be able to reach us outside of Tajikistan.�
�What are you going to do about this?� Litvin asked.
�I have someone in Tajikistan who has penetrated Avery�s operations there. I�ll have this taken care of by the end of the day.�
�That is reassuring to hear,� Litvin said, �but I am afraid I will not be able to commit any further to this operation until I am satisfactorily assured that this matter has been resolved and the fallout mitigated. Until then, consider all other business placed on hold.�
�Whoa, wait a minute,� Cramer said. �Let�s not overreact. First off, the Agency�s after me, not you, Aleksander. Read the news. The goddamn president is going to make a statement about my death. This guy, Avery, yeah he�s dangerous, but as far as CIA is concerned, he�s unreliable and a loose cannon. Nobody who matters at Langley gives a shit what he has to say. He can tell them he saw me at Ayni, sure, and he may as well tell them he saw the pope smoking crack with Elvis for all the good it�ll do.�
�I am pleased you�re so confident, Robert,� Litvin said. �It should then be a simple matter of determining what this man knows and then removing him from the field. Then we can go through with the sale and delivery, and conclude our business with Arzad. Do you have any objections to this?�
Cramer thought it over and decided not to argue. To do so would indicate he was unconfident in his ability to deal with Avery. �Sounds reasonable enough to me,� he said.
�Splendid.� Litvin flashed the winning smile he put on anytime he closed a business deal. �Moving forward, this setback will necessitate a face-to-face meeting with Mullah Arzad, to offer him reassurances and re-negotiate our next transaction. I�m willing to offer him some small compensation, but there is no way we can replace all of the hardware that was lost. I purchased all of that equipment from my suppliers in cash, and I�m not going to reimburse Arzad and take the loss myself. If he doesn�t care to continue doing business with us, well, that�s all right, too. There are plenty of other maniacs interested in what we are offering.�
This meant that another foray into Pakistan�s Northwest Frontier Province or Gorno-Badakhshan was likely in Cramer's future. He would need to calm Mullah Arzad and make sure that that the heroin would continue to flow to Ayni. Cramer�s only concern was that by this point, every CIA asset in the region would know his face, and the Department of Justice was offering $5 million for information leading to identification and arrest of his �killers.�
�Arzad won�t be a problem. I know him, I can deal with him,� Cramer said.��I�ll get in touch with my agent in Tajikistan and set it up as soon as this lingering problem over there has been resolved.�
Now that he was out of Tajikistan, he�d planned ahead as to how he would maintain contact with Mullah Arzad. Oleg Ramzin now acted as the network�s eyes and ears in Tajikistan, Dagar Nabiyev his personal courier. He could contact Oleg easily enough, by encrypted satellite communications, but Mullah Arzad didn�t trust technology. He forbade his inner circle from using computers and cell phones. Although time consuming and not one hundred percent secure (bin Laden�s location was compromised when his messenger was identified and followed), Mullah Arzad used human couriers to deliver messages.
�In the meantime, I have an appointment later this evening with a senior KGB officer,� Litvin said. �Either through the media or from Moscow or their own sources, the Belarusians will inevitably hear of what happened to the weapons in Afghanistan. This will make my position much more difficult in negotiations for the final sale. As you say, we will need to lay low in the coming days and see how events unfold from here. No worries, whatever happens, I know how to handle the Belarusians and placate them. And if your former colleague in Tajikistan is not dealt with, then I will find a different buyer.�
Following a protracted silence, the Krasnaya Mafiya enforcer called Karakurt finally asked Cramer the question that had been on his mind the past several minutes. �Robert, you are certain this man Avery was in Yazgulam?�
�Positive,� Cramer said. He noticed the pained glint in the Chechen�s eyes and understood why he asked the question. �I�m sorry, Ruslan.�
Ruslan Kheda, called Karakurt in reference to the spider tattooed on his neck, nodded and said nothing further, but the tormented expression behind his eyes spoke volumes. His near-identical twin brother was among the dead at the Yazgulam safe house.
The Kheda brothers had fought together during the wars in Chechnya and Dagestan, and later killed together for the Krasnaya Mafiya. They weren�t hardcore Islamists. Instead they�d been motivated by the cause of Chechen nationalism. When that cause became hijacked by the fanatic jihadist outsiders from Afghanistan and an insane Saudi warlord called Ibn al-Khattab, they left Chechnya and turned to organized crime.
The term Russian mafia is a misnomer. It is not a single organization with a hierarchy like La Cosa Nostra, the Camorra, or the Albanian mafia. Instead, there are numerous gangs of varying size and power. Many of these groups are made up of Armenians, Belarusians, Chechens, Estonians, Georgians, Ukrainians, and other �black,� or non-ethnic, Russians from the former Soviet Union. FSB aggressively targeted organized crime gangs, but only those of non-ethnic Russians or foreigners.
The �white� Russian ethnic gangsters are given sanctuary inside the Russian Federation and are protected by the siloviki, the former intelligence and military officers turned politicians who now rule the Kremlin. In exchange for their protection, the gangsters often perform services for the Russian special services, such as the assassination by polonium poisoning of Kremlin-critic Aleksander Litvinenko in London, or murdering a troublesome journalist like Anna Politkovskaya.
It was uncommon for Chechens like the Kheda brothers to end up in the service of a Russian gang like the Krasnaya Mafiya rather than the Chechen Obshina, which is staunchly nationalistic and maintains close ties to jihadist networks. Both brothers served as conscripts in the Red Army. Ismet Kheda served under an ethnic Russian officer and black marketer who later inducted the brothers into the Krasnaya Mafiya.
No one had quite trusted Babayev�s Uzbeks to handle the American raiders in Yazgulam by themselves, so Kheda�s brother had volunteered to lead the IMU cell there. Ruslan had wanted to tend to it personally, but Ismet, eager to prove his worth in the eyes of his brother whom he looked up to, insisted on going. Now he was dead.
Cramer wished that he could somehow give Avery to Kheda, but it was best to allow Dagar to handle it. He supposed he�d also feel some amount of remorse if Kheda did get his hands on Avery. In Chechnya, Kheda had learned and mastered some of the most gruesome ways of killing a man � Chechens are especially adept with blades � and would leave his brother�s killer castrated and mutilated, and Avery didn�t really deserve that. Killing Kheda�s brother hadn�t been anything personal, after all. Cramer thought he at least owed Avery a quick and relatively painless end, if and when it came to that.
The spider on Ruslan Kheda�s neck wasn�t his only tattoo. In the Russian underworld, tattoos told the entire criminal history of their bearer and warranted respect. Kheda�s body was covered. Prison and gang tattoos adorned much of his heavily muscled back, chest, and abdomen, along with an assortment of scars. The tattoos were crudely rendered, as proper equipment is often unavailable in a prison cell.
A red rose on his chest indicated Kheda�s membership in the Red Mafia. The stars covering both knees signified that he kneeled before, submitted to, no one. The Celtic cross between his shoulder blades marked his status as a killer, and the small badge denoted that at least one of his victims was a police officer. The row of six tombstones over his stomach represented the number of years he�d spent in Russia�s Black Dolphin Prison.
Always protective of his brother, Ruslan had kept quiet and accepted blame when falsely identified and arrested by the Chelyabinsk Militia for a murder committed by Ismet, who was four minutes younger than Ruslan. Eventually, Oleg Ramzin exercised his FSB influence to have Ruslan released.
When this business was over, Ruslan Kheda would have his brother�s name inscribed permanently into his flesh. He also hoped to add another skull. He had many of those, one for each life he�d taken. He owed his brother a skull. He owed this man Avery a killing.
The number of men Robert Cramer personally would be afraid to cross could be counted on one hand, with fingers remaining. One of these men was Ruslan Kheda. Another was Avery.

SEVENTEEN

Dushanbe
2:42PM
Avery parked the Lada off Saadi Sherozi Avenue and proceeded on foot to the Barakat Bazaar. This is Dushanbe�s commercial center, located a mile east of the Varzob River, near rail yards, the National Museum of Tajikistan, a prison, and hotels. Barakat was the country�s largest outdoor marketplace and a popular stop for tourists and an essential part of daily life for locals. Shortages of food and goods were the norm in Tajikistan, making Barakat the place to go.
The large space it occupied and the heavy volume of people also made Barakat an ideal place in which to quickly disappear if necessary. Flounder had already scoped out the bazaar earlier. It had taken him nearly an hour to cover all the ground.
The market was packed with shoppers and traders. The masses of people streamed around the kiosks, tables, and stalls, forcing Avery to walk at a snail�s pace and to maneuver impatiently around them. Minibuses constantly pulled up and deposited more prospective buyers. The mixed aroma of grilled meat, tobacco, incense, and sweaty, unwashed bodies carried in the warm air.
A variety of languages registered in Avery�s ears. The place was almost a chaotic sensory overload, and upon first entering the market, it had taken him several minutes to get his bearings.
There was a moderate police presence, too. Recently, local hooligans had taken to setting the bazaars on fire. Avery kept conscious of the cops as his eyes scanned the sea of faces. It would be nearly impossible to try to keep track of someone in here. While this worked both ways, Avery had more faith in Sideshow�s combined skills than he did in that of Dagar�s thugs.
Barakat wasn�t the exotic Middle Eastern-style marketplace most tourists probably envisioned. Western food, clothing, computer games, and VHS tapes were readily available and highly sought after by the locals. Avery wasn�t surprised to pass a vendor serving pizza, French fries, and Pepsi. It looked and smelled as good as anything back home.
Avery�s pace came to a grinding halt when he came to a large group of people clustered around an art exhibit and street performers, including jugglers. No one paid attention to the big American as he squeezed his way through the crowd.
Reaper and Mockingbird were on target, too, and had been for the past two hours. Avery had passed Reaper coming into the bazaar, but the two men had not even glanced at each other and to an outside observer they would have seemed to not even notice or recognize one another.
Flounder was also nearby, in the team�s Lada, parked a block outside the market from where he had a good vantage point of the sidewalk caf�s and restaurants outside the bazaar, as well as anyone entering or leaving the square from this end. Everyone was wired with concealed Motorola radios and mikes.
Avery finally emerged from the opposite end of the bazaar from which he�d entered. The herds of people grew thinner here. He sat down at a tiny, circular sidewalk table outside of a Turkish restaurant. He�d selected the table deliberately and positioned himself in such a way that offered a wide vantage point of the street and sidewalks in either direction. A waiter quickly appeared with tea and a menu.
As he leisurely sipped his tea and pretended to peruse the menu, Avery scanned the passing pedestrians and vehicles from behind reflective mirror sunglasses. He almost wished that he did have time to eat, because the kabob sounded tempting and inhaling the aromas coming from the grill stimulated his appetite.
Dagar soon appeared, emerging from the bazaar, some seventy feet away. Despite the sea of faces, the Tajik registered immediately on Avery�s radar, and Avery instantly forgot about food.
Avery tilted his head and spoke into his throat mike, identifying Dagar to the Sideshow operators by the tan jacket and pakol hat the little Tajik wore and giving them his current position. Surveillance teams always recognized and tracked a target by articles of clothing � usually shoes, since a professionally trained subject would dress in layers that could be easily discarded and replaced, but shoes weren�t so easily switched.
Problem was there were so many people packed in here that it�d be pretty difficult to stay on anyone.
Reaper responded first, ten seconds later, saying that he had eyes on target.
Flounder chimed in seven seconds later, indicating he�d spotted Dagar, too. Then so did Mockingbird. Now that they�d identified Dagar, the Sideshow crew could sweep the market and look out for where his potential backup would be positioned. This is what Reaper and Flounder did, while Mockingbird kept his eyes on Dagar.
Mockingbird circled around on foot and made a pass, coming within four feet of Dagar, and spotted the bulge beneath the Tajik�s jacket on his left side. He reported to Avery that the target was armed.
Avery took note of this. He hadn�t expected Dagar to show. He anticipated that at this point Dagar would have some suspicions that his cover was blown, especially if he was in contact with either Cramer or the Russians. The fact that Dagar did show could only mean a trap. After all, the Tajik hadn�t been armed at Port Said or when they travelled to Gorno-Badakhshan, but now he was packing a gun to see Avery.
That�s why Avery had Poacher�s crew on target. Dagar could have a kill team hidden nearby or amongst the shoppers, watching and waiting, doing the same thing Sideshow was doing.
This wasn�t the place for a confrontation. There were too many civilians present. The plan was to lure Dagar away from the bazaar, to somewhere quiet and isolated. If Dagar did have backup, then he�d almost certainly have the same idea and try to lure Avery onto his intended killing ground, but Avery wasn�t going to let Dagar take control.
Dagar was within several yards of the Turkish restaurant. He didn�t even see Avery until the American abruptly stood up from his chair. Then he caught sight of him and started walking in Avery�s direction.
Avery never looked at Dagar or made eye contact. He reached for his wallet in his hip pocket, where it was easy to feel and remain consciously aware of. Pickpockets and thieves weren�t uncommon here. Plus, a professional spook could grab a subject�s wallet, check his ID, and replace it without the target even knowing.
Avery left a couple American dollars on the table, placing the bills partially underneath his cup to hold them down against the breeze. By the time he replaced the wallet in his pocket, Dagar had reached his table, and Avery instantly turned and started walking, falling into stride with Dagar, by his side.
Dagar opened his mouth to speak, but was cut off.
�Come with me,� Avery instructed the Tajik, pushing him along. He led Dagar back through the bazaar from which he�d just come.
Along the way, unknown to Avery, they passed the IMU point men. Avery�s eyes passed over one of them, but his mind didn�t register him or make any note of him. Even Dagar missed him, and he had spoken with the IMU lieutenant only an hour earlier.
There were three of them, and they�d been sent in advance of Avery�s arrival. Mostly through luck and good timing � right place, right time � one even had been on hand to make note of the Lada Avery arrived in. The IMU cell had Avery within their stakeout box the entire time. And Avery was by no means a soft target, which spoke volumes of their tradecraft and skills. The only good news was that they hadn�t been able to identify any of the Sideshow team.
These IMU operatives were specially trained in surveillance and field craft by a former KGB pavement artist, as those who specialized in conducting outdoor surveillance on foot were known in the trade. This IMU cell was utilized to scout out targets and locations in advance of terrorist attacks and assassinations.
Flounder and Reaper missed them because they were only two sets of eyes covering a huge crowd and had little time to prepare in advance. The market was an unfamiliar setting for them.�Plus, most important, the IMU team knew how to blend in and appear inconspicuous and hadn�t gone anywhere near Dagar or come into contact with or acknowledged him in any way. As far as Reaper and Mockingbird were concerned, the IMU surveillance operatives were simply more local shoppers or tourists.
It helped that they didn�t look like the typical Islamic insurgents. They�d shaved their beards, gotten haircuts, and wore jeans and short sleeve shirts, or local chapan robes with tupi skullcaps, and blended in easily among the mid-afternoon crowd of the marketplace, going from shops and tables and pretending to examine trinkets and widgets and haggle with the shopkeepers and merchants. One of them leisurely snacked on an apple he�d bought from a fruit vendor, and another carried a stuffed shopping bag. They were each of medium height and build, with relaxed expressions and unassuming eyes.
�Did you bring the Uzbek back from Yazgulam?� Avery asked and turned his head to appraise Dagar for the first time.
Dagar hesitated before responding, still trying to make sense of Avery�s abrupt behavior. It was clear to him that Avery knew something. �Regrettably, he died in Gurgakov�s custody, from infection to his wounds. Shortly after you left, he grew very sick and did not recover.�
�That�s too bad.� Avery knew Dagar lied. It was how he�d said it and the look in his eye that betrayed him. Before answering, his eyes had shifted quickly down and to the left, while his chest rose with the intake of a deep breath, a tic common when someone tells a lie. Trained intelligence officers, cops, and interrogators knew to look out for signs like that and other micro fluctuations in the face, demeanor, voice inflection, and body language.
As they walked, Avery considered the possibilities. Either Dagar had simply kept the cash for himself and left the prisoner with Gurgakov or he�d taken the Uzbek and executed him somewhere between Gorno-Badakhshan and Dushanbe, or delivered him to the IMU or the Russians. He thought that Dagar intended to have him meet with a similar fate this afternoon.
�May I ask where we are going?� the Tajik asked.
Avery took wide, purposeful strides, but stayed at Dagar�s side, his left shoulder and arm behind him, nudging him along, and the much shorter Tajik struggled to keep up, while avoiding bumping into people.
�Someplace safe,� Avery said. �My cover may be blown.�
Dagar didn�t say anything to that. He allowed Avery to lead the way out of the bazaar and onto the quiet, residential side streets. He resisted the urge to turn around and look back for his IMU backup. He hoped that they were nearby and prepared to intervene.
After two blocks, Avery heard Reaper�s voice in his ear, warning him that they were likely being followed. The Sideshow operators could spot the IMU watchers now that they were clear of the bazaar. Avery said nothing and didn�t react to the news. He thought that by this time Reaper would have likewise signaled Poacher, who was standing by in his own vehicle, a Datsun, waiting to tail Avery and Dagar.
Four blocks later, Avery and Dagar reached the Lada and got in. Avery locked the doors, keyed the ignition, put the car into gear, and accelerated down the street. He took a couple unnecessary turns along the way, to give the IMU an opportunity to reveal themselves to the Sideshow team.
They drove in silence for several minutes before Dagar asked, �Why not go to your embassy?�
�The embassy�s not safe either.�
�Will you leave the country?�
�No, my job here isn�t finished yet.�
�I see.� Dagar tried to sound thoughtful. �So you did not find anything in Yazgulam?�
Avery merged onto the A384 highway going south. In his rearview mirror, he spotted a van slipping into traffic behind him, with another car in between them. He hadn�t caught sight of Poacher�s Datsun yet, but knew he was back there somewhere. �Not exactly. Cramer�s dead, but I�m still going to find those responsible.�
�Oh,� was all Dagar said. He�d heard what he needed to know and decided to give up on the friendly interrogation.
As he drove, Avery heard the rustling and zipper of Dagar�s jacket and became aware of movement through his right peripheral, Dagar�s hand coming up with something black. When Avery turned his head, he was staring down the barrel of a CZ-999, the Serbian version of the SIG Sauer P226. Behind the pistol, Dagar�s face was sweating rivulets.
Avery looked ahead and returned his focus to his driving. He kept both hands firmly on the wheel and remained relaxed, but internally there was the onset of panic. Although he�d anticipated something like this and knew he was still in control of the situation, having a gun pointed at your face was always a disconcerting experience. Avery�s Glock was holstered at his side, beneath his windbreaker, but there was no chance of reaching it.
He�d considered disarming Dagar earlier, but he hadn�t wanted to play his hand too soon. He also hadn�t expected the Tajik to do something as amateurish as this. He was edgy and being impulsive, not thinking his actions through. In many respects, this was even more worrying than a calm, collected professional.
The van was now right behind them and close, Avery noted.
�Get off at the next exit,� Dagar commanded.
The turn approached.
Half a mile, a thousand feet, three hundred feet, then they passed it.
�What are you doing?� the Tajik shouted.
�Take a deep breath and relax, Dagar,� Avery said. �We�re doing fifty-five. Pull that trigger, you�ll waste me, but my foot is on the gas and I�ve got the wheel. What the hell do you think will happen to you? This piece of shit doesn�t have airbags.�
Dagar considered this and accepted the logic. He regained his composure.��Slow down, please, and pull over to the side of the highway.�
In response, Avery pressed the gas a little harder and picked up speed as he steered the car out of the lane, overtaking another vehicle, and moved over to the shoulder. Horns blared behind him. Before Dagar could protest or make any threats, Avery abruptly applied pressure to the brakes and threw the Lada into a fast and hard full stop.
Dagar jolted forward. He didn�t wear a seatbelt, and his ass lifted off the seat as he was propelled forward against the dashboard. He lost hold of the CZ-999 when his head smacked against the windshield, his forehead putting a crack in the glass. The pistol fluttered out of his fingers and went across the top of the dash.
Behind them, the�brakes on the pursuing van screeched as the driver pulled over, halfway off the lane onto the shoulder, no more than twenty feet behind the Lada. Three more cars veered around the stopped vehicles, horns blaring, and continued down the highway, making way for Poacher�s Datsun.
The ex-Delta NCO saw the stopped vehicles ahead. Not knowing what was going on, he braked hard and stopped ten feet behind the van and reached for the SOCOM pistol resting on the passenger seat, while keying his mike to ask Avery for a SitRep. He received no response.
Glancing in the rearview mirror, Avery was aware of this activity and the positions of the other players. Beside him, Dagar, dazed, bled from his forehead and broken nose. Then his eyes lifted and locked onto the CZ-999 on the dash.
Avery followed Dagar�s line of sight to the gun and saw the Tajik�s hand shoot out.�Avery reached past Dagar and swept the pistol off the dashboard. He pulled back the slide to eject the chambered bullet and pressed the magazine release. Then, adjusting his grip so that he held the pistol by the barrel, he raised it in the air and hammered the butt against Dagar�s head, once, twice, three times. Dagar groaned and slumped forward.
Drawing his Glock from beneath his jacket, Avery opened his door, got out of the car, and hurled the CZ-999 off the side of the highway. He spun around on his heels and raised the Glock, holding it two-handed in the weaver stance, pointing it at the van.
Doors on each side of the van were already open, and the three occupants stormed out. They carried AKS-74Us � the compact 7.62mm carbine version the AKM; essentially a cross between an assault rifle and a submachine gun. The two men who had been in the back of the van turned at once around to cover the tailing Datsun, where Poacher had just sprung up from behind the open driver side door, while the van�s driver set his sights on Avery.
Avery�s reaction time was faster.
The IMU driver barely got the AK to his shoulder before Avery sighted his Glock, aligning the white dot between the aiming aperture and over his target. His finger broke the trigger with three and a half pounds of pressure. Instantly, recovering from the recoil, he reacquired his aim and fired again.
Both shots struck the IMU in the chest. The Uzbek�s body jerked, and he sluggishly took another step forward. His arms sagged with the AK carbine, as if it suddenly weighed a ton, and he staggered back a couple steps. Avery�s third shot took the Uzbek straight through the face and dropped him.
Sixteen feet away, before Avery fired his kill shot, another IMU directed a stream of fire across the hood and through the windshield of Poacher�s Datsun. Poacher, positioned behind the open driver�s door, got off a couple rounds from his Mk 23 SOCOM pistol. The Uzbek took the hit below his ribs. He stayed on his feet, but he fell back for cover.
Hollywood movies aside, cars are easily perforated by bullets and made for terrible cover. Doubled over and keeping his head low, both hands on the SOCOM pistol, Poacher maneuvered back toward the rear of the car, AK fire following him.
With the Glock angled toward the ground in front of him, Avery advanced along the shoulder of the highway, the van coming up on his left as he closed the gap toward the Datsun.
The van obscured his view, and now he didn�t have eyes on either of the IMU pair, but he heard the familiar crack of AK fire and the return of an unsuppressed SOCOM pistol and two voices calling out in frantic Uzbek.
Avery took wide deliberate steps, covering as much ground as he could with each step, while scanning and maintaining situational awareness. He swept his eyes over the interior of the van, through the windshield and open door, as he passed it. It was empty.
As he stepped up alongside the van toward its rear, offering him a view of the Datsun now, Avery heard a new burst of AK fire.
Seven feet away, the pair of IMU presented their backs to him. They approached the Datsun from either side, their AK-74Us shouldered and pointed toward the rear of the car, ready for Poacher to pop up and present a target when he tried to come up to get another shot off. Avery put three rounds between the right-side Uzbek�s shoulder blades. The man grunted and fell over.
The remaining IMU immediately snapped around before his partner even hit the ground, his AK-74U held in the ready position, his eyes on Avery. Avery snapped off a quick�shot � too far to the left � and retreated back alongside the side of the van as the IMU sent a stream of 5.56mm in his direction.
Poacher saw his opening. He broke cover and drilled the IMU through the side of his chest and arm with multiple .45 hollow points. The Uzbek still clung to his rifle as he went down, his right arm now disabled and dangling uselessly at his side. He dropped onto one knee and then fell over onto his side, moaning and breathing hard. Avery stepped out from his cover and put a round through the Uzbek�s head to finish him off.
Not sure how many men the van had carried, Avery kept moving, stepping over the dead body and kicking the rifle away from its hands, and moved cautiously around to the other side of the van and stopped his search for more targets after Poacher shouted �clear� and announced that only three tangos had gotten out of the van.
Avery proceeded back along the length of the shoulder to the Lada. His eyes flicked constantly onto the highway, paranoid about going the way of Raymond Davis, the CIA contractor who was arrested by Pakistani police after killing two bandits in Lahore. Unlike Davis, Avery knew he couldn�t expect the president to appeal to the Tajiks for his release. Traffic continued to whir by along the highway. Motorists stared as they passed, but no one stopped. There were no police cars, no sounds of sirens, yet.
As he walked toward him, Avery met Poacher�s gaze and saw his eyes shift and react to something, and Poacher threw up his SOCOM pistol once more, two handed, and yelled at Avery to get down.
Avery reacted immediately. He dropped to the ground out of Poacher�s line of fire, and rolled onto his back to see Dagar standing twelve feet away scooping an AK off the ground.
Poacher fired first and hit Dagar in the chest. Dagar dropped the rifle, staggered forward, and tripped onto the highway directly into the path of an oncoming truck. It smashed through him doing sixty, and Dagar went beneath the tires and undercarriage and was split open. As the truck braked and grinded to a halt some fifty feet away, it dragged with it the tattered, crushed body and left a trail of blood and pulped organs on the highway.
�Let�s get the fuck out of here,� Avery told Poacher.
They returned to the Lada and slipped inside. Avery put the car into gear and accelerated.
The total duration of time spent on the side of the highway was fifty-seven seconds. The firefight, starting with Avery�s first shot, took twelve of those seconds.
Only with the adrenaline wearing off now did Poacher notice the blood dripping down his left arm from beneath the sleeve of his t-shirt. He examined the source and found a hole in the fabric and saw that he�d taken a hit, likely just a ricochet that had grazed across his arm, but still bad enough.
Avery got off at the next exit, knowing that there had been no shortage of witnesses and that Tajik police and GKNB would be on the scene soon and likely looking out for the Lada.
Poacher contacted Mockingbird and Reaper. Avery and Poacher met them in Dushanbe seven minutes later and transferred into their vehicle. They left the Lada behind, abandoned.

EIGHTEEN

Dayrabot
Bordering Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Russia, and Ukraine, Belarus is a tiny, landlocked, heavily forested former Soviet republic with a population of ten million, with the capital city Minsk located roughly in the center of the country. President Aleksander Lukashenko�s authoritarian government is referred to as the last dictatorship of Europe or the North Korea of Europe. Like North Korea, this country is a lingering despot of communism clinging to power, regarded as an international pariah, and often the subject of controversy and sanctions amongst the United Nations and the European Union. The latter banned the travel of Lukashenko and a hundred sixty of his top advisers, cabinet officers, and officials to their countries. Lukashenko has been in power since 1994, and most of his political opponents are in prison. Belarus� state-controlled, Soviet style economy is dependent entirely on Russia for financial assistance, importation of raw materials and natural resources, and exportation of domestically produced goods.
Aside from the government�s rampant human rights violations and un-democratic practices, Belarus is also a notorious exporter of weapons, selling over two billion dollars worth of small arms, technical components, and military vehicles each year. Most of this money goes directly into a special fund for the president and his closest advisers. The president personally oversees every arms transaction through state-owned export companies.
In the late 1990s, Genex ltd, the Belarusian cargo carrier, delivered to Afghanistan weapons and equipment that Usama bin Laden purchased from Serbia. In 2004, Veronika Cherkasova, a journalist investigating Belarusian arms sales to Iran, was murdered outside her apartment. Belarus armed Ghadaffi as he struggled to maintain power during the Libyan civil war, and the UN secretary general personally called out Belarus for shipping military helicopters to the Ivory Coast�s internationally condemned regime. Most recently, Minsk armed Syria in its war against the Islamic uprising. Private jets from rogue regimes and outlaw groups have been caught landing in Minsk, delivering gold and diamonds to senior officials of Lukashenko�s government. The West is especially concerned by Belarus�s negotiations with Tehran to sell Russian-made S-300 missiles to Iran.
In addition to selling military hardware directly, Belarus is also a safe haven from which Kremlin-sanctioned arms merchants can store and export their merchandise, most of which originates from nearby Bulgarian or Czech factories. The Kremlin itself frequently uses Belarus as a proxy to provide arms to clients that the Russian Federation cannot do business with directly for political reasons, like Sudan or, previously, Saddam Hussein. Many Western diplomats believed that Belarus did very little in its foreign relations without the approval, if not outright backing, of Moscow.
Most recently, in response to American and European Union economic sanctions, Belarus has threatened to withdraw from the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons and reacquire its status as a nuclear power. In the first two years after Belarus became an independent country in 1991, like Ukraine and Kazakhstan, it was briefly in possession of nuclear missiles from the Soviet Union, but Belarus eventually turned the warheads over to Russia in exchange for security guarantees. In August 2013, Moscow and Minsk finalized plans to begin construction of a permanent base on Belarusian soil that will host Russian nuclear bombers. In November of the same year, Lukashenko announced construction of a nuclear power plant.
Although a frequent target of CIA�s Counter Proliferation Center and Europe Division, as well as British, Polish, and German intelligence services, Belarus is a difficult country for the Agency to operate in, due to the closed, repressive nature of Belarusian society and the reach of the security services. In 2008, Minsk expelled several CIA officers with diplomatic cover for their involvement with opposition politicians and parties.
The photographs provided to Mockingbird by an anonymous source with the Internet handle ADen80 showed the GlobeEx An-22 sitting on a parking revetment at Minsk National. The aircraft�s identification number� RA8564G � was in clear view on the tail. The geographic coordinates in the photo�s time and date stamp matched those of Minsk. The distance between Ayni and Minsk, and the timing of the aircraft�s departure and arrival, was consistent for a nonstop flight between the two countries, and Mockingbird was convinced that the picture was genuine.
Before reading up on Belarus online, Avery had known next to nothing about the country. But Belarus made a logical destination for Ukrainian arms traffickers and rogue spooks. Maybe Minsk was just a layover and Cramer had already moved onto another destination or maybe he was still there. Either way, there was only one way to pick up Cramer�s trail now.
Avery had no contacts in Europe. He didn�t have a feel for the local gestalt and the mood on the streets. He wasn�t intimately familiar with the political and social landscape and climate the way he was with Afghanistan or Pakistan. He didn�t know the lay of the streets or how to get around there. He didn�t speak a word of Belarusian or Russian. In short, he didn�t know how to blend in there. He�d be even more of an outsider than in Tajikistan. And when someone felt like an outsider, they invariably acted the part � awkward, unconfident, apprehensive, and timid� and consequently stood out.
His previous experience in Europe was limited to a couple brief jobs back when he�d been a cleaner. In Poland, he was sent in when the defection of a Russian navy captain went sour, and Avery was tasked with getting both the agent and his handler out of Kaliningrad, the Russian enclave nestled on the Baltic Sea between Poland and Lithuania.
Then, in Germany, after a terrorist rendition operation went to shit do to incompetent management and poor OPSEC, Avery had been tasked with sanitizing the safe house used by the compromised CIA unit � who had already fled the country in a hurry, with warrants issued for their arrest � and retrieving vital equipment and materials before German federal police raided the place.
Those had been the most stressful jobs of his career, far worse than anything he�d come up against in Iraq or Afghanistan. He didn�t mind having to shoot it out with terrorists, especially in a war zone where his rules of engagement permitted him to shoot first. That�s why he trained so hard. But going up against another country�s police and counterintelligence services and risk spending the rest of his life in prison was a different story. He didn�t know how the Cold War generation did it.
Aside from essentially going into Minsk blind, he�d also be without backup. There�d be no support from Culler. Sideshow had very specific op orders, Afghanistan or Uzbekistan was acceptable, with Seventh Floor approval, but their mandate didn�t include Belarus. Avery could easily end up dead in an alley or spend the rest of his life in the Amerikanka, Belarus�s notorious Stalin-era KGB-run prison for spies and political prisoners. And no one would ever know or care.
Simply put, the Charlie Foxtrot potential was high.
Avery�s first priority was simply getting into the country. He couldn�t use his Nick Anderson diplomatic papers. But on a job, he always had a backup. He�d enter on an Irish passport in the name of Nick Ambrose, a Canadian who had immigrated to Ireland. Americans and Brits would warrant scrutiny from the Belarusian authorities as a matter of course, but nobody ever had problems with the Irish or Canadians. Nick Ambrose was a satellite dish engineer. Avery even had business cards and fliers, as well as the necessary credit cards, driver�s license, and a Kinsale Library card.
Aside from a plausible cover for action, the biggest hurdle was the visa application. Whether coming to Belarus on business or private matters, visitors were required to submit their visa application one week in advance. The applicant also needed to include contact information for the Belarusian citizens they were visiting or the offices they were doing business with.
Avery continued reading and clicking websites, and found his solution.
By special decree of President Lukashenko, visas would not be required for foreigners visiting Minsk for the three-week-long International Ice Hockey Championship games, as long as they had their tickets upon arrival.
Avery clicked onto the International Ice Hockey Championship website. The games had just started and were into their first week.
It was as solid a cover as he was going to get within twenty-four hours. Tourists from all over Europe were flocking to Minsk. And that�s exactly why Lukashenko was waiving visas. The games would be a huge boost to Minsk�s tourist industry and economy. But it would also be impossible for the KGB to keep track of every Westerner in the city, and their surveillance teams would hopefully have higher priorities than a Canadian hockey fan.
Avery bought tickets on his Nick Ambrose credit card for games later that week and printed them. Next, he put his flight plan together and paid for the airline tickets. The Aeroflot flight to Russia�s Sochi International Airport left Dushanbe International 8:45AM tomorrow, thirteen hours away.
Unfortunately, the lack of official cover meant no diplomatic lockboxes in which to smuggle his equipment into the country without going through Customs. The small x-ray proof compartment in his suitcase was large enough only for the Glock.
Sure, he could arrange through Gerald Rashid to forward his equipment to the embassy at Minsk so he could pick it up from a local case officer there, but that created an inevitable chain of records and paperwork in two countries, as well as back at Langley, and he definitely didn�t want to alert COS Minsk. Avery didn�t know who the local CIA chief was, but from experience, he knew these guys, or gals, were often appointed because they were politically reliable. Most didn�t make a move outside the embassy without ambassadorial permission. They�d be none too happy to have an independent freelancer, especially one with Avery�s reputation, operating on their turf, with weapons.
�And what�s the plan once you arrive in Minsk?� Poacher asked. He was skeptical and had already tried to talk Avery out of it.
Avery didn�t have an answer to the question. Mockingbird had compiled a list of restaurants, bars, and nightclubs owned or frequented by Russian mafiya vor, plus offices and facilities used by GlobeEx Transport. But scoping out these places in hopes of finding a familiar face from Ayni was a long-shot. They knew the hangar and terminal GlobeEx used at Minsk National. Another long-shot, scoping that place out hoping to catch a glimpse of Cramer, but so far it was the best he had.
�I�ve arranged a local contact for you,� Mockingbird said, before Avery could respond to Poacher�s question. Mockingbird had been quietly working on his laptop the entire time Avery had been putting together his travel plans. �The source that provided the intel on the Antonov. He�s willing to meet me, or rather you, I should say. He�s pretty interested in Litvin�s business, too. I think he�s a journalist, probably Russian. He said he�s working on a story in Minsk.�
�This can�t be a good idea,� Poacher said. He didn�t even need to elaborate why, because he knew Avery was already thinking the same.
�What�s his name? Have you checked him out?� Avery asked.
�He won�t provide a name, but I searched his screen name and got a few hits. That�s how I surmised he�s a reporter. He�s taking a risk by doing this. Belarus isn�t a safe place for an investigative reporter. If he�s on the level, he could be a real asset. At least he may have insight into Litvin�s operations and he�ll know his way around Minsk.�
�If he�s who you think he is,� Avery said, �and not a plant set up by Litvin or the Belarusian KGB.�
�There is that,� Mockingbird acknowledged meekly.
�If he wants to stay anonymous, how am I supposed to find him and identify him? I�m not going to sit around in a hostile country and wait for him to find me.�
�You won�t have to.� Mockingbird explained the contact procedure he�d worked out with the journalist. �He�s taking a bigger risk than you. You can scope it out first. If you don�t like something, simply walk away, and he�ll never even know what you look like or who you are. He�s the one who has to worry about this being a set-up. At least it�s better than staking out the airport and hoping to get lucky.�
�Okay. Set it up. But if I see something I don�t like, or I get a bad feeling, I�m calling it off.�
�One of my guys should go with you,� Poacher said. �Our cover will hold over there.�
But Avery shook his head. �No, I�m going to need to be discreet there. Plus there�s no way Langley is going to approve it.� And once Langley received and denied Sideshow�s request for entry into Belarus, eyebrows would be raised. The Seventh Floor would want to know exactly why Poacher wanted his team in Minsk. Given Sideshow�s mission in Tajikistan, they�d quickly start making connections between Belarus and Cramer, and that�s what Avery wanted to avoid.
Poacher reluctantly agreed.
In truth, Avery preferred going in alone. As much as he valued Sideshow�s help in Tajikistan, he was better off on his own.

NINETEEN

Minsk
Avery breezed through security and customs at Dushanbe International. He�d arrived early and was confident no one observed him board the Aeroflot Tupolev. He was concerned not only with the GKNB, but also the Russians. If Ramzin�s people spotted him boarding a flight to Russia, the game was up before it began. Before departing, Reaper forged a Tajik entry stamp on his Nick Ambrose passport. He�d only know for sure he was clean when he landed in Sochi or Minsk and wasn�t immediately picked up by the authorities.
Avery slept through the three hour flight. The Tupolev landed at Sochi International Airport, located in the city of the same name on Russia�s Black Sea coast, late Friday morning. Following the recent terrorist mass transit bombings in nearby Volgograd, there was heightened security; including Interior Ministry OMON special police troops with body armor and submachine guns. They eyed every foreigner with suspicion, and Avery was glad to board his flight to Moscow.
At Sheremetyevo, he had a ninety minute layover before the two hour, eleven minute flight to Minsk. This was his first time in the Russian capital, but he didn�t leave the airport to go sightseeing. Instead, he ate an overpriced sandwich from a concession stand, drank a Coke for the caffeine boost, and spent the entire three hours in a soft, cushioned armchair in the departures lounge, people-watching, before his final flight. Fortunately, the jet lag wouldn�t be too bad. The time zone change was fairly minor, and it was always easier to travel west and gain time than go east and lose it.
The ninety minute Belavia flight to Minsk was the quickest of his three flights, and the Boeing 737 landed early Friday evening and taxied to Gate 2.
In the terminal, Avery immediately maneuvered ahead of the other travelers and rushed to the second floor of the arrivals sector to get in line for his migration card. With that in hand, he was directed through passport control and then, finally, customs, where his luggage was once again searched. The customs officer asked him the routine questions about the nature of his visit and business and the length of his stay, listened with disinterest to Avery�s practiced responses, and finally stamped his Nick Ambrose passport and allowed him through.
Avery wasn�t sure where he was going next, but it was important to act like he had a purpose. He stopped at the nearest information kiosk and studied the large directional display depicting the layout of the airport. Then he took a three minute walk to the nearest men�s room, where he took his time inside the stall and washing up at the sink.
Next, he took another walk to the closest news stand, where he picked up an English-language paper and a pack of cigarettes. From there, he went to the cocktail lounge, ordered another Coke, and sat around for a bit, before finally proceeding to Gate 4, on the opposite side of the airport, where he was to meet the contact.
He hadn�t needed to piss, didn�t care about the latest headlines, and certainly hadn�t been craving a drink. It was simply cover for action. If any Belarusian KGB were observing him or airport security watching from the surveillance cameras, they would have not realized that Avery had just conducted a mini-dry clean run. But they likely were not observing, because the SDR came up dry.
Avery stepped outside through the sliding glass doors. The air was cool and smelled of fresh rain. Night had already descended over Minsk and there was the sound of car horns blaring, traffic whizzing past on the highway, and mostly Russian-speaking voices.
He stood near a concrete post and set his suitcase down on the sidewalk, produced a cigarette, and lit it. He wasn�t a smoker, but looking like an uneasy flyer enjoying the opportunity to finally light up would buy him a few more minutes to stand in place, scope out his surroundings, and scan faces. He kept his posture relaxed and comfortable, but his eyes never rested. They observed and took in everything around him, keeping track of people and vehicles and noting their placement. People walked busily past him without even glancing his way.
Twenty-five feet away, he watched the lines of stopped taxis and cars waiting to pick up newly arrived passengers or make drop-offs. Irritated policemen yelled at drivers to move their illegally stopped vehicles, horns blared, and steady streams of traffic flowed in both directions on the double lanes of the M2.
He was looking out for a blue 1998 Fiat Siena. And a minute later, he spotted it, off to his left, pulled over on the shoulder, lights blinking, eight car lengths away, behind the taxi pick-up lane, facing him. The Siena�s windows were lightly tinted, so he was unable to see inside, but he could distinctly make out the silhouette of a single occupant in the driver�s seat.
Avery waited two more minutes before taking one last drag on the cigarette. Then he dropped it and ground it out beneath the sole of his boot. He glanced right once, then left, and started toward the Siena.
Within five feet, the passenger side window rolled halfway down.
The driver was a woman. Early thirties, Avery assessed, fit looking, East European, with shoulder-length auburn hair, high cheekbones, and no cosmetics. She wore a light blue North Face fleece with jeans. Both her hands were planted on the wheel. She gripped it tight, because her knuckles went white. She appeared alert and defensive, but not intimidated, and Avery supposed that being a reporter she was likely accustomed to meeting with unsavory strangers under unusual circumstances and taking risks to run down a story.
Avery�s eyes swept over the rear seats, checking that were was no one else in the car.
�Usun, et meie �hine s�ber korraldas sa mulle k��ti,� he said in Estonian. His enunciation of the memorized statement left much to be desired. He�d just told her that he believed their mutual friend had arranged for her to pick him up.
If it was a trap, that meant they�d been reading her e-mails and would know the recognition phrase. That may have occurred to her, too, because she didn�t appear too relieved. �I am always happy to help a friend,� she responded in good English. �My name is Aleksa. You should get in before someone notices us.�
Avery realized he�d been standing out here too long, and a cop, some twenty feet away, was watching them now, getting ready to blow his whistle and yell at them. Avery opened the passenger door and slipped in. He moved the seat back and set his suitcase on the floor.
The woman put the Siena into gear, accelerated, and merged smoothly into the oncoming traffic on the M2. Over the next ten minutes, she made numerous lane changes and exited the highway, doubled back, and re-entered the highway, heading once more in the original direction. Avery didn�t know where they were going or the route she intended to take, but he recognized a dry cleaning run when he saw one.
�We are being followed,� she soon announced, glancing into the rearview mirror. Then she looked back over at Avery, looking for a reaction, but he didn�t give her one. She was testing him. An amateur would have panicked and turned around excitedly in his seat to get a look, asking a dozen questions.
�They�re not here for me.� Avery was confident no one had tracked him here.
�I wouldn�t be so sure,� she said. �I told no one where I was going, and I know I wasn�t followed here. The car has government plates; KGB or police. It�s likely routine. Maybe you caught someone�s attention at the airport. Or perhaps they checked the registration number on this car.�
�Is this your car?� Avery asked.
�No, it belongs to a friend, but he is someone the authorities like to monitor.�
Avery was ready to ditch this woman and go it alone, but he�d garner KGB scrutiny now anyway just by association with her.
She took the M2 into Minsk.
It was 8:30PM.
The city was well lit. With shiny glass and steel buildings, plenty of green grass and trees, including temperate forests preserved as parks, and recently refurbished streets, Minsk�s modern, clean look was a sharp contrast to Dushanbe�s drab, dusty squalor. Founded in 1067, Minsk is one of Europe�s oldest cities, although it never flourished until annexed by Russia, and there were plenty of examples of its pre-Soviet and medieval architecture on display. Nearly all of the cars on the streets were of East European manufacture, and the newest models were probably from the mid-to-late �90s. Advertisements for the hockey championship adorned billboards, buses, and trains everywhere.
�I still haven�t gotten your name,� Aleksa said, �or should I keep calling you Mockingbird?�
Avery didn�t recognize her accent, but it wasn�t difficult to surmise that it was Estonian. Her English was good, and he thought she�d likely spent time in the West. She was still tense and had her guard up. He didn�t hold that against her. He would too, in her position. Plus he knew he wasn�t the best at making strangers feel comfortable or relaxed around him, so he didn�t try.
�Call me Nick.�
He wondered if Aleksa was her real name and decided it probably was.
A reporter could be just as bad as a spy. They were just as nosey, but not as subtle about it. She likely saw him as a source and would probe and pry for information. Why else would she meet him?
�So what�s the plan?�
�The plan, Nick, is that I will drop you off at Sputnik Hotel. That is where the KGB men behind us will lose interest in you since the staff at the front desk report to them and will notify them of any visitors you receive or when you leave the building, should the KGB instruct them to do so. I�ll give you my cell number in case you need to reach me, but it would be best not to use the hotel phones or make any calls inside your room. Wait thirty minutes, then take the stairwell to the ground floor and leave through the service exit. I�ll meet you there, after the KGB has lost interest in me, and we�ll go someplace safe to talk.�
�Are you sure you�re only a journalist?�
�Well, I suppose we have to do things differently in this part of the world than in America. You are an American, are you not?�
�Canadian, actually.� Avery knew she didn�t believe it. �Oh, I almost forgot.�
He rummaged through his pockets and produced an extra set of hockey tickets. He handed them to her. She glanced down at the tickets and frowned. �Hockey?� she said. �You know, most tourists come to Minsk for the ballet or opera, something a little more cultured. Anyway, I thought it was another interest of yours that brought you to Minsk.�
�Oh, you mean watching airplanes? Nah, that�s strictly for business.�
He explained that if the authorities did question her about what she was doing with a Canadian who�d come to see the championship, she�d tell them that she�d met Nick Ambrose on Facebook and planned to show him around and go to a game with him. He didn�t know a thing about Facebook or making friends, but he thought it sounded plausible.
�And what is your business exactly?� she asked.
�I�m self-employed.�
She pulled up near the Sputnik, a wide, five story building located outside of the city�s downtown area and known for being one of the older and more economical hotels in Minsk. It was run by the government agency Minotrel, which reported to the KGB. But the targets of interest to the KGB tended not to stay in a place like this. The spies, diplomats, and businessmen were all at the Crowne Plaza or Minsk Hotel.
Avery left Aleksa behind and checked in at the front desk. The clerk stamped his migration card and asked about his visit to Minsk. When Avery mentioned hockey, the man�s face lit up and he started going off about the championship. Fortunately, his English was poor, so Avery wasn�t forced to fake his way through a conversation trying not to let on that he didn�t know a thing about hockey other than the quick Wikipedia research he�d done on teams and players. He wasn�t the only hockey fan in the building. A group of loud, drunk German hooligans clad in jerseys stumbled past on their way outside.
The clerk gave Avery his key, and Avery proceeded to his fourth floor business-class room. It was small, drab, and stuffy, with a tatty door that looked like it�d blow over any minute, an uncomfortable bed, tiny chairs, ugly green carpeting and wallpaper, a foul smelling fridge, and a huge boxy TV with a small screen. The room looked like it was stuck somewhere in the eighties. But Avery didn�t care about the decor, and he�d told the clerk that he�d be away most of the time for the games and sightseeing.
Avery turned on the TV. The reception was poor. It offered mostly local or German stations.
He went to a local channel with coverage of the championship games. It would be a good idea to know what teams were doing what. Plus it was for the benefit of anyone who might be listening by audio surveillance or anyone that would visit his room while he was away.
As he waited, he fired up his notebook computer, connected to the Internet, and started searching. Several minutes later, he determined that his contact was Aleksa Denisova.
She was a national correspondent for an independent Russian newspaper. Her areas of expertise included government corruption, business, organized crime, and weapons proliferation. While covering a story about FSB torturing militants� families in Chechnya, she�d been detained and interrogated by the Russian military. Later, she�d been only a half block away from a car bomb in Grozny and nearly killed. Conspiracy theorists pinned the blame on the FSB, but most likely she�d simply been at the wrong place at the wrong time. That�s what happened when you spent time in warzones.
But it wasn�t just Putin and his friends she called out. She was equally critical of the West, too, especially American intervention and the games NATO played in places Ukraine and Georgia.
Avery thought she was trouble. Both the Russian and Belarusian agencies would know she was here. He also was uncertain of her motives for being here and taking the risks that she did. He�d seen plenty of reporters make mistakes and stupid decisions that got them into trouble in Afghanistan and Iraq, and he knew she didn�t make much money doing what she did. But despite his judgment telling him to ditch the reporter, he was curious as to what she might know.
Thirty minutes passed.
Avery slipped into his windbreaker and headed out. He left his Glock in the room, concealed in the suitcase. If the police stopped him on the streets, there�d be no explaining the gun, and he�d immediately be looking at jail time.
When he emerged from the service exit in the rear of the building, the blue Siena was already there. He climbed in. Aleksa drove around the building and turned right onto Leninsky Avenue, taking them deeper into the city. Avery once more closely watched the scenery and kept track of what direction they were going, trying to orientate himself to the layout of the city, in case he would need to get around on his own. He didn�t like being a passenger in an unfamiliar city.
She took him to Gorky Park, near Victory Square, on the Svislach River. Avery quietly followed her out of the car and onto a wide path into the park, passing a miniature train that rumbled slowly by, packed full of delighted children while their parents watched. Avery thought that he was definitely out of his element here.
The park was colorfully lit-up, and the cold, rainy weather wasn�t keeping anyone away. Sightseers, families, and couples filled the park grounds and gathered around attractions. Over two hundred years old, with a Ferris wheel, planetarium, and indoor ice rink, Gorky Park was a popular tourist attraction and a favorite spot of Belarusians. Even Lukashenko came here to ice skate. At this hour and with such a high volume of people, there was also a heavy uniformed police presence.
As they walked, neither Avery nor Aleksa attempted small talk, but the silence wasn�t awkward or uncomfortable. She seemed a bit more at ease now. He thought she was a bit like him, alone but content with her own company, a self-contained personality. Watching all the parents with kids having fun and young couples holding hands, Avery experienced the familiar feelings of detachment and wondered if Aleksa felt the same. He knew he definitely wouldn�t be doing this shit if he had other choices, but instead of going to medical school he�d joined the army.
A young boy, maybe five years old, laughed and cut across the path in front of them, paying no attention to where he was going. He stopped short of nearly running right into Aleksa. She quickly stopped, too, so as not to knock him over. She smiled down at him, putting him at ease, and waited until the boy�s mother caught up with him before continuing walking.
There was something pleasant and peaceful about being here, Avery thought. He was accustomed to the more fucked up parts of the world. It�d been a long time since he�d seen little kids simply having fun instead of starving. For a minute, he wasn�t thinking about Cramer, weapons, and looking out for surveillance, and he wondered if this was what it was like to be a normal person. He glanced over at Aleksa, watched her, and then something clicked in his mind, and he pushed the thought away, a fleeting glimpse of a life not meant for him, a pointless distraction.
�So maybe we can talk business,� Avery said.
Aleksa glanced over at him, and he thought he saw disappointment, but it lasted only for a second. �Maybe,� she said. �I still haven�t decided if I should trust you.�
�Yeah, well, the feeling�s mutual, if it makes you feel any better. It�s nothing personal. I just have a sort professional adversity to reporters.�
She thought that over, realizing they were both in a similar predicament as far as trust went. �You know, that does make me feel better. It puts us on an even level. But I still don�t know anything about you, other than you�ve travelled very far to watch hockey.�
�Look, does it really make any difference? You�re smart. You have a fair idea of what I am. You don�t need me to spell it out.� And he wasn�t going to question her intelligence and insult her by feeding her a line of bullshit. He knew her only doubt was as to whether or not she really wanted to take her chances with someone like him.
�Are you military?�
�No.�
�You look like a soldier.�
Avery recalled Dagar�s words at Port Said and wondered if he was really that easy to read. �I used to be in the army.�
�But you are no longer? You said you are self-employed.�
�That�s right. Look, if you don�t want to talk to me, okay, but tell me, so we don�t waste each other�s time.�
�You�re very impatient, aren�t you?�
They continued walking in silence. A young man with his wife or girlfriend eyed Aleksa lasciviously up and down as they passed.
Aleksa lit a cigarette and took a long drag on it. �I am already in danger, so I suppose I may as well take my chances with you.�
�Why�s that? Is taking pictures of airplanes a serious crime in Belarus?�
�It is when the airplanes belong to a close friend of the Kremlin and who is also fanatical about the privacy of his business. Litvin�s security saw me and chased me across the airport. I barely got away from them. I wouldn�t be the first Russian journalist to disappear.�
�Yeah, it�s a pretty dangerous career choice these days.�
�Do you know what was onboard that plane?�
�I have a pretty good idea.�
�According to the documentation I obtained, the cargo manifest consists of furniture that originated from Russia and is destined for a chain of shops in Dushanbe. The plane�s destination was a Russian-leased military airfield and not Dushanbe International, which is odd for a commercial transaction. Belarusian customs didn�t even inspect the cargo.�
Before continuing, Aleksa paused to take another drag. She studied Avery�s face closely, and he averted his glare.
�I�ve written about Litvin and GlobeEx before. I�ve done a lot of research into his business. This is the third flight that plane has made from Minsk to the Russian airfield in Tajikistan in the last nine weeks. I�ve heard rumors about the Kremlin arming the Taliban through proxy agents. I also confirmed that Russia commissioned the sale of a hundred-fifty Igla-S missiles and other hardware to Belarus. Last month, my contact here discovered that Litvin has been meeting with Belarus�s chief military acquisitions officer. Litvin paid cash for the missiles and other weapons, while the hardware remains listed in Belarusian inventories.�
�Why would Russia want to arm the Taliban? They�re fighting their own war against Islamic terrorists in the Caucasus.�
�True,� Aleksa said, �but it�s still in the Kremlin�s interests to see the West fail and militarily defeated in Afghanistan. Over the last decade, Russia has become increasingly threatened by American involvement in Central Asia. Imagine how the US would react if Russia started deploying troops in South America. Plus if NATO is bogged down in Afghanistan, they�ll be less inclined to take action in Ukraine or Moldova or Georgia when Russia decides to re-take Soviet territory. It�s also an opportunity to field test how their newest weapons will perform in combat against American equipment, and a resurgent Taliban will frighten the other former republics into cozying up to Russia.�
Avery wasn�t an expert on global politics or Kremlin strategy, but her analysis seemed sound.
�But there�s more. See, while I was originally trying to uncover Litvin�s arms deals, my contact here was investigating the security of old Soviet nuclear stockpiles in Belarus. We�re working closely together now. There came a point where our respective stories intersected.�
Alarm bells went off in the back of Avery�s mind. He had a feeling where this was going. He�d become fixated on Cramer and overlooked the IMU�s nuclear materials smuggling.
�The Kremlin has contracted GlobeEx to deliver several tons of highly enriched uranium from the Belarusian stockpile to Russia.� She studied Avery�s face. He thought must have done a bad job of hiding his reaction, because she added, �You look surprised.�
He was, but he shouldn�t have been. After all, an IMU courier had already been arrested in Tajikistan delivering a sample of uranium to the Taliban�s nuclear scientist. CIA and the Department of Energy�s chemical analysis had been unable to determine the source of the uranium, other than it appeared to be Soviet in origin.
�How the hell did Belarus obtain weapons grade material?�
�The Soviet Ministry of Atomic Energy stored it here during the Cold War. Later, Russia allowed Minsk to maintain ownership of it, ostensibly for scientific research purposes into medical isotopes and civilian power plants. It�s a little known fact that Lukashenko�s government possesses over two tons of nuclear materials, including several hundred pounds of highly enriched uranium. This is one of just a few known HEU stockpiles in the world readily available for the construction of a dirty bomb or for sale on the black market.�
Naturally occurring uranium ore is composed of two primordial isotopes. One of these, u-235, is capable of sustaining a nuclear chain reaction. Cascades of spinning centrifuges separate the two isotopes, creating a gas with a twenty percent or higher concentration of u-235, which is then reverted into a solid silver metal called highly enriched uranium, or HEU. Fifty pounds of HEU was sufficient for construction of a weapon capable of radiating an entire city. A dirty bomb would simply consist of conventional explosives wrapped around a fragment of HEU. But with sufficient quantities, HEU could be processed into a nuclear bomb.
But where would the Taliban assemble the bombs? The necessary scientific and technical expertise in the form of Pakistani nuclear scientists loyal to the cause was easy enough to find, but they�d still need a secure processing facility below the West�s radar.
Avery was confident that NATO-occupied Afghanistan was out of the question, although that country had once hosted al-Qaeda�s Project al-Zabadi chemical/biological weapons labs. Pakistan was possible, but that country was too unstable, and the ISI would surely catch wind of it. The US would also have no qualms about hitting terrorist WMD targets in either country.
Avery recalled what Gerald Rashid had told him about Wilkes sending CERTITUDE into Gorno-Badakhshan to look into a construction site, a project that Cramer had written off as insignificant. CIA had also reported that at least three Pakistani nuclear scientists or technicians had recently been traced to Tajikistan. Gorno-Badakhshan provided a suitable location for a processing plant. It was a vast territory, sparsely populated, and outside of the Tajik government�s control.
�Western intelligence agencies know little about the makeup and extent of Belarusian stockpiles,� Aleksa explained. �Neither Minsk nor Moscow is forthcoming with information. In 2010, Belarus entered an agreement with the American government in which it would destroy its uranium, under the supervision of Russian observers, in exchange for financial assistance. But then in response to new European Union sanctions, Belarus later demanded more money. Washington refused to pay, and Lukashenko threatened to sell the uranium to the highest bidder. A year later, after more failed negotiations, Minsk reneged on the deal altogether and announced that it would retain the uranium.�
Immediately after the Cold War, the US tried to buy surplus-Soviet nuclear stockpiles to prevent them from falling into the hands of rogue states or terrorists. In 1994, CIA and the Department of Energy�s Nuclear Emergency Search Team conducted SAPPHIRE, an operation that removed over a thousand pounds of HEU from an unguarded industrial complex in Kazakhstan, while Iranian, Iraqi, and Chechen agents scoured the country looking for nuclear weapons. The HEU was transferred to a secure storage facility at the Oak Ridge National Laboratory in Tennessee. It was one success, but it�s estimated that there�s still enough Soviet nuclear materials unaccounted for to construct over two dozen bombs, and some intelligence sources reported that Iran had successfully acquired three obsolete nuclear artillery rounds from the Kazakhstan stockpiles.
�Where does Litvin come in?� Avery asked.
�Recently, Belarus agreed to repatriate quantities of its uranium to Russia for down-blending. GlobeEx will transport the uranium to Russia�s Mayak Chemical Combine facility in the Urals.�
And like the SA-24 missiles, the paperwork and numbers would be fixed and a cut of the HEU will find its way to the Taliban, Avery thought.
�How did you learn all of this?�
�My friend Yuri,� Aleksa replied. �He is a Ukrainian journalist. He was forced out of Ukraine under Yanukovych. He�s investigated GlobeEx even longer than I have. It�s become personal for him. He uncovered Litvin�s illegal sales of RPGs and landmines to the Lord�s Resistance Army in the Congo. After ignoring the death threats and pursuing the story, he was assaulted by masked men inside his flat, his computer stolen, and he was left for dead. He barely survived that beating. He has excellent sources in Belarus and in the Russian exile community. He extensively documented everything. This is going to be the biggest story of his career.�
�Can you put me into contact with him?�
�I can try to arrange it, but it is up to him if he wants to speak with you.�
�We might not have time, Aleksa. It�s extremely important that I speak with your friend.� But Avery knew that she wouldn�t be so easily convinced. Reporters were all the same. He had to offer her something in return. �Look, if you take me to him tonight, I�ll tell you everything I know about Litvin. I was there in Tajikistan when his people made the transfer with the Afghans. Mullah Adeib Arzad was there, too. If you help me, I�ll help you.�
Of course, there were a number of conditions, which Aleksa would likely not be agreeable toward, but Avery didn�t get into that now.
Aleksa dropped her cigarette and ground it out beneath her heel as she considered the proposition.
�I will take you to him.�

TWENTY

Minsk
Yuri Dzubenko rented a two bedroom apartment in the Shabany district, on the city�s outskirts, which Aleksa said was Minsk�s most crime ridden neighborhood. Instead of looking out for KGB and cops, they�d need to be alert for muggers and drug addicts looking to finance their next fix. Aleksa was staying with Yuri and said that she tried to avoid being outside at night here. Except for the dirty, dilapidated tower block walls, poor lighting, and the heavy industrialization of the area, it looked no different from the other parts of the city Avery glimpsed so far. But nearing midnight, the streets were empty, silent, and dark, and he thought he�d seen far worse in some American inner cities.
Aleksa parked, and then they walked three blocks to the three-flat brick building. Turning the corner, she immediately noticed that Yuri�s lights were off and frowned. It was still early for him, and he hadn�t mentioned anything about going out tonight. He�d anticipated a late night writing and organizing his notes. She tried to rationalize it and thought he could have received an urgent call�from a colleague or source and left in a hurry � perhaps he�d left a note for her inside � but the anxiety that something was wrong still lingered.
�What�s wrong?� Avery asked. The change in her demeanor was apparent.
Aleksa didn�t answer. She quickened her pace. Avery followed her up the porch steps, through the front door, and up a set of steep and narrow creaky stairs to the third floor.
The door off the landing at the top of the stairs was unlocked and ajar, and this confirmed Aleksa�s worries. Avery detected at once that something was wrong, but before he could say anything, Aleksa called out Yuri�s name. No response came. Avery was about to tell her to wait here, so that he could go in ahead of her, but she had already pushed the door open and stepped into the darkness.
Avery went in after her, his senses making the switch to combat mode. His hand instinctively reached for the Glock, until he realized he�d left it at the motel. He stood just beyond the doorjamb, but the darkness and unfamiliar environment made it difficult to find anything out of place, and he waited, to allow his eyes to acclimate.
A second later, a light went on, and Aleksa stood near a lamp, seven feet away. Her mouth was agape, and the color was gone from her face.
Yuri Dzubenko was sprawled across the hardwood floor of the living room, on his stomach and chest. His hands were tied behind his back. A plastic bag covered his head, with duct tape forming an airtight seal around his neck. The plastic was pressed against the contours of his face, some of it sucked into his mouth, while he had struggled for air. His eyes were wide open.
Aleksa backed up against a wall, staring down at her friend. Tears welled in her eyes. She opened her mouth, but whatever she was going to say became caught in her throat.
Avery stepped around the body, ignoring Aleksa for now, and swept the apartment, mostly to make sure no one else was here and also because he wanted to avoid the tidal wave of emotions from Aleksa, uncertain if he was expected to provide comfort or reassurance and having no desire to do so.
The desk and dresser drawers and closets were all opened, with their contents now strewn about everywhere. Articles of clothing and pieces of paper littered the floor, scattered around overturned furniture. Avery checked the bathroom and kitchen, looked behind doors, and out the windows. Black footprints had dried on the floor, the path ultimately heading out the front door. Avery was satisfied that the apartment was empty.
He returned to the living room.
Aleksa was where he�d left her.
He crouched to examine the body on the floor. He didn�t need to check for a pulse. Early stages of rigor mortis had set in. The body had already emptied its bowels and bladder, and its temperature had dropped. He estimated that Yuri Dzubenko was three, four hours dead. Aleksa may have just missed the killers, when she�d gone to the airport to meet Avery.�Given her reaction, he thought that this realization wasn�t lost on her.
Avery got up and stepped in front of Aleksa, intentionally obscuring her view of the body. The longer she stared at it, the worst off she�d be, not that it made much difference at this point.
�Aleksa, listen to me. Take a deep breath. You need to look around and see if anything is missing. I need you to focus, okay? Then, we need to leave here immediately.�
�What about Yuri? We can�t leave him here like this.� Her voice was nearly a whimper. She tilted her heard to look over Avery�s shoulder. He sidestepped a bit, to obstruct her view once more. Her vulnerability made him uncomfortable, and he had little patience for this sort of thing.
�Yes, we can. There�s nothing we can do for him now, and the people that did this may still be outside watching this place.� He allowed that to sink in, letting her know that they were both in danger every second they stayed here. �Take a look around. See what they took, and grab whatever you can carry, anything important, especially anything that can be used by the police to identify you. We�re not coming back.�
Aleksa finally looked up and met his glare for the first time but didn�t speak.
�Do you understand me, Aleksa?�
She finally nodded and wiped the tears from her face with the back of her hand. The focus and drive returned to her eyes, replacing the distant, faraway stare, and Avery was grateful for that and hoped it lasted. She stepped away from him and walked around, appraising the ransacked apartment, rummaging through the closets, and moving between the two bedrooms.
While he waited, Avery walked along the walls and peered through the windows at the streets below. There wasn�t a view of the building�s front entrance from up here, but from what he could see, there was nothing unusual outside, and no activity. He kept his ears open for the sounds of anyone coming up those stairs outside the apartment. They�d be finished if two, three men with guns came through the front door. He regretted his decision to leave the Glock behind.
When Aleksa returned to the living room, she had a stuffed backpack slung over her shoulder. �Our computers are missing. All of our work, everything was on them. They took Yuri�s cell phone, too. But I always keep everything backed up on this.� She held up a USB key she�d taken from her jeans pocket. �They would kill for this.�
�Yeah,� Avery said. He took a knife from the kitchen. �That�s why we need to get away from here. Come on.�
He started for the door, and when she wasn�t moving quickly enough, he reached back to grab her by the wrist and gave a pull. He took the lead this time and instructed her to stay three steps behind him and keep her eyes open and mouth shut. He closed the door.
If an attacker was indeed waiting, then stairs were a deathtrap, so Avery descended them quickly and kept his eyes trained on the bottom. He paused in the foyer to look through the window. The street and sidewalk were empty.
Avery opened the front door and stepped out onto the porch. He swept his eyes immediately left and then right, looking down over the railing. The dark spaces on either side of the porch were clear, as was the street. There was no activity in the windows or on the rooftops of nearby buildings. The silence stood out most to Avery. There was barely a sound, not even an occasional passing car somewhere nearby. The neighborhood was completely lifeless. He walked down the stairs and at the bottom, without turning, raised a hand and motioned for Aleksa to come out.
She stayed close to his side as they walked back to the Siena. The three short blocks suddenly felt like miles, and the rain abruptly picked up again, drenching them. As they walked, Aleksa looked frantically around. When they turned the corner, she jumped at the presence of a shadowy figure, and Avery tensed, too, but it was only an old woman with an umbrella walking her dog, and they moved past her.
�You said the Siena was Yuri�s car, right?� Avery asked.
�Yes,� Aleksa said, having the same realization as Avery.
�Then they probably know what car to look for. We can use it to get away from here, but we need to switch vehicles soon as we can.�
Half a block away, Avery could see the Siena now.
They walked down the center of the street, not on the sidewalk. Problem was there were other vehicles parallel parked in front of and behind the Siena, including a large carpenter�s van that hadn�t been there before, making plenty of good hiding spots.
Avery tried to look for any unnatural shapes or shadows in the darkness through his peripheral vision, because in the dark human eyes can more easily make out objects off to the side than directly in front of them, but he saw nothing to raise alarm.
It was darker now than when they�d parked here twenty-five minutes ago. Searching his surroundings, Avery realized that the corner streetlight was now out.
�Give me the keys,� he commanded Aleksa, looking around once more.
�What-�
�Quick. Just do it, and get in the car.�
Aleksa produced the keys and held them out for Avery, but it was too late. A looming figure sidestepped onto the street in front of them from behind the large van. He wore a ski mask, black pants, gloves, and a black sweatshirt.
Startled, Aleksa jumped and stepped back, right into another black-clad assailant. She screamed as an arm wrapped around her and pulled her close, but Avery didn�t turn around to look. He�d already launched himself at the first attacker, throwing his shoulder, with his full weight behind it, into the man�s chest, knocking him off his feet and against the van.
As they grappled, Avery caught a glimpse of the pistol, a silenced Makarov, in the man�s hand. He rammed an elbow into his opponent�s solar plexus and grabbed his left hand onto the attacker�s gun hand and directed the barrel away and off to the side just as it spat a muffled shot into the sidewalk. Avery�s right hand lashed out with the kitchen knife, burying every inch of the serrated blade through the man�s throat. Eyes bulged behind the ski mask, and the grip on the Makarov loosened. Avery ripped the pistol out of the man�s hand and spun around.
While this took place, the second attacker had already produced his own gun, and Aleksa gripped his wrist with both her hands, struggling and thrashing. But her opponent had nearly a foot on her, was twice her weight, and easily overpowered her. He backhanded her across the face, knocking her onto the street. Her head bounced off the wet pavement. Her vision blurred, and she felt on the verge of blacking out. A booted foot pressed down against her ribs, holding her against the street. She looked up and saw the hazy image of the masked man angling his pistol less than three feet from her face.
Avery fired the Makarov twice, tapping the assassin above his ear. As the man collapsed, Avery turned around at the sound of movement.
The other attacker lay on the street, gasping for breath, holding onto the knife handle jutting out of his throat. He stared up at Avery with pleading, watery eyes. He tried to speak but was unable to produce a sound, coughing and gagging on his own blood and the blade that was lodged through his windpipe.�Avery shot him once in the head. Then he held the Makarov two handed in front of him and threaded a path around and between the parked vehicles, tracking for more targets � finding none � and came back around in the street to Aleksa.
She sat slowly up, disorientated and dazed from the blow to her head. Avery reached a hand out and pulled her up onto her feet. Her balance was off, and he steadied her. She had a bleeding scrape where her forehead struck the pavement and the shocked, haunted expression of someone who had just stared up helplessly at the business end of a gun in the hand of an apathetic killer while her life flashed before her eyes.
Keeping a hand on her back, Avery directed her toward the Siena. He helped her inside and walked around to slip in behind the wheel. He keyed the ignition, put the car in gear, and peeled out.
Only once they had safely put some distance between them and Shabany, Avery asked Aleksa if she was all right. He wasn�t being nice. He needed to need if she�d be able to hold herself together for a while longer. If she wasn�t, then he needed to think about leaving her behind.
�I� I don�t know�� He knew she wasn�t referring to the head wound. She�d taken a box of tissues from the glove box, and pressed a wad tightly against the cut. �I was attacked once, in Moscow, but this is different. Those men back there on the street were going to kill me. If they�d been a little faster or had a third man, I�d be� If I hadn�t met you tonight, I�d have been at the apartment with Yuri when they came� It doesn�t seem real. I�m meant to be dead right now��
Her voice trailed off. Avery heard her hyperventilating. He lowered her window a couple inches. �Look at me. Focus on breathing. Don�t think about all the shit that might have been. You�ll just fuck yourself up even worse. It�s over now, and you�re alive. That�s all that matters.�
After a couple minutes, Aleksa got her breathing under control. She raised her window and wrapped her arms around herself. She shivered and stared vacantly through the windshield, through the wipers, at the street ahead. Avery knew she would have nightmares about this moment for the rest of her life. Christ, this was the last thing he needed to deal with now. He turned on the heat full blast for her.
�Where are we going?� Aleksa finally asked.
�We�ll stay at the Sputnik tonight and figure something out from there. Do the Belarusian authorities know you were staying with Yuri?�
�No. I falsified my visa application and contact form.�
�Good. If we�re lucky, we won�t have the police and KGB looking for you once they discover Yuri�s body. Those guys back there were mafiya�
�We should leave Belarus immediately,� Aleksa said.
�And go where? It might not be safe for you to go back to Russia either.�
�I have friends in the West, Russian expatriates.�
�You do what you need to do, but I�m not leaving yet.�
�Why not? Are you crazy?�
�I can�t leave now. I need to track the HEU shipment. If we lose track of it, there�s going to be a lot bigger problems for everyone.�
�I don�t understand. Can�t you go to your embassy?�
�Not exactly,� Avery said. If he went to the embassy, the chief of station would be more interested in what Avery was doing on his turf than he would be in the HEU delivery.
Near the city center, after making a thorough dry clean run, Avery abandoned the Siena. They walked a couple blocks before hailing a cab to take them the rest of the way to the Sputnik. There, they walked around to the rear stairwell door. When he�d left earlier, Avery had stuck a doorstop in the doorway to prevent the door from locking behind him, and they went inside and proceeded to his room, undetected by the hotel staff.
Avery proceeded cautiously into the room, and then carefully examined it, making sure everything was exactly how he�d left it and that there were no signs of visitors while he was away.
Aleksa took a long shower and changed into clean clothing, while Avery made her hot tea.
�You should try to get some sleep,� he told her. He sat at the little desk with the Glock and spare magazines laid out in front of him. �I�ll keep watch.�
She looked at him as if he�d just sprouted a third eye. �How can I possibly sleep after what happened?�
�Then don�t.� Avery shrugged. He wasn�t going to worry about it. �Tell me how Yuri knew about the uranium deal.�
�He had a source in Belarus�s Institute for Power and Nuclear Research, in Sosny. This man mentioned to Yuri the deal with Russia, and Yuri had him press for more information. We were supposed to see this man tomorrow morning. He thinks he may have details on the flight schedule by then. I know the delivery will be soon. This afternoon, a GlobeEx Ilyushin arrived from Moscow. That�s the official aircraft that will deliver the uranium to Russia. Litvin is going to split the stockpile and divert a portion to Tajikistan. I�ve checked flight records, and there�s also an outbound GlobeEx jet to Ayni tomorrow.�
�We need to see this man as soon as possible. Do you have any way of contacting him? If these people have Yuri�s laptop and phone, they may identify his sources and track them down.�
�Yuri arranged the contact,� Aleksa said. �There�s nothing I can do, and no way for me to reach him. Besides, Yuri was careful about protecting his sources. I don�t believe he�d save names in his files.�
�Let�s hope not,� Avery replied. They would have to take the risk and show up at the meet tomorrow. �So what�s your story? Why are you doing all this? There must be easier ways to make a living in Russia.�
Avery asked because he was genuinely curious, and he also wanted her to talk and focus on something other than the attack and Yuri�s corpse.
Aleksa Denisova was thirty-four years old. Estonian by birth, she was from Perm, in what was then called the Russian Federative Soviet Republic, where her grandparents had emigrated to shortly after World War II.
She�d never wed and had no children. Her only time for men had been during her time at university. After that, the few men who attempted courtship were quickly put off by her constant travelling and the demands of her work, not to mention the numerous death threats she received from gangsters. She maintained only a small, trusted circle of people she called friends. She�d devoted most of the last decade of her life, the time when others found spouses and started families, to her work. She didn�t strive for fame and success, but she was driven and dedicated and possessed a sense of purpose that had been instilled in her early in life.
Her father had been a Red Army officer. She�d never really gotten to know him. In 1987, when Aleksa was barely five years old, an American-supplied Stinger missile brought down his helicopter in Afghanistan. A few handwritten letters to her from her father and photographs of him � always in uniform � were all that she had left of him. Her memories of him were only the distant memories of a young child and perpetually faded and grew hazier through the passage of time.
Nine years later, Aleksa�s older brother, was conscripted into the army of the new Russian Federation and ambushed by Chechen separatists while on patrol in Grozny. He was pulled out of his burning armored vehicle and decapitated. Her brother came to her mind with greater clarity than their dad. As was often the case with siblings, they�d played together as children and fought with one another in their teenage years. A day didn�t go by where she didn�t think of him and wonder where he would be now and what type of man he might have become.
Her mother died a year later of alcohol poisoning, from an extreme intake of vodka over a three day binge, leaving twenty year old Aleksa, who was then preparing to go to university abroad, completely alone in the world.
Aleksa left Russia the first chance she got and studied journalism and writing at the University of Buckingham in Britain. Shortly after graduation, she went to work for Reuters, taking assignments in the former Soviet republics. She returned to Russia in 2008 when Boris Gorshkov, a well-known Russian opposition journalist and her closest friend, started his own newspaper investigating corruption at the highest levels of the Russian Federation. In the process the paper made powerful enemies, including corrupt government officials, oligarchs, and organized crime bosses.
Two years ago, Boris Gorshkov was killed in an alley behind a Moscow bar. He was shot three times in the head at close range. There had been neither signs of a struggle nor a search of his body, and his wallet and personal belongings were all left untouched. But local police classified the crime as a mugging. A Moscow Militia lieutenant later sought out Aleksa and told her, on condition of anonymity, that an FSB captain had pressured the militia lieutenant�s department into not pursuing the investigation and that FSB was to take over as a matter of state security.
Boris� younger brother, Grigory, took over as editor-in-chief of the paper, which has since gone mostly digital. Aleksa remained onboard as its chief national correspondent. She still thought of Boris constantly. She�d held onto this idealistic notion of finding his killer and seeing him brought to justice, but as years passed, that seemed increasingly unlikely.
Like Boris, Aleksa too had been the victim of a supposed mugging. Less than a year after his death, she was ambushed outside her apartment by two men. They beat her and put her in the hospital with a concussion, broken nose, three broken ribs, and a head wound requiring seven stitches. She has found her apartment burglarized and wired for audio surveillance and had her laptop computer, with all of her files, stolen. Her e-mail accounts have been hacked. She�s found her name placed on terrorist no-fly watch lists, and she�s received anonymous death threats.
It was the risks that came with engaging in the practice of independent journalism in Russia.
Within the last year alone, there had been over forty assaults against Russian journalists. Ten were murdered. Each of them had covered corruption from the lowest to highest levels of the Russian government. An oligarch bribing government officials for gas contracts. A company owned by a mayor�s brother removing trees in a local forest to build new roads. Only when an incident is widely publicized by international media will the police investigate. A few hit men with mafia connections have been arrested, but never the people at the top who contracted the hit men. New legislation with safeguards to protect journalists is proposed but never passed by the Duma.
Aleksa and her colleagues were now banned from government press conferences. Public affairs departments from government agencies were prohibited from speaking to anyone from her organization and other banned news services. The FSB formed a special unit to investigate and catch government employees providing information to reporters in an effort to dry up their sources.
European newspapers and television networks continued to offer Aleksa positions and frequently turned to her as a source inside Russia. They offered Aleksa her choice of assignments and competitive salary, but she continued to decline. She held no idealistic delusions about her work and changing Russia. She never regarded herself as an activist or liberal crusader, but she would maintain that above all else she was a loyal friend.
She stayed in Russia only for Boris and the others, and continued the work they had believed in and died for. She thought to do otherwise was to turn her back on them and abandon them simply because it became convenient and safer to do so. She thought that perhaps she would accept a job with the BBC or The International Herald Tribune and move west and find a man only after Boris Gorshkov�s killers were identified, prosecuted, and sentenced.
�What about you, Nick? Is that even your name?�
�Yeah.�
But no one ever called him that. Through school, the army, and the Agency, he�d always just been Avery.
He gave Aleksa the condensed version and explained how his mother had died when he was seven � he never really knew her � and he joined the army immediately after high school, to get away from his abusive, alcoholic father. He never saw his dad since. After three years in the army, he passed Ranger selection.
When she pressed him about relationships, he told Aleksa about how in Afghanistan, waiting to assault an al-Qaeda stronghold, he�d received a letter from his fianc�a girl he�d known since high school � calling off the wedding and ending their relationship. She�d met someone else, a med student with a condo, BMW, high earning potential, and who was there for her. Avery hated her and never spoke to her again.
After three tours in Afghanistan and one in Iraq, he left the army to work as an independent security contractor. He omitted the part about CIA, but he thought Aleksa was smart enough to have it figured out.
It was a strange conversation, because it was the first time in years he�d spoken to anyone, let alone a woman, about himself. He didn�t like the feeling of opening up to someone, and he already regretted this conversation, but at least it kept her mind off what happened tonight and seemed to calm her down.
�Thank you, Nick.�
Aleksa was in the bed, under the blanket. Avery still sat at the desk, five feet away.
�For what?�
�What do you think? For everything you did tonight. Just for being there.�
Fuck. �Try to get some sleep.�

TWENTY-ONE

Sosny
Belarus�s Institute for Power and Nuclear Research is located in Sosny, a suburb about twenty miles outside of Minsk. This is where Belarus housed its first nuclear reactor, which was shut down after the Cold War and was no longer operational. With help from Russia and Iran, Lukashenko intended to re-start the reactor and build nuclear power plants. The first reactor, currently under construction, is supposed to go online in 2016, the second in 2018. Western intelligence agencies had little doubt that the plants will be used to develop bombs and allow Belarus to re-claim its status as a nuclear power. Belarus, with a small inventory of SS-25 Topol missiles they hadn�t returned to Russia after the Cold War, already possessed a delivery system for warheads.
Avery thought that within a couple years, it�d be the North Korean nuclear crisis all over again, this time in Europe. At least by then, he�d be too old to be doing this shit any longer.
Avery and Aleksa arrived in Sosny at 10:00AM in a rental car, a Volvo he�d picked up at the airport. He drove this time, wanting to be the one behind the wheel in case a situation arose requiring tactical defensive driving. He�d left her alone at the hotel when he picked up the car. She�d insisted on going with him, but if the mafiya used their connections to have the police and KGB looking for her, the airport was the last place she should be.
When he returned for her at the hotel, two hours later, he found her curled up in a ball on the floor, behind the bed, sobbing and shaking, but she thankfully snapped out of it quickly, overcome with relief when she saw him, as if she hadn�t expected him to come back at all. She was still shaken up from what had happened last night, barely twelve hours ago, and she hadn�t slept well, waking up every hour or two from vivid nightmares reliving the attack. Avery didn�t tell her that she�d probably be messed up for a long time and would probably need professional help to deal with it. Once, in her sleep, she was badly shaking and crying out, and Avery had to gently wake her up and calm her down.
Avery would be relieved when they parted ways.
Other than the first time he saw someone die violently, a buddy in the army, Avery had never reacted that way toward violence again. After Mike Gomez bled out in Avery�s arms, aboard a Black Hawk, Avery had simply decided that this wasn�t something he wanted to deal with, and he put up brick walls in his mind and secured everything behind it. He just hoped the walls stayed intact.
Yuri�s contact was a nuclear technician named Vasil Romanchuk. Fifty-six years old, a functioning alcoholic, his time at the research facility went back to the Cold War days. He�d helped Yuri, coming forward with what he knew of the uranium transfer, only because he�d become increasingly suspicious that he was being set up to take the blame. If anything went wrong with the HEU deal, or word of it became public, he suspected the KGB would show up at his home to arrest him for selling weapons grade material to the Krasnaya Mafiya. Then he�d probably be killed quietly in prison, and the Belarusian government would have covered up its involvement in the affair.
The institute itself was a sprawling complex consisting of several low-laying compounds and two silos occupying a large plot of land with clean, freshly paved streets and lush, well-maintained lawn. There was a heavier uniformed police presence around the premises, Avery observed as he drove south on Mullovsoye Road, along the northeastern length of the facility�s perimeter, surveying the target along the way.
�That building is where the HEU is stored,� Aleksa said. She pointed to a large warehouse sitting behind a high fence, with a guard booth and barrier at the street entrance. Avery could make out a uniformed security officer checking the credentials of a car that had just pulled up.
�Where are you supposed to meet the contact?� Avery asked.
Aleksa directed him to a street caf� three blocks away. There were other restaurants and stores nearby, and she said that it was an area where staff and students from the nuclear institute regularly came on their breaks, and there�d be nothing suspicious about Romanchuk leaving work to come here.
�What�s the contact look like?�
�He�s short, overweight, bald, and has a mustache and glasses. And he�s always pale, because he rarely sees the sun. He�s either inside here working or at home drinking until he passes out.�
�I�m going to take a walk and have a look around. Litvin�s thugs or the police may be looking out for you, and we don�t know if Yuri compromised the meet before he died.�
Avery didn�t need to mention that Yuri�s killers would have tortured him and put him through hell before finally killing him. He had to assume that the Ukrainian reporter had revealed everything he knew.
�But Vasil doesn�t know you,� Aleksa protested. �He�ll never talk to you. You�ll scare him off. Besides, he doesn�t speak English.�
�I�m only going to check for surveillance and see if he�s even here,� Avery said. �If he is, and it�s clear, I�ll come get you, and you�ll talk to him.�
�You can�t accompany me. He�ll already be suspicious and paranoid because Yuri�s not here. I can�t walk in with a stranger.�
�I�m not going inside,� Avery assured her, trying to hide his impatience. �I�m going to stay outside and keep an eye on things while you take care of business, okay? Tell him whatever bullshit you need to about Yuri, just get him to talk.�
�I can do that.�
�Are you sure?� Avery pulled over four blocks from the meet site. He put the car in park and turned to face Aleksa. He doubted her readiness to go into a potentially dangerous situation alone. �If you�re not, tell me now.�
The comment had the desired effect. Her expression hardened. �I said I can do it.�
Avery left it at that and got out of the car. Aleksa slipped behind the wheel and watched him walk away. He carried his Glock beneath his windbreaker this time. If they were ambushed again, he wanted to be prepared. If the enemy did send someone else after them, they�d have more guys and guns this time. They only survived last time because the mafiya killers had been expecting Aleksa to be alone, and they made the dangerous assumption that she�d be an easy hit. But now they knew she was accompanied by someone who could put up a fight.
It was 10:25AM, thirty five minutes before the meet. Vasil Romanchuk always took a break at this time, Aleksa had explained, but usually at a different restaurant. He switched locations when meeting with Aleksa and Yuri, because he knew the KGB and security would be familiar with his normal daily routines and patterns, and most personnel at a sensitive facility like the Institute for Power and Nuclear Research would warrant a close watch by the KGB.
Avery first executed a rudimentary surveillance detection run, covering the distance to the meet site and doubling back to cover his tracks. It came up dry, but, by necessity, it had been a rush job, plus he wasn�t familiar with the area to do a proper job of it.
He soon made his way back around to the caf�. This time, when he walked past, he spotted a fat man fitting the contact�s description sitting at a table alone. Avery crossed the street, called Aleksa on her cell phone, and told her to proceed to the meet with Romanchuk.
A minute later, he spotted Aleksa parking across the street from the caf�. As she got out of the Volvo and walked down the sidewalk toward the caf�, Avery�s eyes never rested, taking in every face and vehicle nearby and assessing what they were doing and their threat level. A lot of passing eyes gazed over Aleksa, but Avery easily attributed that to the attention any reasonably attractive woman received from males.
As Aleksa entered the caf� and sat down across from the fat man � Avery could just barely see them from across the street through the front window of the caf�he returned to the Volvo, got behind the wheel, keyed the ignition, and continued watching and waiting, his muscles clenched tight and the hairs on the back of his neck stood out. He didn�t know why he was so on edge, but he trusted his instincts to tell him when something was wrong, and they were screaming at him to grab Aleksa and get the hell away from here.
Barely four minutes later, a police car pulled up near the caf� and rolled to a stop. Two officers got out and went inside. Nothing unusual, Avery told himself, but he tensed when he saw a second police cruiser drive past. The officer riding shotgun eyed Avery as they passed him. Avery looked straight ahead until the cruiser was gone, then observed it in his rearview corner as it turned the corner.
Aleksa finally emerged from the caf� at 11:13AM. As she headed for the Volvo, Avery watched closely, expecting police or mafiya to intercept her and throw her into the back of a car. If it was the former, there wouldn�t be much he could do about it other than put distance between himself, and hope that his passport wasn�t flagged so he could get out of Belarus. If it was the latter, he could follow them and possibly even take action. But if he smoked a cop, even a corrupt one, there�d be a nation-wide manhunt for him.
But nothing happened. There was no intercept or ambush.
As Aleksa slid into the passenger seat, Avery became aware of someone watching them, and as he shifted into drive, he locked onto the pudgy face of Vasil Romanchuk as the Belarusian exited the caf�. Romanchuk watched them, and then looked away when he caught Avery�s glare and continued walking, while his hand pulled a cell phone from his pants pocket.
�How�d it go?� Avery asked, merging into traffic.
�They�re removing the uranium from Sosny today at noon. GlobeEx trucks will be here shortly, and the police will escort them to the airport.�
Avery did another sweep for surveillance � it was becoming an obsessive habit now � and took them back onto Mullovsoye Road. He stopped along the shoulder from a point where they had a clear view of the storage facility, a hundred yards away, across the wide expanse of grass. There was little traffic on the two lane road, but just in case, Avery popped the hood, and got out of the car. He stood over the engine block, pretending to check for problems. Aleksa remained inside. They both stared across the grassy field at the storage site.
Ten minutes later, during which time only three other vehicles had passed them on the road, Avery saw a large, eighteen-wheeler tractor-trailer truck stop in front of the barrier at the guard post. It was escorted by police cars. Even from here, he recognized the colors and design of the GlobeEx Transport logo on the truck�s trailer. The driver climbed down from the cab as the uniformed security officer stepped out of his booth. The driver showed the officer some papers, and the guard consulted a clipboard, flipping pages. Then they parted ways, and the officer raised the barrier and waved the truck through. Another officer signaled with his hands and directed the truck to the storage compound�s loading dock area. The driver turned his truck around and slowly backed the trailer into the dock.
Although confirming what Aleksa had said and what they already suspected, Avery knew there was nothing he could do about what he was seeing. Maybe follow the truck to the airport and witness them load portions of the HEU onto a flight not bound for Mayak. Then he could get the hell out of Belarus and report everything back to Culler and start thinking about how he�d catch up with Cramer again.
He didn�t know what Aleksa was going to do next, and he kept telling himself that it really wasn�t his problem and not to think about it. She seemed intent and capable of taking care of herself, anyway. But the thought still lingered in his mind. He supposed he�d at least offer to help get her out of the country. Culler could pull some strings, if Avery persisted. He knew she�d decline, but at least he�d have done his part to placate his conscience.
Another vehicle approached from the south. It was something big from the sound of it, and the low, steady rumble of the engine intruded upon Avery�s thoughts. Avery stuck his head out from under the open hood and saw a shiny gray SUV approaching, about a quarter mile away in their lane. Sunlight shimmered off the tinted windows. After several seconds, Avery averted his glare back to the storage site across the field. There were a number of figures, men in uniforms, milling about outside the storage site now.
Soon the sound of the oncoming engine picked up from a steady, guttural hum to an aggressive roar, and Avery snapped his head back around with his internal threat detectors lighting up like a fighter pilot�s heads-up display.
The vehicle was a Dartz Kombat, a bulky, wide Russian-made SUV with a V8 Vortec engine capable of doing a hundred plus miles hour. Right now, Avery figured it was topping fifty, and the driver turned the wheel and steered straight for the parked Volvo. Avery started to react, shouted out to Aleksa, when he heard an identical engine coming from behind, the driver gunning it.
Avery�s hand reached beneath his windbreaker and went for the Glock, for all the good that would do. He took a step back just as the oncoming Kombat slammed straight into the Volvo, plowing through the driver side fender, and continued accelerating, pushing the much smaller vehicle off the road and down the slight slope onto the grass. There was the ear splitting shatter and screech of metal grinding against metal. Before the Volvo flipped over, Avery caught a glimpse behind the cracked windshield of Aleksa rocked forward and caught against her seatbelt while air bags deployed, exploding around her.
Avery squeezed off four shots that bounced off the Kombat�s armor plating. He spun around and faced the second Kombat coming right at him, lining him up between its headlights. Avery fired a couple more rounds, but the Kombat�s bullet-proof windshield easily deflected the 9mm rounds.
Avery sidestepped left, and the driver swerved and adjusted his course, pointing the bumper at him. Avery stood his ground, visualized his next moves in his head, and dived to the right, onto the grass, at the last possible second. He felt the big Kombat whip past. The front left fender missed clipping him and pulverizing his hip by mere inches. Avery smacked against the grass and rolled down the slant of the short hill.
The Kombat came fast around, reacquired him, forty feet away, and the driver hit the gas once more as Avery stumbled back up onto his feet. The Kombat barreled down on him, but this time the driver tapped the brakes within a couple meters and swerved, tapping the bumper into Avery�s thighs doing 30 mph. Avery cried out, and the next thing he was aware of was the sensation of going over the top of the hood and flailing through the sky with the grass and pavement spinning around him at a dizzying rate, and then the ground finally collided hard against his face.
For the first few seconds, Avery couldn�t even move, and he wondered if he�d broken his back. Then he became gradually conscious of a tingling sensation coursing through his entire body, especially up his back and neck and in his legs, followed by the gradual onset of immense pain. He realized he�d lost the Glock somewhere along the way, and the world around him was blurry and out of focus when he lifted his head up. The nearest Kombat was a hazy, blotchy wash of gray. He heard the low rumbling of the V8s, and then there came the sound of car doors opening and voices speaking Russian.
Avery tried to sit up, but went right back down when the steel-capped toe of a boot struck him in the breastbone. Another foot kicked him in the side of his femur, and more feet continued striking his shoulders and chest. Two men grabbed onto him and hauled him up onto his feet. When they let go, Avery weakly stumbled around, trying to gather his bearings, but then his legs gave out and the pain in the small of his back was overpowering. He toppled back over and hit the ground again.
From where he lay, Avery saw two men opening the passenger door of the demolished Volvo. They peered inside, and one of them said something, sounding surprised that Aleksa was still alive. She wouldn�t be had she been on the driver side of the car when the Kombat hit.
Not that it mattered.
Avery didn�t imagine that either of them would be alive much longer. The Krasnaya Mafiya was a small, close-knit organization, a brotherhood. Having just killed two of them in Minsk the night before, Avery knew he and Aleksa had earned a slow, bloody, and agonizing death. He thought of the things they�d likely do to Aleksa, and that gave him the determination to keep fighting.
The Russians� attention was fixated on Aleksa now. They pulled her out of the wreck, and one of them punched her in the gut when she stabbed a pen through his friend�s neck.
Avery tried once more to stand up, and was kicked from behind. He fell forward, catching himself on all fours, and another kick to his side knocked him over. Three Russians converged on him, laughing and exchanging vulgarities. They battered him, used his head as a soccer ball until he finally blacked out.

TWENTY-TWO

Minsk; Over the Caspian Sea
�Nick?�
It took a few seconds for Aleksa�s voice to register with Avery as he returned slowly and painfully to consciousness. When he opened his right eye � the left was swollen shut � he saw the expanse of an aircraft hangar, and he felt the smooth, glossy surface of the epoxy floor against his face. It stung badly where his right cheek was split open. When he moved to rub his eye, sensitive to the intensity of the bright lighting overhead, he found his hands restrained behind his back. The steel cuffs were fastened tight, cutting off blood flow to his hands and scraping bone. There was the iron taste of blood in his mouth.
From the dizziness, blurred vision, and the ringing in his ears, he figured he�d suffered a concussion. In addition to which, breathing too deeply sent a sharp, stabbing pain through his side. That worried him. He�d suffered fractured ribs before, and those were always to be taken seriously.
Aleksa�s voice came from somewhere behind him. He tried to respond, to let her know that he was alive, somewhat, but the words became caught in his parched throat and he was seized by a coughing fit instead. There were approaching footsteps and soft-spoken conversation. There was something familiar about one of the voices.
He started to roll over onto his other side, in the direction of the oncoming footsteps. He didn�t move far before the stabbing pain in his side hit him again, a hundred times worse now, agonizing, stopping him in his place and eliciting an involuntary gasp from his lips and confirming his self-diagnosis. Hopefully the rib was just cracked, not broken. At least blood hadn�t come up when he coughed.
Aleksa was likewise slumped on the floor, twenty feet away, and Avery hoped she wasn�t in the same condition he was. He didn�t want to contemplate the things they could have done to her.
�Nick?� she called out again. �Are you okay?�
�I�m alright.� He wanted her to be quiet, so he could focus on the new arrivals, and he didn�t want to appear vulnerable and weak, affected by her, in front of them, whoever they were.
�They drugged us, gave us injections,� Aleksa said. �Ketamine, I think.�
That explained the foggy haze clouding his thoughts and his dulled senses, Avery thought. He didn�t mind if they beat the shit out of him, but toxic impurities coursing through his blood, further hindering his body�s functional capacity and recovery, was particularly odious to him.
He started to say something, but the sudden roar of very near jet engines drowned out all sound. The noise receded as the aircraft lifted off, and when it was gone, he sensed a presence hovering over him.
�Avery, you stupid fuck, is that you?�
When he opened his eye again, he stared up at a pair of hiking boots and khaki pants belonging to Robert Cramer. Standing a few feet behind Cramer, Avery recognized the second man by his shaved head and spider tattoo. The man stared straight at Avery with dark, penetrating eyes, trying to look menacing and instill fear, and doing a good job of it. Avery stared right back at him for several seconds before passing his gaze onto Cramer. The man looked like he�d aged fifteen years since the last time Avery had spoken to him, four years ago in Afghanistan.
�Shit, Avery, if I knew that was you I would have told them to take it easy on you. When I heard they picked someone up at Sosny, I assumed you were just another one of this cunt�s reporter friends. God, I hate reporters. Still, you got off lucky. Better than that fat fuck Romanchuk.�
He paused, as if waiting for Avery to speak, but Avery gave him nothing.
Avery considered his options, none of them good. He could play dumb and act surprised to find Cramer alive and well and in the middle of a nuclear smuggling pipeline. He could try to spare Aleksa and insist that she knew nothing, was unwittingly dragged into this, and say he was only using her to gain access to Yuri Dzubenko.
But there was no point in doubting Cramer�s intelligence. Plus, Avery didn�t know what, if anything, Aleksa had already told them, and he didn�t feel like getting the shit beaten out of him again if he was caught in a lie. The best thing he could do was to keep quiet and volunteer nothing. However it played out, he knew this wasn�t going to end well. He just hoped they made it quick for Aleksa.
�Last I heard from my sources in Tajikistan the mission was over and you were heading home,� Cramer said.
Sources, Avery thought. �So how did you manage to pin Dagar on me?�
�That was just a happy coincidence, really. Bad luck for you, though. He�s always been my agent, my eyes and ears over there. I had no idea the Agency would send you. But it�s a small world, and lucky for me, a mutual friend set you up with him. The Agency�s long believed that Dagar was their asset, and I figured they�d turn to him, but he was mine the whole time.� Cramer shook his head, genuinely pitying Avery for his current circumstances. �You really should have gone home.�
�And what the hell are you doing here, Bob?� Avery glanced back at the man standing behind Cramer. �And what are you doing with that piece of shit?�
Cramer swung his foot back and kicked Avery hard in the side. Avery wasn�t expecting it, making it that much worse. He coughed and gagged as he gasped for air, the pain in his chest amplified. Cramer patiently waited for him to settle down before he resumed.
�Listen to me closely. I�m not going to repeat myself. You know how this works, so I�m not going to waste time making threats, trying to instill the fear of God into you. I need to know everything you�ve told Culler. It is Matt who sent you, isn�t it? There�s nobody else at Langley that would be stupid enough to go to you, and he�s still heading up GRS last time I checked.� He meant CIA�s Global Response Staff.
�Yeah, I know what you�re thinking,� Cramer said, reading Avery�s eyes. �You�re dead anyway, and in the meantime you can take another beating. Sure, but how about before these guys finally end you, I turn them loose on that bitch over there and let you watch? You�re right, Avery, however this goes, you are a dead man, but you can still spare her an extremely vicious, violently pornographic ordeal.�
Avery felt Aleksa�s eyes on him, becoming more terrified by the minute, but he couldn�t bear to look at her. He didn�t want her to make him weak. He shut his eyes and tried to clear his head.
�Don�t even think about lying to me. We recovered the USB from her. That gives me a pretty good idea of what you two already know and what you can piece together. Unfortunately for you, Avery, I also know you were at Ayni a couple nights ago. I�m even pretty certain you had something to do with the missing arms convoy, but I don�t really give a shit about that right now. So, again, what have you told Langley?�
�I haven�t spoken to Culler since Tajikistan, before Ayni.�
Simple lies were always the easiest to make convincing, and the fact that Avery wasn�t trying to deny working for Culler wouldn�t be lost on Cramer.
Cramer nodded thoughtfully and asked, �And the convoy?�
Avery knew what Cramer was thinking.�If Langley had taken out Mullah Arzad�s trucks, then that indicated Avery had been in contact with Culler after the Ayni op, which meant Avery could have reported seeing Cramer at the airfield. Cramer knew from the data on the USB drive that the Taliban�s processing facility wasn�t compromised. He was mostly worried about whether he was about to become the subject of an international manhunt.
�I had SAD backup in Tajikistan. We tracked the convoy from Ayni and hit it near the border. We didn�t know about the weapons until after, when we searched the trucks, though we had our suspicions. The target was Arzad.�
Cramer considered this. The answer satisfied him.
�Don�t worry, Bob. Your secret�s still safe. No one back home has any clue that you�re a fucking traitor. Far as they�re concerned, you�re another star on the Memorial Wall, and you�ll be forgotten within a couple weeks.�
�Traitor?� Cramer, outraged, as if he couldn�t believe someone would have the audacity to apply that label to him, kicked Avery again, this time low in the stomach. Avery doubled over on the floor, gasping for breath. �I devoted ten years of my life to fighting their dirty little war in Afghanistan, because I believed in it, and I thought they did, too. After New York and the Pentagon were hit, I thought they�d allow us to finally do what was necessary to protect the nation, but I suppose a few years are the extent of their resolve. They�re willing to negotiate with the Taliban and hand that place back over to the terrorists, fine. I�m just expediting the process and forcing them to confront their failure.�
�Yeah, sure, and how much money are you earning in the process?�
�Don�t give me that shit,� Cramer snapped. �You�re the goddamned sell-out, Avery. How many friends did you lose in Afghanistan? I�m a traitor? Who did I betray? These are the same fuckers who were willing to cut you off and leave you to die in Waziristan. You�d have died on that mountain, if I hadn�t broken the rules and intervened to bring your ungrateful ass out. But you�ll continue taking their money and doing what they tell you. You�re so goddamned pathetic.�
�Fuck you and your excuses, Bob,� Avery said. �We�re just grunts. We get shit, and we do what we�re told. But you, you�re a goddamned Russian agent. You deal in drugs and weapons with terrorists in exchange for money. How many Americans are going to die because of you?�
�How many Americans died because of inept presidents and senators? Over two thousand in Afghanistan alone. I�m not the traitor. Washington betrayed the trust of every single man and woman they sent to these hellholes. They�re as much to blame for the lives lost and families destroyed as the Taliban are.�
�Maybe try telling that to Wilkes.� Avery flinched and braced himself for another kick, but it never came. �But you didn�t pull the trigger in Khorugh, did you? That was your friend over there.� Avery shifted his eyes onto the man with the spider tattoo. �Speaking of which, didn�t I fucking kill you already?�
Nearly pushing Cramer out of the way, Ruslan Kheda lost all control. His eyes flared. He pounced forward and kicked the steel tip of his boot into Avery�s ribs, again and again, until Cramer finally placed a restraining hand on his shoulder. The Chechen relented, breathing heavily and balling his hands into tight fists in an effort to control his temper. He backed off, to prevent himself from killing Avery right then and there.
�You�re nothing special, Bob,� Avery said between gasps for air. Each breath was cut short by the pain in the side of his chest.�Frame it however you like, but the reality is you sold out to the Russians and the Taliban for some fucking drug money, and that�s how everyone will remember you. The truth will come out at some point. It always does.�
Cramer�s tone became softer. �You know, I�d offer you a cut if I thought you�d take it. You could get away from that little shithole shack of yours in Virginia. But that�s not your style, is it? You hate them as much as I do, but you�ll continue taking their shit jobs and their shit money. What the hell does that make you? I don�t understand it. Too goddamned stubborn and sticking to your own principals, whatever those are. You just don�t let shit go, do you?�
Avery didn�t say a word. He grew tired of this. If they were going to kill him, he wanted them to get it over with already. The man standing over him now wasn�t the same man he�d known in Afghanistan. Something within Cramer had snapped or collapsed, and Avery didn�t want to listen to his rants any longer.
�Yeah, that�s what I thought.� Cramer shook his head again. �You know, I do miss the old days, when you and I were fighting the war on the same side, but I suppose nothing ever stays the same. I wish I could say I can at least make it easy on you, but I�m going to turn you over to my friend here.� He indicated the big Chechen standing behind him. �And he sure as hell is not about to go easy on you. Ruslan, he�s all yours, but the bodies get dumped over the Caspian. I reckon that gives you about five hours, so make the most of it. I�ll see you around, Avery.�
Cramer walked away and didn�t look back.
The next thing Avery experienced was Ruslan Kheda�s boot against his chin, returning him to unconsciousness.
* * *
When Avery came to several minutes later, his head was spinning and the wide aircraft doors were open, filling the hangar with warm sunlight and a cool, late afternoon breeze. Cramer was nowhere in sight, but Ruslan Kheda was present, along with several Russians standing about. Kheda glanced in Avery�s direction, noting that he was awake and stirring, and looked away. Avery followed Kheda�s line of sight to Aleksa, still on the floor.
Kheda walked over to her, grabbed a handful of her hair, and hauled her onto her feet. He gave her a shove, directing her toward the open hangar doors. Handcuffs secured her hands behind her back, too, but Avery thought she looked to be in far better shape than he was at the moment.
The An-22 Antonov sat on the apron in front of the hangar, with the cargo bay�s aft ramp lowered beneath the protruding twin-tail. Avery recognized the registration number from Ayni. A dozen meters away, there was an Ilyushin in GlobeEx livery and the trailer truck from the Sosny storage site. There were also men in Russian army uniforms near the Ilyushin, officers.
Two Russians in civilian clothing grabbed onto Avery by each arm and effortlessly picked him up, giving no consideration to his injuries. His damaged rib released new waves of pain coursing through his side and chest. Combined with the dizziness and nausea, he could barely maintain his balance, let alone walk in a straight line.
He must have stood around too long, because one Russian punched him hard in the gut and screamed something he didn�t understand in his face. Avery got the message and started walking, grimacing against the pain. After several staggering steps, between which he nearly fell over, he regained his sense balance and managed to stay upright and carry his weight outside the hangar.
The sunlight forced him to avert his glare down at the tarmac, but the warmth felt good, comforting. The stench of burnt jet fuel and hydraulic fluid carried to his nose, and he heard the low hum of idle jet engines and the sound of grinding metal, and then a forklift rolled away from the Antonov, having just deposited its load, while the trailer truck backed into the Illyushin�s wide bay.
Fifteen yards ahead, Avery watched Kheda�s men drag Aleksa up the Antonov�s ramp. At the top, she stopped and turned around, looking out for him. Then her escort shoved her inside, and they disappeared into the back of the mammoth jet.
Avery weighed his options. Like someone being abducted and forced into the kidnapper�s car, the last thing he wanted was to board that plane. His instincts screamed at him to do something, anything, to resist going aboard. In the air and outnumbered, he�d be absolutely powerless. Not that there was much he could do now. Sure, he could put up a limited fight, which would probably result with them beating the shit out of him some more and physically dragging him aboard. That is if they didn�t kill him outright. It�s not like the Belarusian police would give a shit if the Russians dropped him right here on the tarmac. Or he could make a run for it and get caught by the police or Litvin�s security.
Hell, he�d rather be dead than spend the rest of his life in a Belarusian prison anyway. For now, boarding the plane at least briefly prolonged his life expectancy, so in the interests of survival, he went with that. Plus Aleksa was already onboard, and he didn�t want to abandon her. After dragging her into this, he thought she should at least not have to die alone.
Resignedly, Avery staggered up the steep incline of the ramp and into the cargo bay. The cavernous space was sufficiently large to accommodate as many as four army tanks or something as big as a Mi-24 gunship. All gray and white, with halogen lights shining brightly overhead, the cargo bay had a sterile, clinical look. A hooked crane hung from a rail system that ran the length of the ceiling, and the air felt cold and metallic.
Aleksa sat on the floor, her back against the fuselage�s aluminum skin. Getting his first close look at her, he saw that she suffered a bruised eye, plus the scrape on her forehead where she�d hit the street, but she was able to keep her head up and otherwise didn�t look like she�d been hurt too badly.
Avery stumbled over to her. He squeezed his abs and legs tight, to keep the strain off his damaged ribs, while he carefully lowered his weight to the floor next to her. His head dropped forward, and he shut his eyes, ready to pass out again. He heard voices speaking Russian in the background and the steady whine of turboprop engines, sounding distant and muffled. He thought he heard Aleksa say something, but lifting his head and responding required energy he no longer possessed.
He felt so tired. Within seconds, he already felt himself drifting away. He needed just a few minutes to shut down and re-charge, get his head together.
But Aleksa wasn�t going to give him the opportunity. She prodded him with her shoulder and said, �Look.�
Avery painfully opened his eye.
Directly across from them, five steel, heavy-duty cylindrical containers, light blue in color, lay stacked on their sides, each row becoming smaller from the base up, creating a pyramid. There were two such pyramids. Each container was about five feet long, with maybe a two foot diameter, with the end caps bolted on. Chains and cargo netting stretched taught secured them in place to prevent them from rolling. Avery couldn�t make out the black Belarusian labels and Cyrillic writing on the end-caps, but the international radioactive materials trefoil symbol was immediately recognizable.
�It�s not safe to be this near,� Aleksa said.
The Russians didn�t seem concerned about exposure. Avery thought the cylinders would be sufficiently insulated to contain the radiation. Inside each container would be another container in which the HEU pellets were kept, with o-rings on the end creating a tight seal. Inside, a layer of fiberboard and plywood separated the two containers. But it didn�t matter. They weren�t going to live long enough to have to worry about the effects of radiation poisoning.
Ruslan Kheda and two more mafiya men boarded the aircraft. Kheda gave some orders to them, pointing toward Avery and Aleksa. Then he hit a button on the control module, raising the ramp and locking it in place. The trio walked across the cargo bay and through the open hatchway into the passenger compartment in the forward fuselage behind the cockpit.
Before the hatchway slammed shut, sealing Avery and Aleksa inside the cargo hold, Avery caught a glimpse of another Russian already in the crew compartment. He figured there were at least seven onboard, including the pilots. They were all big guys, too, and he figured everyone was armed.
After several minutes, the massive engines and propellers picked up, and the aircraft kicked into motion. Slowly and smoothly, the pilot taxied the Antonov onto the runway. Once the pilot put the throttle into full power and the Antonov picked up speed, accelerating down the long stretch of runway, the deafening roar blotted out all other sound in the cargo hold, blasting Avery�s and Aleksa�s ears. Contrary to what Hollywood depicted, it was near impossible to hold a conversation in a transport�s cargo hold.
Bombarded by the unending thunder barrage of the engines, Aleksa winced, and Avery, with the trauma his head had already sustained, found the volume especially distressing. He wanted to tear his ears off. But that was the point. Being held in the cargo hold was meant to further wear them down and disorientate them. Plus, here, Ruslan Kheda didn�t have to worry about making a mess.
The cargo bay�s floor abruptly and steeply angled upward as the Antonov�s four turboprop engines lifted the jet off the ground and carried it on a steep ascent into the sky. Aleksa fell over against Avery, her hair in his face and her shoulder digging into his ribs. He winced, and she gave him an apologetic look, which he shrugged off.
The plane reached altitude and leveled out. At thirty-plus thousand feet, the temperature dropped rapidly in the cargo hold. Aleksa kept close against Avery. Her warmth and presence gave him comfort.
Unable to converse verbally, she looked up at him, as if expecting him to have a solution or some way out of here. He returned her gaze through his one good eye, but he had nothing with which to reassure her, and he saw the resignation in her eyes.
It was contrary to the Ranger mentality and training ingrained into his psyche, but Avery thought himself defeated, at least physically. Only the unyielding scream of the engines kept him awake. He expected Kheda�s crew to return any minute to finish the job and knew he should be looking around to find for some way to even the odds, but he couldn�t bring his mind up to the task.
But Aleksa was on the same page. She slipped her cuffed hands up from under her legs. The chain between the cuffs was very short, to create a narrow gap and prevent someone from doing just that, but she possessed the flexibility and determination to force her hands beneath her feet and get them in front of her.
She stood up and searched up and down the length of the cargo bay. But there was nothing around, not even tools, which could be used as weapons or to break free of the handcuffs. The Russians had done a thorough job of clearing the cargo hold of any loose items in preparation of converting the compartment into a suitable prison.
Abandoning the search, she finally sat back down near Avery.
His head leaned against the fuselage, with his eyes closed. He was breathing, and she checked his pulse and heartbeat. Both were steady. She stayed near close to him, watched over him as he slept.
Close to three hours later, the hatchway in the bulkhead separating the forward passenger compartment from the cargo hold opened. Aleksa didn�t hear anything, but when she turned her head and suddenly saw Ruslan Kheda, with a Russian right behind him, she jumped, panicked.
The Russian closed the hatch, sealing them in with the prisoners.
Aleksa�s pulse quickened. She felt like a mouse cornered by a snake and never took her eyes off the approaching men, even as she reached over with both hands and began shoving Avery. When he didn�t move, she put more force into it and screamed his name.
With Kheda and the Russian only ten feet away, Avery finally stirred and opened his eye. It took him several seconds to orientate himself and recall where he was. But the instant he glanced up at Kheda�s scowling, hate-filled face, everything came back to him, and Aleksa felt him tense upright defensively beside her.
The floor declined several degrees as the Antonov decreased altitude and leveled out after a couple minutes.
Kheda stepped over Avery�s legs and continued toward the control module. The Russian stopped on the opposite side of Avery and Aleksa, placing the two prisoners between him and Kheda. The Russian stood seven feet away, adopting a wide stance, poised to move quickly, if necessary. He had a pistol holstered at his side. It was apparent that he was present simply to observe and ensure the outcome.
The aft ramp lowered on its support pylons, revealing a patch of deep, endless blue sky and turning the cargo hold into an air tunnel, buffeting everyone inside. Ruslan Kheda gazed out into space for a long moment. He seemed unaffected by the powerful torrent of air bombarding him full force. Finally, he turned around and returned his attention to the task at hand.
As the mafiya killer approached, Avery was surprised at how calm he felt. His mind became suddenly sober and focused, looking for options and plotting a course of action. He just wished his body was up for it. He tried getting onto his feet, but the pain in his side had worsened exponentially after the prolonged time spent in one position, sleeping. He tried to push through the pain, but it immobilized him and set him right back down on his ass.
Aleksa jumped onto her feet and came around in front of Avery, immediately acquiring Kheda�s attention. She charged him and crashed her fists down against his forehead, but he barely flinched. He calmly grabbed a handful of Aleksa�s hair, yanked her head back, and struck her in the left temple. When she went limp, he threw her to the deck and kicked her once between the shoulders. Then he exchanged looks with the amused Russian and shook his head.
By now, Avery had worked his way onto his feet.
The Russian, closer than Kheda, saw this, reacting first, and came at him.
Avery had three inches on the Russian, and he smashed his forehead against his opponent�s face. The Russian grabbed onto Avery as he stumbled back, taking him down with him. Avery landed on top of the Russian, whose skull smacked against the deck.
Immediately, Avery felt a pair of large hands clamp around his shoulders from behind.
Kheda effortlessly lifted Avery off the Russian and slammed him face first against the end cap of the nearest uranium container. Before Avery recovered, Kheda came in close, grabbed the back of Avery�s head, and rammed it face-first against the cylinder�s steel surface. Then he punched low, hitting Avery hard and repeatedly in the kidney. Avery threw his head back and cried out. The pain ruptured through his abdomen like a shockwave. He felt the acidic burn of bile rise up the back of his throat. After three direct hits to his kidney, his legs caved like wet noodles, and he sank.
Kheda caught Avery beneath his armpits as he went down, heaved him back up, spun him around, and punched him in the face, re-opening the gash in his cheek.
As he leaned up against the cylinders, to keep from falling over, Avery saw a blurry, spinning double set of Khedas in front of him, about to deliver a right hook. Avery sidestepped fast, nearly tripping over his own feet in the process, and Kheda�s knuckles impacted against the steel of the container hard enough to break bone, but the Chechen wasn�t fazed.
Kheda turned halfway around, locked onto Avery, and swung his fist again. Avery dodged it, pivoted, and landed a kick below Kheda�s sternum. The Chechen absorbed the blow and clamped his big hands around Avery�s ankle. He tugged it sharply up, toppling him. Avery landed on his back, smacking his tailbone against the hard steel of the deck.
Avery lifted his head. Behind Kheda, he saw the Russian getting back onto his feet. Aleksa lay still on the deck.
The Russian drew his pistol, but Kheda waved a restraining hand, indicating he wanted to deal with Avery himself and that he still had the situation under control. The Russian reluctantly took a few steps back, gave Kheda space.
Avery backed away slowly across the deck in an effort to increase the gap between him and the advancing Chechen. Distress signals shot through his nervous system from every part of his body to his brain. He wasn�t able to ignore the pain in his abdomen and ribs and head, but he pushed through it and sucked in a painful lungful of air. Avery exploded onto his feet, bolted across the deck, and slammed his overturned shoulder into the Chechen.
Knocked back a couple steps, Kheda responded by punching down into the back of Avery�s skull. Then he wrapped his hands tightly around Avery�s neck, squeezing his larynx and trachea, Avery grew quickly dizzy and ready to pass out.
Then Kheda started moving, stepping out on his left foot and sliding the right over, dragging Avery�s deadweight with him. Two more steps in the same direction, feeling the cold breeze whipping against them, and Avery realized the son of a bitch intended to throw him out the back of the plane. Through a sideways glance, he saw the patch of endless blue sky filling the space of the lowered cargo ramp, fifteen feet way.
Avery thrashed and kicked and threw his weight in the opposite direction and planted his feet firmly against the deck and pushed against the direction in which Kheda dragged him, doing everything within his limited power to prevent the Chechen from advancing another inch with him.
But Kheda was much stronger and had a solid forty pounds and five inches on Avery, and Avery saw black spots popping up across his vision and his lungs received no air, and it was just a matter of time before his legs slackened and gave out or he blacked out.
Kheda brought Avery in closer, wrangling to get better control over him. He wrapped his long arms around Avery, beneath his armpits, interlocking his fingers behind his neck, his hot, smelly breath against Avery�s face.
The Russian stayed close to them but not intervening, the pistol still in his hand, lowered at his side. He was oblivious to Aleksa stepping up behind him until he saw a blur of lightning fast movement in front of his face and felt the steel chain between her cuffs digging into his throat as she pulled it back and up. His eyes bulged, and he grabbed at the chain, trying to get his fingers between it and his throat, while trying to shake off his attacker. He slammed his weight back against the fuselage, sandwiching Aleksa, but she refused to let go, and struggled with him.
Twelve feet away, Kheda had his back to them, but Avery saw it all. He raised a knee into Kheda�s crotch, mashing his balls together. That gave the Chechen a surprise, knocked the air out of him, and Avery felt the grip around his throat slacken for just a second.
It was enough.
Inhaling deep, Avery snapped his head back, opened his mouth wide, and chomped his teeth down around Kheda�s nose. Kheda responded instantly by trying to pull away, but Avery bit down harder, sinking his teeth in and locking his jaw tight. He thrashed his head from side to side, his teeth crunching and tearing through cartilage and tearing blood vessels and sinus cavities. Blood and mucus filled his mouth.
Tears pooled in Kheda�s eyes. His mouth was agape, and Avery heard him screaming, howling like a wild animal, over the barrage of the engines. Kheda released Avery�s neck and took Avery�s head in his hands, squeezing his skull and pushing his head back and trying to pry his jaws apart. His big hands covered Avery�s face, and Avery ignored the thumb gouging into his eyeball and the tip of a pinky finger far up his nostril. He bit down hard as he possibly could, grinding his teeth together, and forcefully snapped his head back.
Kheda immediately released Avery and raised his hands to the gaping hole in the center of his face. Dark blood spurted from the hole.
Avery came around and kicked Kheda�s knee out from behind, toppling him over onto his other knee, and then Avery stepped back and kicked him in the chest. Then he spit out the nose and a mouthful of blood and snot. The nose flew past Kheda and was sucked out the back of the jet.
Kheda screamed and launched himself at Avery, wrapping his arms around Avery and taking them both to the deck. They tumbled and rolled over a couple times as Kheda tried to throw Avery�s weight over to the ramp, but Avery wrapped his legs around Kheda, locking them together, and they both slid halfway down the declined slope of the ramp.
Avery ended up on top, and he head butted the bloody gap in Kheda�s face.
With Kheda looking sufficiently dazed and no longer putting up a fight, Avery started to get back up. Along the way, he positioned his knee over Kheda�s abdomen and dropped his weight on it. Kheda�s shoulders and head heaved off the ramp and bounced back down. Saliva, mucus, and blood spattered Avery�s face.
Avery stood up. Keeping his eyes on Kheda, not wanting to look past the airframe into the vast open space, he began to back away.
But Kheda was determined and wasn�t going to stay still. He moved slower now, less coordinated, somehow managing to look even worse than Avery. His face and shirt were drenched in blood, and his eyes looked glossy and dilated.
Avery risked getting closer again and delivered a kick to Kheda�s face. The Chechen�s head rolled back, but his reflexes were still sharp. He grabbed hold of Avery�s foot with both hands and twisted the ankle hard to the left.
Acting fast, to avoid having his ankle cracked, Avery dropped, driving the sole of his opposite foot into Kheda�s chest. Still clinging to Avery, determined to never let go, Kheda took Avery with him as he slipped further down the ramp.
The interior of the cargo hold behind him, Avery saw nothing but open sky, white clouds, and the shimmering surface of the Caspian Sea far below. He felt the vice-like grip clamped around his foot. The endless wind blasted his face, forcing him to tilt his head away to breathe.
Nearly half off the right side of the ramp, with one leg dangling in space, Kheda continued pulling on Avery�s right foot, determined to drag him off the plane. As he slid down the ramp on his back, Avery kicked out and planted his opposite foot against the long, vertical support strut that extended from the ramp into the airframe above, stopping his fall. If he took that foot away, Kheda�s two hundred plus pounds would easily take them both over the edge.
But Kheda didn�t seem to mind too much. In fact, this realization only fuelled him further. He stared into Avery�s eyes as he continued heaving on Avery�s leg, exerting the same brute strength he used to row 150lb dumbbells.
Avery felt his leg budging against the pylon, nearly giving out, bending further at the knee, and his ass slid another couple inches down the ramp. He couldn�t hold this position much longer and, with his hands locked behind his back, he had no means of fighting off Kheda or grabbing onto anything.
But then the ramp jerked abruptly into an upward motion. As it lifted back up, the force pulling Avery toward the end of the ramp gave way, and the ramp quickly became level. Avery removed his foot from the support pylon and smashed the sole of his right boot into Kheda�s face.
Reeling from the blow, the Chechen lost his grip on Avery�s left foot. To no avail, he frantically tried to grab onto something, anything, and his hands slid over the smooth metal surface as he dropped off the ramp, into the sky, and out of sight.
The ramp continued rising, inclined steeply now, and Avery fell clumsily over onto the cargo hold�s deck. The compartment became darker and calmer as the jet�s tail end sealed shut, blotting out the sun and cutting off the blasting torrent of air.
Aleksa stood near the control module.
The Russian lay several feet away. His head was twisted around, with a deep, bloody red gouge implanted around his throat in a chain-link pattern. Aleksa had his gun. She bent over near Avery appraising his injuries, but he indicated that he was okay, even though he didn�t feel it. He was unable to suppress the urge to vomit, and he threw up the contents of his stomach onto the deck. Even after his stomach had nothing left, his body continuing retching hard for several seconds.
Aleksa began shaking. Avery knew that the effects of the adrenaline were wearing off now, and she was likely becoming conscious of her own injuries and the realization that she�d just taken a human being�s life.
And they still weren�t out of this yet.
She helped Avery get his hands under his legs and in front of his body, and he took the gun from her. She was only too grateful to be relieved of it. It was a GSh-18, a 9mm commonly used by Russian cops. Avery checked the magazine. It had a full clip, seventeen rounds, and he found another magazine on the dead Russian. No handcuff keys, though.
Avery recalled Cramer telling Kheda to dump the bodies in the Caspian. He supposed that meant they were about three hours out from Tajikistan, if they were flying non-stop. That would place them somewhere over Uzbekistan or Turkmenistan soon.
He wondered how much time needed to pass before the other Russians in the passenger compartment wondered why Kheda hadn�t returned yet and came back here to check up on him. Probably not much longer, and Avery felt in no shape to take on another handful of mafiya thugs.
Aleksa helped Avery onto his feet and followed him down the length of the cargo hold to the bulkhead separating the forward cabin. He held the pistol two handed in front of him and stood slightly to the side of the closed hatch.
Opposite him, Aleksa positioned herself likewise, and Avery motioned for her to open the door. Ready to immediately step out of the way, she gave the latch a pull, but it didn�t budge, locked from the other side and leaving them no choice but to sit and wait it out until someone up front got worried about his friends and decided to poke his head back here. They wouldn�t be able to hear anyone coming from the other side, so Avery remained positioned exactly where he was, GSh-18 held ready. He directed Aleksa to lie down on the deck, so that she would immediately catch the attention of anyone stepping through the hatchway.
It took almost thirty minutes for someone to become curious enough to take a peak.
Without warning, the hatch slid open, and a Russian in a leather jacket with a buzz cut and glasses stood in the open space in the bulkhead and stuck his head into the cargo hold. He carried a Makarov at his side, finger indexed over the trigger guard. His eyes immediately locked onto Aleksa on the deck. Seeing no one else in sight, he frowned and entered the cargo hold. Then, abruptly aware of a nearby presence through his peripherals, his eyes shifted right, widening in an oh-shit look when he set his eyes on Avery.
From two feet away, Avery tapped the trigger and put a single searing hot round through the Russian�s cheek. The body collapsed straight to the deck, and blood drained rapidly from the face wound. Avery kicked the Makarov out of the dead man�s hand, held the GSh-18 in front of him, and pivoted around to face the open hatchway and to stare down another Russian standing ten feet away in the passenger cabin. Seeing his comrade go down, the Russian was already reaching for his own weapon and screaming frantically to warn the others.
As he exploded through the hatchway into the cabin, Avery fired twice, counting his own rounds, and dropped the shocked Russian.
The passenger area had been converted into a first class compartment, with high-backed, plush leather seats positioned in fours around oak tables � two chairs facing each other across a table � new carpeting, and a kitchenette area behind the cockpit bulkhead.
Two Russians were seated, facing Avery, with laptop computers in front of them. One was already on his feet and going for a pistol holstered at his side, while yelling out commands in his native tongue. Avery drilled him between the eyes, and then shifted his aim and double-tapped the man seated next to him.
Avery kept moving, advancing down the narrow aisle of the compartment. Recalling the CQB exercises aboard the Boeing fuselage at the Point, he moved swiftly, taking wide deliberate steps, to cover as much ground as possible while he tracked for targets, his eyes sweeping up and down, left to right, looking over chairs and under tables, looking for movement or shapes of a human body. He was slightly bent at the back, with shoulders and head leaning forward. With the adrenaline coursing through his veins, he was suddenly oblivious to the pain in his head and ribs.
Another Russian popped up from one of the chairs on his left. Avery caught a glimpse of black metal in the Russian�s hand and shot him twice in the chest, then again in the throat as he went down to his knees. Blood speckled across the upholstery as he plopped over, his head bouncing off the corner of the table before he hit the carpet.
Avery advanced another four feet down the aisle.
No targets presented themselves.
He approached the next sections of seating cautiously, expecting to find another Russian or two using the furniture as concealment, waiting for him.
The first groupings of seats were clear on either side.
But the next four chairs in the line weren�t.
A Russian was crouched down behind the table on the right side, aiming his gun over the surface of the table. Avery blasted the Slavic face looking up at him and swung his aim around to the chairs on his left.
Empty.
The cabin was clear.
Avery sank into one of the armchairs, keeping his eyes locked on the cockpit door, the only source of possible further targets. Within the cabin�s close confines, the pervasive stench of cordite and burnt gunpowder lingered in the air.
A whir of movement recalled his attention, and Avery snapped the GSh-18 back up, finger tightening over the trigger.
He lowered the gun when he saw Aleksa coming through the connecting hatchway. She shut the hatch and ran over to him.
�Oh my god, are you all right?�
Her voice sounded muffled, like he had cotton stuffed in his ears. Both their ears were ringing. �Yeah, just a little beat up. Are you hurt?�
She looked him over. �I don�t think I�m in any position to complain.�
Avery went to the kitchen space and rinsed his mouth out with water, spitting blood and chunks of vomit out into the sink, then took a long gulp of water to hydrate. �We need to access the cockpit,� he said. �Otherwise this plane�s still set to land at Ayni, and we�ll be right back where we started.�
He�d already tried the latch and wasn�t surprised that the cockpit was locked. The pilots had likely heard the gunshots and knew that something was wrong. That meant they�d already radioed ahead and reported there was trouble. The entire Russian military contingent at Ayni would be waiting for the plane to land.
With Aleksa�s help, he memorized in Russian how to give the order to open the cockpit door or he�d blow off the heads of the surviving crew back here, and he delivered the line with his angriest, most dominating voice. When the pilots called his bluff and failed to respond, he fired a shot into a nearby body and repeated the command.
This time, after several seconds as the flight crew debated their options, the cockpit door opened. Avery stormed in and pointed the GSh-18 at the pilot�s head, screaming at him in English to keep his hands on the controls. The pilot stared blankly at him and responded in Russian.
�Translate for me,� Avery told Aleksa. �Tell him to divert the plane and land at Dushanbe International. He can declare an in-flight emergency, or whatever the fuck he needs to do, to get landing clearance.�And tell him to stay off the radio. If he contacts anyone other than Dushanbe air traffic control, he�s dead. Tell him.�
Kabul or Bagram, where the US military could secure the aircraft and its cargo, would have been the ideal choice, but Avery didn�t know anyone offhand he could contact in Afghanistan with that kind of clout. Looking at the console gauges, it didn�t look like they had the fuel anyway. Six thousand miles pushed the Antonov�s maximum range.
Aleksa repeated the instructions in Russian to the pilot and translated his response. �He said that you won�t shoot him. Who would fly the plane?� Her tone indicated that she saw the pilot�s point and thought this an exercise in absurdity.
�Tell him that you will,� Avery said without hesitation.
Aleksa arched an eyebrow and relayed the command.
The pilot smirked and responded.
Aleksa shook her head. �He said that he doesn�t believe you.�
�Whether or not he believes me,� Avery said, keeping the pistol pointed at the pilot�s head, �ask him if he really wants to call my bluff and find out. And let him know I�d rather go down in this plane than land and end up in the hands of more Russian assholes.�
She translated again. The pilot considered his options, looked back at the blood and bodies strewn about the passenger compartment, exchanged looks with his co-pilot, who shrugged, and gave his response.
�He said that he�ll cooperate,� Aleksa said.
Avery knew that he would. This guy simply flew where Litvin told him in exchange for cash. He probably had no idea what the cargo was and didn�t care. He wasn�t hardcore mafiya like the dead Russians in the back, and he wasn�t going to risk his life for Litvin. Plus, Avery was sure that he was looking pretty deranged right now to the pilots and, in their eyes, that made him unpredictable and a man not to be trifled with.
�He�s altering course now,� Aleksa reported.
After a couple minutes, Avery felt the aircraft bank slightly left. He asked Aleksa to search the bodies in the passenger compartment for keys or a phone, while he stayed with the pilots. She came back several minutes later. She couldn�t find handcuff keys or bolt cutters or anything that could be used to pick the lock, but she handed him a cell phone.
Avery entered Poacher�s number and sent a text, identifying himself by his call sign and telling him to be at Dushanbe International in the next two hours or so. He also told Poacher to alert Gerald Rashid at the embassy.
Poacher responded several minutes later, asking for the pre-arranged authentication code to confirm his identity. Avery provided it, and Poacher acknowledged. Avery knew that Poacher must have a dozen questions, but he�d understand that Avery had sent the message from an unsecure phone and would neither expect nor ask for specifics. Avery anticipated an earful from Poacher once they met up again, and this time he�d be happy to hear it.
Aleksa sat down in one of the plush arm chairs in the passenger cabin. Avery remained in the cockpit, watching every move the pilot made. His whole body ached, but it felt good to have a break from people trying to kill him.

TWENTY-THREE

Dushanbe
Seventy miles from Dushanbe, the pilot radioed the control tower, identified himself, and requested clearance for an emergency landing. In order to avoid answering any of the control tower�s questions about his plane�s destination and point of origin, the pilot tried to sound frantic, and he stressed the urgency of the situation, stating he had two engines out and an onboard fire. A few minutes later, after getting approval from a supervisor, the irritated-sounding Tajik air traffic controller granted the Antonov clearance to land, then aligned the pilot with the approach corridor, cleared a runway, and delayed all other inbound flights.�A Turkish Airlines Airbus that had been due at this time was directed instead to circle Dushanbe until the emergency was resolved.
In addition to contacting emergency services, the air traffic control supervisor alerted airport security officials, who in turn relayed the information to GKNB. Aware that it was a Russian commercial flight, GKNB immediately informed the Russian embassy of the situation. Within fifteen minutes of the control tower receiving the transmission from the GlobeEx pilot, the Russian embassy�s intelligence chief was made aware of the unfolding crisis and began issuing orders to his subordinates.
Avery allowed himself to relax now, as the pilot aligned the Antonov with the runway and began a steady descent into the familiar sight of Dushanbe International. To the pilot�s relief, Avery finally lowered the pistol and took a seat in the cabin, but he stayed near the open cockpit. Glancing through a window, Avery saw numerous vehicles spread out across the taxiway. In addition to the emergency services vehicles, with lights flashing, there were black SUVs from the American embassy and additional Tajik military vehicles.
The Antonov�s wheels touched and skittered along the runway. The pilot stabilized the plane, applied the air brakes, cutting speed, and steered the aircraft off the runway onto the open exit taxiway. All eyes on the tarmac and in the control tower watched intently with bated breath, as if expecting the lumbering jet to cartwheel out of control or explode at any moment.
Avery turned around to face Aleksa. Her face showed both relief and disbelief that they�d actually made it, and, at least for a little while, she�d finally stopped thinking about Yuri. Avery shared the sentiment, though he felt like shit. He was battered, broken, and sore, the closest in his life he�d ever come to being completely beaten.
Once the Antonov came to a complete stop, while the pilots were still in the process of shutting down the engines and systems, Avery got up, and, taking Aleksa with him, crossed the passenger cabin, went through the hatchway into the cargo hold, and lowered the aft ramp. He exited the aircraft with Aleksa, never thinking he�d be so happy to step foot again on Tajik soil.
About fifty yards away, separated by a line of ambulances and fire trucks with flashing lights and sirens blaring, Avery spotted the black Forerunner, with Poacher and Gerald Rashid standing nearby. The former pointed in Avery�s direction as he spoke to the latter.
Uniformed Tajik police officers, soldiers, and medics with gurneys converged on the plane. Two men in interior ministry uniforms stopped Avery and Aleksa as they started across the tarmac and yelled at them, first in Tajik, then in Russian when they didn�t respond.�Avery didn�t know what they were so riled up about until one of them pointed at his handcuffs and gave him an earful of Russian and Tajik-Farsi.
Tajik troops swarmed past them, thinking they were going to board the plane. But the Russian pilots stopped midway down the ramp and waved their arms and shouted at them, trying to keep them back. Safely on the ground and alive, the pilots were concerned now about the consequences of losing Litvin�s cargo and having it seized by the Tajiks or, worse, the publicity of the incident. Both parties started yelling at each other, and the officer who had stopped Avery and Aleksa became distracted and joined the confrontation.
�The pilot is telling them that the aircraft is Russian property, and carrying sensitive materials. He told them he cannot permit them onboard,� Aleksa quietly told Avery as they walked away. Aleksa had taken off her jacket and lowered it in front of her, concealing, her handcuffs, and Avery stayed behind her to hide his. �He is demanding to speak to someone from the Russian embassy.�
Avery didn�t blame the pilot. The Tajiks wouldn�t like a plane full of HEU and dead bodies making an emergency landing and disrupting flight ops at their airport. Worse for the pilot, he�d have a lot of explaining to do to Litvin.
Avery looked back and saw the pilot pointing at him as he explained something to the Tajiks.
�Come on,� Avery said and gave gently prodded Aleksa forward as he picked up his pace.
A couple Tajiks then moved to cut them off as they made their way across the tarmac to the American embassy vehicles, some forty yards away.
�Excuse me, sir and ma�am, we need to speak with you,� one of the Tajiks said in accented English as he and his partner intercepted Avery and Aleksa. �I am Captain Arash Mehrzad of the Ministry for Internal Affairs. We will need to detain you for questioning until the Russian authorities arrive.�
Avery weighed his options. After everything they�d just endured, he was not about to get arrested by the damn GKNB. Sure, Gerald and Culler would be able to get him out, eventually. But what about Aleksa? The Tajiks could hold her indefinitely or give her to the Russians. He couldn�t allow that, and he wasn�t going to stand here arguing with them.
Avery looked around.
Everyone else was pretty preoccupied at the moment and paid no attention to the confrontation. Avery came around in front of Aleksa and yelled at her to run as he pushed past the Tajiks, knocking one off his feet, and bee-lined toward the Forerunners. The Tajik officers shouted for help and started to run after them, but tires screeched as a black Forerunner appeared out of nowhere and braked sharply in front of the Tajiks, stopping just short of running them down.
When he stole a quick glance over his shoulder, Avery caught a glimpse of Flounder behind the SUV�s wheel. Flounder lifted his foot off the brake, rolling the Forerunner forward a couple feet and blocking the Tajiks� path as they attempted to maneuver around the front of the vehicle. One of them shouted and slammed his fist against the hood.
With Aleksa in tow, Avery quickly maneuvered behind the nearby lines of ambulances and fire trucks. Amidst the confusion and panic, with everyone�s attention fixated on the jet, no one had noticed a thing.
�What the hell�s going on?� Poacher demanded as he caught up with them. He did a double take when he saw Avery. �You look like complete shit.�
�You should see the other guy.�
Poacher eyed Aleksa, seeming to notice her for the first time, and frowned. �And who the hell is she?�
Avery looked around, searching for those Tajiks who were after them. �Not out here. GKNB�s looking for us.�
He continued walking, Aleksa close by, and slipped into the back seat of one of the parked Forerunners. Poacher jumped in after them, with Gerald Rashid, looking flustered, suddenly showing up right behind them.
�Somebody better explain to me what the hell is happening around here,� Rashid ordered, sounding the most authoritative Avery had ever heard him. Avery imagined that Gerald had been grilling Poacher for the past hour and became quickly frustrated when Poacher was unable to answer any of his questions
�That plane�s carrying highly enriched uranium bound for the Taliban,� Avery explained. �They have their own processing facility, possibly here in Tajikistan. We can�t let that plane leave.�
Gerald exchanged looks with Poacher, cleared his throat, and said, �Whether or not that is the case, there�s nothing we can do about it now. Colonel Ghazan is on scene. He told us that his forces are watching over the aircraft until the Russians arrive to secure it. He emphasized that his government and the Russian Federation will regard any interference as hostile action and will react accordingly.�
�Hostile action?� Avery practically jumped out of his seat at the absurdity of the statement. �They killed two of our people and are smuggling weapons grade material!�
But Gerald, who seemed not to hear Avery, continued talking calmly over him. �The Tajik interior ministry has likewise given the same message to our ambassador, who understandably wishes to avoid creating an international incident with Moscow.�
Avery gave up. He was too exhausted to argue.
�When are the Russians coming?� Poacher asked.
In answer to his question, they heard rotor wash overhead, and a large shadow fluttered across the tarmac. Moments later, a Mi-8 helicopter painted with Russian air force insignia set down on its wheels and disgorged a squad of troops armed with AK-12s.
Poacher lifted a pair of binoculars to his eyes and watched the activity. After a few seconds, he handed the binos to Avery in time for him to see Oleg Ramzin climb down from the helicopter. Seconds later, Colonel Sergei Ghazan from GKNB caught up with the Russians. He pointed from the Antonov to the direction of the American embassy vehicles, while Ramzin listened and nodded. Meanwhile, the Russian soldiers spread out, formed a perimeter around the Antonov, and ordered the Tajiks away. Ramzin stepped away from Ghazan and produced his cell phone.
Avery returned the binoculars to Poacher.
The driver-side door opened and Darren, the ops officer from the embassy, slipped behind the wheel. He also did a double take when he noticed Aleksa, but he didn�t ask questions. �We can�t stay here. Ghazan�s people are ordering us out of the airport ASAP.�
�Fuck that,� Avery countered. �We�re not leaving.�
�Sorry, man,� Darren said. �I don�t know what�s going on here, but that�s an order straight from DCM, who just got off the phone with the Tajik interior minister and the Russian ambassador before that. Shit�s way above my pay grade.�
Gerald squirmed upon hearing this, knowing that he would now have to answer to the State Department�s deputy chief of mission when he returned to the embassy. He silently prayed that Avery and the SAD officers didn�t do anything in the next few minutes to exacerbate the situation and make his life more difficult.
�Darren�s right,� said Gerald. �We should leave immediately.�
Avery started to protest, but Darren put the Forerunner into gear and followed the other two embassy vehicles. Two Tajik police cars with flashing sirens escorted them, making sure that they put a satisfactory distance between themselves and the airport. Overhead, another Russian military helicopter whipped by.
Avery shook his head. �And we�re just going to allow the HEU to go through?�
Gerald didn�t want to hear about this either. He didn�t want to explain to the DCM or his superiors anything about nuclear material going to the Taliban. As it was, it already looked like he had no control over anything happening here. He was sure that Langley would recall him after this fiasco.
�He�s right,� Aleksa said. �They diverted a shipment of uranium bound for Russia. It�ll be in the Taliban�s possession by the end of the day. I have all the proof, but I don�t know the location of the processing facility.�
�Who is she?� Poacher asked Avery again.
�She�s the contact M-Bird set me up with in Minsk,� Avery told Poacher. He was aware of Aleksa glaring at him, and he consciously avoided meeting her gaze. �If it weren�t for her, I�d still be cluelessly fucking about Minsk right now.�
�I thought you didn�t work for the CIA,� Aleksa said to Avery.
Darren turned his head at that. �Whoa, who the hell said anything about CIA?�
Avery cringed.
Gerald cleared his throat. �Gentleman, perhaps we should have this conversation at a later time. Whoever she is, this woman does not have the requisite security clearances, and, as it is, we�ll already need to fill out FN contact forms.�
He referred to the exhausting amounts of paperwork all CIA officers had to file after coming into contact with a foreign national. Avery knew Gerald didn�t expect any of them to comply with that protocol. He was just throwing it out there to cover his own ass, in case his superiors caught wind of a Russian citizen riding around in an Agency vehicle.
Christ, this was turning into a freaking circus. Avery knew Gerald�s next statement was going to be something along the lines of debriefing Aleksa Denisova at the embassy, but he wasn�t about to turn her over to Dushanbe station.
So Avery shot Gerald his angriest look, warning him off. The novice officer caught the message and let it go.�Avery said to Poacher, �How do you think I found out about the HEU and got aboard that plane? I trust her, to some extent. She won�t talk.�
�Oh, the hell I won�t,� Aleksa said, irritated with people talking about her as if she wasn�t present.��These people killed my friend. I still have a story to write, and it�s your fault I�m here. I�m not going to be quiet about this.�
Avery�s head hurt. �Look, we�ll talk about it later.�
He needed to discuss with her about what exactly she intended to do with everything she�d saw and learned. As far as he was concerned, she could print what she wanted, but anything that happened after she met him in Minsk was off-limits.
He turned to Poacher. �What�s the story here?�
�After I got your message, I contacted the boss.� Poacher didn�t want to use Matt Culler�s name in front of Gerald or Aleksa. �He said he�d to try to get a Predator over here to stick on the Antonov. I haven�t heard back from him on that. I have no idea if he has anything en route, and even if he was successful, it�s coming from Bagram, so it�ll probably be too late to do us any good. If you�re right about the cargo, then the Russians are going to fly it out of here ASAP.�
�Why would they do that?� Aleksa asked. �They just flew it all the way here from Europe. They�re going to deliver it to the processing facility.�
�Bullshit,� Poacher said, pointing a thumb in the direction of the spectacle unfolding back at the airport. �The game�s up. They�re finished.�
�They have all of Aleksa�s notes and research,� Avery replied. �They�ll know that the location of the processing plant isn�t compromised.�
�He has a point,� Gerald offered.
�So this is the end of the line?� Poacher asked. �We have no idea where the HEU�s going and no way of tracing it, unless we can get an UAV up there in the next five minutes?�
�Not necessarily.� Avery thought it over. There was something that had been stuck in his mind since he�d first talked to Aleksa in Minsk. �Gerald, remember you were telling me about CERTITUDE looking into a construction project underway in Gorno-Badakhshan?�
Gerald hesitated before responding. �I remember. Why?�
�I want everything you have on it, all of CERTITUDE�s reports.�
Gerald opened his mouth to waffle, protest, and obfuscate further.
But Avery cut him off before he could utter a single word. �Immediately. I haven�t finished my investigation, which means you�re still expected to cooperate fully.�
�I�m not so sure about that,� Gerald said, looking ahead over Darren�s shoulder.
They approached the embassy. Three GKNB cars waited on Rudaki Avenue outside the gates as the Forerunners pulled up. The doors swung open, and uniformed Tajiks, including Colonel Sergei Ghazan, climbed out.
�He got here fast,� Darren observed.
Avery told Aleksa to stay in the car. He got out with Poacher and Gerald, careful to obscure the Tajiks� view inside the Forerunner, and quickly shut the door, so that they didn�t catch a glimpse of Aleksa. He had an ugly feeling where this was going, and he wasn�t sure there was much he could do about it.
Gerald approached Ghazan, and the two chatted for a bit, out of Avery�s earshot. After a few minutes, Gerald turned and waved for Avery to join them. Ghazan provided him the document from the Interior Ministry declaring Avery persona non grata and ordering his immediate ejection from the Republic of Tajikistan.
Avery didn�t resist or argue. There was no point. Cramer was long gone and not returning here, and there were other ways to slip into Gorno-Badakhshan, if that was in fact where the uranium was headed next. He wouldn�t waste time collecting all of his gear and belongings, which was infeasible anyway, since the GKNB would escort him wherever he went next. He was prepared to leave immediately and told as much to Ghazan, who seemed surprised at Avery�s cooperation
Avery only requested that he be allowed to make a private phone call first, which Ghazan granted. Avery used Poacher�s phone to call Culler, who picked up on the second ring. Avery explained the situation and requested transportation. The conversation took ninety seconds. Then Avery returned to Ghazan and Gerald.
Ghazan next requested access to the occupants of the Forerunner, claiming that they were harboring a Russian national wanted for questioning. Gerald, to his credit, refused the request and suggested that Ghazan take up the request with the American ambassador. In response, Ghazan gave a disappointed look, pulled out his cell phone, and called the Tajik interior minister.
No more than eight minutes later, Gerald received a call from the DCM.
Standing nearby, Avery listened to Gerald get his ass reamed out and verbally handed to him by one irate deputy chief of mission, while Gerald stammered, stuttered, and, ultimately, disappointingly but predictably submitted.
Gerald ended the call and turned to Darren. �We are releasing Miss Denisova into the custody of the Tajik Ministry for Internal Affairs. They will deliver her to the Russian embassy. From there, I am assured she will be sent safely home.�
�Like fuck you are.� Avery�s eyes flashed, and he moved in on Gerald, ready to tear his throat out. Gerald flinched and jumped back. Ghazan�s men tensed, too, and a couple hands inched closer to their side arms, eyes locked on Avery, as if he were a rabid dog. �I don�t give a fuck what DCM told you. I�m responsible for her, not you. You can�t hand her over to them.�
Darren came between them. His eyes locked onto Avery�s. His hand lingered near his pistol. �Stand down now.�
�Stay the fuck out of my way, you prick.�
Poacher stepped up behind Avery and placed a hand on his shoulder. �Take it easy, boss. Don�t do anything stupid. My guys will keep track of things here. Just relax, okay?�
Avery finally nodded and backed down. Satisfying as it was, sticking Gerald in the face wasn�t going to accomplish anything. When he glanced past Darren�s shoulder, he saw one of the CIA officers escorting Aleksa to Ghazan�s officers. She looked back at him, and he saw the confusion and panic in her eyes, questioning if he�d stabbed her in the back and abandoned her. They guided her into the back of one of their cars and shut the door, and it seemed as if the ordeal they had just went through aboard the Antonov had been for nothing.
There was nothing further Avery could do here. It was a feeling that was becoming increasingly common lately, and he grew sick of it. If he intervened, he�d have both sides going after him, and the DCM would probably happily allow the Tajiks to throw him in jail.
Gerald looked relieved when two armed GKNB officers finally directed Avery into the back of a marked car, just as the car carrying Aleksa pulled away.
First the Tajiks took Avery to GKNB headquarters, for �processing� and for him to fill out paperwork. They held him there over two hours before finally delivering him back to the airport. The emergency vehicles and Russian military helicopters were long gone by that time. The GKNB officers sat with Avery and waited in the departures lounge for another hour before the CIA plane that had first brought him here returned. The Learjet had been staying at the Manas Transit Center, an American-leased military facility at Bishkek�s international airport, in neighboring Kyrgyzstan the past five days.
The GKNB officers escorted Avery across the tarmac. They watched him climb the stairs into the cabin. Once he was finally in the air, they departed and reported to Colonel Ghazan that Avery was gone.
Culler had arranged for a USAF medic stationed at Manas to make the flight. Avery refused the morphine she offered, but allowed her to examine him and apply bandages around his chest and stitch his face. He hadn�t sustained any internal bleeding or ruptured organs. She advised him to get plenty of rest and to stay off his feet, instructions Avery was confident he wouldn�t follow, at least not for the next few days. Then he reclined his seat back and slept for the duration of the flight.

TWENTY-FOUR

Bagram Air Base
Three hours later, Avery awoke in time for the Learjet�s jarring corkscrew landing, a hair-raising, nausea-inducing countermeasure against RPGs or SAMs in which the aircraft descends rapidly in a spiral from high altitude, almost directly over the airport. By the time the jet touched ground, Avery was fully awake and feeling like he�d just been on the world�s most intense roller-coaster ride, while recovering from the world�s worst hangover.
Bagram Air Base is located about thirty miles north of Kabul. In 1999, the Northern Alliance seized control of the base from the Taliban, later allowing it to be utilized by the Americans during the Afghan war. It has since become the largest American military base in the country, accommodating aircraft of any size and housing numerous units from NATO�s International Security Assistance Force. CIA also maintained a presence here.
Wrecks of Cold War-era Soviet aircraft lined the main 10,000 foot long runway on either side, as the Learjet rolled in.
As he deplaned, Avery was surprised to be met on the tarmac by Matt Culler. The CIA officer wore unmarked camouflage fatigues to better blend in, since civilian dress would quickly identify him as a spook.
�Good Christ, Avery, you look like complete shit,� Culler observed without humor.
Avery ignored the remark and shook the proffered hand. �I�m surprised to see you here.�
�D/NCS needed me in-country on something unrelated,� Culler said, and didn�t elaborate. Avery knew Culler juggled multiple ops at any given time, and Afghanistan and Pakistan remained the primary focus of the National Clandestine Service. �I arrived yesterday morning, and good thing that I did. I�ve recalled Sideshow from Tajikistan. They�ll be here tomorrow.�
That caught Avery�s attention. As if reading his thoughts, Culler said, �Something�s come up.�
�Is there an op?� Avery asked. He tried not to sound eager.
�I�ll explain when everyone�s here,� Culler said. Avery knew better than to persist. �But I need to know more about what you found in Minsk.�
They loaded into a Humvee driven by an Agency contractor who took them across the base. Along the way, Avery brought Culler up-to-speed on everything he�d seen in Belarus and Tajikistan, and relayed the information from Aleksa Denisova. Practically a human tape recorder, Avery was able to recount his encounter with Cramer almost word-for-word. It left Culler with the same uneasy feeling Avery had experienced.
�Basically he feels disrespected and unappreciated, and he�s pissed off about it,� Avery concluded, glibly dismissing Cramer�s motivations. �He�s no different than any other fucking traitor or sell-out.�
�It�s just so hard to believe that someone like Cramer could do this,� Culler thought out loud. �It just feeds into all the bullshit from the media and congress about CIA being the bad guy and a rogue agency. You weren�t kidding when you said this could be the end of the National Clandestine Service if word gets out.�
Camp Cunningham, Bagram�s local CIA compound, was located behind blast walls, razor wire, and sandbagged machine gun emplacements. Security contractors with mirror sunglasses, beards, and tattoos lingered around, cradling rifles in relaxed positions and caustically watching the approaching Humvee. Avery recognized a few faces from the Global Response Staff from jobs in Libya and Iraq, but there was no acknowledgment between them.
Past the security checkpoint, Culler led Avery into a plywood hut converted into an office space. Culler took a plate of goat meat and rice out of the mini-fridge, microwaved it, and handed it to Avery with a bottle of water. Avery wasn�t hungry, but he knew his body needed sustenance � it had been well over a day since he�d eaten, plus his body needed to repair itself and refuel � so he forced every bit of it down his throat until his stomach was full.
�I tasked a Predator to Dushanbe shortly after you had your earlier excitement there,� Culler said. He replayed the recording of the Predator footage on his computer. It showed the Russian Mi-8 helicopters taking off from Dushanbe International, after taking unknown cargo held in massive wooden crates removed from the GlobeEx Antonov. Although the choppers quickly out-flew the Predator, the drone later spotted the helicopters at Ayni Airbase. There, the cargo was loaded onto three heavy Ural trucks. �Shortly before you landed, we tracked those trucks to the TCIDC factory Dushanbe station investigated last year. Your intuition paid off.�
Avery wasn�t surprised.
Dushanbe station�s file on the innocuous-sounding Tajikistan Cement Investment and Development Company, or TCIDC, contained scant information, which wasn�t surprising since Cramer had called off all inquiries into the company and placed a tight reign over the flow of any and all information pertaining to the plant. According to publicly available sources, the firm worked on infrastructure development projects in Gorno-Badakhshan, but there was no available information as to who owned TCIDC or managed the factory. TCIDC was based in Dushanbe and had close financial ties to a Russian-based NGO that was a known front company for Aleksander Litvin�s GlobeEx.
American intelligence agencies regularly tracked construction activity in rogue and terrorist states, looking out for projects that were larger than they should be, had unusual levels of military or police presence, didn�t correlate with known projects, or had the potential to manufacture dual-use equipment. They also closely monitored the firms involved in these projects and their purchase orders.
This was how CIA and Mossad were alerted to the existence of Syria�s North Korean-built nuclear reactor, which had been capable of fueling two bombs a year, at the al-Kibar facility in Deir ez-Zor in 2007. Israeli Sayerat Matkal operators, dressed in Syrian army uniforms, later infiltrated the facility to obtain samples of weapons grade materials, prompting Tel Aviv to launch Operation Orchard, the Israeli Air force strike that demolished al-Kibar.
It was common practice to disguise WMD facilities as legitimate civilian operations. The IAEA had inspected Iraqi and Libyan industrial plants possessing dual use infrastructure. A fertilizer plant in Rabata had been the centerpiece of Gadaffi�s chemical weapons program. In Malaysia, AQ Khan used a legitimate industrial plant to manufacture centrifuges for sale on the black market.
But if Cramer had reported to Langley that Dushanbe station thoroughly investigated the TCIDC project in Gorno-Badakhshan and found nothing to warrant suspicion and found no connection to missing Pakistani nuclear scientists, then that would be sufficient for CIA�s analysts to lose interest and close the file.
From the satellite photos the TCIDC plant looked exactly like what it claimed to be: a medium-sized cement factory, complete with a rotary kiln, cement mill, pre-heater tower, remix silo, and exhaust stack. Until the 1970s, the plant had been fully operational, later becoming one of numerous ex-Soviet assets acquired by Litvin and then upgraded over the past year, ostensibly for humanitarian and developmental assistance in Tajikistan.
There was no indication of military usage or enhanced security measures, or anything else that the satellite analysts looked out for, although there was a pair of men atop the network of scaffoldings mounted around the pre-heater tower, which would make for an ideal guard post. The only feature that really stood out was the landing pad capable of receiving small helicopters atop the pre-heater tower, but in an area as remote as this, it made sense to have helicopter accessibility, and TCIDC owned helicopters provided by GlobeEx Transport. Other than a tall perimeter fence, there were no visible defenses around the plant. No guard posts at the gates, machine gun encampments, trenches, or military vehicles. None of the visible personnel carried weapons.
But that also wasn�t unusual, and it didn�t mean that the factory was as innocent as it seemed.
In the vast desert surrounding the al-Kibar facility, Syria had operated an extensive air defense network of Russian Tor-M1 missiles, which had been easily jammed by the Israeli Air Force, but there�d been no heavy military equipment or troop concentrations at the site itself. Missiles, radars, and armored vehicles can quickly attract the attention of aerial surveillance platforms. Usama bin Laden�s compound in Abottabad also had practically non-existent security, which was partially why it had gone unnoticed for as long as it did.
�So this is why Wilkes was killed,� Avery thought out loud. �He must have connected the nuclear smuggling pipeline to this place. Then he sent CERTITUDE to check it out. So Cramer set-up a fake meet in Khorugh between Wilkes and CERTITUDE, and they were ambushed by that Chechen asshole I tossed into the Caspian.�
�So it would seem.�
�Fuck, I lost Cramer, Matt. I don�t see how we�ll pick up his trail again from here. He�ll know how to make himself disappear.� He supposed that CIA and the FBI would need to take over. Then it�d only be a matter of time before the inevitable scandal exploded across the headlines and the congressional investigations began, placing the National Clandestine Service on the chopping block.
�Don�t worry about Cramer for now,� Culler replied. �We�ll catch up with him at some point. Right now, our first and only priority is a terrorist nuke factory operating right under our noses.�
Avery shook his head. Everything was fully sinking in now, sight of the bigger picture and not just a narrow-sighted desire to run Cramer down. �The Taliban have the materials, infrastructure, and the personnel now to produce nuclear weapons. It�s probably only a matter of months. This target needs to be taken out, Matt.�
�No can do,� Culler said. �Sure, we have the airpower right here at Bagram, but Washington won�t risk the fallout and environmental damage. An F-16 drops a couple smart bombs on that place, and it�ll turn into a giant dirty bomb, dispersing HEU all over eastern Tajikistan.�
This was the same reason the US Air Force hadn�t taken out Serbia�s Vinca Institute of Nuclear Science, which had been on the target list in 1999. America�s restraint spared Belgrade from glowing in the dark, but German BND later reported that Slobodan Milosevic sold quantities of Vinca�s nuclear material on the black market to Russian organized crime.
�But this isn�t a populated city,� Avery protested. �This is the middle of nowhere. The nearest village is a dozen miles away with a population of fifty.�
�There may be low risk of civilian causalities, but the White House still can�t risk turning a former Soviet republic into a radioactive wasteland. High winds can easily carry the fallout into neighboring countries, including India and Afghanistan. The White House would also prefer that this matter be handled discretely, to use as leverage against the Russians in the future. The Kremlin will know damn well what happened here, and they�ll want to keep it quiet.�
Of course, Avery thought. If the air force bombed the site now, America would take the blame for the fallout and for conducting offensive military operations violating the sovereignty of a former Soviet republic. But if they could covertly and safely extract the HEU, then the White House would have the upper-hand against the Kremlin.
�There�s something else, Avery, something that may change your mind about bombing the site. Sideshow reported that the GKNB handed Aleksa Denisova over to Oleg Ramzin.�
Culler continued playing the recording of the Predator footage of the TCIDC plant. The time stamp indicated that this clip was barely two hours old. Avery watched a Russian thug help a female down from one of the trucks. He couldn�t see her face, but he recognized Aleksa from her size, hair, clothing, and gait. He wondered if they were intentionally holding her there as a human shield. Probably not, he decided. Most likely they were going to question her and then kill her.
�What about a ground operation?�
�The intel�s not strong enough to green light a JSOC retrieval mission,� Culler said. Avery sensed where this was going. �I need proof that there�s HEU onsite.�
* * *
Overnight, while Avery slept on an undersized cot at Bagram, the members of the Sideshow unit, after thoroughly sanitizing the safe house and leaving nothing behind, left Dayrabot in two separate vehicles, travelling south on the A384 highway into Afghanistan. They entered the country through an unmanned border crossing. Five miles into Afghanistan, they were met by a US Army MH-60 Black Hawk helicopter. The team boarded the Black Hawk with their gear and was off the ground en route to Bagram three minutes later. Culler was on hand to personally meet them when the Black Hawk deposited them at Camp Cunningham at 10:23 AM.
Given Avery�s current condition, Culler and Poacher agreed to be charitable and allow him additional time to sleep before they held the briefing session. They�d give him until noon, if he wasn�t already up by that time. Culler wouldn�t receive the latest satellite data until later that day anyway, and in the meantime, the TCIDC factory remained under constant surveillance by Predator drones and KH-13 reconnaissance satellites, so they could afford to wait. Unlike Avery, though, the members of Sideshow were rested and ready for their next mission.
Avery was awake by eleven, still feeling drowsy and fatigued after ten hours of uninterrupted sleep, and the pain was more evident, as if it was just now fully registering with his nerves after his body was finally allowed to relax and slow down after the adrenaline hangover.
They conducted the briefing in a secure, cipher-lock compartmental information facility; Culler, Avery, the four Sideshow members, and an army officer dressed in digital fatigues with a Special Forces patch who Culler introduced as Lieutenant Colonel Jerry Arkin from Joint Special Operations Command. Culler didn�t immediately explain what component of JSOC Arkin represented or why he was in attendance, and Arkin barely said a word. Instead he listened intently with the others as Culler conducted the briefing and fielded questions.
By now, Culler possessed additional satellite intelligence, including FORTE data from the Department of Energy (DOE) and electronic and signals intelligence intercepts from NSA.
Over the past twelve hours, Culler had coordinated with DOE and the National Reconnaissance Office (NRO), the agency that designs, builds, and operates the satellites utilized by American intelligence agencies, to re-task the FORTE platform over Gorno-Badakhshan Province. There are only two FORTE satellites, and they are nearly always in use over high priority targets in China, India, Iran, North Korea, Pakistan and Russia. Diverting FORTE on short notice is a Big Deal, and Culler had called in a few favors and now owed a couple, too. Fortunately, this particular satellite had already been in the region, scheduled to make a sweep over India�s Boron enrichment plant, where CIA had gotten reports of increased production activity. Instead, the satellite passed over Tajikistan�s Gorno-Badakhshan Province.
Fast Onboard Recording of Transient Event is a $35 million Department of Energy-operated satellite launched into low Earth orbit in 1997. Its suite of optical sensors and RF instruments detects radioactive emissions and heat signatures associated with nuclear weapons development and testing, capable of seeing through dense cloud coverage and penetrating up to fifteen feet underground. FORTE had been the first asset to detect and analyze the Indian and Pakistani nuclear weapons tests in the 1990s.
HEU is difficult to detect. The Department of Homeland Security and DOE spent billions of dollars on detection gear and sensors that failed to reliably detect large quantities of HEU at American ports and airports. But FORTE�s scans detected significant levels of alpha emissions radiating from the TCIDC plant. The small diameter of the emissions� source core, and the fact that it was located directly within the plant, all but eliminated the possibility of a natural, previously unknown natural uranium deposit. It had all the readings consistent with emissions that were the result of man-made processes.
NSA�s Magnum SigInt satellites likewise picked up an increase in signals and communications traffic from the Gorno-Badakhshan site to locations in Minsk, including a GlobeEx office, and Pakistan�s Northwest Frontier Province. Meanwhile, CIA�s continued UAV coverage of the TCIDC facility revealed another nugget.
�Aleksander Litvin arrived at the facility four hours ago,� Culler said. �The Counter Proliferation Center reported, and Ukrainian intelligence confirmed, that he left Minsk for Dushanbe overnight on a private jet, shortly after the incident at Dushanbe International. From there, he flew directly to the factory aboard a GlobeEx Transport Ka-226 helicopter. He�s not the only VIP. The Predators spotted Mullah Arzad�s arrival a short while later, along with someone we�ve since identified as Ali Masood Jafari, one of the missing Pakistani nuclear scientists and one-time apprentice to AQ Khan.�
Avery exchanged looks with Poacher. They both thought the same thing. If Litvin and Arzad were here, would Cramer make an appearance, too? Culler caught the exchange but didn�t answer the unstated question.
�So what happens next?� Poacher asked.
�I�ve received authorization from D/CIA to launch a three phase operation, codenamed CRIMSON RETRIEVAL,� Culler said. If the director of CIA authorized the op, then that meant the president�s national security adviser had given him the green light to do so, at least tentatively.�First, Sideshow will conduct eyes-on-the-ground reconnaissance of the target to pave the way for the JSOC retrieval mission of the nuclear material. Then F-16s will level this place flat to eliminate the weapons development infrastructure. Rules of engagement are clear: anyone who stands in the way of your securing the HEU is considered a threat and is to be neutralized.�
It sounded simple and straight forward enough, but Avery knew from experience that these things rarely went as smoothly as anticipated by the mission planners and coordinators in their distant office suites and ops centers. From Avery�s perspective, he saw a small unit infiltrating hostile territory, with limited back-up, and going up against a larger, highly trained enemy force, with a number of variables that could go wrong at every phase of the operation.
Next, Culler addressed Poacher directly, something that wasn�t lost on Avery. �Your team will provide vital firsthand intelligence of the target and ascertain enemy force strength and disposition, and locations of the uranium and the HUMINT asset being detained here.�
Culler now regarded Aleksa Denisova as an asset of sorts, although she would ardently argue against the label. But whatever she was, Avery felt responsible for her � she was there, in danger, because of him, and she had provided valuable intelligence that brought them to this point. The Ranger mentality of leaving no one behind was deeply ingrained into his psyche, just as the Sideshow team shared the same mindset. Bringing Aleksa out was just as critical to them as retrieving and accounting for all of the HEU canisters.
Culler had told Avery he�d help Aleksa get settled in the West and establish a new identity for her, since it wouldn�t be safe for her to return to Russia after this. That made him feel better, but he doubted Aleksa would take Culler up on that. She was too stubborn and principled, and would never accept help from the CIA. She also wouldn�t run and hide because of a gangster�s threats.
�Colonel Arkin commands the render-safe special mission unit based here at Bagram,� Culler said. �His operations staff is preparing for a takedown of this facility. This operation will be conducted by a small number of JSOC personnel supported by Night Stalker helicopter crews.�
Specially trained by the DOE�s Nuclear Emergency Search Team scientists, the JSOC WMD render-safe units are composed of SEALs, Delta Force operators, and Night Stalkers, and supported by Rangers and paratroopers. They�re tasked with securing nuclear facilities and weapons, and neutralizing terrorist WMDs. On the American East Coast, these units rehearsed takedown scenarios on elaborate mock-ups of Pakistani, North Korean, and former Soviet nuclear sites. For the past decade, a render-safe team was stationed in Afghanistan, ready to seize the Pakistani nuclear arsenal in the event of a jihadist takeover in that country.
During his initial briefing with Arkin, Culler omitted many details. The JSOC officer knew only that this was a routine counterproliferation op against a Taliban WMD facility in a remote region of Tajikistan. Arkin may have suspected a connection with the recent news of the CIA officers killed in Tajikistan, but he kept any speculation to himself.
Culler began discussing with Poacher bringing in other CIA paramilitary units already stationed in Afghanistan.
�Sideshow can do it,� Poacher asserted, dismissing the suggestion, wanting to keep the operation small. He and Reaper had taken part in JSOC render safe training exercises and had experience with this type of op. �We won�t need detection or retrieval gear. We already know the HEU is on-site, and we know what to look for. As long as they haven�t broken the seals on those cylinders yet and started making bombs, which doesn�t appear to be the case, according to the FORTE data, we can operate without fear of contamination.�
�Just the four of you?� asked Culler, incredulously.
�I�m going, too,� Avery said.
�Oh, like hell you are, not in your condition.� Culler nearly jumped out of his chair. �I read the medical report. A concussion. Two cracked ribs. A hairline fractured vertebrae. A bruised kidney that will have you pissing blood for the next week. You�re in no shape to do anything. Frankly, you shouldn�t even be sitting in on this meeting.�
�My legs are working just fine, and I can still shoot.� Avery turned to Poacher. �You know I�m good for it.�
Poacher wasn�t so sure about that, but he didn�t want to argue. Plus, truth was, he could use Avery�s skill set. The target�s external security may have been soft, but they had no way of knowing what kind of opposition they�d face inside the factory. Litvin�s people were well-trained, and the Taliban were fanatical, dedicated fighters.
�It�s alright. I can vouch for him, Matt. I can use an extra body, and I�m comfortable taking him along. And I�m going to make it clear: I�m the one running Sideshow�s portion of the op. I�ll keep him in line.�
Avery started to open his mouth, but then thought better of responding.
Culler begrudgingly agreed, leaving Avery to wonder why he�d acquiesced so easily.
After further discussion, mostly coordination between the CIA unit and Arkin, they ended the briefing.
After Arkin left, Culler held the others back.
�There�s something else I need to tell you, another component to your mission that no one outside of this room will ever be made aware of.� He paused to make sure he held everyone�s full attention. �Cramer arrived at the processing plant with Litvin this morning.�
No one said a word, but Avery understood now why Culler hadn�t put up more of a fight about his joining the team.
�JSOC cannot find Cramer alive at this facility,� Culler said. The special operations community was a small one, and at least a few members of the render safe team, most of them veterans of Afghanistan, would likely recognize Cramer if they saw him. Even those who didn�t would probably recognize him from recent news reports and intelligence briefings. Of course the JSOC men could be counted on to keep a secret, but D/NCS didn�t want word of Cramer�s treason spreading. �It�s one thing if his body is recovered from the facility. He�s already supposed to be dead, after all, killed by allies of the Taliban. But the bottom line is Cramer needs to be eliminated before Arkin�s team goes in. That�s why your team is going in first.�
There was heavy silence as Avery and the Sideshow team processed this. They�d never been ordered to kill one of their own before. Personally, Avery didn�t have a problem with it, not after what he�d seen at Ayni and in Minsk. But he knew Poacher and the others wouldn�t be ready to kill a fellow American and brother warrior.
�If you don�t feel you�re able to do this, then better to tell me now,� Culler said after no one responded. �Hell, I�m not sure I could do it. I don�t even like having to give the order, but it needs to be done. This man is an enemy of the United States of America, plain and simple.�
�We�ll handle it,� Avery assured him and letting the Sideshow crew know that, if it came down to it, he�d be willing to pull the trigger.
�Rules of engagement concerning the other principals?� asked Poacher.
�I�m unconcerned with what happens to Litvin or Arzad,� Culler said. �Arzad�s name is still on the president�s kill list, and Litvin is certainly no friend to the United States. If he gets away from this unscathed, he�ll run back to Russia and continue arming terrorists.�
�It�s actually a nice opportunity to take out Litvin,� Mockingbird said. �The Russians aren�t going to make a big protest at the UN about a terrorist WMD factory that has their fingerprints all over it, and they can�t defend Litvin if he�s found there. They�ll keep quiet about everything and pray that we do, too.�
�That�s what the president is counting on,� Culler said.
They spent the next couple hours poring over the satellite and Predator pictures of the plant and formulating a comprehensive plan of attack.
�When do we go in?� Avery asked.
�Tonight,� Culler said.
�What�s our method of insertion?� Poacher asked.

TWENTY-FIVE

Gorno-Badakhshan
The Mi-8 Hip, painted in desert tan, was one of dozens of former Soviet aircraft that the Special Activities Division�s Air Branch retained for operations in places like Afghanistan, Libya, and Somalia, where this type of helicopter was still widely used, making it a familiar sight for locals. When the US conducted offensive military operations against another country, the first thing it did was destroy that country�s air defense systems, forcing the enemy to rely on visual contact. Therefore the Mi-8 allowed American operatives to travel freely and slip past the enemy. CIA also used the aircraft to deliver case officers to remote, isolated villages to reach agents in otherwise dangerous, inaccessible areas, or for covert insertions, like the one presently delivering Avery and Sideshow from Bagram Air Base into Tajikistan�s Gorno-Badakhshan Province.
Although looking well past its prime and barely fit for flight, the helicopter had upgraded avionics and radar packages, including forward looking infrared (FLIR) sensors for night flying and an electronic warfare suite for jamming enemy radar. SAD Air Branch had also installed new titanium blades.
The Mi-8 entered Tajikistan at 20:35, with a second, identical Hip not far behind. After EAGLE CLAW, the disastrous 1979 operation to rescue the American embassy hostages in Iran, special operations forces always deployed with backup aircraft and their own specially trained pilots and flight crews.
Tajikistan lacked the sophisticated, modern air defense radar that had been in place around Syria�s al-Kibar facility. The Tajiks� systems were early Soviet-era, largely inoperable and centered primarily on Dushanbe, but the SAD Air Branch pilots nonetheless flew low to the ground, nap-of-the-earth, following the contours of the low mountains and deep valleys, giving their passenger a gut-churning ride, while avoiding the major villages and roads. With near zero visibility, the pilots relied almost entirely on their instruments and FLIR to prevent hitting a mountainside or canyon wall.
The first helicopter carried Avery and the Sideshow unit, who rode out the jarring flight in silence. The second Mi-8 was a more heavily armed gunship variant, equipped with six rocket launch rails, and carrying a platoon of sheep-dipped Delta operators from B Squadron�s Echo Troop. If necessary, the gunship would provide air support, and the Delta soldiers were there for backup, so that if things went south, the CIA insertion element would not be cut off and abandoned in the middle of Tajikistan. If all went according to plan, the Delta platoon would remain on stand-by for the duration of CRIMSON RETRIEVAL and not be required.
Before departing, Avery and Poacher�s team attended a final briefing with the JSOC team, allowing the spec ops troops to get a good look at their faces and uniforms, to avoid misidentification and a blue-on-blue, in case a firefight broke out at the TCIDC plant.
Well past the Afghan border, the land inside Gorno-Badakhshan became vast and open, and the beat-up looking Mi-8s provided adequate cover for the insertion. A couple of goat-herding peasants watched the helicopters pass by overhead, but did not think anything unusual of it, taking the aircraft to be Tajik army troops on maneuvers. Even if they were alarmed, these peasants were no supporters of President Rahmon and would not report the sighting to the GKNB, not they would even have the means to do so, if they so desired.
Lieutenant Colonel Arkin�s render-safe unit had been pre-deployed from Bagram to a forward operating base in northwestern Afghanistan, with a dozen MH-60 Black Hawk, MH-6 Little Bird, and AH-64 Apache helicopters. The Apaches carried a full assortment of Hellfire and Hydra 70 rockets, enough firepower to toast a small ground army. From their forward operating base, the JSOC render-safe troops were just a thirty-five minute flight to the TCIDC factory, which was located approximately eighty-five miles past the border. Additionally, the air force had F-16s in the sky, ready to offer further support if needed, as well as waiting to receive the command to level the processing plant.
No one was concerned about the Tajik air force, such as it was, which consisted of a scant eight hundred troops, fifteen helicopters, and two transport planes, but if the Tajiks somehow caught wind of the violation of their airspace, Russian Air Force MiG-29s would be put into the air from their base at Gissar or from neighboring Kazakhstan, and that was a worry to the American pilots and aircrews.
21:48. Avery and Sideshow deployed from the Mi-8 about eight kilometers from the target site. They didn�t want to go in closer than that, so as to avoid being potentially spotted or heard by any guards on the pre-heater tower. Besides, eight klicks was an easy enough hike for them.
As Avery�s team covered the rest of the way on foot, the helicopters settled down at their waypoint, eight kilometers away from the target. This was a grass plain, concealed on the south side by low mountains, twenty-five miles from the nearest village, and three miles from the nearest road. Here, the CIA flight crews, all former army aviation or air force veterans with combat experience, shut down their engines and threw camouflaged netting over their aircraft, while the Delta troops established a defensive perimeter and stayed on the lookout. Then the pilots stayed fixated to their comms, waiting to hear word from the insertion element or the command center at Bagram, where Matt Culler anxiously monitored the unfolding operation, listening for updates and radio transmissions.
A full moon and stars filled the night sky, casting a glow over the land below, and making night optics unnecessary for the CIA insertion element. They walked in a loose diamond-shaped patrol formation, with Avery and Poacher in the front, Reaper and Flounder on the flanks, and Mockingbird bringing up the rear, with about eight feet between each man.
Avery carried his M4 in front of him, with five spare magazines. While three of the Sideshow operators opted for suppressed HK 416 5.56mm assault rifles, Heckler & Koch�s upgraded version of the M16/M4, Reaper instead carried a Heckler & Koch MSG-90 7.62mm sniper rifle. Each man also carried a holstered Mk .23 SOCOM pistol. Any killing was likely to be done close quarters, but since they were going in alone, against superior numbers, and were twenty minutes away from their Delta backup, they wanted to be prepared and so they packed heavier firepower. In addition to which, Flounder carried an explosives kit, and Mockingbird and Poacher both had AG-C 40mm grenade launchers attached under their rifle barrels.
They walked in silence, with Avery or Poacher occasionally using hand signals to communicate to the men behind them. They maintained a steady pace, making better timing than anticipated; slowing down only when it became necessary to traverse the steep hills that sporadically rose up from the ground.
There was barely any sound around them, other than an occasional bleating goat, chirping crickets, or the sound of the wind carrying past them. Along the way, they encountered no one else, but spotted the occasional fox or rabbit, which either fled or stopped to observe them cautiously from a safe distance. Most of the villages here are centered in the valleys, where there is fertile soil and water, not on the flat, arid plains the team now hiked over. The temperature had dropped to forty degrees, cold but not frigid, and their digital camou fatigues kept them comfortable and warm.
22:50. When they were within a mile, the cement factory slowly took shape in the distance against the dark of the night. Easily discernible were the silhouettes of the tall pre-heater tower rising up from the ground, with the shape of the Ka-226 perched atop the landing pad, and the remix silo standing high above the hilltops, near the rock quarry, along with the glow cast over the land from floodlights and from the moon and the stars above.
Here the team paused to sweep the terrain through their binoculars or scopes and look out for any roving patrols. There were none. The only signs of life were those of the two men lingering on one of the high scaffoldings on the pre-heating tower. As they CIA element drew slowly nearer, and Reaper scanned the location through the scope on his MSG-90, he spotted the AK-47 rifles in the hands of the men in the tower, plus two long RPG-7s leaning upright against the railing. The men looked of Turkic/Central Asian descent, with hard, weathered faces, and dressed in native garb.
The five American operators approached from the south, from over the hills and in the direction of the mouth of the kiln. This is a one hundred meter long, rotating tube, six meters in diameter, into which the raw materials from the rock quarry are fed from the pre-heater tower and then heated to a thousand-plus degrees as the load passes down the length of the tube. At the opposite end, the resultant slurry then passes through a cooler and onto a long conveyor belt inside the mill building.
They would breach the facility through the kiln. This would be the quietist method of entry, long as nobody inside turned on the oven and incinerated them, assuming the infrastructure even functioned as a working cement factory and wasn�t simply a fa�ade. The previous thirty-six hours of aerial surveillance, contrary to Cramer�s intelligence reports over the past year, indicated that the plant did not appear to be in the business of actively producing cement, not even to maintain the charade of its cover.
The aerial surveillance also indicated there to likely be at least sixteen people present, including the HVTs and the prisoner, Aleksa. It was unknown how many people had been on-site before the Predators and satellites started watching and were therefore unaccounted for. It was a fairly large building, three stories high, and they didn�t know the layout of the interior, only that, unlike the exterior, it likely did not resemble a cement mill. There must have been some type of living accommodations inside, since this was the second night Cramer and the others spent here. The hardest part would be locating Aleksa inside without alerting the enemy to their presence.
23:06. From the hills on the south, the team dug in, lay completely still, and observed the facility. After thirty minutes, the two men in the tower were relieved, and Avery and Poacher decided to bid their time before moving against the target, since a fresh set of eyes would be more alert and not yet have grown complacent.
After several minutes, one of the men in the tower raised a walkie-talkie to his mouth, said something, and waited for a response. So there was someone still awake inside the facility who the guards were communicating with.
Continued observation, however, indicated that the guards did not appear to check in with anyone on a regular basis, and they didn�t see either of the guards use a radio in the twenty minutes that transpired next.
During this time, another pair of men, one of them brandishing an AK, emerged from the mill and did a patrol around the factory grounds. They stayed within the perimeter of the twelve-foot high chain-link fence.
When the roving guards came around the south end of the fence, their voices carried through the still air to the hills. They spoke Uzbek with a smattering of Russian. IMU mercenaries that comprised the elite of the Taliban�s ranks, and they probably had Russian/Soviet army training, too.
00:38. Reaper remained behind, maintaining his sniper�s perch, and covered his teammates� approach as they descended the rocky hills quickly and carefully, taking precise, deliberate movements so as not to kick any loose rocks, while staying within shadows. Reaper watched over them, keeping a bead on the two guards in the tower through his rifle�s Hensoldt 6 x 42 scope, which was adjustable and accurate out to six hundred meters.
Once they breached the outside of the fence, Avery and the others would still have to cover the distance to the kiln, and that was an area with large swatches of land illuminated by lamps. It would be nearly impossible for the guards in the tower, if they were halfway alert, not to see the intruders. So, Reaper patiently awaited the signal to drop the two guards, or, if it appeared they had spotted the team, he�d take them out immediately, hopefully before they could raise the alarm.
00:57. Avery stopped at the bottom of the rocky hills in a low gully, where the shadows and hills still provided adequate concealment. Sixty feet of clear, flat land lay between them and the fence. They�d be out in the open and exposed, and it was a bright night. If nothing else, the men in the tower, if they were looking, would at least see dark shapes scurrying across the land below them.
00:59:27. Poacher pressed the push-to-talk clipped on his vest near his left shoulder three times with a two second break between each transmission, the signal to Reaper to execute.
Reaper passed his scope�s illuminated reticle over the first guard in the tower, who leaned forward with his arms resting against the platform�s railing, gazing into the Tajik countryside. Reaper centered his crosshairs over the man�s bearded face. The second guard stood four feet away, his back slightly half turned to his partner, smoking a cigarette, totally ignorant to the fact that he had precious seconds left to live his life.
The pad of Reaper�s index finger firmly tapped the trigger, pressing it back until the striker ignited the cartridge�s primer. His shoulder absorbed the subsequent recoil as the stock forcefully kicked back. He caught a quick glimpse of the hole bursting open in the space between the Afghan�s nose and upper lip, while blood, bone, and brains exploded out the back of his head. As the body dropped, Reaper shifted his aim, acquired his next target, and blasted the wide-eyed, dumbfounded expression off the second guard�s face as the man raised his walkie-talkie toward his mouth. The cigarette dropped from his lips, and he landed on top of it.
The MSG-90�s suppressor reduced the muzzle flash sufficiently that no one could possibly have seen it unless their eyes were fixated directly on Reaper�s position when he pulled the trigger, and the silencer rendered the rifle�s report inaudible to anyone inside the target building, although Avery and the Sideshow operators, in the hills below, still faintly heard it.
Reaper hit the transmit button twice, signaling that both targets were down, indicating that they were clear to proceed.
Avery immediately popped up from the gully and broke into a full-out sprint. He quickly covered the distance to the perimeter fence, tracked for threats through his rifle�s sights, and hand-signaled for Poacher, who dashed over. Flounder was next, followed by Mockingbird.
Meanwhile, Reaper scanned the facility through the lens of his scope, pausing over the heavy front doors of the mill building, the vehicle entrance, and the tower�s scaffoldings, looking out for more targets to emerge and finding none. No additional lights lit up, no sirens blazed, and no armed guards came rushing out in frenzy. The plant was still and quiet and it seemed no one inside had been alerted to the kills.
Now they needed to act fast, before anyone tried to raise the dead guards on the radio or someone walked by and noticed they were down.
00:59:54. Reaching the fence, Avery dropped into a low crouch in the darkness. Coming up beside him, Poacher pulled a pair of mini bolt cutters from his vest. He quickly snipped the links one at a time, starting near the ground and going up and over in an arc, then he ripped the section of fence out with his hand.
With Mockingbird covering them with his HK416, Avery immediately slipped through the hole in the fence and dashed across the ten meter distance to the rotary kiln in a half-crouch. Avery�s body wasn�t moving as easily as when he functioned at a hundred percent, and he pushed his legs harder. His breathing was labored, and he felt slow and heavy, but there was no going back now.
With his back flattened against the kiln, Avery covered the others with his M4 until they reached his position. Then he snapped his rifle onto his vest�s harness, and Poacher gave him a boost up the outer wall of the eight foot tall cylindrical material feed shaft. Avery�s gloved fingers just barely graced the edge. He squeezed hard to compensate for the poor grip and muscled his weight onto the top shaft, swung one leg over, and rested there. He leaned forward, the movement sending waves of fresh pain coursing through his chest, to reach down and help Poacher up.
Both men then hauled Flounder, easily the heaviest and least agile man on the team, up the side of the shaft, while Mockingbird kept his back against the base of the tower, HK416 shouldered, and kept a lookout until all of the team had dropped into the dark space of the shaft one by one.
01:02. Avery let his legs absorb the impact as he dropped into the shaft, a little less gracefully than he had intended. He shouldered his M4, switched on his rifle�s night optic image intensifier, and peered through the scope down the length of the tube. They didn�t use tactical lights, which could potentially give away their position to the enemy, if any were present in the mill building. He stepped forward into the thick darkness of the rotary kiln, and heard Poacher drop down the shaft behind him.
The air in the kiln was dry, heavy, and smelled of old gas. It was like being inside an old, unwashed oven, but hopefully no one turned on the heat or decided to pour a couple hundred tons of slurry from the mixing tower through the kiln. Rocks and pebbles crunched beneath their feet and scrapped across the kiln�s surface, sounding like fingernails on a chalkboard, so Avery lifted his feet high with each step, to avoid kicking more rocks and debris around.
The kiln�s diameter was tall enough to stand in, but Avery still instinctively moved at a half-crouch, head down, with his M4 leading the way into the seemingly endless darkness of the tunnel. Poacher and Flounder were behind him at four foot intervals, with Flounder frequently swinging his HK416 back around to check their six an instinctive but unnecessary check, since Mockingbird or Reaper would have alerted them to anyone following them down the shaft. They covered the distance as quickly as they could without having the sounds of their footfalls bounce off the interior of the tube and into the factory.
01:04. The team reached the end of the kiln, which came to an abrupt dead end five feet in front of an open space in the floor. Looking down, Avery saw that the surface of the tunnel dropped straight down into the clinker cooler. He once more fastened his rifle to his vest.
Pressing his hands to the walls of the shaft, Avery carefully and silently lowered his weight into the cooler tank, then crept slowly forward the length of the tank and got down on one knee near the flimsy rubber flaps that led directly onto the idle conveyor belt which ran across the main floor of the factory interior.
Avery withdrew his silenced Mk 23 SOCOM pistol from its holster and leaned forward to peer through the flaps. The air seeping through felt cold and sterile, with a metallic taste. He heard voices chattering somewhere inside, the scraping of metal on metal, and the high pitched shrieking whine of power tools, but he saw no one from his limited, obscured vantage point.
Once the tools powered down, Avery tilted his head, held his breath, and opened his jaw slightly to hear better and concentrated on the voices. It sounded like rapid-fire Dari. Several seconds later, from another direction, he heard a smattering of Russian, which was answered with laughter.
A couple minutes later, Mockingbird hit the transmit button ten times in two second intervals, indicating that he�d made a sweep around the exterior of the building with Avery�s Radar Scope II and detected ten occupants on the ground level.
Avery raised a hand and motioned for Flounder to come over to him.
From a compartment on his vest, Flounder extracted the thin, flexible fiber-optic cable with a fisheye camera in the tip. Imperceptibly slow, he moved the cable between and barely past two of the flaps, careful so as not to disturb them and create movement, and panned left to right.
Avery and Poacher huddled close to see Flounder�s small handheld monitor.
To the right of the conveyor belt, about twenty-feet away, they watched four dark-skinned Pakistanis in lab coats, including one they immediately recognized as Ali Masood Jafari, working on a milling machine. There were many industrial grade machine tools. Avery couldn�t identify all of the equipment. Much of it was probably dual-use and legitimately purchased. A couple workstations were contained within a glass compartment, accessed by an airlock, with a decontamination station, and there several hazardous materials suits hung near the entrance.
Flounder continued panning the camera and stopped on two Russians standing nearby. One had an SR-3 submachine gun hanging casually from a sling around his shoulder. The second had a pistol holstered at his hip. They watched over the Pakistanis from a distance, giving them space to work. The Russians had relaxed posture, but they looked focused and alert. They weren�t going to become complacent and lazy from long guard duty.
There were also three Afghans or Uzbeks, with beards, craggy faces, steely eyes, and black turbans. Two had pistols; one had a rifle slung over his shoulder.
Flounder continued sweeping the assembly floor with the fisheye camera, but, given the poor line of sight his current position offered, he couldn�t locate the HEU containers. That was possibly a good sign. It meant they were still working to bring the weapons assembly plant online and were not yet ready to start making weapons. The canisters were probably still sealed and in storage somewhere.
Suddenly, a new voice resonated, this one distant and speaking Ukrainian-accented Russian. One of the Pakistanis gave a startled jump, looked over his shoulder, and gave an irritated scowl. Flounder moved the cable, following the Pakistani�s line of sight to a tall, wide man with a mustache and angular face who had just come down the metal staircase in the far corner of the assembly floor.
It was Aleksander Litvin.
Avery felt his blood simmer. His finger tensed over the SOCOM pistol�s trigger. His visceral reaction arose mostly from the prospect that Cramer would not be far behind Litvin, and Avery had to calm himself so that he didn�t do something impulsive, but the seconds passed and the American traitor never appeared.
Instead, Litvin was accompanied by another unpleasantly familiar face.
Mullah Arzad sported his ever present scowl as he hurried past Litvin to get an update from Ali Jafari. Litvin and Arzad looked satisfied with what they heard from the Pakistani scientist, and, after several more minutes, Litvin yawned and disappeared back up the stairs, leaving Mullah Arzad and the others on the assembly floor.
01:30. Four minutes after Litvin stepped away, Avery hand signaled to Poacher and Flounder to prepare for entry. They�d execute a silent take-down of the main level, then, with their silenced weapons, they could perform a stealth sweep over the next two levels. They didn�t have the manpower to take any prisoners. Anyone they encountered was a dead man.
Avery made sure that his M4 and other gear were securely fastened to his vest, so that nothing would rattle around or get snagged on anything as he slipped through narrow entrance into the mill building. It would be too cumbersome maneuvering with the rifle through the narrow space going from the cooling tank onto the convey belt, so he was going to use the SOCOM pistol for the takedown. Besides, the silenced pistol was a hell of a lot quieter than the rifle, and all of the targets were within a hundred feet, half of them unarmed.
Avery studied the feed on Flounder�s handheld monitor, and then peered back through the flaps, acclimating himself to the layout of the factory floor and the positions of the tangos, especially the two armed Russians, who, from where they stood, would easily see the first man making entry. The Russians needed to be taken out first. They�d be the best Litvin had to offer, KGB- and spetsnaz-trained. Avery didn�t imagine that the Pakistani scientists and technicians would be armed. The Afghan and Uzbek fighters were the second priority threat.
Avery nodded to Flounder, who then shut the surveillance gear down, replaced the items on his vest, and switched to his own SOCOM pistol. The expression on Flounder�s face showed that he�d mentally made the switch to combat mode and was ready to kill.
So was Avery, just like before going into the terrorist safe house in Yazgulam. Everything else, including Cramer, was far removed from his thoughts. Squatting, on the balls of his feet, ready to pounce, Avery positioned himself just behind the dangling flaps, with his finger indexed over the Mk 23�s trigger guard.
Poacher held up his hand with upright fingers and counted off five seconds.
Avery launched himself through the flaps onto the conveyor belt.
An alert Russian saw him immediately, and Avery dropped him with two fast subsonic .45 hollow points to the face before the Russian�s brain could process what his eyes saw and transmit the proper signal to his gun hand or to his mouth.
Avery jumped off the stationary conveyor belt onto the floor, with Poacher coming through the flaps right behind him, as the second Russian swung his SR-3 in their direction, and someone shouted something in Pashtu.�Avery and Poacher both took up aim and fired until the Russian hit the floor.
On his second step across the floor, Avery shot down a nearby Uzbek and tracked for more targets.
As he jumped off the conveyor belt to clear space for Flounder�s entry, Poacher took the nearest Pakistani technician with two shots through the back of his head as he attempted to flee, then Poacher shifted aim and double tapped an Afghan as he threw the rifle that had been slung across his chest into firing position.
Simultaneously, coming off the conveyor belt, Flounder dropped onto one knee and eliminated another Uzbek guard.
Avery came around the conveyor belt. A blur of movement registered in his left peripheral, and he shifted his pistol around. Ali Masood Jafari kept his head low as he ran for the metal staircase, yelling in Dari along the way. Avery popped him twice between the shoulder blades and put another round through the back of his head as he hit the floor.
A pair of boots entered Avery�s upper field of vision. He flicked his eyes upward, off Jafari�s body, up the stairs, and onto an Uzbek who had just appeared at the top of the landing. Avery raised his aim, steadied his arms, and fired. His first shot whipped past the Uzbek mercenary�s shoulder, and he brought up his AK-74 carbine and crouched down, presenting a smaller target profile. Avery�s shot ricocheted harmlessly behind the Uzbek.
Determined to take the fucker out before he could fire his AK and alert everyone in the whole place, Avery adjusted aim, took and held a deep breath to keep his body still, and put a .45 through the Uzbek�s chin, shattering the lower half of his skull and spraying blood into the air.
Meanwhile, fourteen feet from Avery, one of the Pakistani technicians hurled a wrench at Poacher in a desperate last act of defense. The ex-Delta NCO easily sidestepped out of the way of the wrench and double-tapped the technician, while Flounder weaved a path between the industrial machinery. Finding the remaining two Pakistani scientists, he shot them down.
The team swept the rest of the factory, moving fast, knowing that there were still two more targets on the loose somewhere.
Then they heard the sound of metal and locks disengaging. From their respective positions across the assembly floor, the CIA soldiers converged on the source of the sound as Mullah Arzad heaved open the main doors and ran outside. Nearby was a large, vertical air duct behind which he�d been hiding. The remaining Uzbek fighter was behind him, near the duct, with his rifle covering the mullah. The Uzbek broke cover to follow Arzad, and that�s when Flounder took him, shooting him three times in the back.
The CIA men made no move to go after Arzad, knowing full well what he was about to run into.
Outside the mill building, Mockingbird held his Mk 23 level in front of him from five feet away. The Taliban commander stopped in his tracks, surprised at the sight of the black-clad operator in front of him, the white of his eyes apparent through the darkness. Mockingbird lowered his aim and gut shot him twice.
Arzad groaned, stumbled back a couple steps, and, overtaken by the pain, collapsed onto his knees with one hand pressed against the floor, the other held tightly against his bleeding, burning intestines. Mockingbird let him suffer in agony for another couple seconds before finishing him off with a shot through the top of his head. The Taliban commander collapsed face first onto a puddle of his own blood, with a small section of bloody brain exposed through his cracked skull.
Maintaining his firing stance, Mockingbird stepped over Arzad and into the factory. When he spotted Flounder, he lowered his weapon, squatted to grab Arzad�s body by the robe, and dragged it inside. Flounder shut the doors behind Mockingbird and gave him a thumbs-up for being the one to take out one of JSOC�s most wanted HVTs.
Avery and Poacher continued their sweep of the factory floor and, after announcing that it was clear, re-joined the others while maintaining ready positions with their weapons and keeping the doors and stairwell covered.
The takedown of the assembly floor took only eleven seconds. Most importantly, none of the armed tangos had been able to get a single shot off and draw the attention of everyone else inside the building.
Avery hand signaled what he wanted everyone to do next.
Mockingbird would hold the first floor. Poacher and Flounder would take the second floor, while Avery took the third.
01:33. Mockingbird covered his teammates as they scaled the skeletal stairs. They took slow, light steps so that their boots didn�t clatter off the metal surface of the stairs.
At the second level landing, they split up. Avery continued following the stairs up, while Poacher and Flounder charged down the second floor corridor.
The corridor was brightly illuminated with fluorescent lighting set in the high ceiling and was about thirty feet in length, with four doors, two on one side, one on the other, and the fourth set in the end of the corridor. The corridor was cold and looked sterile and clinical. Without knowing what lay on the other sides of those doors, they�d need to systematically clear every room one by one.
Poacher gently tried the latch on the first door. It was unlocked.
Flounder covered him as he opened the door, threw a flashbang into the darkened space, pulled the door closed, waited for the thunderous detonation, and kicked the door in on its hinges.
Inside the large open room � about thirty-by-forty-five feet, with sinks, a couple square tables, chairs, two refrigerators on the far end, and two dozen cots laid out in rows, half of them occupied � one Russian, five Pakistanis, and four jihadist-looking Afghans or Uzbeks sat up in their cots.
The Russian, the way he moved and acted, looked like a civilian or scientist-type without military training, and so did the Pakistanis. Unlike the Afghans and Uzbeks, they didn�t reach for weapons, but that wasn�t going to save them.
Poacher and Flounder put down the Afghans and Uzbeks first as they reached for AKs on the floor beneath their cots. Reeling from the disorientating effects of the flashbang, the Taliban fighters� movements were clumsy and uncoordinated. Their weapons never cleared the floor before .45 hollow points split their skulls apart, one after the other, like targets lined up in a shooting gallery.
Poacher shifted aim onto the Russian as the man stumbled out of his cot, tripping over a sheet that was still tucked in beneath his mattress, while Flounder calmly dispatched a Pakistani who was also on his feet, staggering blindly toward a wall.
Without a second�s hesitation, Poacher and Flounder proceeded to coldly and systematically execute the remaining scientists and technicians with one or two shots to the head, even as one pleaded in heavily accented English that he wasn�t armed.
When they were finished, four seconds after entry, Poacher and Flounder stepped back into the corridor and replaced magazines.
Poacher was a soldier. Usually, he�d view killing a non-combatant as cowardly and immoral. But he experienced no qualms or guilt about those scientists and technicians. Those men had probably never held a gun in their lives, but they were knowingly and willfully working to create weapons that could kill hundreds of thousands, and for a WMD operation like this, the scientific minds, and the knowledge they contained, were even more valuable resources than the mechanical equipment and components.
That�s why Israel assassinated civilian Iranian nuclear scientists. With time and money, Tehran could replace a cascade of centrifuges, but they couldn�t replace skilled and knowledgeable human beings quite as easily.
Poacher and Flounder continued their sweep of the second floor, moving faster now, aware that the flashbang had surely given them away.
The next door down the line was locked.
Flounder blasted the lock with a three round burst and kicked the door in. Inside was a large, empty utility room filled with electrical panels, air handlers, and whirring machinery involved in the operations and maintenance of the building, but Flounder still gave the room a thorough walk through in case someone was hiding. The last thing they needed was to keep going down the corridor and have someone pop out behind them.
The next room�s lock also needed to be taken out. This was an IT room filled with banks of computers and blinking lights, and one frightened Pakistani, huddled over a keyboard, who Poacher calmly double-tapped.
While Flounder went to the end of the corridor to the last door, Poacher likewise blasted the lock on the third door, and barged in. He followed his SOCOM pistol � the tactical light beneath the barrel now turned on � into the darkened room and swept the light�s beam left to right.
The room was small, looked more like a closet, and there was a single cot with a figure stirring on it. Poacher reflexively took aim on the figure, shining his light over it. He directed his barrel toward the floor and relaxed his finger over the trigger when he saw who it was.
Poacher looked around the walls, found a light switch, and flipped it.
Aleksa Denisova�s wrists were handcuffed to the metal framework of the cot on either side of her, and she looked battered and bruised, a lot worse than when Poacher had last seen her in Dushanbe. She looked up at him and jumped. Her eyes were bloodshot, dilated, and glossy. She�d been drugged, Poacher thought. Well, that wasn�t nearly as bad as other interrogation methods they could have employed against her. He pulled up his balaclava mask to show her his face. After a couple seconds, he saw the recognition in Aleksa�s eyes.
�You were with Avery in Dushanbe.�
�That�s right.�
Poacher knelt beside her and examined her wounds.
�I�m okay. They didn�t hurt me. How did you find this place?�
Poacher ignored the question and said, �How many people are here?�
�I don�t know. They kept me in here the whole time. I�ve only seen the American from Minsk and a couple Russians, but I�ve heard Pasthun or Dari coming from outside a couple times.� She frowned. �Where are we?�
�We�re at the processing plant in Gorno-Badakhshan. Everything�s going to be all right. Avery�s here.� Poacher snipped the chains on her handcuffs with his bolt cutters. �You�re safe now, understand? We�re going to get you out.�
Aleksa started to respond but was cut-off by Flounder calling out to Poacher from outside.
�Stay right here. I�m not going far,� Poacher told Aleksa, standing up and heading back out. When she protested, he stopped to look back at her and said, �We�ll be back for you. I promise. Stay here and keep quiet.�
The last room at the end of the corridor was unique. It was a heavy vault of reinforced steel with a cipher-lock keypad. Suspecting what the vault contained, Flounder selected his handheld radiation detector from his vest, switched it on, and swept it over the door. The steel was thick, but the detector still picked up faint gamma traces.
Flounder turned to Poacher and nodded.
They�d located the HEU.
But still no sign of Cramer.
* * *
01:33. Half a minute before Poacher tossed the first flashbang and broke the mission�s stealth profile, Avery took the stairs to an identical corridor on the third and top level. Nearing the landing, he at once heard footfalls against the metal floor. He held the Mk 23 in front of him in both hands. Taking another step up, Avery�s eyes cleared the landing, and he saw a Russian, in black jeans and a t-shirt with a holstered pistol, and a Pakistani in a lab coat with protective goggles walking in his direction from about two dozen feet down the corridor.
And they saw him too.
The Russian pushed the Pakistani back with his left hand, placing himself in front of the scientist, while the right reached for the pistol holstered beneath his left armpit. His voice bounced off the walls as he shouted something out to whoever else was nearby. Avery didn�t understand the words, but the meaning was clear; he was announcing the presence of an intruder, and one intruder meant the whole place was under attack.
Springing up the remaining stairs two at a time, Avery sighted the Russian first and hit the trigger twice, catching him center mass in mid-draw. The big Russian staggered back a couple steps, reeling from the bullets, blood forming at his mouth, but he was still in the fight. He continued raising his pistol and got off a single shot, aimed too wide, before Avery gave him a third round of .45 ACP, below his throat, this time putting him on the deck.
Avery shifted his sights over the bewildered Pakistani scientist.
But before he could tap the trigger, Avery heard the thunderous blast coming from below and felt the floor shudder beneath his feet. He hesitated for a microsecond, until his mind registered the sound as a flashbang grenade � Poacher and Flounder � then he shot the Pakistani, who held his hands up in the air in surrender.
Before stepping into the corridor, Avery quickly reloaded and then holstered the SOCOM pistol and switched to his M4. He knew he wasn�t the only one to have heard the stun grenade � the damned thing was loud�and it was time to sacrifice stealth for firepower.
He barely had the rifle to his shoulder before a door thirty feet down the corridor flew open into the hallway with enough force that it looked like it would snap off its hinges. Two big, shaved-headed Russians in armored vests and carrying AK-12 assault rifles poured out, looking determined to kick ass.
Before they caught sight of him, Avery fired a three-round burst in their direction. Poorly aimed reactionary fire, these shots plinked off the surface of the heavy steel door, which, open, took up a third of the corridor�s width, and the Russians opened up with their brand-new Kalashnikovs, sending a torrent of 5.45mm forty feet down the corridor toward Avery.
As Avery retreated back down the stairs, one round smacked against his vest. He felt it even through the layered ceramic plates, like taking a blow from a baseball bat. His upper body bucked against the hit, and he nearly fell off his feet. He heard the whip-like crack as another supersonic round broke the air inches past his head. Then another searing hot round cut through the flesh and meat of his left biceps. His left hand went instantly slack, giving out beneath the barrel of his rifle. His vest caught another bullet, knocking him down the last couple stairs to the landing, in the temporary safety of the stairwell.
Catching his breath, Avery became conscious of the warm, sticky sensation of blood pouring over his arm. He�d been shot before. Once, while in the army, and he hadn�t even known until after the enemy contact, when another soldier spotted and pointed out the hole in the fabric of his BDUs. The pain didn�t bother Avery, the adrenaline and endorphins took care of that, for the short term, but he didn�t much care for the thought of the dirty, fragmented led embedded inside his torn muscle, hindering his ability to fight, leaving him susceptible to infection.
But there was nothing to be done about that now.
FIDO, as they said in 75th Rangers, Fuck it, drive on.
More 5.45mm spat above him into the upper stairwell wall behind him.
They couldn�t see him, but the Russians were determined to keep him pinned down until they reached his position to finish him off.
Avery replaced his left hand beneath the barrel of his M4, squeezing his grip tight through the pain in his arm. He sucked in a couple deep breaths to oxygenate his body and clear his head. Then, when there was a lull in the incoming fire, he sprung up, breaking cover, and fired back at the Russians from the stairs. One of them yelled out, but not because he�d taken a bullet. Avery�s shots had gone past him, but his weapon jammed, as AKs were prone to do.
Avery�s eyes caught a flash of movement some ten feet behind the Russian shooters. Squinting against the cordite and smoke haze burning his eyes, he saw Cramer and Litvin, along with three bodyguards, who were kitted up like spetsnaz, as they stepped out from behind the open door and ran down the corridor in the opposite direction.
As Cramer�s group disappeared through another door at the end of the corridor, Avery ducked his head below the floor level, against more incoming fire. He heard the footsteps of the first two Russians coming closer. He heard the confidence in their voices that they�d wounded him and would corner him and finish him in the stairwell.
Avery dropped his rifle, letting it clatter down the steps, and switched back to his SOCOM pistol. The pain in his arm worsened, and he was no longer able to support the M4 sufficiently. He rested the pistol on the stair next to him, selected a flashbang from his vest, released the pin, waited a second, reached up, rolled it down the floor, and flinched when a round of 5.45mm struck the floor barely an inch from his hand, kicking off sparks.
A split second later there was the tremendous ear shattering blast made louder by the close confines and the acoustics of the corridor. Even in the stairwell, through his clenched eyelids, Avery still saw the brilliant white flash, and took comfort in knowing it was a thousand times worse for his opponents.
Avery sprung up from the stairs, extended his right arm with the SOCOM pistol level in front of him, left leg bent with that foot on the next step in front of him. He tracked his targets, his mind making the split-second assessment of their threat potential and determining the order in which to eliminate them. The pain in his left arm grew in intensity, but if he let the pain hinder him, he was dead.
One Russian had moved farther back down the corridor, away from the stun grenade, but his wide, glazed-over, flickering eyes stared right at Avery without seeing him. Disorientated, he was in the process of shouldering his rifle, hoping to get a lucky shot, knowing that Avery would be coming back up the stairs any second.
The second Russian was on his knees, barely five feet away from the destroyed shell of the stun grenade. His hands fumbled around on the floor for the AK-12 he�d dropped, and he nearly fell over.
The first Russian fired his AK-12 blindly and randomly, but his aim was too high and off-center. The shots went wild and sparked off the walls and ceiling, not coming within four feet of Avery, who was calmly advancing down the corridor, closing the gap between them.
He shot the first Russian twice in the face. He dropped his rifle and collapsed as Avery shifted his aim down and to the right and pulled the trigger on the second Russian as the man�s fingers graced the butt of his rifle on the floor. His head snapped back, and his body went instantly limp.
The corridor cleared, Avery planted his back against the wall, hit the mag release with his right hand while his left reached painfully for a new magazine from his vest. He clumsily reloaded and chambered a round before proceeding down the corridor, hoping that Poacher or Flounder would catch up with him soon.
1:34. There were three more rooms on the third floor, each behind a heavy steel door, and Avery stopped at each one. One room was a storage space, the other a kitchen with a lounge area. The room that Cramer and the Russians had fled from was a large office space with desks and computers. All of them were deserted.
Reaching the end of the corridor, Avery kicked open the door that Cramer and Litvin had disappeared behind, and found himself staring into the cold exterior night, and felt the air blowing against his face. He cleared the threshold and stepped outside onto a narrow, rickety catwalk that extended twelve feet through the air, thirty-five feet off the ground, to a connecting platform on the mixing tower.
Cramer and Litvin were abandoning ship and going for the Kamov, Avery realized.
He followed his SOCOM pistol across the catwalk, his boots clapping against the metal surface. There was sufficient exterior lighting that his eyes� photoreceptors acclimated quickly to the night. He heard the rattling crackle of AK fire coming nearby, but it wasn�t directed toward him.
Halfway to the platform, in the shadows, Avery discerned a figure crouched over the handrail at the edge of the platform, firing his AK-12 off into the hills where Reaper was positioned. The shooter faced away from Avery and was so focused on finding the sniper that he was completely oblivious to the movement on the catwalk and anything else taking place around him.
Another man lay sprawled four feet from the shooter. Blood dripped from beneath the destroyed head and through the small square spaces in the platform�s gridded surface. Reaper had managed to get at least one of them.
Avery glanced upward.
Above, on the next platform up, Cramer, Litvin, and another spetsnaz escort continued working their way up the tower, climbing the narrow ladder to the next scaffolding. The spetsnaz shooter stayed behind on the scaffolding and covered Cramer and Litvin with his AK-12 as they scurried up the next ladder. Once they reached the top, the spetsnaz shooter turned and swiftly and effortlessly scaled the ladder to catch up to them.
The next platform above them was at the top of the tower and supported the Ka-226.
Avery stepped off the catwalk onto the platform. He kept against the cylindrical curve of the tower, following its contour.
Eight feet way, the first Russian shooter, who had been engaging Reaper, fired another burst toward Reaper�s position in the hills. The clattering of his rifle masked Avery�s approach. After letting off one last burst, the Russian sprung onto his feet and ran around to the other side of the tower, to the ladder, eager to make it to the helicopter with the others and not be left behind.
Avery came around the tower in the opposite direction and met the Russian face-on as the man turned the bend. The Russian stopped dead in his tracks, surprised, as if Avery had just materialized in front of him out of nowhere. Avery shot him twice in his armored chest and then reached out and pushed him out of the way. The Russian flipped over the handrail and plummeted to the ground, where he broke his neck on impact.
Avery took the SOCOM pistol into his left hand, grabbed onto the eight-foot tall ladder with his right, and hauled himself up, his movements becoming sluggish and slow, uncoordinated. He became increasingly dizzy and lightheaded, telling him his brain wasn�t getting enough blood. He focused on his breathing, taking deep, slow breaths, in and out.
Nearing the next level of the tower, Avery heard the Kamov�s twin turbines and coaxial rotors power up, encouraging him to pick up the pace, but his body felt too weak and very heavy. He ignored the pain and forced himself up the ladder. He didn�t know what he could do to stop that helicopter from taking off, but there was no way he was going to allow Cramer to get away again.
Reaching the top of the ladder, as he stood up, Avery lost his footing on the last rung and stumbled forward onto the platform, landing on his chin, splitting it open, dazing him, and nearly knocking him out right then and there.
He rolled over onto his back. Staring up the ten feet length of the next ladder, he saw Cramer looking down at him from over the ledge of the next platform. He expected Cramer to alert the others, expected a Russian to point his rifle down at him and hose him full 5.45mm. But Cramer never said a word. Holding eye contact with Avery, expressionless, he shook his head once and then turned away.
Sparing the life of a former friend, or something else, Avery didn�t know, but it was Cramer�s mistake.
Five feet to his right, Avery saw the bodies of the two Uzbek guards Reaper had sniped when the team first arrived on-site. He saw the RPG-7s leaning upright against the handrail, the bulbous heads indicating they were armed and ready to go.
Avery worked his way back onto his feet, and dragged his weight forward to the edge of the platform, unable to move fast enough. He felt cold and feint. He thought he must have lost a lot of blood, though he didn�t think his brachial artery was hit. If it had, he wouldn�t have made it this far. At the moment, he didn�t care either way, as long as he had enough life left in him to see this through.
He jammed the SOCOM pistol into its holster and snatched up one of the RPGs, surprised at how heavy it felt. He threw the launcher�s sling over his head and left shoulder, with the launch tube lying vertical across his back. He lumbered across the scaffolding to the ladder, grabbed onto it with his right hand, allowing his left arm to hang at his side. Gasping for air, he painfully hoisted himself up, one rung at a time, fighting against the helicopter�s rotor wash, which blotted out all sound around him.
At the top of the ladder, he pulled his weight onto the platform and fell over onto his side. Landing on his left arm, he felt the sting of the bullet fragments compressed beneath his weight.�He rolled over, came up on all fours, and then propped himself up onto one knee.
The helicopter lifted, two hundred feet overhead now, steadily gaining altitude.
Avery struggled with the fourteen pound, four foot long rocket launcher. He took three sluggish tries before finally getting the RPG into position, with the wooden heat shield set on his shoulder.
He�d never fired the RPG-7 before, but he thought it couldn�t be too damned difficult, if every amateur Third World terrorist, insurgent, and pirate were capable. He thought this should be an easy target, long as he didn�t pass out before he took the shot.
Looking through the optical sight, he angled the launcher skyward, fought to hold it still. He acquired the helicopter as it arced around, turning into the west, presenting its tail rotor to him. He fought to keep the tiny red dot centered over the moving target, and he hesitated, wanting to make sure the target stayed in his sights and that he didn�t waste the shot.
Finally, he hit the trigger.
The RPG bucked in his hands, and he felt the heat of the back blast when the launcher�s booster ignited the gases and shot the high explosive anti-tank rocket out of the tube at nearly four hundred feet per second.
Unable to support the launcher�s weight a second longer, reeling from the recoil, Avery�s left arm sagged. The launcher rolled from his grasp and clattered against the steel deck, rolled away from him.
He wouldn�t get a second shot.
His eyes followed the thick gray contrail of smoke through the sky and into the rear undercarriage of the helicopter, beneath the tail boom and between its rear wheels.
The HEAT warhead detonated on impact. Shards of searing, jagged metal shrapnel shredded the engine and fuel lines and ripped through the passenger pod, slicing, eviscerating, and burning anyone strapped inside, blowing out the glass of the cockpit and cabin windows.
The Ka-226 dipped, carried forward by its own momentum even as it lost altitude. Nose-first, it collided against the rocky hillside. Each blade snapped off against the ground in a shower of sparks as the rotor continued spinning around. The burning, smashed fuselage rolled down the hill, bouncing off boulders and smashing against crevices. When it finally came to a stop against a thick, steep outcropping of rocks seventy feet later, at the bottom of the hills, the Kamov resembled a burnt and mangled aluminum can. Flames reached the ruptured fuel tank, kicking off a secondary explosion that engulfed the remains of the fuselage, and a dense column of black, oily smoke carried sixty meters into the sky.
At the sound of boots on metal rungs, someone else coming up the ladder, Avery spun fast around and drew the Mk 23 in his shaky right hand. He wasn�t ready for another fight, didn�t rate his chance of survival high.
He pointed the SOCOM pistol toward the top of the ladder.
His hands wavered, and his vision blurred.
A head rose over the edge of the platform, entering his sights.
But it was only Poacher.
Avery relaxed his finger over the trigger and dropped his weapon hand, letting it hang at his side.
�The site is secure,� Poacher said. He helped Avery onto his feet, noticing the gunshot wound. Poacher immediately searched his vest for gauze, disinfectant, and a roll of bandages.
�Where�s Aleksa?� Avery asked. �Did you find her?�
�Aleksa is safe. She�s with Flounder and M-Bird. She keeps asking about you. Reaper took a hit, but he�s okay. The render-safe team is en route to retrieve the HEU. Mockingbird is planting the beacons so the F-16s can hit this place after we exfil.� Poacher looked at the top of the drifting high tower of smoke, and his eyes followed it down to its source. �Nice shot.�
Avery didn�t speak as Poacher dressed his wound. Blood dribbled down the length of his forearm, off his fingertips, and collected in a puddle on the metal surface beneath his foot. He averted his gaze back to the wavering flames below.
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