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Аннотация
FOG OF WAR is the third book in the wildly popular Justin Hall spy thriller series, hitting the Amazon's Top 10 Best Sellers lists.

When an Iranian nuclear scientist wants to defect, Canadian Intelligence Service sends in its best agent, Justin Hall. After his mission is compromised and Justin barely escapes northern Iran with his life, he sets out to discover who has put him and the Service in grave danger.
CIA information about a traitor in the Service sends Justin into violence-soaked Somalia, where he quickly becomes ensnared in a web of lies and deceit. He's left with no choice but to go rogue and form an alliance with Romanov, a sinister Russian oil baron.
Cut off from the Service, Justin is forced to navigate through ever-shifting alliances and survive deep inside a Yemeni terrorist stronghold. All the while, he's being hunted by a traitor.

This tour-de-force spy thriller is the hottest page-turner of the summer. New and old fans alike will love this new suspenseful novel in the Justin Hall series.


Ethan Jones
Fog of War


Dedication

To the brave women and men defending our country,
whose names we will never know

“Once you have decided to hit someone,
hit them hard because the retribution will be the same whether you hit hard or not.”
Arab proverb

“When anger and revenge get married, their daughter is called cruelty.”
Russian proverb



Prologue

Afmadow, southern Somalia
September 20, 3:30 a.m. local time
Bullets hammered the MH-60 Black Hawk. The Navy SEALs squad leader Alex Roberts glanced at the control panel in front of him. The last mud-brick shacks of the village were falling behind, but the hail of bullets was relentless. It seemed like everyone on the ground was taking aim at their helicopter. People were shooting from the streets, from the trucks, from the rooftops of this stronghold of al-Shabaab, al-Qaeda’s branch in southern Somalia. Rocket-propelled grenades ripped through the night sky with their amber streaks, missing their target by sheer luck. The Black Hawk could withstand small-arms fire, but not RPGs. Their warheads could disable the helicopter’s rotors and force a crash landing.
Roberts looked at two squad members shattering the night with their M134 machine guns. The weapons were pouring forth a torrent of bullets at two thousand rounds per minute. He could not see it, but he was sure some of those bullets were shredding al-Shabaab militants engaged in the firefight.
Seconds later, the Black Hawk veered to the right, and the Islamic bastion disappeared into the darkness. The hail-like sound of bullets died down. Roberts looked back at the gunners falling in their seats and then at the other five members of his squad, who were securing their “cargo,” the targets of this operation, in the back of the helicopter. Two high-ranking al-Shabaab leaders lay tied, gagged, and blindfolded on the cabin floor.
“What’s our status?” Roberts asked.
“We’re clean. All systems seem functional,” the pilot replied, glancing at Roberts in the co-pilot’s seat.
Roberts nodded. “You all did well down there. In and out in fifteen.”
The snatch-and-grab operation was executed with the assistance of Joint Task Force Two, the elite Canadian counter-terrorism unit of the Special Operations Forces. Canadian Intelligence Service had obtained actionable intelligence on the target, and CIA had engaged one of their local assets. Their man on the ground had confirmed the target’s location thirty minutes before the start of the operation.
The SEALs dropped into Afmadow’s outskirts, neutralized the guards, and plucked the two militant leaders out of their safe house. The SEALs actions had drawn the terrorists’ fury, but their backlash was weak and easily counteracted. Hellfire missiles and machine gun fire had kept them at bay. The SEALs were now on their way to extract CIA’s man, Mussad Weydow. Their meeting point was another village twenty miles to the west. Then the squad was to proceed to the safety of Dhobley, a village close to the border with Kenya, in the hands of African Union peacekeepers.
“Will we be late?” asked Roberts.
“Negative,” replied the pilot. “We’ll make up the lost time.”
One of the militants jerked, kicked up his feet, and rolled against the cabin door. Walker, one of the gunners, leaned over and lifted the man’s blindfold. “We said don’t move, so don’t you dare to move,” he shouted in Arabic.
The militant’s gray eyes burned against his dark face. He mumbled something, but the rag stuffed deep into his mouth made his words inaudible.
Walker pulled down the blindfold and pushed the man back to his place next to the other detainee. “What a prick,” Walker spat out his words, “luring kids into this kind of a shithole life.”
“Chill out, man,” said Green, the other gunner. “They’ll pay for it soon enough.”
“Yeah, but how many innocents have they brainwashed so far?”
Green nodded with a sigh. Al-Shabaab had recently stepped up its aggressive recruitment campaign. US- and Canadian-born Somalis joined it in droves. The name al-Shabaab meant “the boys” in Arabic, and they lived up to it. The terrorist network kidnapped children as young as ten from all over Somalia and forced them to fight. Many foreign fighters from Afghanistan, Iran, Lebanon, Yemen, and Syria had also joined al-Shabaab’s army, which claimed around fifteen thousand fighters.
“Green, is our contact in place?” Roberts asked.
“He should be. Last time I checked, he was two miles away from the exfil point. That was five minutes ago, give or take. I’ll call him to confirm his current position.”
Green dialed Weydow’s number on his satellite phone. He talked for a few seconds then hung up. “Weydow’s waiting at the abandoned warehouse, a mile east of the village. Everything’s going according to plan.”
“We’ll be there in five,” the pilot said.
* * *
The warehouse was a one-story cinder block building smaller than a school bus. It had a tin roof and was surrounded by a thatched fence with large holes and an open metal gate. Green switched on his night-vision goggles and looked down from the helicopter. Everything took a greenish tinge with a grainy feel. He spotted a small acacia tree behind the warehouse, the hulk of a large truck, and other debris scattered around in the yard. Weydow’s white van was nowhere in sight. “Where is Weydow?”
“Don’t see him,” Walker replied. He was also scanning the warehouse and its surroundings.
“Maybe he’s inside,” Green said.
Roberts pondered their options. At the relatively safe altitude of one thousand and five hundred feet, he could not observe the situation on the ground with accuracy. But he did not want to land until they had a visual on CIA’s man. On the ground, the helicopter was a sitting duck. They had carried out their operation so far with barely a scratch. He did not want to put his men needlessly in harm’s way.
“Call him again,” he ordered Green.
Green dialed Weydow’s number. No signal. He tried again. Again no signal.
“He’s not answering. Must have turned off his satphone.”
“What? Why?” Roberts asked.
“No idea.”
“He’s afraid someone will trace him?” Walker said.
“Who? Al-Shabaab? It doesn’t have that kind of gear,” Green said.
Roberts shrugged. “You never know. Weydow didn’t last this long in this hell of a place by being careless.”
“We’re landing?” Walker asked.
Before Roberts could reply, the warehouse’s metal doors swung open.
“Wait. There’s movement,” he said.
A white van zoomed outside the warehouse. The driver swerved around the acacia tree and headed toward the gate. Something resembling a spare tire was strapped to the front of the van.
“What? Where’s he going?” Roberts asked.
“I’m sure he can see us. He knows we’re coming. What’s going on?” said Walker.
An RPG warhead rushed toward them. Roberts saw it at the last moment, too late to do anything to avoid it. The warhead flew past them. It missed the Black Hawk’s main rotor by about three feet. A plume of gray smoke engulfed the helicopter.
“Ambush!” Walker shouted.
The pilot tilted the helicopter to the left, dropping out of the smoke cloud. Another RPG tore up the dark sky. This one widely missed its mark.
Walker pushed the cabin door to the side and rushed into position behind his M134 machine gun. Muzzle flashes lit up the left side of the warehouse. He focused his firepower at that target and kept his finger on the trigger. The bullets tore chunks out of the cinder block walls.
The pilot turned the helicopter around. Two shooters came into Green’s line of fire, and their muzzle flashes soon died. “Got the shooters by the acacia.”
“Nailed the three on the left,” Walker replied.
Roberts looked at the white van. It was quickly disappearing in the distance. He made a swift decision. “We’re going after them. Green, advise the command. Tell them we’ll be late.”
“Right away, sir.”
Green got through to the command center in Nairobi, Kenya and updated them on their status.
“How did they know we were coming?” asked one of the SEALs from the back.
“They’ve gotten to Weydow and made him talk,” Roberts said in a tense voice.
“You think he’s in the van?” asked Walker.
“Not sure—”
A loud bang rattled the back of the helicopter, almost jolting Roberts out of his seat. A moment later, the control panel beeped a sharp sound of alarm.
“We’re hit,” the pilot said. He studied the screens in front of him. “An RPG clipped our rear rotor.”
“We’re going down?” Roberts asked.
“Yeah, we’re going down,” the pilot replied.
The Black Hawk overtook the white van. Roberts squinted but could not make out the driver. The ground sped toward them fast and hard. The pilot slowed down. He tried to seal the helicopter’s fuel lines to avoid an explosion on impact. Roberts braced for the crash landing, a sick feeling forming in the pit of his stomach. His team was going down on his watch. He muttered a short prayer.
The helicopter swerved in a large circle. It tilted to the left and began another turn. The pilot struggled with the system controls. He tried to level the helicopter and execute a somewhat controlled crash landing. The main rotor stopped turning. The Black Hawk fell into gravity’s clutches. It completed another 360-degree turn.
Then it crashed on its starboard side.
The impact rolled the helicopter over. The main rotor blades crumpled as if made of tinfoil, the metal crunching and the glass shattering all around them. The cabin walls closed in. Everything not fastened to the Black Hawk’s airframe was hurled around the cabin like balls in a bingo blower. The pilot’s crashworthy seat protected him from the direct impact, but the windshield folded in as it hit the ground, killing the pilot and Roberts instantly.
The Black Hawk exploded into a million fiery fragments.

Chapter One

Twenty miles east of Khan Giran, northeast Iran
September 20, 11:15 a.m. local time
Justin Hall glanced through his binoculars at the dirt road down in the valley, expecting to see the silver Toyota of the Iranian defector. His eyes took in the vast semi-desert, the scrub and the gas pipeline alongside the road, the hot air sizzling over the ground, but no sign of the car. He wondered if the nuclear physicist had changed his mind. Or worse. The Islamic Revolutionary Guards or one of the Iranian intelligence services had caught him.
He sighed, blowing at the sand in front of his face. He was on his stomach, observing from a vantage point atop one of the jagged hills in this remote part of northeast Iran. The sun had been baking the land for the last two hours at a constant ninety degrees. Justin wiped the sweat off his brow with his tan headscarf. He took a few sips from his canteen. The warm water did nothing to quench his parched throat.
Justin glanced at the road again, this time through the scope of his C8 carbine. Something moved on the side of the road. A flock of goats, seven, no eight, and a young boy, perhaps no older than eleven, driving them toward the road. Justin smiled as the boy looked both ways for traffic before taking the livelihood of his family to the other side. One of the stubborn goats decided to relieve itself in the middle of the road. The boy ran and shooed it away, back to the flock.
There had been no sighting of a car, not even a motorcycle or a bicycle, for more than an hour. Along with Nathan Smyth, his partner in this clandestine rescue operation of the Canadian Intelligence Service, Justin had travelled early in the morning from Turkmenistan up north. The team had crossed through the porous border with the help of two Turkmen drug runners familiar with the broken terrain. This area had been a theater of war during most of its five thousand years of history. It remained a lawless haven and a preferred route for traffickers smuggling Afghan opium to Russian and European markets. Persians, Pashtuns, Uzbeks, Turkmens, and Arabs lived in a state of a delicate balance of power shared among tribal leaders and clansmen.
“What are we going to do?” asked Nathan, stretched next to Justin. He leaned back against a large boulder, seeking shelter from the scorching sun.
“We’ll wait,” Justin replied.
“Our guides are growing restless.”
“They’ll have to wait, like we do.”
Justin hung his binoculars around his neck and crawled back. Once he was behind the boulder, he got to his feet and shook the dirt off his desert camouflage fatigues. He took another sip of warm water and used it to wash his dried mouth. He headed toward the battered Nissan Pathfinder of the drug runners. They were supposed to keep watch on the other side of the hill overlooking the steep path leading to the top. Justin found them sheltered away from the heat, enjoying the air conditioning in their cabin, glancing occasionally at the path through the windshield.
One of the guides, the younger one sitting in the driver’s seat, rolled down the window. “Your man is not coming,” he said in English with a heavy accent. “We should go back.”
Justin shook his head. “No. He’ll come. We’ll wait.”
Ruslan, the older guide, rolled down his window. He gave Justin a deep frown and a stern headshake. “This is not the deal we had. We brought you here two hours ago. You were meeting someone at ten. It’s now eleven thirty. We must go back,” he said in Arabic.
Justin stepped closer to Ruslan and locked eyes with him. He replied to him in Arabic, “I made no deal with you. You have a deal with Colonel Garryev. Your deal with him is to bring us here and take us back once we’ve finished our job. As you can see, we haven’t.”
Ruslan seemed unfazed by Justin’s words. “Every minute we stay here we risk being discovered. I know government troops patrol this area. You know they hang drug traffickers in this country, do you?” He rubbed his thick neck as if to emphasize his point.
And you know what they do to foreign secret agents derailing their nuclear program?
The thought brought back bitter memories. Five years ago. The deepest, darkest cells of Tehran’s Evin Prison. He spent a long week in solitary confinement. The jailers fed him moldy bread and foul water but put him on a healthy diet of daily beatings. It took the intervention of Canada’s Prime Minister, complicated negotiations, and an exchange of favors before Justin was allowed to go home.
Justin nodded. “I know what they do. You’re not going to lose your necks. Another day perhaps, but not today.”
Ruslan grinned. “Another thirty minutes. If he’s not here, we’re driving back, with or without you.”
Justin shrugged and walked to the edge of the path. A light breeze toyed with the loose flap of his headscarf. He took a deep breath, enjoying the temporary relief from the dry air. He lifted the binoculars to his eyes and searched the bottom of the hill and the surrounding area. No sign of human or animal life. Just patches of scraggly brush, rock boulders, and sand. A lot of sand.
He turned around.
Ruslan gave him a frown and tapped the gold Rolex on his wrist. “Another thirty minutes, Mohammed,” he said.
Colonel Garryev from Turkmenistan’s Ministry of National Security had introduced the two agents to Ruslan as Mohammed and Mehmet — Nathan’s idea, since he loved M&M’s chocolates. They were liaison officers of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party, better known as the PKK, a terrorist group waging war against Turkey and seeking the creation of an independent Kurdistan. The two officers were to obtain information from a reliable source about operations of the Islamic Revolutionary Guards. One of the PKK’s largest bases in northern Iraq had been attacked by a joint Turkish and Iranian force, giving credibility to the Canadian secret agents’ cover story. Colonel Garryev knew the true identities of Justin and Nathan, but he was in the dark about the nature of their operation in Iran.
Nuclear physicist Massoud Safavi had made his first contact with the Canadian Intelligence Service three months ago. He had promised the CIS his vast knowledge of Iran’s uranium enrichment program and its plans to build a nuclear bomb. In exchange, Safavi wanted a new life in the Western world.
The CIS had checked, double-checked, and triple-checked Safavi’s credentials and his story, his motives, and his reasons for this defection. He worked as a chief physicist at the secret, heavily fortified Fordo Plant near Qom, in northern Iran. He was not married and had very few friends. He lived with his elderly mother and a younger brother but was almost always away because of work. Safavi was a devoted Muslim, but moderate in his beliefs. Afraid of the new wave of killings of nuclear scientists all over Iran — the most recent a month ago in the heart of the capital, Tehran — Safavi had decided to get out while he still could.
A defection scenario was one of the most difficult and dreaded operations by all secret agents. It was a ticking bomb waiting to explode at any second. No matter how hard one tried to cover all the angles, there were too many variables that could not be identified, let alone controlled. Was Safavi really defecting or simply luring the agents into an ambush? Was his intelligence going to be any good? Useful? Actionable? Was he a double agent, sent by the Iranians to spy on the CIS and their partner agencies and give them bogus information?
These and many other questions ran through Justin’s mind. He had no answers to most of them. The potential of securing a highly valued defector and top secret intelligence had convinced him to set foot again on Iranian soil. He had picked this remote meeting point — fifteen miles south of the Turkmenistan-Iran border — and had set up every detail of the operation. And now here they were, a mile away from their meeting point, almost two hours past their appointed time, and the defector was nowhere to be seen.
“Anything new?” Justin asked Nathan, who was keeping an eye on the road.
“No, nothing. What did Ruslan say?”
“He threatened to leave us here. He’s not gonna do it.”
Justin looked at Nathan’s calm face. He was twenty-seven, ten years his junior, but already a great field agent. In the absence of his regular partner Carrie O’Connor — who was searching for her father’s grave in Grozny, Chechnya — Justin and Nathan had previously worked together in a reconnaissance mission in Mali. Nathan’s orienteering skills had saved their lives after their local contacts were shot dead. Even if the drug runners left them behind, Nathan would be able to find his way through the dry river beds and over the hills and back to Turkmenistan.
Nathan raised his binoculars. “I see some movement. A silver Toyota.”
Justin fell to the ground and stared at the road through his binoculars. The Toyota was travelling very fast for the dirt road, bouncing over natural speed bumps and dipping into shallow potholes. A long tail of gray dust clouded the view behind the car.
“That’s our man?” Nathan asked.
“Not sure. The Toyota matches the description, but I can’t make out his face.”
“Can’t tell if he’s being followed.”
“We stay put until we have a visual.”
Justin crawled forward and followed the car through his carbine scope. It would be practically impossible for the driver and any passengers in the Toyota to spot Justin’s and Nathan’s position from that distance. Even if the car stopped and someone searched the hilltop, the chances of finding the carbine muzzle were extremely slim. Justin had picked their vantage point keeping in mind counter-surveillance tactics. A few shrubs, some rocks jutting out of the ground, and two heaps of sand formed a natural cover in front of their position.
The Toyota followed the curved road, slowed down, then stopped. Justin had given Safavi the GPS coordinates of their meeting point, and the car was right on the designated spot. The driver rolled down his window, as per Justin’s instructions.
“That’s Safavi,” Justin said.
His features matched those of the pictures Justin had seen, except for the curtain of sweat flowing down the man’s black and gray beard. Safavi’s eyes had dark circles around them. He ran his hands through his receding hair and fixed his black-rimmed glasses. Then he looked out the window.
Justin moved the sight of his scope to the back seats. It seemed there was no one else in the Toyota, but he had no way of being completely sure. He reached for his satellite phone and dialed Safavi’s number.
“You’re late,” Justin said in English. “What happened?”
“Traffic, I ran into heavy traffic.” Safavi’s voice was weak, and he was huffing as if trying to catch his breath. Justin looked through the carbine’s scope. Safavi’s hands were shaking, and he almost dropped his cellphone. “There was also an accident. Not me. A truck.”
“Anyone else with you in the car?” he asked.
“No. I’m alone.”
“Anyone follow you?”
“No. I don’t think so.”
“You’re not sure?”
“I didn’t see anyone following me.”
The cloud of dust had started to thin out. Justin surveyed the road for the next five, six, then seven miles behind Safavi’s car. No trace of a tail. He raised his scope and scanned the horizon. No sign of any helicopter or airplane. It seemed everything was going according to the plan.
“You see anything strange?” he asked Nathan, who had been mimicking Justin’s reconnaissance actions.
“No, but that’s doesn’t mean it’s not there.”
“Uh-huh.” Justin grunted. He spoke to Safavi over the phone, “Turn off the car, but leave the key in. Take everything you need and step out.”
Safavi followed Justin’s orders. A briefcase hung from his left hand. “Where are you?”
“We’ll meet you soon. Start walking toward the north. Stay on the road. Stop once five minutes have passed.”
“In the sun?”
Justin sighed. “Yes, in the sun. I’ll call you in five.”
“All right.”
Safavi began to walk slowly. He was wearing dress shoes, almost useless for the hike he had just started. The briefcase was not heavy. It was swinging back and forth as he took small steps.
“Keep an eye on him and on the car. I’m going to meet him. I’ll tell you when I know he’s clean.” Justin tapped his throat mike, while looking at Nathan.
Nathan nodded. He placed his eye on his C8 carbine’s scope. His index finger caressed the trigger.
Justin crawled backwards until he reached the boulder then jumped to his feet. “Our contact’s here,” he told Ruslan when he got to the Nissan. “I’m going to meet with him. Mehmet will let you know when I’ve gotten what I need. At that time, bring the car around. Meet me down at the road, and we’ll get out of here. Is that clear?”
Ruslan nodded and showed Justin his crooked teeth. “Yes,” he muttered and lit up a cigar.
* * *
Justin skirted around the hill, watching his step for loose rocks. His feet sank ankle deep into the sand as he slithered downhill, hidden from Safavi’s line of sight. He advanced fast, moving toward the next hill to his right, always keeping Safavi’s car in his peripheral vision. At the same time, he checked farther away on both sides of the road, as well as the peaks of surrounding hills and the horizon. The operation seemed to be running without a glitch.
He popped out in the open at the bottom of the hill, about half a mile away from Safavi, who saw him right away. Safavi stopped and switched the briefcase from one hand to the other. Justin gestured for him to keep walking and come closer. At the same time, Justin pulled out his H&K P30 pistol from the knapsack on his shoulders and pointed it at Safavi.
Safavi continued to walk with unsteady steps, glancing at the hillside from where Justin had appeared. He seemed to have quickened his pace. At some point, he raised his hand to protect his face and his head from the sun. Once he was close enough to notice the gun, he shrugged and shook his head.
“Stop, stop,” Justin called out to him. “Put the briefcase on the ground and open it slowly.”
“Why? Is this necessary?”
“Yes. I explained to you it’s our standard procedure.”
“But I don’t understand.”
“You don’t have to. Just do it.”
Safavi opened the briefcase.
“Leave it there and keep walking toward me for another fifty yards.”
Safavi shook his head again but followed Justin’s order.
“Now what?” he asked when he reached the spot.
“Get on your knees facing me, lock your hands behind your head, and do not, I repeat, do not look behind you. Got it?”
“Do we have to do this?”
“You agreed to these terms. Now keep your side of the deal.” Justin gestured with his gun at a point on the side of the road. “Right there.”
Safavi shuffled his feet and followed Justin’s orders to the dot. “Satisfied now?”
“Delighted. Don’t move.”
“This is too much. I’m here because I want to be here, not to kill you.”
Justin ignored his words and advanced carefully, keeping his gun trained on Safavi at all times. Once he reached the man, he circled around him. Safavi’s jacket was open. He was wearing no suicide bomber vest or belt. Justin pulled out a pair of plastic handcuffs and snapped them on Safavi’s wrists. He offered no resistance. Justin patted him down and removed Safavi’s cellphone from one of his pants pockets. Once he was convinced the defector was clean, Justin spoke to Nathan, telling him to come out and meet them.
“Get up.” Justin helped Safavi to his feet. “We’re good. That was for your protection and for mine. Don’t turn around.”
“Do you not trust me?”
“I don’t trust anyone.”
Justin walked over to the briefcase. It contained only a thick folder with documents, pictures, sketches, and diagrams. He flipped through the pages. They were mostly in Farsi, but a few were in English. Justin recognized some formulas and sketches he was trained to look for and the universal chemical symbols Pu and U of Plutonium and Uranium, two elements used to make a nuclear bomb. He picked up the folder and returned to Safavi.
Nathan was heading toward the Toyota. He inspected it from a distance, looking for any signs it might be explosive-rigged. Keeping his carbine in a two-handed position ready to fire, he stepped closer to the car. He looked through the windows then opened the doors. He searched the seats and underneath them, and popped the trunk. Once his search was complete, he flashed Justin the OK sign with his arm raised up. “It’s all good here. The car’s clean.”
“You can turn around now,” Justin said.
Safavi’s face was covered in sweat. He was panting. He did a double take when he saw a man in military fatigues with an assault rifle in his hand coming toward them from the direction of his car.
Justin removed Safavi’s handcuffs. “Don’t worry. He’s Mehmet, my partner.”
“OK, and you’re Mohammed, right?”
Civilians. “Yes, I am.”
Justin showed Safavi his cellphone. “You won’t need this anymore.” He removed the SIM card and the battery. He broke the SIM card in half and threw the pieces on the ground, along with the battery. “You won’t need the Toyota either.”
“How are we getting away?” Safavi’s voice carried a hint of concern.
“We’ve got our own transport.”
“What will happen to the car?”
“One of the locals will snatch it. Authorities will never find it.”
“And my friend?”
“What about him?”
“It’s his car.”
“I hope he has insurance.”
Justin had worked out Safavi’s disappearance. He was to borrow a friend’s car for a short vacation in Rasht — an Iranian city on the Caspian Sea — to escape the stress of work. After being seen by many witnesses walking along the seashore, acting illogically, and rambling to himself, he was to get into the water with his clothes on and be seen no more. Then, he was to change into a different outfit and drive to their meeting point.
“You followed our plan to the letter, did you?” Justin asked.
“Yes, I did.”
“And no one followed you?”
“I saw no one.”
Nathan was a few feet away when the Nissan appeared on the side of the road. Ruslan had taken the scenic route.
“That’s our transport. Let’s go,” Justin said.
When they reached the car, Ruslan asked, “Who is this?”
“Our contact,” Justin replied.
“He gave you the information?”
Justin raised the folder. “He did.”
“So he’s not coming with us.”
“Of course he is.”
“Our deal was not to—”
“Listen, I don’t have time for this bullshit.” Justin stood an inch away from Ruslan’s face. “He comes with us. You have a problem with that, talk to Colonel Garryev.”
Ruslan cursed through his teeth. “What are you looking at?” he barked at the driver. “Start the car.”
Justin sat behind the driver, Safavi behind Ruslan. Nathan threw their C8 carbines and knapsacks in the trunk and slid in the third row of seats. The driver started the car, and they continued along the dirt road.
Safavi was perched on the edge of the seat, his hands trembling.
Justin offered him his canteen. “You made it,” he said, resting his hand on Safavi’s shoulder. “There’s nothing to fear now. We’ll be across the border in a few minutes.”
Safavi nodded but did not take a drink.
Justin passed the folder with Safavi’s intelligence to Nathan. He shuffled through the documents. “Is this all?”
“Yes. It’s plenty to convince any scientists that Iran is very, very close to having a nuclear weapon. The rest of the evidence is here, in my mind.” Safavi tapped his left temple. “I will tell you everything I know once—”
The explosion of the window glass and the bullet striking his head ended his sentence. Blood and brain matter sprayed Justin’s face. Safavi’s head slammed again his shoulder.
“What the hell was that?” Ruslan shouted.
The driver panicked. He drove the Nissan toward a pile of rocks at the side of the road. Ruslan slapped him on the back of his head and reached to grab a hold of the steering wheel. Justin snapped his head to the side to look out the window for the shooter. He took in the entire landscape in a quick sweep. Everything was as peaceful as a moment ago. But the defector was dead, blood spurting from the bullet hole in his head.
“See anything?” Justin shouted at Nathan.
“No. Nothing. No shooter.”
“What the hell was that?” Ruslan asked again.
The side window shattered, and Ruslan’s head exploded. His blood spattered the driver and the car’s interior.
“Who’s shooting? Who’s killing us?” shouted the driver. He stared at Ruslan’s blank eyes.
“Sniper at nine o’clock. Four, five hundred yards,” Justin shouted, suppressing the anger rising in his voice. He had followed the angle of the shot and had discovered the shooter. He pointed to a tall ridge overlooking the road with a sweaty, shaky hand. They had searched that area earlier but had seen no traces of a sniper’s nest. He swore under his breath.
“I see no movement, but it looks like a perfect place,” Nathan said. He recalibrated his binoculars. “Yes, he’s there. I see him.”
The Nissan veered off and headed for a ditch, the driver still staring at Ruslan. Another round slammed the side of the car.
“Watch the ditch! The ditch!” Justin yelled.
The driver snapped out of his trance and steered the car back to the road. It fell into a deep pothole that almost broke its shock absorbers. The driver pressed the gas pedal, and the Nissan bounced back onto the dirt road.
“Turn, turn, left, then right!” Justin ordered the driver. “Make it harder for the shooter. And get us out of this road!”
Nathan reached for their carbines. He handed Justin his, then swung his own carbine over his shoulder, rammed the barrel through the window glass and began hammering away at the sniper’s nest.
Justin did the same. He blasted round after round. A hollow click signaled an empty chamber. He reloaded in a flash. He had little hope their shots were going to hit the sniper. Their enemy’s nest was within their carbines’ maximum fire range, but well beyond their effective range of three hundred yards. They were in a moving vehicle, and its driver was taking sharp turns. Their suppressive fire was intended to keep the sniper down or reduce his efficiency. At least for a few more seconds.
The driver found a flat patch of barren land, clear of any large boulders, and turned the steering wheel in that direction. He misjudged the distance, and the Nissan’s front tire hit a large rock. The car tilted to its right side as it climbed over the obstacle, then sank at the edge of a sand bank. The driver hit the gas pedal. The Nissan groaned and jerked forward, but went nowhere. A bullet pierced the back window.
Nathan let off a long barrage, a full thirty-round magazine.
The driver swore and shifted gears. He gave the gas pedal a light touch. The tires spun. He steered to the left, toward the hard ground. The car inched forward with a rattle. He pressed the gas pedal again. The car responded, and they slid downhill. They took two more turns, rounded the hill and were finally out of the line of fire.
Justin pressed his pistol against the driver’s head. “Stop the car.”
“What? What are you doing? Why?”
“Stop the car. Last time.”
The driver slammed the brakes. The car came to an abrupt halt. He raised his hands up.
“How did they learn about us?” Justin asked. “Whom did you call? Whom did Ruslan call?”
“I don’t… I don’t know. Don’t kill me. I called… called nobody.”
“Did he call anyone?”
“No, no, he didn’t.”
Justin shoved his gun deeper into the back of the driver’s head. “Don’t lie to me.”
“I’m not lying. Check my phone and Ruslan’s phone. We had no idea where we were going. Remember, you only told us it was somewhere in Iran. You gave us directions as we drove. Don’t kill me. We didn’t betray you.”
“But who did? Who did this?” He nodded toward the dead bodies.
Nathan got out of the car and searched Ruslan for his cellphone. He reached into the driver’s jacket and got his as well. He scanned quickly through their call logs.
“Get out of the car,” Justin said. He kept his gun pointed at the driver, as they both climbed out of the Nissan.
Nathan frowned. “He’s telling the truth. No phone calls since this morning, before we left.” He handed the driver back his cellphone.
Justin sighed.
“OK, so how the hell did they know? They were waiting for us.”
Nathan glanced at the dead defector then at Justin.
Justin narrowed his eyes. “No, it can’t be him. I gave him general directions and told him the exact coordinates only this morning. And a sniper doesn’t just happen. Not such a good sniper.”
Nathan took Justin to the side, away from the driver. He couldn’t hear their words, but they could still keep an eye on him.
“What if the defector was a double agent? Entices us with his story, then tells the Revolutionary Guards about our position,” Nathan said.
“But they killed him.”
“Perhaps that bullet wasn’t meant for him.”
“It was easier to target us when we were walking toward him. Why wait until we’re in the car?”
Nathan shrugged then looked over Justin’s shoulder at the driver, who was trying to light a cigarette. Justin turned around and saw the driver’s hands shaking so much he succeeded only on his fourth try.
“Maybe he wasn’t in position yet. Too little time to prepare.”
Justin shook his head. “No, it doesn’t make sense. The Guards — or whoever the sniper is — wouldn’t just send a man or two. They would send an army and attempt to take us alive.”
Nathan nodded.
Justin glanced around the area. “Something doesn’t fit quite right. But I can’t tell what it is.”
“That sniper is a great marksman. Maybe he thought a clear shot was too easy. He wanted to make the game interesting, challenging. That’s why he waited until we got into the car.”
Justin wiped some of Safavi’s blood from his forehead. “Whatever it is, we don’t have to figure it out now. Take the folder and everything else we need out of the car. I’ll call for an exfil.”
“Got it.”
They returned to the car at a fast pace.
“Are we leaving now?” the driver asked.
“Yes. On foot. You’re welcome to join us.”
The driver frowned, looking down at his belly. He was in no shape to hike the rugged hills. “Why not take the car?”
“Because it has a bull’s-eye painted on the back. The sniper will call for reinforcements. If they dispatch a helicopter, the Nissan will be your coffin. We have a better chance of survival if we ditch the car.”
The driver seemed to mull over Justin’s words. Justin loaded his knapsack on his shoulders then picked up his carbine. He walked over to Safavi and gave him a last glance. “I wish I could give you a proper burial,” he muttered, “especially if you had nothing to do with this.”
Nathan was ready, waiting for Justin.
“Are you coming?” Justin asked the driver.
He shook his head.
“Fine. If you make it, I’ll call you. We need to meet and figure out what exactly happened here and why.”
The driver nodded after a brief pause.
Nathan took a step forward. “This way,” he said, pointing toward a steep path winding around the hill. “We’ll be safe soon enough.” He began marching.
Justin raised his satellite phone to his ear and followed him. “Let’s hope the Guards’ choppers don’t find us before our exfiltration team.”

Chapter Two

Fifteen miles south of the Turkmenistan-Iran border
September 20, 11:35 p.m. local time
“What do you mean ‘the area is too hot’? We’re ready for exfil. Send in the chopper,” Justin said on the phone. He tried to keep his voice calm, but found it hard under the circumstances. Colonel Garryev was refusing to dispatch the exfiltration team.
He listened for a few moments to Colonel’s Garryev’s explanation.
“No, Colonel, that’s unacceptable. We’re not being followed.” Not yet, he wanted to add, but Colonel Garryev did not need that detail.
The voice on the other end of the call was scared, even terrified.
Justin shook his head, then sighed. “Yes, we can make it to the border, but you agreed to give us an exfiltration team here, inside Iran. Now you’re going back on your word.”
He looked over at Nathan. The man’s face remained stoic, but Justin could sense a hint of concern in his eyes.
Another useless ramble.
“So, you’re not going to lift a finger to help us, is that correct?” Justin’s tone had turned harsher than he wanted. They were wasting time arguing about their exit plan.
Colonel Garryev gave Justin the same negative response.
Justin cursed under his breath, then ended the call. “He’s being a wimp. The coward is craping his pants, thinking Iran will cause a diplomatic scandal. He’s not dispatching an exfil team.”
“We’re alone?” Nathan asked.
The hint of concern in his eyes had grown into a dark look on his face.
“We’ll rely on one another,” Justin replied. “And we’ll get out of here alive.”
They removed their camouflage fatigues and changed into local clothing: brown salwar kameez, the long tunic and pants, and headdresses. They looked like most of the people living in this area, at least to anyone observing them from a distance. Dark-skinned, rugged and unshaven, they could easily pass for locals.
Their weapons, bulletproof vests and other gear secured in their knapsacks, Justin and Nathan began their long fifteen-mile trek to the border with Turkmenistan. The first few minutes were crucial to escaping Iranian Revolutionary Guards helicopters or any search patrols. They steered clear of dry river beds and obvious trails. Instead, they cut their own path, using rock boulders and shrubs as natural cover from prying eyes in the sky or in the semi-desert.
Half an hour later, a low engine rumble caught their attention. Nathan was leading the way toward the opening of a narrow gorge puncturing the hills. He stopped as the rumble overtook them. “What is that?”
Justin looked to their right. They had left behind the winding road, but a small stretch was still visible, perhaps five miles away. He fished out his binoculars from one of the tunic’s pockets and observed the road for a few seconds. “Nothing. I don’t see anything.”
The rumble echoed from the other side of the hill. Justin looked up at the sky, his left arm protecting his eyes from the blinding sun. He struggled with the binoculars. “It’s a small airplane.”
The noise disappeared, but Justin continued to scan the horizon. He checked the road again.
“He missed us?” Nathan asked.
Justin nodded. “Or we were not what he was looking for.”
“You think the plane was picking up the sniper? Or carrying a shipment of opium?” Nathan resumed his fast pace.
“I don’t know. Something doesn’t make sense.” Justin lifted his knapsack higher over his shoulders.
“What is it?”
“This… this silence. No sign of the Guards.”
“It means we evaded them.” Nathan shrugged, tilting his head to the side.
“Maybe. For now.”
“Or maybe the sniper was working alone.”
“Working alone for whom?”
Nathan shook his head.
He entered the gorge, which was barely four feet wide. Justin took another glance at the hills, then followed Nathan.
“The sniper could be working for anyone,” Nathan said. “Drug lords, one of the Pashtun tribes. He sees two men in military fatigues, he gets nervous, he starts taking shots.”
“And it was a coincidence our defector appeared at that exact time?”
Nathan lost his footing on some loose rocks. He reached for one of the sandstone walls to keep his balance.
“You OK?” Justin asked.
“Yeah, I’m good. I don’t know whether it was a coincidence or not.”
Justin shook his head. “No, the sniper was waiting there for us.”
“I’m not sure if by us you mean specifically you and me or whoever was going to be there to meet the defector.”
“I mean the latter. The more I think about it, the more I suspect someone followed Safavi to our meeting place.”
“If they were tracing his calls, then it’d be child’s play to pinpoint his exact location at all times.”
Justin shrugged. “It’s possible.”
They marched for the next few minutes in silence. They left the gorge and the hills behind, and they entered a vast, open field. Justin kicked a few rocks with his boots when they came up to the shoulder of the road. A gas pipeline ran parallel to the road. Further in the distance, a turn led to what resembled a gas pipeline service station, almost two miles away. It was a small cinder block building, surrounded by a wide array of pipes and steel structures.
Nathan raised his binoculars. “One truck. Four workers in uniforms roaming around. Looks like a general inspection.”
“Let’s stay low.”
They continued in the other direction, on the other side of the field. A flock of dark vultures were pecking at a dead carcass in the middle of the road. One of birds noticed the two agents and let out a high-pitched screech. Another one hopped to the edge of the road, then spread its large wings and circled the roadkill in a defensive maneuver.
Justin smiled. The vulture screeched again. This time it was a different type of cry. It sounded more like an alarm call. The other vultures began to ruffle their feathers. Two of them cocked their heads to the south, then took off. The rest joined the screeching chorus.
“What’s going on?” Nathan asked.
Justin saw the dust cloud before he heard the loud rattle. A small jeep painted in a desert tan camouflage pattern came into sight, followed by a large army truck painted in a similar pattern. A second jeep brought up the rear.
“The Guards,” Justin said in a hushed tone.
They hurried their steps, careful not to give away their position by kicking up sand or scattering rocks as they crawled behind a cluster of large boulders, one of the tens dotting the hillside. They were about half a mile away from the road, stretched over a dry patch of grass.
“How did they get here so quick?” Nathan peered through his binoculars. His chin rested an inch above the grass, and half of his head was hidden behind a large rock.
“The sniper called them in.”
“Still they got here incredibly fast. They were waiting for their order.”
Justin nodded. “How far are we from the border?”
Nathan glanced at his dagger, the Defense Advanced GPS Receiver. Slightly larger than a smartphone, the receiver used the Global Positioning System to indicate their position in an intricate map grid of the area. Two days ago, Nathan had uploaded the details of the terrain, in case the drug runners were less then reliable as guides. He studied the dagger’s display and read the map. “We’re still eleven miles away.”
The front jeep drew nearer to the roadkill. Most of the vultures had flown away, with the last brave bird still protecting its food. The driver honked, and the vulture hopped back, reluctantly flapped its wings, and lifted off at the last possible moment. Justin saw a handful of feathers falling over the jeep’s windshield. His carbine scope brought every detail very close.
“They’re not slowing down,” Justin said.
“No, they’re not.”
The convoy continued until it reached the fork in the road. The front jeep turned left, toward the service station, followed by the other jeep. The truck proceeded for another mile or so, then stopped. Six men in desert tan military fatigues stepped out. Justin and Nathan fell behind the boulder as soon as the troops raised their hands to their eyes. There was only one reason why they would observe the hillside.
Justin cocked his carbine.
“We can’t take them all on,” Nathan whispered.
“No, but we got the higher ground. If they get too close, we open fire.”
“Can we make it if they call for aerial support?”
“I don’t want to find out.”
A loud shout that sounded like an order pierced the tense silence. Other inaudible voices followed, then the sound of heavy boots cracking on the rocks littering the trails, going up the hill.
“What’s he saying?” Justin asked.
“Find them. Find them now!” Nathan translated the order from Farsi.
Justin clenched his carbine tighter to his chest. “All right, you go left. I’ll take the right. We’ll meet at the truck.” His hand gestures punctuated their intended moves.
Nathan nodded. “Got it.”
Justin drew in a deep breath. The voices grew louder, along with the climbing footsteps. “We roll in ten.”
He began counting the seconds in his mind. Nine. Eight. Seven.
Another round of shouting. Angrier. Much closer.
What the hell are they saying?
Nathan’s hand fell on Justin’s arm. He turned and read Nathan’s lips, “Not that way, you idiots. They wouldn’t hide up there. Look down. Down. That’s what he’s saying.”
Justin held Nathan’s eyes. Nathan shook his head. “No. They’re retreating.” He mouthed the words.
Justin nodded. His fingers still clasped the carbine. He relaxed his grip, but kept his hands in place.
More inaudible words followed, and the footsteps crunching against the rocks faded out. A few distant shouts, then the truck’s engine coughed as it refused to start. The coughing continued for a long minute. Justin counted the seconds, wishing for the Iranian troops to get in the truck and out of his sight. Finally, the engine settled into a steady roar, which grew louder as the truck picked up speed. The rattle of the jeep came moments later, and then it sounded like everything had returned to its relative calm.
“Are they gone?” Nathan asked.
“I’m not sure.”
They waited and listened in silence. A soft breeze rustled through the branches of the scarce shrubs, but there were no other sounds. Justin glanced at his wristwatch and counted one hundred and eighty seconds. He exchanged several looks with Nathan, both men nodding and agreeing to stay put for a little longer.
A bone-jarring screech jolted them.
Justin clenched his jaw and lifted his carbine.
Nathan swore. “The vultures are back.”
“You mean the birds, right?” Justin asked with a grin.
Nathan smiled. “Yeah.”
Justin slid forward until his body was flat with the ground. He poked his head out and took a peek at the road. No truck. No jeeps. No troops. Two vultures had returned and were furiously pecking at their dead prey.
“Looks clear,” Justin said.
He retrieved his binoculars and took his time studying the road, the hilltops, the valleys, everything. Nothing caught his eye. “We’re good. Let’s roll.”
Nathan jumped to his feet. “That was a close call.”
“We should stay away from the road.”
“Agreed.”
“Although that truck would have given us a great advantage.”
Nathan shot Justin a sideways glance. “Perhaps. But the shooting would have alerted the men in the other jeep, the one at the gas station—”
“In turn, they would have called for more troops,” Justin finished Nathan’s sentence.
“Right.”
Justin stowed his carbine in his knapsack. “Let’s go. We have to cross over that border.”

Chapter Three

Two miles north of the Turkmenistan-Iran border
September 20, 3:15 p.m. local time
Nathan’s dagger indicated the agents were two miles inside the Turkmen territory. Justin had relaxed a bit now that they were out of the immediate reach of the Iranian Revolutionary Guards, but he knew their lives and their mission were still in danger. His rapport with Colonel Garryev was new and untested in the face of adversity. He was not worried the Colonel would detain them and hand them over to the Iranians. But the Colonel’s reluctance to dispatch an exfiltration team had put him on guard.
The hills, the river beds, the shrubs, the road, the entire landscape resembled the one they had just left behind south of the border. The blistering sun continued to punish the land with its ruthless heat. After the long, excruciating march, Justin was longing for the sight of the black jeep Colonel Garryev had promised them.
“There it is.” Nathan pointed as they neared a clearing at the bottom of a hill about a hundred feet high. He handed Justin his binoculars, then held out his H&K P30 pistol, providing cover. They stood next to a pile of large rocks.
The vehicle waiting for their arrival was not a jeep, but the Russian version of the American jeep. It was a UAZ-469, the famous all-terrain transport of the Red Army and paramilitary units of former Eastern Bloc countries. And it was not black. Justin could not determine its original color, but its current one was a dirty olive green with specks of dried mud. Its canvas ragtop was black once, but now it was discolored and held in place by duct tape.
“Where’s the driver?” Justin whispered.
“Hilltop. Two o’clock.”
Justin raised the binoculars and followed Nathan’s directions. The grass at the hilltop was flattened, as if someone had recently sat or lay over it. The nearby shrubs were parted, and a few branches were broken off, but there were no rifle barrels or any other signs of someone waiting for them to fall into a trap.
Justin listened to the silence. It was all too quiet.
“He’s not there,” he said, handing back the binoculars to Nathan. He dug out of his knapsack his C8 carbine under Nathan’s watchful eyes. After cocking the gun, he said, “All right, let’s split up and find our contact.”
Nathan nodded. They would consider the area and the contact hostile until they were convinced otherwise.
“Left.” Justin motioned in that direction, and Nathan pressed forward. He held his pistol high in front of his chest, moving it slowly from side to side, sweeping the area. His eyes searched the shrubs and the occasional small tree, as he guided his steps around dead branches, loose pebbles, and sharp rocks.
Justin gained ground fast on the right side. He came to a blind turn, and the narrow path seemed to lead to an eroded edge of the hill. Estimating the distance and negotiating his steps, Justin skirted around a couple of rocks jutting out of the ground. He took a deep breath and jumped out, aiming his gun at the target.
A bearded man who appeared to be in his fifties was sitting cross-legged on a large flat rock. He was dressed in dark khaki pants and a light blue shirt, stained by sweat at the chest. He was ten, maybe twelve feet away from Justin. The man was looking down at the ravine about a hundred feet below. A cool breeze offered a much-needed relief from the scolding sun.
“Hands up,” Justin said in Russian.
The man’s large hands went to his sides. The left one formed a tight fist.
Nathan emerged on the other side behind the man and put him in his pistol’s sight.
“Get your hands up,” Justin shouted his order in Arabic, then in English. “And drop whatever you have in your hand,” he added in both languages, making a clear gesture with his carbine.
The man nodded slowly, then looked up at Justin. His sun-tanned face carried a grin, and his dark eyes had an eerie glow, as if the man held the upper hand. He looked neither scared nor surprised.
Justin scanned the man’s body. A large bulge at the right side of his waist suggested he was wearing a gun. Another bump by his left ankle was a sign of another weapon, a small pistol or a knife. Justin’s gaze rested on the man’s left hand as he raised both arms above his head. The sun hit at just the right angle, and the glint of a grenade’s notched casing caught his attention. Justin peered and noticed the missing grenade’s pin. The man jerked his right hand. The pin was hanging from one of his fingers.
“Grenade. Left hand,” said Nathan.
Justin leveled his carbine at the man’s head.
“You don’t want me to drop this, do you?” the man asked in Russian, shaking his left hand.
Without the pin, the man’s fingers were holding the grenade’s striker lever in place. If he dropped the armed grenade, it would explode in a matter of seconds. Shrapnel from the explosion would shower the area with metal pieces. Justin and Nathan were well within the grenade’s killing range.
“What are you doing here?” asked Justin. He took a step forward, his carbine still trained on the man’s head.
“Watching your back,” the man replied. He tilted his head toward the ravine. “I saw you crossing by those white rocks and overgrown bushes about ten minutes ago. Your partner almost tripped on a tree root. You held him by the arm.” The man spoke in Russian. His tone was soft, yet firm.
Justin nodded. The man was telling the truth. He assumed the man had used a powerful binocular or a sniper’s scope, which was somewhere on the other side of the rock, out of Justin’s sight. The vantage point was a perfect place for an ambush or to provide cover.
“I stood guard, to see if someone was hot on your trail. I was told you ran into some complications.”
Justin nodded again. “So why the grenade?”
The man grinned. “The colonel sends me here to pick up two men I’ve never seen before, after they’ve gotten into trouble deep inside Iran. I’ve no idea if someone is closing in on you or if the Revolutionary Guards are giving chase. And people coming from that land are usually in a bad mood.” He repositioned his fingers around the grenade.
Justin smiled. He was beginning to like this man but wanted to make sure the man was telling him the whole truth. “I’m in a good mood. What did Colonel Movlamov tell you?”
The man let out a loud laugh. “Good trick. The Colonel’s name is Garryev. And he told me two Canadian agents need a rescue team and transport. Well, I’m the rescue team, and you’ve seen my transport. Do you trust me now?”
The Colonel shouldn’t have revealed our identities, Justin thought. He felt betrayed by Colonel Garryev. Maybe he didn’t give this man our names, just told them we’re Canadians. It’s a bit too late for a rescue team, but we’ll use your transport. And no, I don’t trust you.
“What’s your name?” Justin asked.
“Bayram. It means ‘holiday,’ as I was born on Eid Al-Adha. It’s the end of—”
“The annual pilgrimage to Mecca, I know,” replied Justin. “I’m John, and he’s Jim.” It was their cover in case their identities as Canadians became known, but not their real names. “And we should go.”
Bayram set the grenade’s pin back into its place. His fingers moved slowly, his actions clearly visible to both Justin and Nathan.
“You Canadians play baseball?” Bayram asked Nathan as he turned his head toward him.
“Yes. Why?” Nathan replied.
“Catch.” Bayram tossed the disarmed grenade at Nathan. An underarm throw with a high arch and slightly to his left.
Nathan reached and caught the grenade. He double-checked the striker triggering the firing mechanism was intact, then secured the grenade in his knapsack.
“Let’s go then,” Bayram said. He pulled up his pants and tightened his belt. He turned around and reached behind the rock he had used as a stool.
Justin exchanged a quick look with Nathan, whose pistol was still aimed at Bayram. Nathan nodded. I’ve got him, his nod told Justin.
Bayram brought up a Dragunov sniper rifle equipped with a powerful scope. In the hands of a capable marksman — and Bayram struck Justin as such a man — the Dragunov could cut down a man at the distance of half a mile. If he was being truthful, Bayram really did have their backs.
* * *
The UAZ had no air conditioning and the seats were uncomfortable, a little more than a dog-eared cushion over a metal frame. Justin took the front passenger’s seat, while Nathan sat behind him, keeping a steady eye on their driver. Bayram left the windows slightly open, so dust and grime were their constant companions.
The UAZ engine worked its magic as they headed toward Ashgabat, the Turkmen capital, about one hundred and sixty miles northwest. Justin had heard about the vehicle’s indestructability. It could drive through any terrain, and it was easy and cheap to fix any engine problems. It was often described as having the heart of tank in the body of a jeep. Bayram boasted about the many times this UAZ had saved his skin. He had driven it while taking fire in Chechnya, over a frozen lake in Siberia, and deep into the deserts of Afghanistan.
Bayram talked non-stop about nothing and everything, from domestic politics to climate change to the upcoming US elections. Justin was familiar with some of the state of affairs in the former Soviet republic after reading extensive reports while preparing and planning for the Iranian defector retrieval mission. Along with Nathan, he had arrived in Ashgabat a week ago. They had driven around the city, plotting their moves, securing a safe house, and finalizing the last details of their operation and their exit plan. Three days ago, they had taken the trip down to Akdzhadepe, less than twelve miles away from the Iranian border. They had surveyed the terrain and had gone through a few scenarios when assessing their options.
Still, it was interesting to see the Turkmen reality through the eyes of a local man, although he was a Cold War veteran and an operative of the country’s Ministry of National Security. Justin was surprised at Bayram’s insistence on democracy in a country ruled by one strongman after the other. But Bayram wanted hope and a better future for his three college-aged children and a few good years for himself when he retired. Turkmenistan remained an unstable place, ready to burst into flames at any moment.
Their trip to the capital went without any incident. They made only one stop a little over an hour south of the capital to refuel both their UAZ and their stomachs, and for Justin to use his secure satellite connection and update his boss. Justin reported to James McClain, CIS Director General of Intelligence, North Africa Division. His title was a misnomer, since his tasks — and those of his field agents — had expanded to include parts of the Middle East and Africa. The Middle East Division was gradually merging with McClain’s, and rumors had it that he would be chairing both sections.
McClain did not speculate about the people responsible for the shootout in Iran. It was not his style to draw conclusions without gathering and assessing all facts. Plus, it was neither the time nor the place to have such a serious conversation. His orders to the agents were simple and predictable: reach the capital, secure the intelligence, and leave the country.
Justin was more than happy to oblige.
Ashgabat, Turkmenistan
September 20, 8:30 p.m. local time
Bayram dropped off Justin and Nathan ten blocks away from their safe house, a small, non-descript apartment from the Soviet times in the forested outskirts of Ashgabat. The apartment block was gray and depressing — like the overall mood of the city and the people — providing them with the much-needed obscurity for their operation. After ensuring no one was following them, they reached their apartment just as the first drops of a cold rain began to drum onto the ground.
Justin stared out of the windows of their second-story apartment. A couple of stray dogs — he found it difficult to determine their breed — huddled next to an overflowing garbage bin. He had seen the dogs every day, scrounging for scraps of rotten food. Once or twice he had left uneaten slices of pizza in their boxes when taking out the garbage. The dogs had stared at him, their eyes dripping with suspicion, their mouths dripping with saliva. They had made no move to approach him, but had run and devoured the food as soon as he had turned his back.
Nathan hit the shower. Justin made coffee. He gulped down a cup while sitting next to the window, observing the intersection two blocks away and scanning the windows across the street. They were in a safe house, but it was them who made it safe, not the other way around.
Ten minutes later, Nathan took his place at the observation post. It was Justin’s time to scrub off blood, sweat, and dirt from his body. When he came out, Nathan was scanning the contents of Safavi’s briefcase. He was sitting at the oval kitchen table. Justin glanced at the documents taken from the nuclear physicist. He wondered if they were worth his death and risking their lives.
“I’m almost done,” Nathan said. His left hand moved with purpose across the laptop’s keyboard, while his right hand maneuvered the mouse, then placed the next sheet of paper on a small scanner. “They’re already on the servers.”
The only request they had when renting the apartment was a reliable Internet connection. Impenetrable encryption protected their data in secure online servers, accessible in real-time throughout the world. A copy of the sensitive materials had already arrived at McClain’s work station. The agents would carry nothing on them. Any search of their belongings would reveal nothing incriminating to warrant their detention by the authorities.
“I’ll get the fire ready,” Justin said. He picked up a couple of folders from the table.
“Yes, you can destroy those.”
Justin headed toward the wood stove in one corner of the living room. He did not trust shredders. Ashes made it impossible to reconstruct the information once held by the burned documents.
He rolled up a few of the reports and lit them up. He stared at the flame leaping at the words, the sketches, and the diagrams. A couple of moments later, he threw them inside the mouth of the cast iron stove, closed the stove’s door, and returned to the table.
“I’ll finish before our briefing with McClain,” Nathan said.
Justin glanced at his wristwatch. It was eight forty-five. Their boss was supposed to call them at nine. “Have you tried Ruslan’s driver?”
“Yes. Three times. No one answered his cellphone.”
“You think the Guards caught him?”
“Maybe. If he kept to the road in his Nissan, he made himself an easy target.”
Justin nodded, then looked at the coffee pot on the kitchen counter. It was almost empty, not enough for two cups. “You want some coffee?”
“Sure. I’ll make some.”
“No, I got it. We need to contact Ruslan’s man. I need to ask him questions,” he said.
“You think he had something to do with the ambush?”
“I don’t know, but we need to make sure he’s telling us everything. Somebody gave the sniper our coordinates.”
“Maybe he had another phone. Made a call, then ditched it.”
“Yeah, it’s possible.”
Nathan reached for his satellite phone on the desk and dialed a number. He listened for a moment, then said, “Now it’s telling me his cellphone is disconnected.”
“I don’t like this,” Justin said. “I’ll talk to Colonel Garryev, see if he has another number.”
He tapped his foot on the gray kitchen floor, watching the coffee dripping into the pot. He filled his cup, then searched the cupboard for a clean one for Nathan.
“Thanks,” Nathan said, as Justin placed the cup next to his scanner.
Justin went to his bedroom, returning a few minutes later with a small envelope in his hands. “The defector’s papers,” he said and headed to the stove. He threw them all in the fire, after weighting them for a moment or two in his hand and taking a deep breath. A lot of time and effort had gone into obtaining a genuine Canadian passport, a matching driver’s license, and credit cards. The fire engulfed the documents, and the smell of burning plastic filled his nose. He closed the stove’s door.
The cleanup stage of their operation started the moment they returned to their apartment. The time had come to erase all evidence, all traces of their true purpose for being in Turkmenistan. The last items they needed to get rid of were their weapons and their tactical gear.
“Here’s the rest.” Nathan handed Justin a batch of documents in a folder.
“Thanks.” He began to crumple the sheets and toss them into the fire.
The satellite phone on the table beeped an alarming tone. “It’s McClain,” Justin said. The man had a reputation for being punctual for meetings or phone calls. “Hello, sir. This is Justin and Nathan,” he said after checking the caller’s number.
Nathan sat across from him. Justin pressed the speakerphone button.
“Hello, boys. How are you doing?” McClain’s deep voice came loud and clear as if he were standing in the other room.
“Doing great, sir. Just eager to come home,” Justin said for both of them.
“Anything new about what happened in Iran?”
“Negative. Ruslan’s driver, Suleyman, has gone underground. If Colonel Garryev cooperates, we’ll find him,” Justin said.
He felt Nathan’s curious eyes fall on him and waved his hand. It was Nathan’s turn. “All documents retrieved from the defector have been transmitted to our servers. We’re tidying up the place.”
“Good job. I’ll have our analysts review them and determine their authenticity and their importance. We’ve gathered some intel about movements of rogue Taliban fighters in Northern Afghanistan near the border with Iran. Perhaps some of them crossed over to smuggle weapons or drugs and intercepted you or the defector.”
“They stumble upon our operation, and one of their snipers decides to have a field day?” Justin said.
“Maybe they took you for someone else. One of their rivals. Or they realized you were foreigners, Westerners, and just couldn’t pass up the opportunity.”
Justin pondered on McClain’s words. The Taliban had hired foreign mercenaries to attack American troops in Afghanistan, drawing fighters from former and current warzones in the world. Somalia. Chechnya. Yemen. It was possible Justin and Nathan became targets of convenience.
“I still believe someone betrayed us and leaked the intel,” Justin said.
“I’m checking with CIA and MI6 about developments in northeast Iran. I’ll inform you right away once they have anything concrete.”
“Sounds good,” Justin said. “We’ll press Colonel Garryev for some answers.”
“You will not have time for that. I want you boys out of there ASAP.”
“We have seats on the first flight to Azerbaijan tomorrow morning at eight hundred. Our next stop is Frankfurt, then back to our Cairo station.”
McClain coughed, then paused for a few seconds. “There’s a change of plans, Justin.” His voice lost its evenness, turning edgy. “I’ve got some bad news.”
He told them about the Navy SEALs squad that had gone missing in southern Somalia earlier that morning after their Black Hawk helicopter had fallen into an ambush. Everyone aboard was considered dead or captured, although their bodies had not been recovered, and there was no other intelligence about the doomed operation.
Justin’s eyes darkened and his frown grew deep. He hoped he would not see the charred bodies of American elite troops dragged through the streets of Somalia, crowds of armed militants cheering and doing their macabre dance. Perhaps it was less gruesome than being beheaded alive for the pleasure of Jihad supporters.
He felt partly responsible for the fate of the SEALs. His team at the CIS Cairo Station — his headquarters when not in field operations — was responsible for assessing the intelligence leading to the operation.
“CIA wants an in-person briefing in the States. They want to share some extremely sensitive and highly classified intelligence. They say it’s about important security issues for both them and us,” McClain said.
“What do they want?” Justin asked. CIA never shared any of their intelligence if there was no prospect of them receiving something of greater importance in return.
“A copy of the defector’s files.”
Justin grinned. He had anticipated McClain’s reply. He knew his boss had given the CIA the gist of their operation, and CIA was eagerly waiting to interrogate the defector. Since this was no longer possible, the documents would be the next best thing.
“This is not going to be a finger-pointing session about the Somalia operation?” Justin asked. “I have no intention of becoming CIA’s scapegoat or allowing them to blame us for this incident.”
McClain replied in a calm voice, “No, it’s not like that. They have assured me. They don’t trust cables and phones any more, even the secure ones. That’s why I don’t know more about this intelligence they’re giving us. Since the Wikileaks scandal, whenever its’ possible, CIA prefers briefings in person.”
So they can say the meetings and the exchanges never took place, Justin thought.
“The Americans lost eight men in that ambush,” McClain continued. “They’ve already talked to Joint Task Force Two. They just need the complete story.”
“We don’t have the complete story. You just told me we have no new intel about the ambush. We only know what the SEALs reported before they were shot down. CIA already has that intel.”
“True, but it’s for their own due diligence. Perhaps they want to confirm some of the intel we gave them about al-Shabaab leaders.”
“Our intel was accurate at the time of those reports, as confirmed by their own man on the ground.”
McClain sighed. “Great, so just tell the CIA that and wrap this up.” His voice had regained its initial sternness. His tone left no room for options.
“OK, when do they want to see me?”
“ASAP.”
True to their reputation, they want everything done yesterday.
“I’ll see if I can change flights. If everything works out, I could be at Langley as early as Wednesday morning. The afternoon would work better.”
“Great. I’ll let them know. After the meeting, I expect a briefing about the intelligence they’ll be giving you.”
If it is worth anything, Justin thought, but held his tongue.
McClain said, “One last thing, Carrie’s meeting you in the States as well.”
“Carrie?” Justin arched his bushy eyebrows at the mentioning of his partner’s name. “Isn’t she still on leave?”
“She was. She called this morning from Grozny. She’s coming back, and I want her to attend the CIA’s briefing.”
Justin wanted to ask if Carrie had found her father’s grave, but knew better. Carrie would not confide in McClain such an important detail of her life. She barely knew McClain, who had taken his position less than four months ago. Carrie’s father, a colonel in the Canadian Army, had disappeared during a covert mission in the late eighties in the Soviet Union. She joined the Army in part to learn about his fate, but all her efforts had hit a dead end. Recently, she had come into possession of some classified information: a photograph that was supposed to show his grave, somewhere in northern Grozny, Chechnya. If she hasn’t told me, she hasn’t told anyone.
“All right,” Justin said. “Anything else?”
“No, that’s it. I’ll brief Carrie right away. Take care, boys.”
“You too, sir,” Justin and Nathan spoke in almost a single voice.
“CIA needs you,” Nathan said with a smirk after Justin ended the call. He pointed his index finger at Justin, then gave him a wink.
“Yeah, they do. Like someone needs a pair of tongs to get their nuts out of the fire without burning their hands.”
Nathan grinned. “What’s this intel about?”
“Well, according to McClain it’s highly classified. I’d have to see it before believing it. CIA isn’t known for playing nice and sharing their toys with us.”
“But we’re giving them everything we’ve got from the Iranian defector.”
“That’s to trick us into believing this is a fair exchange, and we’re working together. We were going to give those reports to them anyway. Perhaps not so fast, but eventually they were going to get a copy. Anyway, let’s grab some dinner before finishing the cleanup. What’s left in the fridge?”
“A couple of pizza slices and some spaghetti.”
“It will do. We’ll have a big breakfast tomorrow before our flight. Let’s eat.”

Chapter Four

Ashgabat, Turkmenistan
September 21, 3:45 a.m. local time
Justin and Nathan waited until the moon hid behind a heavy curtain of clouds and slipped out of the apartment under the cover of darkness. They had been following the movements of their neighbors and the flow of traffic over the past few nights, before their infiltration into Iran. This was the best time to leave undetected, when the entire district fell into complete silence. The last drunken patrons of the nightclub at the end of the block had already stumbled back into their cars or their homes. And it was too early for morning shift workers to hit the streets.
Canada had no embassy or consular presence in Turkmenistan, and so the Embassy of Canada in Ankara, Turkey, provided services for Canadians in this country. Justin and Nathan did not need any assistance regarding their passports, since they had entered the country by using Russian passports. Justin was a freelance travel journalist, with two large camera bags around his shoulders to prove it. Nathan was his assistant and reporter. A Canadian diplomatic presence would have offered them a secure place to find weapons and other operational gear and to drop them off at the end of the mission.
Instead, they had to rely on Colonel Garryev to supply them with most of the tools of their trade. After the recent turn of events, Justin had decided to avoid any contacts with the Colonel. He wanted to leave behind no evidence that could hunt them in the future. They were going to dispose of their gear without any local help.
The Canadian agents had shed their military fatigues and other clothes they used in Iran. They were now sporting black dress pants, black turtleneck sweaters, and charcoal sport coats. The rain had stopped a couple of hours ago, leaving behind mud puddles and slippery sidewalks. The temperature was barely sixty-five degrees, almost perfect conditions to cover a lot of ground without breaking a sweat.
They reached their white Lada, one of the most common cars in the country. Colonel Garryev had chosen it as their discreet means of transportation, and they had parked it a few blocks away from their apartment complex. They threw their knapsacks in the trunk. Nathan drove to the north of the city. They had identified a few good spots in the wetlands and forests surrounding the Kurtlinskoe Reservoir, and the rain had made their job easier. They dismantled their carbines and pistols and scattered the pieces in the wooded areas, under bushes, and throughout the ponds dotting the landscape. They did the same with their clothes, binoculars, and all their gear, including their knapsacks.
It was about five-thirty when Justin and Nathan parked behind a small diner on Magtymguly Avenue by the Kopetdag Stadium, once the home of Kopetdag Ashgabat Football Club. It was one of the few places open this early in the morning. The diner was dimly lit. The air inside was warm because of the kitchen ovens and thick with the smell of smoke and grease. The crowd of customers was thin, mostly rugged-looking men, their eyes puffy from lack of sleep, too much vodka the previous night, or both. One or two turned their heads to check the newcomers. Justin gave them a barely noticeable nod and slid into a booth at the end of the diner, overlooking both entrances. Nathan sat on the other side of the table, his eyes covering the little door leading to the kitchen.
“What are you getting?” Nathan asked in Russian.
“A big omelet with pretty much everything they have. I’m starving. And a large cup of coffee.”
“Same for me.”
They placed their order with the waitress, a thin brunette with a pale face and gray eyes. A minute later, she returned with their coffees. Justin brought his cup to his nose and enjoyed the strong aroma. He took a small sip and smacked his lips in satisfaction.
“It’s good, eh?” Nathan said, adding a spoon of sugar to his cup.
“Shhhhh, don’t wreck it.” Justin took another sip of the hot liquid and closed his eyes.
When he opened them, a battered Nissan Pathfinder had stopped in front of the diner, waiting for the red traffic light to change. It took Justin a second to realize he was staring at Suleyman, one of the drug runners who had taken them to Iran, in the driver’s seat. The man they had been trying to reach for most of last evening was outside the diner. His heart began racing.
“Nathan,” Justin shouted, dropping his cup to the table. “Our driver, Suleyman, he’s right outside the…”
The Nissan began to move and round the curb. Justin jumped off his seat. He flew past Nathan, almost ran over the waitress, and darted through the door.
The Nissan was about thirty yards away, changing lanes. Justin broke into a sprint on the sidewalk, staying in Suleyman’s blind spot. He wished he had his pistol with him, although a travel journalist would have difficulties explaining firing shots at a moving target in the middle of city. He took a shortcut through a back alley, trying to keep up with the Nissan.
Thankfully, Suleyman had not seen him yet and was not driving at a high speed. Justin spotted the Nissan across the street, just as it disappeared behind a large park. Justin sped up, cutting through the empty park, jumping over benches, bushes, and garbage cans, barely missing a couple of homeless people sleeping on the grass. He looked up and saw the lights of an intersection two blocks ahead change from amber to red. His eyes searched for his target, and he found the Nissan among a dozen or so vehicles that were slowing down.
Justin zigzagged between the stopped vehicles. Two cars away from the Nissan, Suleyman must have noticed him because his vehicle crashed into a small Lada. He seemed to be pushing it out of his way for a few seconds before rushing at Justin in reserve. Justin jumped out of the way, as the Nissan came rolling into the hood of a van behind him.
Suleyman opened the door on his side of the Nissan, producing a pistol. He pointed it toward Justin, who disappeared behind the Lada. Two shots rang out. Justin slid toward the front of the small car. The third bullet shattered one of the back windows. The woman driving the Lada crawled out of her seat. Justin tried to reassure her, but two more bullets thumped against the car. He edged to the front.
“Come out of there,” Suleyman shouted.
Justin looked through the windshield and saw Suleyman standing by the Lada’s back tire. He was peering through the windows.
The woman screamed something in a language Justin did not understand, probably Turkmen. Suleyman groaned and responded with another shot. The woman stood up slowly, shaking and rambling uncontrollably. Suleyman trained his pistol on her. The traffic light changed and a few cars drove away. Loud horns came from the other vehicles blocked by the Nissan and the Lada. Suleyman turned and threatened those drivers with his pistol.
Justin seized the moment and charged forward, tackling Suleyman like an offensive lineman. His left shoulder speared Suleyman at his side, throwing him to the ground, almost knocking the air out of him. The pistol flew out of his hand. Suleyman tried to reach it, but Justin pinned his arm down with a strong grasp.
“Stop it!” Justin shouted. “Just want to ask you some questions.”
Nathan appeared behind the Nissan. Justin motioned for him to pick up the pistol.
Suleyman kept struggling. Justin lifted him by the collar of his leather jacket while dodging his blows and pushed him against the Lada. Suleyman threw his left fist, aiming for Justin’s jaw. At the last moment, Justin jerked his head back. Suleyman’s fist missed his face by less than an inch.
Justin held his grip on the man’s collar and raised his own fist. Then his eyes caught sight of a little boy inside the van stuck behind the Lada. The boy could have not been older than five years. His face was frozen, his eyes observing the fight taking place in front of him. Justin relaxed his hand and grabbed the back of Suleyman’s jacket while smiling at the little boy.
“Get up,” he said to Suleyman. “We’ve got to go.”
Suleyman offered little resistance as Justin lifted him to his feet. Nathan jammed the pistol into Suleyman’s back. They walked over to the Nissan. Justin climbed through the driver’s side. Nathan shoved Suleyman into the back seat, then got in and sat next to him.
“You’ve scrubbed the car really well,” Justin said. “All traces of blood are gone.”
Suleyman grinned. His boss’s blood had soaked the front seat the previous day. Someone had replaced it with a mismatched leather seat a couple of shades lighter than the original brown.
“Suleyman, tell me, why did you disconnect your phone?” Justin asked.
He started the Nissan and made a right turn. They had to go back to the diner. Their luggage was still in their Lada in the parking lot.
Suleyman did not reply. He sniveled, then wiped some saliva off his chin.
“Hey, I’m talking to you. Why? And why were you trying to kill me?” Justin said.
“Those… those are… were my orders.”
Nathan kept his gun inches away from Suleyman’s chest as he listened to their exchange.
Justin asked, “Orders? From whom?”
“The men who killed your informer in Iran.”
“Huh? What?” Justin could not believe his ears. He adjusted the rearview mirror. Suleyman’s grinning face was staring back at him.
“Yeah, I know everything about what he was giving you and who you really are, Mr. Justin Hall and Mr. Nathan Smyth of the Canadian Intelligence Service.”
Justin fell silent. How does he know? The Colonel gave us up? Why? Or did he learn it from another source? “Who do you work for? Tell me.”
Suleyman shook his head and kept his mouth shut. A stoic grin was stamped on his reddened face.
Justin took a quick moment to think of an intimidation strategy. “OK, Suleyman, tell me everything, or I’ll hand you over to Colonel Garryev. I’ll say you betrayed him and gave the shooters our position. He’ll make sure no one will ever find your body.”
Suleyman’s face remained calm, but his eyes glinted with a ray of fear. Colonel Garryev was notorious for his ‘persuasion tactics.’ More than a dozen men were said to have died in his hands or the hands of his henchmen.
“Talk,” Justin shouted. “Tell me everything.” He had read the fear in Suleyman’s eyes. “What happened after we left?”
Suleyman sighed. His eyes avoided the brunt of Justin’s piercing gaze, and his shoulders slumped. “I dropped the body of your informant and Ruslan’s body and headed back. The same way we took when crossing into Iran.”
He stopped and took a deep breath. Justin wanted to nudge him to talk, but decided to give Suleyman his time. A few long seconds passed, the rumble of the Nissan filling the tense space around them. Justin rounded a curve, and they were now on Mati Kulyev Street. The massive structure of the Kopetdag Stadium rose to the right.
Suleyman said, “The shooters caught up to me about half an hour later. I have no idea how they found me.”
“Who were they?” Justin asked.
Suleyman hesitated only for a brief moment. “Three Arabs and two Africans. They identified themselves as members of al-Shabaab—”
“Yes, al-Shabaab,” Justin said somberly. He felt a deep furrow forming on his forehead. “The most dangerous terrorist network in that part of the world.”
“Yes. They had found your informant and told me he was a scientist who worked in one of the Iranian nuclear plants,” Suleyman said. “He betrayed the Iranians, revealing state secrets. So they gave him his well-deserved reward. That’s what they said. And they told me who you really were, Canadian secret agents.”
The explanation made little sense. Al-Shabaab consisted of Sunni Muslims, while Iranians belonged to the Shia branch of Islam. Both sides hated each other, a hate deep rooted in their different beliefs about political leadership and religious practices.
Nathan asked, “How did they know we were there?”
Suleyman shook his head. “They didn’t say.”
“What did you tell them?”
“What I knew, which isn’t much.”
“They tortured you?”
“No, no need for it. They knew exactly who I am and what I do and how much information I had for them.”
Justin nodded. He slowed down as they rounded the corner, then made another right turn. They were back on Magtymguly Avenue, three blocks away from their diner.
“So now that your boss is dead, you work for al-Shabaab?” Justin asked.
Suleyman frowned, then shrugged. “They let me go only after I agreed to kill you if I had the chance. I’m not stupid, so I wasn’t going to look for you. I made my way back, ditched my phone, laid low. I didn’t come after you. You chased me to that intersection. I tried to leave, but I couldn’t. I didn’t betray you or Colonel Garryev. I’m helping you.”
Justin remained silent. He thought he heard faint police sirens in the distance.
“Helping? You tried to kill him,” Nathan said.
Suleyman shook his head. “No, I was trying to scare you, make you stay down, while I could run away, push my way through the traffic. Look, I’m giving you all I know. Those shooters told me there’s a bounty on your head because of a fatwa.”
Suleyman’s words caught Justin completely off guard. “Huh? What? A bounty?” he asked. Perhaps that’s why Suleyman was so eager to pull the trigger.
“Yes. A million dollars if someone kills you. Not dead or alive. Just dead.”
“Al-Shabaab put a million-dollar bounty on me?”
Suleyman nodded. “They did, or at least that’s what they told me.”
Justin eased on the gas pedal. They had come to a red light.
“What did these shooters look—”
His words were interrupted by Suleyman pushing open the door on his side. Nathan raised his pistol, but Suleyman had already slipped out of the car.
“Stay in,” Justin shouted at Nathan. “We’ll get him.”
Justin jumped the curb, driving on the sidewalk, attempting to cut him off. Suleyman broke into a fast sprint, cutting across the two-lane street, through the fast moving traffic.
Nathan said, “No, stop—”
Suleyman never saw the school bus that ended his life. It zoomed from the opposite direction, hitting him in the back. Suleyman splattered against the windshield. His body fell underneath the bus, while the driver struggled to bring the huge vehicle to a wavering, screeching stop.
“Let’s get the hell out of here,” Justin said. “This place will be teeming with police in minutes.”
They got out of the Nissan and left it parked on the sidewalk. Nathan wiped his fingerprints off Suleyman’s pistol and tossed it back into the car. Justin cleaned the steering wheel and the door handles.
Justin said, “Let’s take our luggage and fly out before the police connect the dots. We learned everything we could from Suleyman. It’s time to say goodbye to Ashgabat.”

Chapter Five

Washington Dulles International Airport
Virginia, United States of America
September 22, 4:05 p.m. local time
Justin swirled his tall cup and took the last big sip from his Starbucks dark espresso roast. He stood and tossed the cup at a small garbage can about five feet away. The cup bounced over the edge of the can, then fell in. Justin smiled. A three-pointer from downtown.
It was his second cup since he arrived from Frankfurt, where he had parted ways with Nathan, sending him back to Cairo. Justin had spent last night at the Sheraton Frankfurt Congress Hotel before catching the next available flight to the States. It was a nice but short break after the events in Iran and Turkmenistan. He had briefed McClain about the incident in Ashgabat and the information obtained from Suleyman about the fatwa — an Islamic legal ruling, in this case, a death sentence ruling — against him. Justin had not allowed that information to unnerve him. His life was in danger at all times. It was a professional hazard. And most of the time, the fatwas remained just a warning, issued by powerless clerics who could not mobilize anyone to carry out their threats.
But, this death sentence had come with a bounty, a million-dollar prize on his head. The hefty sum would attract a few goons of the most dangerous kind. Justin needed a pair of eyes to watch his back. Here’s where Carrie came into play.
Carrie O’Connor was Justin’s partner in almost all operations. After two tours of duty in Afghanistan — where she served with Joint Task Force Two — Carrie joined the CIS. She took to heart the motto of her unit: Facta non verba. Deeds, not words. According to Carrie, the most efficient solution to a problem was often also the most extreme. The one she always favored. In this case, the solution would be to storm into al-Shabaab’s home base of operations and kill them all.
Justin had arrived forty-five minutes ago and was waiting for Carrie in Concourse B. She was taking Lufthansa too, but her flight had been delayed. He sat next to his Samsonite suitcase and briefcase and looked at the men and women rushing by. He glanced at the screens on the wall indicating the flights’ arrival and departure times. Carrie’s flight, LH418, had just landed. He figured it was going to take a while for all passengers of the Boeing 777 to clear customs and collect their luggage, especially if the airplane was packed with over two hundred people as it had been during his flight.
He stretched his legs and closed his eyes, albeit for a few seconds. He had spent a restless night in Frankfurt, dissecting Suleyman’s words and the operation in Iran. He was sure there had to be an intelligence leak, but he could not determine how it had happened or the identity of the mole. If there was a mole. Perhaps it was a case of mishandled information. Someone’s eyes or ears saw or heard something they weren’t supposed to, and they gave it to outsiders. Or maybe al-Shabaab was following the scientist, and that’s how they got to us. To me.
He rubbed his temples, then massaged his forehead. He had slept very little on the plane and had developed a grave headache. His forehead was throbbing with a burning pain, and he felt dizzy. He reached for a medicine bottle in his suitcase and swallowed a couple of Tylenol pills. It would take some time before the drug produced its pain-relieving effect. He decided to kill the next few minutes by browsing the newspaper stands by the Starbucks’s entrance.
It was a presidential election year, and all newspapers and magazines had dedicated a large part of their covers to the race to the White House. The popularity of the incumbent President was in decline, according to the polls, because of her perceived soft stance on terrorism. Although unmanned drones were exterminating terrorists from the mountains of Pakistan to the deserts of Yemen, the popular perception was a difficult thing to change. The President had tried to reach out to the Muslim world and had called on the American people to make an effort to understand Islamic religion beliefs. One headline noted the President’s soft stance on terrorism was going to cost her the re-election.
Justin moved on to the other stand, dedicated mostly to entertainment, not that there was not plenty of entertainment from editorials and opinions in the pages of the news media. His eyes caught a glimpse of International Geographic— close to the bottom of the stand — and he picked up a copy and bought it, mostly because of amusement rather than curiosity. It was a little-known magazine that focused on travel, geography, outdoor activities, a sort of international version of National Geographic. It also served as Justin’s cover as a travel journalist, often publishing photographs supposedly taken by him, and, on occasion, an article supposedly written by him. In this way, if someone checked his cover, it would seem legitimate.
He returned to his bench, flipped through the pages, and glanced at the table of contents. He found what he was looking for. Two small photographs of deserts in northern Sudan were buried somewhere close to end of the magazine. Justin smiled. He had not taken those shots and the credited name at the bottom of the caption was not his. Still, he had been close to the area and could talk about that landscape.
A shrill sound dragged him out of the magazine’s pages. A little boy — perhaps not older than three — was toddling next to his mother, struggling to hold on to her hand. Justin followed his unsteady steps until they disappeared in the flow of hasty passengers. Justin wondered whether he would ever have a little boy. What would he look like? Will he have my eyes? My hair? My personality? Or will he look more like Anna?
Justin had a Mediterranean complexion — dark olive skin, raven wavy hair, which he had cut short a couple of weeks ago, big black eyes, and a large thick nose — inherited from his Italian mother. It allowed him to blend in naturally in most of the terrorist hotspots he infiltrated during his missions. His personality with an unpredictable flaring temper came from his Scottish father. His fiancée, Anna, had fairer skin and blue eyes. She used to work for CIS Legal Services in Ottawa, but after they fell in love during the Arctic Wargame operation, she left CIS to avoid any conflicts of interest. Now an in-house counsel for a large multinational corporation, Anna was more easygoing and calmer, matching Justin’s wits and bringing some much-needed balance to his life.
He turned a few more pages, then stood up, glanced to the right and scanned the faces in the ever-changing crowd. He paced along the hall and back. He stuffed the magazine in his suitcase, rolled it behind him, and returned to Starbucks. The digital clock on the wall told him Carrie was going to show up at any minute. He ordered another espresso for him and a grande caffè mocha without whipped cream and a blueberry muffin for her.
Just as he was picking them up, he heard Carrie’s voice behind him, “Hey, wanted man.”
“Hi, Carrie.” He turned around and fell into her arms.
“You look good,” he said when they broke their embrace.
“No, I don’t. Just came back from a ten-hour flight, after another flight for three hours from Moscow to Frankfurt and another one from Grozny to Moscow. Not to mention the layovers. My hair’s a mess and I feel so dirty.”
Carrie had a small figure, a bit shorter than Justin, and he stood at five feet ten inches. He looked at her auburn hair flowing down her shoulders, then at her gray-blue eyes. “I think your hair is great.”
Carrie shrugged. “Thanks.”
“How was your trip?” Justin asked.
“Uneventful, but for a sick turbulence halfway through, over the ocean. A couple of passengers threw up. It was gross.”
She took her caffè mocha and smiled. Justin nodded.
“Hmmm, I really needed this, thank you,” she said after taking a sip of the hot liquid. Then she took a bite of the muffin. “How was your flight?”
“OK, I guess. We had some turbulence too, but not much.”
“Were you able to get some sleep?”
“Maybe an hour or so.”
He rolled his suitcase. Carrie picked up hers, and they left the coffee shop.
“I’ve arranged for a rental,” Justin said. “Our colleagues wanted to send someone to pick us up, but I declined their offer so we can talk before this meeting.”
“I’ve got to run to the washroom.”
Five minutes later, Carrie looked refreshed. She had tied her hair in a semi-ponytail. Her face was glowing. She had applied some makeup, and there were no signs of sleep or fatigue in her eyes.
They took the AeroTrain to the main terminal, then walked to the Hertz rental office. Justin refused the clerk’s first offer — a Lincoln Town Car on which he could have gotten a great deal — opting instead for his own pick, a blue Chevy Aveo. Justin sat behind the steering wheel, Carrie in the front passenger seat. They drove out of the lot, then Justin parked before they merged with the traffic on Dulles Access Road. Carrie smiled as Justin dug into his briefcase.
“Time for a sweep?” she asked.
“You got it.”
Justin produced a ‘sweeper,’ a palm-sized device that looked like a smartphone but which detected if any recording devices had been installed in the vehicle. It was a rental, so the chances of the Chevy being bugged were minimal, but they could never be careless. The sweep of the Chevy’s interior revealed no surveillance devices. Justin stepped outside and meticulously searched the car’s exterior for unusual signals. He got a reading about a GPS tracker installed to record the vehicle’s route and location. With a few clicks on his sweeper, Justin deactivated the tracker. No one at Hertz would learn about their destination.
“We’re all good?” Carrie asked when Justin returned.
“Yes, now we are. I disabled a standard civilian GPS tracker.”
Carrie nodded. Justin started the car, and they drove down the Dulles Access Road, then turned onto Virginia State Route 267. Justin paid the toll and soon enough they were zooming across the four-lane highway going east toward CIA headquarters in Langley.
“Any good news from Grozny?” Justin asked, setting the cruise control at sixty-five miles per hour.
Carrie shook her head. “No, nothing. No one knows where my dad’s remains were transferred.”
Carrie had spent many years trying to discover the truth about her father’s death and find his grave. A few months ago, she had received new information from Romanov, a rich and powerful Russian oil baron about the location of a grave containing the remains of her father. It was supposed to be in northern Grozny, Chechnya. Carrie had passed two weeks on the ground, searching and gathering information. The last time Justin had heard from her — three days ago — she was no closer to finding the grave that when she had started.
“I’ve hired two investigators on the ground to keep searching,” Carrie said. “The place is a mess because of the war with Russia. The Russians bombed the hell out of Chechnya in general and Grozny in particular.”
“But the bombing spared the gravesite?”
Carrie nodded, her eyes flickering. “Right. My dad was supposedly buried by Russian soldiers hastily, during the night. It was not in a regular cemetery, but in a field, next to a hospital. Now the hospital lies in ruins, and the field has been dug out. They’re building a couple of apartment complexes. Three witnesses have confirmed that some remains were moved about two years ago, before they started work. But no one knows where. The paperwork trail is a nightmare.”
“Have you asked Romanov about it?”
“No, and I’m not planning to. I hate owing that man.”
Carrie’s jaws tightened, and her eyes narrowed to small dots. She looked away, out the window.
“He has access to classified intel from the KGB era. It could make your search much easier.”
Carrie turned her head to Justin. “And what will it cost me? What will Romanov ask in exchange from me? From us?”
“I know, but this is very important to you. You need closure.”
“And I will get it. I’m working on it.” Her voice grew louder, while she impatiently waved her hand in front of her face. “And I don’t think KGB or FSB was involved in the transfer of the remains.”
Justin nodded, but said nothing. He knew Carrie’s pride and stubbornness.
They rode in silence for a few seconds, then Carrie asked, “How’s Anna?”
“Very excited about our trip to New York. She’s never been there. She got us tickets to Broadway. Chicago. It plays at the Ambassador.”
“Oh, I love Chicago. It’s fantastic. I saw it when they came to Ottawa, I happened to be in town. What else are you going to do in New York?”
“We only have one day, so we’ll just hang out and see the sights. The musical is in the evening, then we’re flying back to Ottawa.”
“It will be nice. You deserve a break.”
“Yeah, it’s a break, but not long enough. We haven’t seen each other in five weeks. But McClain wants a full debrief on the Iranian op and whatever CIA gives us today.”
“How do you find working with McClain?”
Carrie avoided using the submissive word ‘for,’ replacing it with the neutral ‘with.’ A long time ago, it had been established that Justin did not work for someone. He did not work for his boss; he worked for his country. Carrie did not work for him; they worked together. Carrie knew that. McClain had started to learn it. He was not very happy about it, but he was beginning to live with this fact.
“He’s a great guy. Very attentive, curious, but not nosy. Quick, but not rushed.”
Carrie had met McClain only once, right after he was assigned to replace Claire Johnson, their former boss, who had been forced to leave the Service. Then Carrie took a leave of absence to go to Grozny and had yet to work with McClain on any field operations.
Justin said, “He’s much different from Johnson.”
Carrie shook her head. “Yeah, Johnson, what an embarrassment.”
Justin snorted. “And a threat, a real and serious threat.”
“What is she up to now?” Carrie asked.
“It’s not like I keep tabs on her, but I think she’s working as a security consultant. Some private military contractor.”
“She landed on her feet, eh?”
“Quite so.” Justin’s voice was full of derision. “She’ll well-connected and apparently is doing quite well for herself. But at least she’s out of our lives.”
Carrie nodded and slid her seat back, gaining around four more inches of legroom. Justin hit the brakes, as the traffic in front of them slowed to a crawl. There was road construction straight ahead and to their right. They inched their way around heavy machineries, dump trucks, and excavators. Men in brown overalls and yellow helmets were buzzing around a cordoned off stretch of newly minted asphalt.
“So, what’s this fatwa and bounty?” Carrie asked after taking a sip of her now cold mocha and finishing her muffin.
“Nothing to worry. Some Egyptian cleric with ties to al-Shabaab believes I’m a threat to their jihad, so he’s calling on all Muslims to kill me. Or so I’ve heard.”
“Not only Muslims. I know a few people who call themselves Christians, but they would kill for much less than a million dollars.”
“There’s always someone plotting to kill us. I stopped worrying a long time ago. These guys will have to wait in line.”
Carrie grinned. “Still, you’ve taken all necessary precautions.”
“I have. Perhaps even a little more than usual. There’s always someone watching. Especially on US soil.”
She brushed a lock of loose hair behind her ear. “I thought we were on friendly terms with the CIA.”
“Define friendly.”
“Friendly as in ‘we’ll exchange actionable intelligence, which is mutually beneficial.’ And ‘we’ll not screw you over in the process.’”
“Drop the word ‘not’ from the last sentence.”
“Even the CIA is out to get us?”
Justin stepped on the brake pedal and switched lanes. He glanced at the old man driving a slow van in the fast lane. The old man seemed to be enjoying some music, his head swinging at the tune.
“They’re not out to get us, but they won’t care if we get burned. They only look out for their own.”
“So why are they sharing their intel with us?” Carrie spread her palms.
“Because they want something in return.”
“Yes, the Iranian defector’s documents. McClain briefed me on that operation.”
Justin steered with his left hand, waving his right one in the air. “Yes, but here’s the thing, we’re were going to give them the intel anyway. Without anything in exchange.”
“So they’re paying us in advance for something?”
“Yes. For something they don’t want to do on their own. Something dirty, but which has the potential to come to light, and they don’t want to be anywhere close to it.”
Carrie nodded. “But you have no idea what it is.”
“No, but they’ll tell us soon enough.”
Carrie nodded again, then played with her engagement ring. She was still getting used to its feel around her finger. Thomas had spared no expense when dropping to his knee two months ago. A two-carat diamond in a Tiffany setting adorned her hand, the promise of his never-ending love.
“Something I said bothers you?” His voice brought Carrie back from her daydreaming.
“No, just thinking.”
“When are you seeing him?” Justin pointed at her ring.
Carrie shrugged. “Just spent a couple of days in London the other week.”
“Oh, London in September. Lots of fun, I bet,” Justin said with a groan.
“Thomas was with me, so I tried to have fun.”
“Did you?”
“Yeah, I did. We enjoyed each other’s company. I had a good time.”
“I’m glad to hear that.”
Lush rolling hills appeared in the distance. Justin glanced at the dashboard. “We’ll be there in ten minutes.”
“Right on time.” Carrie consulted her wristwatch.
Route 267 curved to the right. The traffic had thinned. Justin could not help but double-check the few cars behind them. He slowed down, allowing for all of them to go around his Chevy. No one was their tail.
He got into the Capital Beltway, skirting around McLean. They drove past churches, schools, strip malls, and more churches as they drew nearer their destination.
“We’re here,” Justin said as they turned into Colonial Farm Road. “You’ve met Adams before?”
“Once, back in Afghanistan. But he wasn’t Deputy Director of NCS then. He was CIA Station Chief.”
“And what do you think?”
“I’ve got the impression he’s smart and fair, a no-bullshit kind of guy. He doesn’t play politics. At least, he didn’t at the time.”
“Power corrupts people and virtues. Let’s see if Mr. Adams has resisted the temptation and being close to the top of NCS hasn’t gone to his head.”

Chapter Six

National Clandestine Service, CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia, United States of America
September 22, 5:15 p.m. local time
The National Clandestine Service was the most secretive branch of a secret agency. Created in 2005, NCS’s mission was to fill the huge gap in HUMINT, the human intelligence, that existed at that time in the US. Improving the information gathering and sharing it responsibly and in a timely manner within the US intelligence community were NCS’s initial tasks. Simple enough in purpose, the activities it undertook to accomplish its mission were far more complicated. The dirtiest and darkest covert operations were brewed in NCS offices. In the harshest of conditions, under a complete veil of secrecy, they were carried out by the toughest of NCS field operatives. More often than not, the first boots to hit the ground of the hottest, deadliest areas of the planet belonged to a man or a woman of NCS.
NCS was one of the four directorates of the CIA. Its director, Mitchell Flynt, ran it as a quasi-independent agency, following the sentiments of a group of US senators who had his back. His right-hand man, Deputy Director of NCS and Director of the Counterterrorism Center Travis Adams, shared the same view. They infiltrated a country, collected the necessary intelligence by any and all means, neutralized anyone and everyone who may have caught a scent of their operation, and did not give a damn about the fallout, if there ever were a fallout.
Adams met Justin and Carrie by the entrance to a small, windowless conference room inside the CIA’s labyrinth of halls and offices. Another man was standing next to Adams. Justin had never met them, but he had seen pictures of Adams. The other man was of a short stature, with thick horn-rimmed glasses. He still had all his hair and it was all black. It was quite a contrast compared to Adams’s bald, shiny, bullet-shaped head. Adams towered over them at six feet two inches, with wide shoulders and a square chest. His desk job seemed to have no visible impact on his physique.
“Glad you were able to make it on such short notice,” Mr. Adams said.
“Happy to be here,” Justin said as they shook hands. It was a firm handshake as between true friends.
“Pleasure to meet you again, Carrie,” Adams said.
Carrie’s hand disappeared in his large, bear-sized palm.
“Likewise,” Carrie replied.
“Justin and Carrie, this is Stephen Hu, Associate Deputy Director of Ops in the Counterintel Center.”
Hu nodded. His handshake was weak as if he was afraid a stronger grip would break his fragile fingers.
“Let’s take a seat, shall we?” Adams said, pointing at the square-shaped table inside the conference room. He nodded at the security agent who had escorted Justin and Carrie and closed the door after they had stepped inside.
Justin and Carrie walked over to the other side of the table. Adams and Hu sat across from them, by a couple of thick white folders.
“Care for a cup of coffee?” Adams pointed to two aluminum carafes and four mugs with the CIA logo set in a cluster on the middle of the table, along with a wooden tea box. “Or maybe tea?”
“Sure, I’ll have some coffee,” Justin replied, helping himself to one of the carafes.
Carrie picked up the other carafe labeled ‘Hot water’ and selected an Earl Grey black tea from the box.
“How was your flight?” Adams asked, while pouring himself some coffee as well.
“Long, but uneventful.”
“That’s good.” Adams took a sip from his mug. Then he put it aside and opened the folder in front of him, pulling out a new model tablet. The chit-chat was over. He was ready to get down to business.
Justin took out a couple of large manila envelopes from his briefcase. He slid one in front of Carrie, who had opened her yellow notepad and was fiddling with her pen.
“So, let’s get on with this briefing,” Adams said. “First of all, I’m sorry to hear about what happened in Iran. You had a rough time.”
Justin nodded. “Rougher than usual, I admit it. But I wasn’t expecting it to be a walk in the park either. Ambushes happen.”
“Right,” Adams said, tapping his fingers on the edge of the desk. “And unfortunately the defector was killed.”
Justin smiled. Adams had started the briefing on the right foot. He did not imply it was Justin’s fault or that Justin had failed in his operation. Perhaps Adams is truly a decent man.
“Yes, very unfortunate. A lot of work by many agents went into preparing and executing this operation. And the defector would have been a valuable asset with his knowledge about the Iranians’ progress in building a nuclear bomb.” Justin opened one of the manila envelopes and pulled out a few printouts. “Thankfully, that operation resulted in a cache of sensitive documents. We received them from the defector before he was shot,” he said while sorting through the papers. “These are the ones we’ve analyzed and translated so far.” He slid them across the table toward Adams. “The rest is either being transmitted or will be sent to your CMOs shortly.”
Adams flipped through the pages, before pushing them toward Hu. NCS Collection Management Officers would spend the next few days evaluating the intelligence contained in these documents and making sure briefings and analysis reports landed at the right desks at the right time.
Justin took a long sip of his coffee. The java was hot and strong, the way he liked it. It perked up his senses, and he licked his upper lip in satisfaction. Then he glanced at Carrie. She had scribbled a few words in her notebook and was now holding her tea mug with her left hand. Her eyes were bouncing between the faces of Adams and Hu, as they reviewed the defector’s intelligence.
“Looks interesting,” Adams said. “What are the Service’s prelim findings?”
“Iran is much closer to having a workable, easily reproducible nuclear weapon than previously thought. We used to think in terms of months, maybe a year or two. Now we’ve found out it could be weeks.”
“Mossad will be very unhappy about this new development,” Hu said, his index finger tapping the documents.
Justin looked at Hu’s face. His little eyes were blank and dull, but a deep frown had set on his forehead.
Justin said, “A lot of people, not just Mossad, are very unhappy about Iran having a nuclear bomb. Mossad hasn’t been informed yet, and we prefer it remains so. At least for the next little while until we, and you, have studied all materials and have drawn final conclusions. Israel doesn’t need much of a reason to bomb Iran.”
“Agreed,” Adams said.
Hu remained silent and Justin thought he saw an almost indiscernible headshake. After the intelligence left his hands, he had no control over who would access it or when. It was only a matter of time before the documents would make their way to the offices on King Saul’s Boulevard, Mossad’s headquarters in Tel Aviv, with or without their permission.
“We appreciate the Service sharing this intel with us. We’re looking forward to receiving the rest of the files,” Adams said.
“I’ll see to it that it takes place as soon as possible,” Justin said.
There was a brief pause. Adams brought his coffee cup to his lips, while Hu straightened up the papers in a neat pile, then pushed them to his left.
“OK, then, we can move to the operation in Somalia,” Adams said.
Justin’s jaws tightened. This was the dreaded part of the briefing.
“You’re familiar with the details, Mr. Hall. We’re trying to determine what went wrong, who is behind the ambush, in sum, what exactly happened in that mission.”
Justin nodded. “My condolences to the families of the Navy SEALs. Brave men who gave their lives for their country.”
Adams nodded, a slight frown deepening the wrinkles on his forehead and around his eyes. “A huge loss. To their families and to everyone else.”
“Have their bodies been retrieved?” asked Carrie, taking advantage of a gap in the conversation.
“Yes. We found the helicopter wreckage last night. Another team of SEALs went in with that objective. They’re flying the bodies stateside tonight.”
Carrie nodded.
Justin took another sip of his coffee.
“It’s my understanding the Service, your Service, provided a part of the intel for this operation,” Adams said.
“Yes, it came out of SAD, our Southeast Africa Division. We have no field office in Mog. The capital and pretty much all of Somalia is a death trap. Too volatile and too hostile. We dispatch agents in on specific tasks and get them out of that hell as soon as they finish their missions.”
“Uh-huh,” Adams said. “The forty-year civil war in the Horn of Africa.”
“More like the Thorn of Africa and a pain in the ass for the rest of the world. Somali pirates, al-Shabaab terrorists, weapon smuggling, refugees, famines. Anyway, two SAD operatives were tracking movements of senior members of an al-Shabaab local branch after some fierce fighting in the area around Afmadow. With al-Shabaab forces weakened and in retreat, it seemed it was the perfect time for us to make a move on the senior members if they crossed into Kenya, arguably a safer place for our business.”
Adams nodded, producing a big grin.
Justin nodded before continuing. “Then two high-level militants show up, apparently to rally up the troops for a counteroffensive. Our operatives confirmed their identities through local, trustworthy sources and relayed that intel to my team and JTF2. We assessed it and passed it on to the SEALs. CIA sent in one of their contacts. He confirmed the militants’ position, which in turn resulted in the authorization to send in the SEALs for the snatch-and-grab operation.”
Adams let out a deep sigh, then leaned back in his seat, crossing his arms in front of his chest. “Yes, that pretty much summarizes it well, although I wasn’t looking for a summary.”
Justin cocked his head to the left. “I clarified the role our intel played in the setup of this op. The final decision was not made by my team or anyone else in the Canadian Intelligence Service.”
Hu leaned forward. His black eyes reflected his displeasure with Justin’s answer. “So, according to you, we’re responsible for this ambush and these deaths?”
Justin grinned, then moved his chair closer to the table. He wished Hu was on the chair directly across from him. He held Hu’s gaze for a second before saying, “Of course not, but it took some effort for you to misunderstand my words.”
“All right, all right,” Adams intervened. “Nothing good will come from us pointing fingers at each other.”
“We gave the SEALs and the CIA everything we had,” Justin said. “No new intel came in before or during the SEALs operation. When rumors began to come in about a Black Hawk downed in southern Somalia, we shared every piece of intel as received, assessed, and confirmed by our operatives.”
A tense pause stretched for a few long moments. The air conditioning low hum filled the silent room.
“Have you found your local contact?” Carrie asked. “Some reports say he didn’t report at the agreed pickup site.”
Adams rubbed his bald head. “The SEALs found his mutilated body. His head was missing.”
A look of disgust hung on Hu’s face.
“Pictures? Videos on jihadi websites?” Justin asked.
“No, not yet. We hope there won’t be any, but we can’t be sure, of course. Still, the facts that our man was discovered and captured and our SEALs team fell into an ambush are causes for great concern. We’re worried there is a leak, a mole, who’s giving intel to our enemy.”
“A mole? In the CIA?” Justin asked.
Hu shook his head. Adams eyes narrowed. “I’m afraid it’s in the Service, your Service,” he said in a low, but firm voice. He did not seem at the very least displeased at making such a revelation.
“What?” Carrie said.
“I hope you have some evidence.” Justin unclenched his teeth just long enough to shoot out the words.
Adams pointed at the folder by his tablet. “It’s all here. Inconclusive evidence and inadmissible in a court of law, but sufficient to point us in the right direction. In the direction of your door.”
‘Inadmissible in a court of law’ seemed to be the new CIA euphemism for information obtained under torture or other methods prohibited by US law or international conventions. The practice had been a constant tool widely used by CIA. Justin was not surprised.
Adams picked up a couple of documents from his folder. “I don’t expect you to draw your conclusions right at this moment, but you’ll see these files prove something very sinister is in the works. One of al-Shabaab militant cells has secret intelligence about Western agencies operations, intelligence that can come from only one source.”
“And you’re sure the source is not CIA?” asked Justin.
“We’re positive. There has been an internal investigation going on for weeks. Leaks have happened only when CIA was running joint operations. Initially, we suspected it was MI6, but after the op in Somalia and the ambush in Iran, we’re sure it’s CIS.”
“What about the ambush in Iran?” Justin said. He looked at the documents still resting under Adams’s big palm. Adams’s eyes caught Justin’s gaze, but he made no effort to hand over the reports.
“How did al-Shabaab know about your position? Your timing of the operation? The defector you were picking up? They had advance notice, plenty of advance notice to send in a sniper team and lie in wait for your arrival,” Adams said.
Justin flinched as if someone had slapped him across the face. No one had revealed that information to Adams or anyone else in the CIA. They had been told only that Justin had fallen into a trap, and the defector was dead. Besides Nathan, only three people knew about my mission in Iran: McClain, the Minister of Defense, and the Prime Minister.
“You’ve got a leak, and you need to plug it. Fast.” Hu gestured toward the folder with his hands. His voice had the unmistakable tone of a demand, not a simple suggestion or request.
Adams looked at Hu, seemingly unpleased with his intervention. Justin formed the impression Adams wanted to be the one to give such an order.
“It threatens the lives of all operatives, yours, but ours as well, especially when we run joint operations,” Adams said. “This double agent may be working for CIS, but he likely has access to information we and our partners exchange with Canada. Here are the files.” He slid the folders across the table.
Justin flipped the cover. The folder contained transcripts, reports, and assessments by NCS’s operations officers. He scanned through the paragraphs, then moved to a few aerial photographs and pictures of various al-Shabaab members. He recognized some of the names underneath the faces.
“Why hasn’t NCS already taken action?” Justin closed the folder and passed it to Carrie.
“Because it’s not our jo—” Hu began, but Adams cut him off with a dismissive hand.
“What my colleague was trying to say was that we consider this an opportunity to inform the CIS early about this breach and the need to find this traitor. This is us taking action, and it’s a chance to avoid a media scandal. You don’t need the publicity.”
Justin nodded. Memories of two recent cases of spies for the Russians discovered within the Canadian Army were still fresh. Initially alerted by the FBI and then by the CIA, the Army had largely ignored their warnings. Turf wars and national pride had cost Canada six months of spilled secrets to the Russian military intelligence.
“And this will involve some action on the ground in Somalia,” Adams continued. “After the SEALs mission, it’s very unlikely the President will order an operation against al-Shabaab in Somalia in the near future.”
Carrie was flipping through the folder contents, circling words and scribbling small notes on the margins.
Adams leaned back in his chair.
“Is this all the intel?” Justin asked.
Adams nodded. “It’s all we have so far. We’ll give you anything else that might come in.”
Hu crossed his arms.
“Well, thank you, gentlemen,” Justin said and stood up.
Carrie placed all documents back into their folders. “We’ll keep in touch,” she said.
“I’m counting on it,” Adams said as they shook hands and headed for the door.

Chapter Seven

Ambassador Theatre, New York City
New York, United States of America
September 23, 7:35 p.m. local time
Justin paced in front of the Ambassador Theater on Broadway, searching in the flowing crowd of theater enthusiasts for Anna. He coughed, as the smoke from a rattling van formed a thin, hazy cloud around him. The temperature was in the mid-sixties, and it was a pleasant evening, except for the smog. He glanced at his wristwatch, then took out his cellphone from his inside coat pocket. Anna had not called and she was late for their show. Chicago was starting in twenty-five minutes, and Anna liked to arrive in plenty of time to find their seats and enjoy a drink before the show. She had dashed out of their supper for an urgent call with her office, telling Justin she was going to meet him at the theater. The call was supposed to have taken only a few minutes, but it seemed it might cost them the highlight of their evening.
Justin’s mind wandered back to the documents obtained from NCS. He had started pouring over them as soon as they left the CIA complex. Carrie drove, while Justin analyzed the reports. Before parting ways at Dulles International Airport, Justin made copies of all materials. Carrie took the originals CIS headquarters in Ottawa, to verify their authenticity, confirm the information, and brief McClain on this new development. Justin flew to New York and spent the hour-long flight and most of the night examining the NCS data.
When he finally allowed himself a short sleep, he was convinced al-Shabaab had obtained sensitive intelligence about CIS’s recent operations. Transcripts of calls intercepted by NCS among al-Shabaab militants confirmed they had prior knowledge of at least two CIS missions: the joint operation with the Navy SEALs in Somalia and Justin’s mission in Iran. He was unsure how and when that intelligence had been stolen or leaked, but had logically eliminated a few scenarios that were simply impossible. Together with McClain and Nathan, they were going to track their steps, in order to identify the weakest link in the chain of their secret communications.
Justin had tried to push away these thoughts and plans as he and Anna enjoyed the best of New York during their short vacation. They took a sightseeing helicopter flight that gave them some gorgeous views of Manhattan’s skyscrapers and the Statue of Liberty. The flight lasted only fifteen minutes, but Anna took hundreds of pictures, preserving their fond memories. They enjoyed a walk in Central Park, brunched in a cozy French bistro nearby, then boarded a tour bus for most of the afternoon. After the first hour, the images of city’s landmarks started to become a blur in Justin’s mind. More squares, more shopping centers, more churches. He was able to feign a reasonable amount of attention for Anna’s sake, but his mind inevitably returned to the daunting task waiting for him back at CIS headquarters.
Justin glanced again at his wristwatch. It was now seven forty. He thought about calling Anna. He had tried a few minutes earlier, only to be rebuffed by a busy signal. She’ll call me once she’s free, Justin thought. He felt a bit guilty for not being too upset about missing the show. Anna found true joy in watching musicals. Justin went along to please his fiancée. I hope she has already taken a cab or it might be too late.
He looked at a few taxis driving toward him. One stopped in front of the Ambassador Theater and an elegantly dressed middle-aged couple got out with some difficulty. Then a black stretch Mercedes-Benz slid out of the Crowne Plaza Hotel’s parking garage, across from the theater. The driver forced his way into the busy traffic and cut in front of a city bus, causing a volley of honking from other cars. Then he switched lanes and rolled to a stop in front of the theater.
Justin glanced at the dark-tinted glass of the windows, seeing nothing but the skyscrapers’ reflections in the glass. He noticed the wide tires of the low-riding limousine. It was probably an armored vehicle, the favorite of many New York celebrities and corporate executives. The front passenger stepped out. He was a big, muscled man, perhaps six feet five inches tall. He buttoned his black suit, straightened its collar, and walked toward Justin. Instinctively, Justin took a couple of steps back, putting some distance and a few obstacles — three bystanders and one of the metal traffic barriers along the sidewalk — between him and the passenger, in case the man was looking for a fight.
The man kept his brisk pace, a grin forming in his face framed by a buzz cut and a square jaw. When he was about six feet away from Justin, he stopped. His left hand pointed at the Mercedes-Benz, while his right hand casually brushed against the front of his suit. Justin noticed a small bulge where the man was likely wearing a shoulder holster, with the unmistakable shape of a pistol. As Justin’s mind was calculating his next moves, the man spoke in English with a thick Russian accent, “Mr. Romanov would like to talk to you.”
Justin flinched, then looked at the limousine. Yes, Romanov could both afford and thrive in such luxury. But I can’t be sure it’s him. How does he know I’m in New York? What does he want?
“I can’t talk to him right now.” Justin nodded toward the theater. “My show is starting right away.”
“Mr. Romanov said this will only take five minutes. And you will not miss your show.” His words were not a suggestion; they were an order.
A cab driver parked behind the limousine slammed on his horn to express his anger about the vehicle taking up the parking space designated for taxis. The Mercedes-Benz driver jumped out of his seat. He was a perfect copycat of the man talking with Justin, only the look ironed on his face was harsh. He marched to the taxi, his hands tightening into fists. A stream of expletives both in Russian and in English and a couple of swift punches that probably left dents on the hood of the taxi gave the cab driver the incentive to step on the gas pedal and disappear into the fast moving traffic. Justin remembered seeing the driver in Moscow four years ago — the last time he had seen Romanov face to face — but could not recall his name. He was one of Romanov’s trusted bodyguards and was always by his side.
“Mr. Romanov hates waiting,” the man said, impatience clear in his voice. “We should go now.”
Justin nodded. I can still take Anna’s call in the Merc. Let’s get this over with.
He followed the man to the limousine and waited for him to open the back door. He stepped inside and was greeted by a thin cloud of cigarette smoke and Romanov’s loud voice, “Welcome, Mr. Hall. I’m glad you could spare a few moments.”
“Romanov.” Justin sat across from him in the comfortable black leather seat and shook Romanov’s extended hand. “I wasn’t expecting you.”
“I was in town for a meeting and had some free time.”
Romanov was dressed in a pearl gray suit tailored to fit perfectly on his large body and somewhat hide his round belly. He had a crisp white shirt and a black bow tie. His shiny silver hair was neatly combed back and trimmed at neck length. The skin of his broad face with high cheekbones looked smooth and rosy. A bushy moustache a shade darker than his hair curled under his aquiline nose. A half-smoked cigarette dangled between the thick fingers of his left hand. His gold ring and Rolex glinted in the soft light inside the limousine.
Romanov said, “I thought about watching Chicago before flying back home to Russia. But then something came up. You know I’m a fan of musicals, right?”
“Right,” Justin said in a dubious tone.
“It’s true. I’m a big donor to the theater,” Romanov said with a nod. “It helps when I take business partners and their wives out for an exquisite evening, dinner and a show, like the Americans say.”
The Mercedes-Benz glided forward.
“Yes, and we’ll miss the show. Where are we going?” Justin asked.
Romanov held up his BlackBerry, which was sat on the console separating the large seats. “I’ve asked them to postpone the show for half an hour. I have another meeting after we’ve finished talking, so this will be just a short ride around the block.”
Justin raised an eyebrow. “They’ve postponed the show because you asked them?”
“What did I say? I’m a big donor,” Romanov said with a shrug.
“So, it was a coincidence you ran into me.”
Romanov grinned. “Not exactly. One of my sources checked the theater’s list of guests, and the name of Anna Worthley came up. She and one guest.”
Justin tightened his jaw and dug his fingers deep in the leather console by his seat. The surface was impeccably smooth, with a rich texture and a host of buttons on the top.
“How is she doing?” Romanov asked.
“Fine,” Justin replied in a cold, flat tone.
“And your dad?”
“He’s fine too. Smoking for fifty years gave him lung cancer as a retirement present. It will finally catch up to you as well.”
Romanov smiled, his tiny gray eyes glowing in the semi-darkness. “Ha. My Russian blood kills all nicotine. I don’t have to worry.” He took a puff from his cigarette, then blew the smoke out slowly in small circles.
“You’ve been spying on me, Romanov, and I don’t like it.” A dark frown had appeared on Justin’s face, but he was not sure Romanov could see it. He decided to word his feelings, so the Russian oligarch would hear and understand him.
Romanov leaned back in his seat and stretched his legs. “Keeping tabs on old friends and caring about their lives is not spying in my books. But you know, like I know, there are some people who are looking very hard to find you, dead or alive, but preferably dead.”
Justin did not blink. Romanov had eyes and ears in many places, and by now the fatwa and bounty on his head was old news. “It’s true, but unrelated to our conversation. Now that you found me, what do you want?”
Romanov put out his cigarette by stubbing it out in an ashtray, then slid the ashtray back into the console. He took a deep breath and leaned forward. “I want you to take care of something for me. I had something stolen, and I want it back.”
Justin locked eyes with Romanov. “I already have a job and I don’t freelance.”
Romanov waved his right hand in front of him. “It’s a favor.”
He did not say it, but he did not have to. Justin understood what Romanov meant: it was time for Justin to repay an old favor. He knew borrowing Romanov’s Bugatti Veyron for his unauthorized covert operation in Nice earlier that year was going to come back to haunt him. He just did not know where and how. Now he would find out.
Justin nodded. It was sufficient to express his agreement to at least listen to Romanov’s proposal. “Who dares to steal from you?”
Romanov grinned. “Their families have already paid dearly for their sins. They betrayed me. It was a few men whose loyalty to me had a price.”
Higher than the one you were paying them, was Justin’s first thought. He nodded.
“A crew of eight men was aboard a cargo plane headed for Jizan, Saudi Arabia. En route, they changed their flight course, diverting into Sa’dah, in northern Yemen.”
Justin frowned. “The plane wasn’t carrying equipment for the oil refineries of Jizan, was it?”
Romanov shook his head. “No, it wasn’t.”
“Do you care to tell me what the cargo was?”
“I think you already know the answer.”
Justin let out a deep sigh. “Yeah, I was afraid of that. The cargo contained weapons. I didn’t know you’ve branched out into the arms trade.”
He smiled. “A small investment to test the market.”
“What kind of weapons are we talking about?”
It was Romanov’s turn to sigh. “SA-24s.”
“What?” Justin fell back in his seat. “A planeload full of surface-to-air heat-seeking missiles is gone now, probably in the hands of Yemeni terrorists?”
Romanov’s eyes narrowed. “I would have not called you if it was a batch of Makarov pistols.” He scratched his drooping chin, before continuing, “And the cargo is not gone. The crates have trackers, so I can follow the delivery to its destination. My sources tell me they haven’t fallen into terrorists’ hands. Yet.”
Justin weighed on Romanov’s words. SA-24s had the same capacities as the American-made Stinger missiles. One of them — in able hands, and Yemen had plenty of able terrorist hands — was sufficient to bring down a heavy combat helicopter or a low-flying small airplane. These shoulder-launched missiles could destroy targets as high as 11,000 feet, over a distance of three and a half miles. “Where is the cargo now?”
Romanov took a second before replying, “Somewhere north of Sa’dah. I have the exact coordinates.” He tapped his BlackBerry.
“That’s a terrorist stronghold. Houthis insurgents control all the roads in and out of the area. They also have a large number of men and weapons stationed there.”
“Yes, but they haven’t gotten hold of my cargo. The thieves were planning to sell the cargo, but the original deal went bad, so they are looking for a new deal.”
Justin put his hands together, locking his fingers. “And that’s your plan, to send me in as a potential buyer?”
He nodded. “It’s an idea, unless you want to charge into the warehouse and kill them all.”
Justin grinned. “Yeah, that was my first impulse. You don’t have someone else you can trust to take care of this?”
Romanov looked out the dark windows. The glow of outside lights came in filtered and distorted, as if through a thick haze. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m having some trust issues with people around me.” He spoke the words in a hushed tone, as if he did not want to hear his own confession. “But you’ve never given me a reason to doubt your motives or your abilities.”
Justin blinked. He had never heard Romanov use flattery as a currency.
Romanov paused for a moment, then turned his right hand into a fist and slammed it into his left palm. “And I’ve got to get these bastards. I’m not going to let eight bastards put me to shame.”
Justin glanced at Romanov’s face. His eyes had turned black with anger. “There’s more at stake here than this cargo. It’s my reputation. I always deliver on my promises,” Romanov said. “Saudi Arabia is a big arms market. They spent over thirty billion dollars in weapons last year, and the Americans, of course, took the lion’s share. We’ve seen our exports cut in half, and we’re losing ground to the French.”
“So the Saudis don’t know their shipment is missing?”
“It’s not missing, it’s delayed until you,” he pointed his thick finger at Justin’s chest, “you retrieve it.”
Justin began to shake his head, but Romanov raised a dismissive hand. “Your interest and the interest of the Western world are for Yemeni insurgents not to get hold of these missiles. I don’t have to explain you the consequences if al-Shabaab or al-Qaeda add these weapons to their arsenal. It may even tip the scales of their ongoing war against the Yemeni government.”
“My Service will not approve of this operation,” Justin spoke softly, carefully selecting his words. “Even if they do, which is highly unlikely, it will take time to put together a team and execute a well-planned mission. Yemen is a hellhole.”
“Time is a luxury we don’t have. Take my proposal to McClain and explain its urgency. I have the exact location of the cargo, and I’ll know if and when it’s on the move. If your boss wants me to sweeten the deal, that’s open for negotiation.”
Romanov did not openly pull the favor string again, and Justin appreciated his subtlety. He wanted to stop Houthis insurgents and other militant groups in Yemen from using those powerful missiles in terrorist attacks. But the more pressing matter of finding the traitor within his own Service was going to take priority.
“I’ll run this by McClain and give you an answer. But as I said, his approval is unlikely.”
Romanov nodded. “Fair enough,” he said. He pushed a button on his console. “Sergei, take us back to the theater,” he ordered the driver.
Justin felt the stretch Mercedes-Benz make a wide turn. His BlackBerry chirped with a familiar tune. It was Anna. “I’ve got to take this.”
Romanov nodded, then dropped his eyes to his own BlackBerry.
“Hi, where are you?” Justin said on the phone. He listened for a few seconds. “Yeah, OK, OK. I’m just around the block. I’ll be there right away. Yes, yes, I heard the show was delayed. Great. See you in a bit.”
“Unfortunately, I will not be able to watch the show tonight.” Romanov pointed at his BlackBerry. “But I hope you’ll enjoy it.”
“I’ll try,” Justin replied, but he knew there was too much going on. He would not be able to sit back and shut down his mind, even if for just a few hours.
The Mercedes-Benz slowed down, then eased into a smooth stop. “We’re here, sir,” the driver said.
Justin looked at the closed partition separating the driver’s seat from the passengers’ compartment. The driver’s voice was clear even though it came over the limousine’s communication system.
“Take good care of yourself,” Romanov said.
“Yeah, you too,” Justin replied. “I’ll let you know.”
Romanov nodded.
They shook hands, then the back door opened. Justin stepped out and faced the front passenger, the mountain of muscle that had summoned him to this meeting. He closed the door gently, ignored Justin, and strutted back to the front of a car. The driver forced his way into the other lane, amid screeching brakes and honking horns protesting his unsafe moves. Seconds later, the Mercedes-Benz disappeared into traffic, heading toward 8th Avenue.
Justin looked up at the theater’s blinking lights and the flashing screens of advertisement boards covering almost every inch of available space around him. They gave everything a yellow and red glow, blurry and ever-changing as people rushed by on the sidewalk and cars zoomed passed on the street. He saw Anna waving at him. She was standing near the theater’s main entrance, wearing a knee-length V-neck black dress and a Cashmere coat, and a matching purse hanging around her left shoulder. She was saying something to him, but the surrounding street noise was drowning out her words. Justin waved back and hurried his steps.
A silver Escalade SUV parked in front of Da Marino — an Italian restaurant across from the Ambassador Theatre — caught Justin’s eye. Two black men dressed in orange leather jackets — which Justin noticed were two sizes too big for their thin bodies — and blue baggy jeans were arguing with a third man, who was in brown khaki pants, a white shirt, and a brown cap. He looked like a parking attendant. The back of the SUV stretched over the entrance to the Crowne Plaza Hotel parking garage. The parking attendant was shouting and pointing at the Escalade, but the two men were largely ignoring him, throwing furtive glances down the street and toward the theater.
Justin was now a few steps away from Anna. He moved out of the way of a man running in the opposite direction, then walked around a young woman carrying large shopping bags. A second later, he noticed flashing lights coming from behind him. He turned his head and saw a white-and-blue NYPD police cruiser driving toward the theater. Justin glanced across the street. The arguing by the Escalade stopped at the sight of the police. One of the black men broke into a fast sprint through the parking garage. The other man just stood there, frozen in place, his hands deep into his jacket pockets.
Justin’s eyes caught his look — a blank, distant look — and he recognized the man’s face. He was a known member of al-Shabaab believed to be hiding in New York. Justin realized what the man was holding in his pocket. He also realized the purpose of the illegally parked Escalade.
“Anna, get down, get down! Everybody down, down!” Justin shouted, darting forward toward Anna.
“Allahu akbar! Allahu akbar!” the man screamed his battle cry.
The noise from the ensuing explosion covered his cries and all other sounds. An orange glow and black smoke appeared as the SUV turned into a firebomb. A city bus — which happened to drive by at the unlucky moment of the explosion — was torn to pieces. Other cars next to the SUV bomb were thrown around like toys. The bus saved Justin’s life, but he was still tossed through the glass windows of the Colony Records store close to the theater as the blast wave washed over him. Glass slivers and debris covered his face and his body. Dead bodies littered the sidewalk, while severely wounded people struggled to get back to their feet and move away from the explosion.
Justin felt a pair of hands lifting up his head. A soft voice said, “Justin, Justin. Can you hear me?”
He recognized the voice, even though it sounded worried, weak, and distant. “Justin, can you… can you hear me?”
“Yes, yes, Anna, I can…” He stopped to clean his mouth with his hand. It was covered with white powder. “I just can’t move.”
“Oh, thank God.” She sighed. “I thought you were…” Her voice trailed off, and she didn’t finish her words.
“No, I’m not dead. I’m not that easy to kill.”
Anna frowned. “Not funny. Stay still. A couple of shelves have fallen over your legs. Let me see if I can move them. How’re you feeling?”
“OK, I guess. I’m finding it hard to breathe.”
He coughed and spat out dirt and blood. He raised his head and saw dust and smoke. Sharp sirens echoed in the distance.
“There’s smoke and dust everywhere. The ambulances will be here shortly,” Anna said.
She grunted as she lifted and pushed away two plastic shelves and a few boxes.
Justin lifted his back slowly, his bruised hands seeking purchase against the debris next to him. He moved his right leg, then his left. “Nothing seems to be broken.”
“Your face is full of cuts and bruises,” Anna said, sitting next to him. She leaned over him in a tight embrace.
“What about you?”
“I’m fine. Your shouting saved my life. I slipped in just inside the theater. Its walls and the bus took most of the blast.”
Justin looked at Anna’s face. Her eyes were watery, and her hair was covered in dirt and grime. A few black and brown stains covered her neck and arms.
“What happened here, Justin? Why?”
He studied her eyes for a moment. “People who have no regard for innocents, determined to destroy our lives. There were two of them. One, the suicide bomber. The other is gone. But I know who he is. And I know where to find him and his friends who planned this massacre.”

Chapter Eight

New York City, New York
United States of America
September 23, 9:15 p.m. local time
The NYPD cordoned off the area around the Ambassador Hotel in a matter of minutes. The wounded were loaded into ambulances, and firemen used the Jaws of Life more than once to extract people from mangled vehicles. Department of Homeland Security agents arrived at the scene soon thereafter. After they interrogated a few eyewitnesses, heard Justin’s testimony, and confirmed his identity, they whisked them off in one of their Chevrolet SUVs to a hospital and then to their local office. Justin repeated his account to DHS senior officials, skipping over his meeting with Romanov, but otherwise leaving out no details. Satisfied with Justin’s replies and his offer about Canadian Intelligence Service’s full cooperation, DHS agents offered to drive him and Anna back to their hotel. After cleaning up and gathering their belongings, they boarded a flight to Ottawa.
The tragic turn of events had drastically changed their plans, pressing new priorities into Justin’s schedule. He dropped off Anna at her townhouse, ending their short-lived romantic getaway with a goodnight kiss. McClain had called an emergency meeting at CIS headquarters to discuss the information obtained from NCS, the evolving situation of the intelligence leak, and the recent car bombing in New York.
Justin flashed his credentials to the guards at the gate of the CIS complex, and they waved him through at once. He arrived at the massive marble building a few minutes before the meeting scheduled to begin at two in the morning. The parking lot was half-full, a usual sight for an agency that never slept. He parked at the first available spot and hurried to the main entrance, slightly annoyed at yet another security checkpoint. The young intelligence officers put his briefcase through the X-ray scanner and asked him to walk through the metal detector. They examined his badge at length, eyeing him suspiciously and comparing his face to his photo ID, reminding Justin of his early days in the Service. He had been doing this exact same job for a few weeks, and he had soon learned to learn to trust his instincts rather than just go by the rules.
After getting back his ID, Justin climbed the stairs, taking them two and three at a time. The Maple Leaf Conference Room was at the end of the fourth floor, right by where he used to have an office. He slowed down for a moment when passing by the door, where now hung a sign with another man’s name.
“Hello everyone, sorry I’m late,” Justin said as he entered the room.
McClain stood up from his seat across the large oval table. “How are you doing?” A look of concern spread over his square, unshaven face. He walked over and shook Justin’s hand.
“OK. The explosion spared me, but for a few bruises.” He pointed to his lips and the right side of his face.
“Glad to hear it.” McClain patted Justin’s shoulders. “And Anna, how’s she doing?”
“She’s fine too. Thanks for asking.”
“The Americans patched you really well,” Carrie said, before giving Justin a hug.
“Yeah, and they didn’t charge me for the pleasure.” Justin rubbed his left forearm. “Still stiff from the stiches.”
“Coffee?” McClain asked, returning to his seat.
A brown plastic carafe and a few mugs sat on a small table in one of the corners by the window.
“Sure.” Justin poured himself a cup and looked at the dim lights of Ottawa’s skyline. A blurry moon struggled to show its face from behind thick clouds.
“Well, we’ve analyzed the NCS files.” McClain said, opening one of the folders in front of him after Justin has sat down and had taken the first sip of his coffee. “Unfortunately or perhaps fortunately, depending on the point of view, they’re right. Al-Shabaab has come to possess accurate, up-to-date intel about our operations on the ground.”
Justin nodded.
McClain continued, “I’ve personally reviewed all our communications, among me, you, and Nathan, about the Iran operation. I’ve also sought technical expertise from our cyber analysts. We all concluded that someone has succeeded in penetrating our Service’s firewalls, defeating our secure encryption system, and accessing our sensitive data.”
“Al-Shabaab is doing all this from some broken down mud hole in southern Somalia?” Justin asked.
“No, of course not. The data-stealing worm, as the cyber techs call it, was installed by someone working on the inside. Inside our Service.” McClain let his last words hang in the air for a few moments. “The worm is still active, but we’ve quarantined it. Our techs have strengthened some of the firewalls.”
Justin exchanged a quick glance with Carrie. She shrugged, as if to say it had not been her call. “Quarantined? Why not remove it completely? And why not strengthen or replace all our firewalls?”
McClain ran his hand through his receding, yet still mostly black hair. “That was my initial thought too, but we haven’t identified who installed the worm and the location where it’s transmitting the data. So we’re—”
“You’re keeping it active to monitor it and bait the traitor,” Justin said.
“Yeah. We’re allowing it to go in a safe direction, giving it non-secret or worthless intel about old or bogus operations.”
“Wouldn’t the people behind this worm clue in soon to your tactics?”
McClain sighed. “We just hope it’s not going to be that soon, at least not before we have uncovered their identity and their hideout.”
Justin chewed on McClain’s words. “It may work if these people are dumb enough. But the fact they were able to breach our defenses tells me that’s not the case.”
McClain’s eyes narrowed, focusing on Justin’s face. “True, which makes it even more important for us to act fast and capture this son of a bitch.” He drew in a deep breath. “I’ve started to review all new hires and dismissals during the last six months. It’s going to take some time, since I’m keeping the circle of people who are in the know quite small.”
Justin nodded and looked at Carrie. She had removed her eyeglasses and was rubbing her temples. A couple of curls had fallen over her eyes.
McClain continued, “But we have a starting point. We know it involves you and al-Shabaab.”
A brief pause followed, then Carrie said, “And we know this is personal. Someone is personally targeting you. First in Iran, then in New York.”
“Well, not exactly,” Justin said. “The attack against the Navy SEALs in Somalia had nothing to do with me.”
“It did involve you, albeit indirectly,” McClain replied. “Your team assessed the intelligence about that operation.”
Justin frowned. “Yes, and the intel was solid, as was our assessment,” he said in a stern voice.
“I have no doubts about it, Justin.” McClain’s voice also took a heavier, forceful tone. “I’m not accusing you or even suggesting there were any errors on your part or on the part of your team for that matter.”
“All right.” Justin spread his palms over the table. “Just wanted to make that clear,” he added in a softer voice.
“It is clear. Now, it seems you’re the common denominator in all these attacks. They’re shadowing you really close, and I don’t want to give them another chance at taking a shot at you. These bastards are coming after you, and we’re going after them.”
Justin smiled. “I was hoping you would say that, sir.”
McClain nodded. He took out a small manila envelope from a folder and slid it toward Justin. “Here’s your new smartphone with the updated encryption.”
Justin pulled out his old BlackBerry from his briefcase and handed it to McClain.
“Not sure if your old phone is compromised, but let’s take no chances,” McClain said.
“I haven’t used it since last night.”
“Our techs will tear it apart.” McClain set it aside, next to his other folders. “If there’s a tracker, software or hardware, they’ll find it.”
“I had an interesting meeting right before the bomb blast,” Justin said.
He told them about the stolen surface-to-air missiles and Romanov’s proposal.
McClain listened carefully.
Carrie could barely hide her contempt. She hated Russia and everything Russian. It reminded her of the unclosed wound of her father killed in action. Romanov might be trying to help her find her father’s remains, but she still hated the man.
McClain leaned back in his seat, then loosened the tight knot of his black tie. He said, “Is this related to our leak?”
“It could be, especially if al-Shabaab gets hold of that arsenal.”
“And Romanov wants you to recover the shipment? Alone?” Carrie asked. Her tone of voice indicated the impossibility of such a mission and the craziness of even considering it.
“Yes, he suggested I retrieve the missiles. I didn’t agree to his proposal, so we didn’t get into other details,” Justin said with a shrug.
McClain shook his head. “I can’t authorize such an operation. Not in these circumstances and not now. I see the need to remove such precious cargo from the reach of al-Shabaab, but first, we’ve got to catch this mole.”
Justin opened his mouth, but McClain raised his right hand, stopping him. “I know what you’re going to say. We’ve isolated the worm, but it’s not enough. I don’t want a similar breach to happen again, especially if you’re deep in the badlands of Yemen, surrounded by packs of insurgents.”
Justin nodded. “Fine, but we can’t tell the Americans about Romanov’s deal gone sour. He spoke with me in confidence.”
“Understood,” McClain said in a slightly annoyed tone. He thought a moment about what he was going to say next, then reached for a document in a folder. “I said earlier we’re going after al-Shabaab. Here’s our best chance.”
Justin glanced at the paper.
“Our military intel has intercepted two conversations between senior al-Shabaab officials. Hassan Khalif Yusuf is the man in charge of a cell operating in southern Somalia. One of the men responsible for the New York bombing tonight was a member of his cell.” McClain passed a full-page color photo to Justin.
The man staring at him had small, but piercing dark eyes, a full black beard with a couple of gray spots, and a large bony nose. A black-and-white headscarf covered his forehead, a flap falling along the left side of his head. The barrel of a machine gun was visible in the background.
Justin took another look at the photo, memorized the face, then moved it toward Carrie. She glanced at Justin, who gave her a slight nod. “NCS showed me an older picture of Yusuf. He seems thinner here,” Justin said.
“His cell has the intel that endangered our recent operations,” McClain continued. “And yes, he’s lost some weight. Yusuf is sick. Kidney failure. Somalia doesn’t have the greatest health care system, and Yusuf is on so many blacklists, he can’t leave the country.”
“Do we know his current location?” Carrie asked.
“Yes, well, we know where he was yesterday. And we also know he’s on the move.” McClain pulled a couple of reports from one of his folders. “According to our intelligence, Yusuf is scheduled to see a doctor in three days, near El Wak, in southwest Somalia. He’s travelling light, with just three guards, as to not bring too much attention to himself.” He handed one of the reports to Justin, the other to Carrie.
Justin skimmed through the first page. “Do we have any assets in that part of the country?”
McClain sighed. “We don’t and neither does NCS.”
“MI6?” asked Carrie.
McClain shook his head. “Not that we’re aware of. The entire region is a wasteland, apart from a small village here and there — a few huts more than anything else — and a couple of struggling refugee camps. The drought and famine have devastated almost everything, and al-Shabaab is cutting down the few people still standing.”
Justin said, “Anyone from the camps we can use for infil and exfil?”
McClain shuffled through his papers. Finding what he was looking for, he pulled a couple of photos and a few maps. “Birgit Fredriksen. She’s the UN representative at Dagadera camp, a hundred miles south of El Wak.”
“Fredriksen. Danish?” Carrie asked.
“Swedish,” McClain replied. He handed the photos to Carrie and the maps to Justin. “Last year, she helped hide a couple of MI6 agents on a rescue mission. Their team was ambushed by unknown militants near the Somalia-Kenya border, somewhere around here.” He pointed to a particular point on the first map. “Our sources tell us she has a solid background. I’ve got a file on her.”
“Did she know they were MI6?” Justin asked.
“No. They said they were kidnapped tourists who were able to get away,” McClain replied.
“And it worked?” Carrie asked, raising an eyebrow.
“It did. I don’t know if Fredriksen bought it. The truth is, she provided medical assistance and kept them hidden until the arrival of another rescue team.”
Justin studied the map showing the area surrounding the town of El Wak, the border cutting through its center. “For this to work, Birgit will have to pick us up near El Wak, then drive us to the village where Yusuf is seeing his doctor.”
“She’ll do that. Fredriksen will bring to this mission her knowledge and reputation. She has been working in Somalia for over ten years, the last six of them spent in this region,” McClain said, gesturing with his head toward the map.
“Then, after we snatch Yusuf, she’ll have to drive us into Kenya. So we’ll have to tell her about our mission, which will put her in grave danger,” Justin said. His voice turned low as he spoke the last words.
McClain’s eyes narrowed. He shook his head. “That can’t happen. She’s already in danger, working and living in an area infested with insurgents, witnessing battles among tribes and all-out wars. She doesn’t need any of our problems.”
“So we’ll have to get our own transport for exfil,” Carrie said. “We’ll take whatever Yusuf’s men are driving. By then, we should be familiar with the way out.”
“Yes, that could work,” Justin said. “What if we went in with our own transport?”
“I was thinking about it,” McClain replied, “but that adds additional risks. You’ll be a much more visible and precious target. Our CIS station in Nairobi will secure you a vehicle, which you can use at least some of the time.”
Justin nodded. “That would be good. This border is just in a line on a map. If Birgit meets us a few miles inside Somalia, then gets us close to the village, we’ll take care of the exit.”
McClain’s drew back his lips to form a thin line. He shook his head slowly, then said, “You need a more concrete plan. What if Yusuf’s SUV is disabled in the firefight? You may not be able to find another car. This area is al-Shabaab’s heartland, and you’ll have people shooting at you from all directions. Women. Children. And you’ll have no backup.”
“Agreed.” Justin spread out his hands, leaning forward. He tapped the map on the Somali side. “According to the intel, we’ll be about twenty miles in. Let’s have Birgit be our backup plan. If we can’t get our hands on a car, she’ll be our next option. Kenyan troops should also have a couple of choppers on standby, in case things get really ugly. They’ll be our last resort.” Justin placed his index finger on the Kenyan side, west of El Wak.
McClain nodded. “The Kenyans will play ball. Al-Shabaab is a big pain in their ass. A string of car bombs have targeted their cities, and militants routinely raid their border towns and villages.”
Justin rubbed his chin, then scratched the corner of his left jaw, just below one of his bruises.
“What are you thinking, Justin?” McClain asked.
“How will we convince Birgit to help us?”
“I’ve got some pull with high officials at the UN mission here. We helped them a year ago when five of their workers were kidnapped near the Dabaab refugee camp in Kenya, close to the border with Somalia, not far from where you’re going. We negotiated their release, so I’m sure they’ll return us the favor.”
“Perfect,” said Justin.
“I’ll get you on a plane to Nairobi, then to Wajir.” McClain pointed at the second map. “It has a decent airport, a tarmac runway, the only one north of Garissa, which is almost 200 miles south. Wajir is about sixty miles from the border with Somalia. You’ll travel as part of a diplomatic mission, so get all your gear ready. We have limited resources on the ground.”
“Will do,” said Carrie. She handed over Fredriksen’s photos to Justin.
The first one was a close-up. She was behind the steering wheel of a vehicle. Sweat, dirt, and fatigue were clear on her face, but Birgit was still a pretty woman, with blue eyes, high cheekbones, and a straight, narrow nose. She had thin lips and long blonde curls tied in a ponytail. The second photo showed her among a crowd of African children, probably from Dagadera camp. She looked as happy as they were to receive food and other supplies she was handing them.
“Now, get some sleep,” McClain said, closing his folder. “You’ll head out tomorrow, well today in the morning. We’ll convene here for a pre-mission briefing at zero nine hundred. By then, I should have more details about this operation.”
“And the mole?” Carrie asked.
“We’ll input data in our systems about a recon mission in northern Somalia to throw off al-Shabaab. That should give you some extra cover. Hopefully, Yusuf will give up his source, and we’ll find this traitor.”
* * *
McClain provided Justin and Carrie with detailed topographical maps of the border area, recent satellite photographs, and a collection of pictures of known and suspected al-Shabaab militants active in the area. More importantly, the agents received aerial shots of the village of Barjaare and of the house where the doctor was expected to treat the terrorist mastermind. A RQ-170 Sentinel reconnaissance drone was expected to secure real-time intelligence on any movements of militants, and the CIS station of Southeast Africa Division in Nairobi was going to monitor the operation and provide constant updates.
During the flight from Ottawa to Nairobi, Justin and Carrie re-examined the files received from NCS and McClain. They met in Nairobi with the two operatives that formed the entire CIS presence in the country. McClain was not kidding when he said they had limited resources on the ground. The station operated out of the High Commission of Canada to Kenya to provide the operatives with the vital diplomatic cover that came with being “members” of the Canadian Defense Advisor’s office.
McClain had vouched for the two CIS operatives, but Justin still kept their involvement and their knowledge about the operation to the necessary minimum. He relied on the operatives to secure a safe house for them in Nairobi, but he swept the apartment for bugs, and Carrie and he took turns keeping guard during the night.
They received updated intelligence from the Nairobi station in the morning. Al-Shabaab fighters had clashed with Kenya Defense Forces north of Wajir and around the border area last evening. Six people were dead, and several Kenyans were kidnapped. Al-Shabaab had taken the hostages back to Somalia, while Kenyan troops were sent in to pursue them. The army had set up checkpoints every ten miles or so, but its clampdown on the insurgents had not affected flights to Wajir Airport.
While it was still possible to fly the agents’ baggage — along with their weapons — under the label of “diplomatic mail,” it would be difficult to explain their arsenal if discovered at an army checkpoint. Justin and Carrie travelled on diplomatic passports. Even so, the presence of two Canadian senior officials in a war zone, heavily armed and without bodyguards, would raise a lot of suspicions. Everyone would realize they were anything but diplomats.
Justin and Carrie were not about to abandon their mission so far into it. Their cover of freelance journalists in the area to report on the recent incursions was going to allow them a certain freedom of movement, especially if they were not carrying any weapons or suspicious gear. They decided to change their travel plans and cross into Somalia closer to Wajir, to avoid at least some of the checkpoints. Birgit would have to meet them at another location, farther down south, away from El Wak. The use of aerial surveillance was out of the question, to avoid detection by Kenyan helicopters and fighter jets patrolling the airspace.
Justin and Carrie knew the bitter truth. They were going into this extremely dangerous operation completely on their own, without any weapons, and almost blind.

Chapter Nine

Fifteen miles southwest of El Wak, Kenya
September 26, 2:15 p.m. local time
The local “taxi” truck carrying over thirty people switched lanes, cutting in front of them, dangerously close to their truck’s front bumper. Justin slammed on his horn as their gray Nissan was engulfed in a thick cloud of red dust. He slowed down and switched on his headlights to avoid running over any cattle or humans with the bad habit of dashing across the strip of dirt called road.
“Crazy driver,” Justin barked, his hands gripping the steering wheel.
The Nissan bounced over a series of ruts in the road.
“Yeah, deadly. Carrying thirty people and still pulling such stunts,” Carrie said, holding on to the door handle.
“I think I saw a goat too. One of the women was holding it over her lap.”
The dust was setting. The terrain on both sides of the road was mainly flat, with scraggly thorn bushes and an occasional half-withered tree dotting the red soil. The prolonged drought had killed most of the livestock, fueling feuds among clansmen. A week ago, the area had seen bloody fighting, with young men swinging machetes and AKs.
The truck was one of the few vehicles they had seen since they left Wajir. Kenya Defense Forces were manning heavily reinforced roadblocks at the northern entrance into town. They had armored jeeps and bulletproof vests, machine guns, and rocket-propelled grenades. The checkpoints, the ethnic violence, and the fear of another attack from al-Shabaab fighters had emptied the roads, halting almost all traffic. KDF soldiers searched their Nissan and rummaged through their belongings, but waved the two “Italian journalists”—Justin and Carrie’s cover in Kenya — through without too much hassle.
Justin and Carrie were not that lucky at the next checkpoint. The captain of a small unit — seven, maybe eight soldiers holed in two armored transporters — insisted he could not allow any one, journalists included, to continue further north. After a couple of minutes of negotiating, Justin dug into his wallet to produce his fail-safe pass: five one-hundred dollar bills. The captain pocketed the bribe discreetly and ordered two soldiers to move to the side the coils of barbed wire forming the roadblock. He even offered to provide them with a military escort, hoping for another windfall. Justin politely declined his request, and they were on their way.
“How far are we from the border?” Justin asked.
Carrie consulted her GPS receiver. “About seven miles.”
“We’ll soon leave the road and head toward the border.”
Justin drove for another mile. Carrie reached for a water bottle from their mini-cooler. The temperature had climbed five degrees over the last hour, reaching eighty-seven. The Nissan’s air conditioner supposedly worked, but the sweat on her forehead proved otherwise. She took a sip, then asked Justin, “Water?”
“Sure. Thanks.”
She handed him a one-liter bottle. Justin gulped down half of it. He kept his gaze to his right, searching for a dirt trail among the shrubs stretching alongside the road. The “taxi” truck was long gone, and there was no other traffic on the road and no goat or camel herders on the flatlands.
“Right here.” He pointed to a spot on his right. “We’ll turn here.”
The mouth of a trail appeared a few yards ahead. The blackened hulk of a burned truck — similar in shape and size to theirs — marked the detour. Justin slowed down, then steered through the bushes.
He picked up speed as they entered the trail. It was a few inches wider than the Nissan, but cleared of all shrubs. Visible tracks in the hardened soil provided evidence of recent use. Some were wider and deeper than the rest. This was one of many smugglers’ routes piercing the porous border. Al-Shabaab was also known to routinely use them to launch incursions into the Kenyan villages and towns.
“Large trucks. I wonder what they were carrying,” Carrie said.
“Hostages. Guns. Cattle.”
He pointed to a couple of cow carcasses baking in the scorching sun a few feet away from the trail. A flock of vultures pecked at one, their curved beaks tearing chunks of flesh. They had already picked clean the other carcass, its white bones the only thing remaining from the animal.
Carrie nodded. She glanced at her wristwatch, then picked a pair of binoculars from her knapsack lying at her feet. She observed the horizon, looking first to her right, then straight ahead and to her left. “No movement anywhere,” she said when she finished her reconnaissance.
“We’ll be in Somalia in a few minutes.” Justin calculated the time based on the Nissan’s speedometer. “We’ve got to ditch the truck and walk the last few miles.”
Carrie gestured with her head to the left. A cluster of acacia trees — which had somehow survived the sweltering temperatures — rose up about half a mile away. “In case we need the truck on our way out.”
Justin grinned. “You really think it will still be there?”
Carrie shrugged. “Probably not. But it doesn’t hurt. Maybe no one will cross this way over the next four hours.”
Justin slowed down, then maneuvered the Nissan in that direction. He stopped when they arrived under the trees, and the stepped out of the truck. Glancing at the trail, he said, “It’s quite visible to anyone driving or walking there.”
“Well, maybe they’ll be in a hurry or maybe they’ll have no more room for plunder. Or they’ll think it’s a piece of junk.”
Justin looked at the Nissan. Its rusty doors and cracked windshield were evidence of its long use and abuse through these rugged roads. The tires had lost almost all their tread. The interior was in a better shape, with newer seats, the owner obviously interested more in the comfort of his own ass than the overall conditions of his vehicle.
“Hmmm, I don’t know. I saw an old Kia in Wajir that seemed to be held together by duct tape. But I’ll take the keys,” Justin said.
Carrie had already loaded her knapsack on her shoulders. “Ready?”
“Yes, ready.”
Justin swung his knapsack around his back.
“Two miles northeast, then two miles east,” Carrie read her GPS. “If everything’s OK, Birgit should be waiting for us.”
* * *
They marched in silence, preserving their energy. Justin was wearing a beige long-sleeved shirt, a multi-pocket vest and light khaki pants. Carrie had a white polo shirt and navy blue pants. She had applied sunscreen over her face and her neck and had offered some to Justin, but he had shrugged away the possibility of sunburn. His skin had a nice bronze tan.
Their khaki travel hats protected them well from the blazing sun for the first five minutes. Then their heads began to melt, streams of sweat trailing down their faces and their necks. Under the weight of their twenty-pound knapsacks, even their regular steady pace caused their bodies to break out in sweat.
“We’re leaving Kenya,” Carrie said.
She followed two steps behind Justin. He stopped, then glanced right and left, as if crossing an intersection. No signs of a border. The same red sand, the same thorny shrubs, the same scorching heat. He continued his march. Three more steps and Carrie said, “Welcome to Somalia.”
Justin slowed down. Another two miles to our rendezvous point. He glanced at his wristwatch. Right on time. I hope Birgit has some cold water.
About half an hour later, he said, “We’re here.”
He pointed to their right. A white Toyota Land Cruiser was visible in the distance. UNHCR was stamped in large blue letters on its side.
“Thank God.” Carrie removed her hat and used it to fan her face. She used the back of her hand to wipe a few sweat drops blinding her eyes.
A black man in an olive drab uniform jumped out the Toyota’s front passenger door. He was carrying an assault rifle, which Justin recognized as the American-made M16. He knelt in a firing position by the hood of the Toyota, pointing his rifle at them.
“Quite the welcome,” Carrie muttered, placing her hat back on her head.
“They’re being careful. That’s good.”
Justin continued advancing toward the Toyota. He kept the same pace, making no sudden moves or doing anything the man with the gun might interpret as a threat. As they drew nearer, he noticed the slender silhouette of the blonde driver. Another black man was sitting behind the driver. The barrel of an assault rifle was sticking out of the window on his side.
When they were a few feet away from the Toyota, the driver pushed open her door. “You must have friends in some very high places, Mr. Jacob Tanner,” she said in English as she stepped out and slammed the door behind her. Her terse voice dripped with scorn.
Justin looked at Birgit. Her face showed her displeasure at being here and serving as their guide. She was measuring them up, her arms crossed in front of her chest. Her light blue t-shirt revealed nice biceps, neatly covered in a golden suntan. The benefits of working long hours outdoors, Justin thought. A pair of sand khaki pants and brown work boots completed her attire.
“We appreciate this favor, Ms. Fredriksen and we regret any—”
“I don’t need your regrets,” Birgit interrupted him. She took a couple of steps forward.
Justin realized she stood at least three inches taller than him. I was hoping for some cold water, not cold shoulder. He braced for her lecture.
“I’ve been working in Somalia for ten years, and I’ve never talked to any of our director generals. Ever. But this week I get not one, but two, two phone calls, from two different DGs. Both concerned, very concerned, to make sure I serve as your driver for the day. As if I have nothing better to do.”
Justin’s face remained calm and expressionless.
“Who are you, Mr. Tanner? Is Tanner even your name? Your real name?”
Justin exchanged a quick glance with Carrie. She gave him a stoic grin, which Justin translated as “just let her vent.” Then the corner of his eye caught Birgit’s security guard movements. The guard adjusted his position, re-aiming his M16 at Justin’s chest.
“Ms. Fredriksen, we thank you for agreeing to help us. My colleague and I, we’re journalists, in the area to—”
“That’s bullshit, and you know it.” Birgit took another step toward him. She was now standing three feet away. “There are no journalists in this Godforsaken land. Men, women, and children are dropping like flies and nobody gives a damn. This land sees only refugees, terrorists, and terrorist hunters.” Birgit pointed a finger at Justin. “You’re not a refugee, and you don’t look like a terrorist.”
Justin let out a deep sigh. “The less you know, the better it is for everyone,” he said, slowly gesturing toward the guard. “Please take us to the village. In an hour, we’ll be out of your life. For good.”
Birgit tapped her left foot, kicking up a small puff of dust. “What’s in the bags?”
“Equipment. Satphones. Cameras. Binoculars and such.”
“Guns?”
“No, no guns.”
“Open them up.”
Justin lowered his brown knapsack slowly to the ground. He undid some of the straps, opening up the main compartment. He had no reason to worry Birgit would find anything objectionable inside. They were carrying nothing illegal. But it seemed she was looking for a reason not to take them with her.
Birgit gave Justin’s knapsack a meticulous search, then proceeded to do the same with Carrie’s. She opened all side compartments and inside pockets. Finally, she picked up the knapsacks, weighing them in her hand.
“We’re good to go?” asked Justin.
Birgit bit her lips, clenched her jaw, then opened her mouth, ready to continue her tirade. But she changed her mind, dropped the knapsacks and turned around. “You’re riding in the back,” she said without turning her head and walked toward the Toyota.
The guard lowered his weapon and stood up, but kept a stern face. His eyes were following Justin’s every move. Carrie nodded at Justin, then whispered, “Well done, terrorist hunter.”
“Thanks, Ms. Fredriksen,” Justin said. He zipped up his knapsack and hastened behind her.
* * *
The left side of the back of the Toyota was filled with medical supplies packed in gray metallic boxes of all sizes. UNHCR and a red cross were stenciled on their sides. Justin and Carrie sat across from the supplies, on the well-worn vinyl upholstery full of tears and stains.
As soon as they closed the back door, Birgit gunned the engine. The Toyota shook, then launched forward. They looped around a few burned acacias. Someone had stopped here and had decided to make a big bonfire. Most of the other trees and the shrubs had been cut down and picked clean, leaving the landscape even more barren and depressing than on the Kenyan side.
Two minutes later, they drove into a wider, dustier road, which seemed to run parallel to the border. Heavily used by militants and government troops of Kenya and Somalia, the road was in a rough shape. It was high at the center and tapered very steeply to the sides. The rear suspensions of the Toyota might have been sufficient for the harsh terrain during the vehicle’s first year in use. But now Justin could feel every bump in the road. At least they had air conditioning, but Birgit still had not offered them a cold drink.
Justin glanced at Birgit. His eyes met hers in the rearview mirror. She still had a dark look on her face. “You’re CIA?” she asked.
Her tone told Justin she was certain of his positive answer. He felt sorry to disappoint her yet again. “No, we don’t work for CIA”
Birgit’s eyes narrowed, the look of surprise replacing that of anger.
“MI6?”
“Sorry, we’re just journalists,” Carrie said.
Birgit titled her head to look directly at Carrie. Her amused facial expression was telling the other woman she was not talking to her. “Journalists or not, you’ve already cost me two grand. Al-Shabaab’s men at checkpoints make no exceptions for humanitarian vehicles.”
“You pay them off?” Carrie asked.
“Yes, and a journalist would know that. Why do you think pickup trucks mounted with machine guns and rockets are called ‘technicals’? Because we pay them off to leave us alone, so we can do our job and help save a few good people. And we write off those sums as ‘technical assistance.’”
Carrie nodded. “Thanks for the explanation.”
Birgit pondered Carrie’s reply for a second and decided it was genuine. Justin knew better, but kept his mouth shut.
“Here, have some water,” Birgit said. “You’re dying of sweat.” She gestured to the guard in the back seat. He handed them two bottles of water.
Justin and Carrie gulped down their water in a matter of seconds.
“So, what’s in Barjaare?” asked Birgit.
“What?” replied Justin.
“What’s going on in Barjaare that deserves the arrival of two journalists? The place hardly has two hundred souls.”
“We’re just working on a report about the recent clashes between al-Shabaab and Kenyan forces,” Justin gave her the rehearsed reply.
“Hmmm, interesting.”
Justin glanced sideways at Birgit. “Why is that, Ms. Fredriksen?”
“Oh, call me Birgit, will you? And it’s interesting because it’s very obvious when al-Shabaab leaders visit the area. There are reinforcements, curfews in villages, a show of force. There hasn’t been anything like that at all in the area. So I don’t know whom you’ll interview in that village, since it has no al-Shabaab fighters.”
Justin scratched his chin, choosing the right words in his mind. “Perhaps you’ve been overwhelmed with work, running the camp, and you haven’t taken notice.”
Birgit shook her head. “You’re handling me. I don’t like it.”
“The less you know, the—”
“Yes, yes, the better it is, but for you, not everyone.”
Justin did not reply even though Birgit flogged him with a harsh glare.
They drove in silence for the next few minutes, the rumble of the diesel engine the only sound in the tense air. At some point, the road become wider, but the semi-arid landscape remained generally the same.
Then in the distance, Justin saw a crude roadblock, formed by the skeleton of a large transport truck, probably of the Kenyan or the Somali army. It was flanked by a light blue pickup truck to the left and a black jeep to the right. A light machine gun was mounted on the back of the truck. It was manned by two men dressed in desert camouflage pants and white and red headdresses. Its muzzle was pointed at incoming traffic. Two other men in green pants and multicolored shirts stood next to the truck, holding large rifles in their hands, bandoliers slung around their necks. There also seemed to be a driver inside the truck, but Justin was not sure.
He threw his gaze at the jeep, a newer Mitsubishi Pajero model, with a mismatched driver’s door, a shade lighter than the rest of the body. He spotted two men inside, in the driver’s and the front passenger’s seat, but he could not make out their faces.
Justin’s breathing grew faster. By this point, he would have reached for his gun, but they had brought none on this mission. They had hoped to get them from local Somalis in Barjaare, since the country was awash with weapons. His right foot was tapping involuntarily. He glanced at Carrie and saw her tense face, heaving chest, and clenched fists.
“Relax,” he heard Birgit’s voice, as the Toyota began to slow down. “They’re al-Shabaab, but I’ve dealt with these men before, and we just passed this checkpoint on our way to meet up with you. They just want to collect their ‘taxes.’ Just keep your cool.”
Justin nodded nervously, feeling the sweat bubbling on the palms of his hands. He wiped them against his pants, then leaned forward to peer through the side window at the two men behind the machine gun. Their stance was relaxed, as they were not expecting to engage the incoming vehicle in a firefight. He hoped it would not come to that. The machine gun — he recognized it as a Russian-made PK — was capable of shooting seven hundred rounds per minute.
One of the men with bandoliers stepped forward, motioning at the driver to stop at the side of the road, across from the pickup truck. Birgit followed his order. The man approached the car slowly, his strut full of machismo, his rifle still in his hand, the barrel pointing to the ground.
“Stay cool,” Birgit said, reaching in the glove compartment. “I’ve got their money here.” She brought up a wad of cash wrapped with a rubber band, waving it in the air so both Justin and the man with bandoliers could see her gesture. “We’ll be out of their way in a minute.”
The man was now just outside Birgit’s window. She rolled down the glass and greeted the man in Arabic, “Salam Alaykum.”
Justin thought of the moment’s irony. The greeting meant “peace be upon you.”
The man mumbled back a curt, “Alaykum Salam,” which meant “and peace unto you.” Then he reached for the cash Birgit was holding in her hand. He flicked through it with a quick move of his fingers, counting the money. He nodded, a slight grin of content swinging on his lips. Then he cast a careful gaze inside the Toyota, pausing for a brief second when looking at the guards. His eyes finally fell on Justin, who looked at him for a couple of seconds, his face devoid of emotions.
“Who are these people?” the man asked Birgit in a gruff voice, his head tilted toward the back of the Toyota.
“Journalists. We’re giving them a ride. I explained this to your boss when we—”
The man silenced her by raising one hand. “Journalists. Why are they here?”
Birgit shrugged. “To write articles about the recent fighting.”
The men processed this information. He stared again at Carrie, then at Justin, studying his face, as if trying to decide if and where he had seen it before. He shook his head, his lips curling up at one corner. He took one step back. “You can leave now.” He gestured to Birgit.
She nodded, then said, “Shukran,” thanking the man. She began to roll up the window’s glass.
The man had already turned his back to them and was moving away from the Toyota at a fast pace.
Justin’s heart began to pound fast in his chest. “He made me,” he shouted, “get us out of here. Fast.”
“What? What happened?” asked Birgit, turning her head to look at Justin.
“That man recognized me. Hit the gas. Now!”
It was too late. The man spun on his heels, his rifle aimed at them.
“Get down! Get down, down!” Justin shouted, grabbing Carrie’s arm and dragging her to the floor.
Bullets pierced the car. Shreds of glass and plastic rained over their bodies. The sound of gunshots muffled Birgit’s screams. At least she’s still alive, Justin thought. He looked at Carrie, next to him, lying flat on the floor.
She nodded. “I’m OK.”
“The guards,” Justin said, looking up at the back seat.
His gaze met the lifeless eyes of one of the guards. His head was twisted to one side, blood dripping from a wound in his forehead.
“Their guns,” Carrie said.
“Got it.”
More gunshots rang. More bullets hammered their car. The metallic boxes had offered them a thin shield. Now liquids were pouring out of the countless holes. Justin waited for a break in the volley ripping through the Toyota. It came a moment later, a half-second pause, sufficient for Justin to reach up and grope for the dead guard’s M16. His hand found it and he pulled it toward him, just as the gunman resumed his assault.
“The door,” Justin said.
Carrie slid toward it, her hand fidgeting with the handle. She cracked it open, kicked it, then dropped out. Justin slipped through the open door as bullets whizzed inches above his head. He rolled on his stomach and aimed the rifle at the same time. He leveled his sight on the gunman’s legs and pulled the trigger. His barrage cut the man to the ground. He fell with a heavy thud, lifting up a small plum of dust. Justin fired again, and the man stopped moving.
Everything went quiet for a moment. Justin peeked through a hole in the side of the Toyota. The other man with bandoliers was gone, most likely hiding behind the pickup. The men in the back of the pickup were scrambling to fire their machine gun.
“This side’s clear,” Carrie said, gesturing toward the jeep.
Justin nodded. He stepped out in the open, firing short three-round bursts. His bullets hit the machine gun crew in their necks and chests, knocking them dead overboard. The man with bandoliers jumped out near the hood of the pickup. Before he could thunder his gun, a bullet struck him in the head. Carrie had retrieved the AK of Birgit’s second guard and had fired the deadly shot. She blasted her rifle one more time, her bullet nailing the driver of the pickup to his seat.
The driver of the jeep had already put his vehicle in reverse and was trying to turn around. Justin placed the metal stock of his M16 firmly against the pocket of his right shoulder. He aligned the rifle sight with the small moving target, closed his left eye and breathed in. Letting his air out and relaxing his chest muscles, he fired twice. The bullets struck the jeep’s windshield, boring two holes in the glass and in the heads of the driver and the front passenger. The jeep came to a slow stop.
Justin returned to the Toyota. Carrie had already opened the driver’s door. “How is she?” he said. “Birgit, are you OK?”
Birgit did not answer him.
Justin cleared the debris and helped Carrie to lay Birgit’s unresponsive body on the ground. They tried to keep her as still as possible, to avoid any damage to her spinal cord and other internal organs. She was barely breathing, her chest rising almost unnoticeably. Blood had seeped through her clothes from a large wound in her right side. Another bullet had struck her left leg, a few inches above the knee.
“Will she make it?” asked Justin.
“Hard to tell right now.” Carrie stood up. “She’s losing blood fast. I can’t tell what arteries and organs are severed by the bullet. But I’ll patch her up and stabilize her.” She walked to the back of the Toyota. “Help me find a first aid kit.”
They dug carefully through shredded metal and plastic and broken glass. Some medical supplies had remained intact, and they took whatever could be of use. Carrie began to attend to Brigit’s wounds, while Justin went to check on the pickup truck and the jeep. Everyone was dead, as he had expected. None of them had any identification documents, but he found two boxes full of assault rifles stored in the back of the jeep.
When he returned, Carrie was holding her hands over Birgit’s side wound to stop the bleeding. She had set a mountain of sterile pads over the wound, half of which were already blood-soaked.
“I’ve slowed down her bleeding,” she said, gently placing two long Band-Aids over the pads, to keep them in place. “The wound wasn’t deep. The bullet probably ricocheted off the windows or the doors. I hope she doesn’t get an infection.”
She rinsed her hands with an antiseptic bottle, cleaning the blood. She wiped sweat off her brow, then rinsed her hands again and turned to Birgit’s leg wound. “The bullet missed the femoral artery. It went through.” She pointed at the outer edge of Birgit’s left thigh. “But it hit her femur, the muscles taking the brunt of the hit. She’ll be on crutches for a few weeks. That’s if she makes it.”
Justin watched Carrie’s hands at work for a few seconds, then his gaze went at Birgit’s face. She had turned pale, her eyes were closed, and her hair was disheveled, but otherwise she seemed to be at peace. He swallowed, then said slowly, “You know she would be fine if it weren’t for me.”
“None of this is your fault,” Carrie said, looking up at Justin. “The bastards were shooting at the people who came here to help with their fucking famines.”
“This time, she was helping us.”
She shrugged. “Yeah, but that doesn’t make their actions any less vile. We wouldn’t be here, if they weren’t coming after you, after us.”
Justin nodded. “How far is Dagadera camp?”
“I have to check, but it can’t be too far.”
“You’ll drive her to the camp. Doctors there can save her life. And call those Kenyan choppers. If she’s stable enough to fly, they need to pick her up. Birgit can’t die. I can’t let her die.”
Justin had seen too many people die on his watch. He had tried to save them all, and sometimes he succeeded. He hoped this would be one of those cases.
Carrie finished cleaning the wound, then placed a few pads over it, leaning with both hands on Birgit’s thigh. “And the mission?” she said. “You’ll go at it alone?”
Justin shrugged. “I have to. We’re so close. And Yusuf has only three guards. I found two boxes full of brand new assault rifles in the jeep. Can you guess their model?”
Carrie did a double take. “They’re not AK-47s, or you wouldn’t ask. So, I’ve have to go with Type 56?”
“The Chinese knockoff of AK-47? No. This is close to home. They’re M16s.”
“Brand new US-made M16s? Where did al-Shabaab get them?”
“Not sure. They attacked a police station, a military base, or a Somali government warehouse somewhere. We should be able to trace their origin.”
Carrie nodded. “All right, so you get to the village, get to Yusuf, and drive out in one piece. Call me if you’ll need an exfil.”
Justin kicked some sand with the tip of his boot. “I’ll hide the jeep outside the village. I’ll either have to come back to it or steal Yusuf’s car. Or get another vehicle from the locals.”
Carrie frowned. “I don’t like the odds,” she said. “No offense, but this is more than even you can chew.”
“I know. And I don’t like it either. But there’s no other way.”

Chapter Ten

Two miles south of Barjaare, Somalia
September 26, 4:45 p.m. local time
Justin and Carrie cleaned the arsenal of M16s and their ammunition, a couple of mortars, and rocket-propelled grenades from the jeep. They retrieved Birgit’s money, removed the militants’ bodies, and scrubbed their blood off the jeep’s seats. They could do nothing about the bullet holes in the windshield, but it was not unusual for Somali cars to have cracked or bullet-shredded windows. If anything, it added a more local feel to Justin’s ride. Along with his blue robe, a jalabiya, he bought in Nairobi, the jeep would allow him to blend in.
Justin eased on the gas pedal as the first mud huts of Barjaare came into view. He was getting closer to the village. He had already seen herdsmen tending goats that looked as scrawny as their owners. They minded their own depressing business, throwing only casual, disinterested glances in his direction. Dead carcasses and piles of garbage became a familiar sight alongside the road.
At the edge of the village, he saw a one-story mud brick building with holes large enough for a small child to run through. Its roof had collapsed and weeds were growing next to the walls. A rusty, broken sign read in large white letters SCHOO, the ‘L’ missing from the word. Justin wondered when and why the village had abandoned it. Perhaps al-Shabaab prohibited the villagers from taking their children to school. Or maybe they were afraid their children would be kidnapped while away from their parents and forced into al-Shabaab’s service. He had read many reports of such occurrences in al-Shabaab-dominated areas.
He left the main road behind and drove to the school. Debris littered the backyard. One of the walls had caved in, creating a large opening. He steered in that direction, negotiating his way through the uneven terrain, and parked his jeep inside the school, away from any curious eyes. He stepped out and took his knapsack from the back of the jeep. Then he slipped his pistol — a newer Russian-made Makarov, retrieved from one of the dead militants in the pickup — and two extra magazines in the right side pocket of his robe and listened.
All he heard was relative silence, pierced by a dog’s yelp, a loud shout in an African dialect he did not understand, and the distant bleating of a goat. Justin glanced at his wristwatch. Still making good time. Yusuf and his guards were expected to arrive at the village before sunset, which was still an hour away. Justin was planning to set up his position at a vantage point across from the doctor’s house and strike as soon as Yusuf got out of his vehicle.
He wore his white and blue headdress and walked toward the village, his knapsack over his left shoulder. He would attract some attention from the locals, and he hoped it would not be the wrong kind of attention.
The first glances came from a group of women in colorful dresses and veils, who were sitting and talking outside a tin-roofed mud house. Their conversation turned hushed as Justin walked on the other side of the road, a few feet away from them. He avoided making direct eye contact, but still glanced in their general direction, paying special attention to the house entrance and a few large rusty barrels stacked along the thatched fence.
A group of children — six in all — ran out from the yard of the next house. They looked malnourished, their bellies swollen, their arms and legs thin as twigs. Justin tried to guess their age, but he found it impossible. They could be five, or seven, or nine. He smiled at them, and greeted them in Arabic. They stared at him, but muttered no words in reply. Justin dipped his left hand in his knapsack and pulled out two granola bars. It was part of his late lunch. He waved them at the boys. One of them — the tallest, who also seemed to be the leader of the gang — reached forward, grabbed the granola bars and broke into a sprint. The others gave chase, their high-pitched shouts filling the village.
Three houses away, Justin spotted two young men preparing firewood out of an acacia tree in their backyard. One of them was swinging a machete; the other was loading the chopped branches into a cart. He passed by without talking to them, and they were too consumed in their work to notice him.
The road curved and became wider, enough for two cars to pass by one another with ease. A bar was straight ahead with a group of men sitting in battered plastic chairs, sipping tea and smoking tobacco on the porch, under the shade of a corrugated tin roof. They laid their gazes upon Justin as soon as he rounded the corner. He smiled, while taking in the entire surroundings. There were eight men, mostly in their late thirties, two or three older, perhaps in their fifties. He could not tell if they were armed, but as he drew nearer he saw an AK lying against the wall by the entrance to the bar. He was sure there had to be more inside the bar and in the nearby houses.
“Salam Alaykum,” Justin greeted them, placing his left hand over his heart.
A couple of the younger men replied with the customary “Alaykum Salam.” The others offered reluctant nods, their cautious eyes measuring up his face, his clothes, his moves.
“My name is Fadil Naeim. I’m a journalist with CairoTV in Egypt,” Justin spoke slowly and softly in Arabic, with a warm, friendly tone in his voice. He smiled as he talked and kept the AK and the bar entrance in his peripheral vision.
His words stirred some emotion among the men. A few shifted in their seats, motioning to the rest and whispering among themselves.
One of the older men, who sported a salt-and-pepper beard, peered at him for a few moments, then asked, “A journalist? You’re lost? Where’s your guide?”
Justin had already thought about various replies to those questions. “Our four-car convoy fell into an ambush. I think… I think in the aftermath I got lost.” He tried to make his words and the tone of his voice come across as unthreatening, yet not make him sound too weak. He did not know if the allegiance of these men lay with al-Shabaab or the Somali government.
The word “ambush” rattled the crowd. Two of the younger men stood up and asked, “What ambush? Where? Who was it?”
The old man kept his piercing eyes on Justin, as if determining if he was telling the truth.
“I don’t know who they were. Masked men in camouflage clothes, with large guns. They probably wanted to kidnap us and hold us for ransom. Our security guards returned fire. It was about an hour south. Who controls that area?”
His question brought about an uneasy silence. The old man took a deep breath. “Some troubled and foolish young men have turned to guns to escape poverty,” he said in a gloomy voice. “They are very dangerous and brutal, and you’re lucky to have made it out alive.”
“Where’s the rest of your convoy?” asked one of the younger men.
Justin had a ready answer. “They drove in the other direction. The gunmen gave chase.”
He paused for a second, scanning their faces. They seemed to have bought his story.
“How safe is the village?” he asked. Birgit had said there were no al-Shabaab fighters, but Justin wanted to double-check her information.
“They don’t control our homes or our lives,” the old man answered, his head gesturing toward the AK. “They tried once or twice, but we held them back. The government is strong. We are strong.”
Justin nodded. The old man was not exactly lying, but still not telling the whole truth. The Somali’s government authority was very weak, with stories of soldiers defecting to al-Shabaab's forces reported almost on a daily basis. Tribes and clans ruled the villages as they had done for centuries, surviving by siding with the stronger warriors at any given time.
“Sit down and enjoy a cup of tea,” the other old man said, motioning toward an empty seat to his right. “It will help you.”
“Thank you.”
His seat faced the bar’s entrance and the direction of the road from where Justin had arrived. His back was exposed, but he accepted the offer, not wanting to refuse the old men in front of everyone. He also accepted a mug of shah, the sweet tea, one of the younger men brought to his table. He took a few sips, enjoying the taste and the silence. A soft breeze flapped his headdress. It was a few degrees cooler in the shade.
“Is there a doctor here?” Justin asked in a casual tone. The satellite photos of the village and of the doctor’s house were in his knapsack by his feet. He had studied them and knew how to get there, but he was looking for a polite way out of this tea break.
“Why, you’re wounded?” asked the old man who had invited him for tea.
“No, but something I ate is turning my stomach upside down.”
“We have no doctors here,” said the old man who had done most of the talking. “The closest one is about an hour north.”
Are you sure? Justin wanted to ask, but held his tongue. “No doctors?” he asked, scratching his chin. “I was told by our guides you had a good doctor.”
“We did once. But he died five years ago,” replied the old man.
A couple of the younger men nodded.
Justin frowned. They had no reason to lie to him about a doctor, so it had to be that he was given bad intelligence. He hated bad intelligence. Did they send me to the wrong village? Where is Yusuf? What else is wrong with this intel?
“Thanks for the tea and the hospitality,” he said, standing and picking up his knapsack. “I have to head back. How do I get to El Wak?”
Before anyone could give him directions, the roar of a loud car engine echoed from the road behind him. Justin turned to see a gray pickup truck drawing near. The silhouettes of four men were visible, standing behind two heavy machine guns, one mounted next to the cab, the other to the back. Another vehicle resembling a jeep was visible through the thinning cloud of red dust.
“Al-Shabaab, that’s al-Shabaab!” shouted one of the younger men.
Everyone scattered toward the bar and the house next to it, jumping over the chairs and tossing the tea mugs in the rush.
So much for being strong and holding them back, Justin thought. He marched toward the next house. Its thatched fence had an open gate.
The pickup came to an abrupt stop. The vehicle jerked forward, its breaks squealing in protest. Two gunmen jumped off the back, swinging AKs and forming a security perimeter.
Justin slipped inside the gate and observed them through the fence. The gunmen’s arrival and their moves had caught him by surprise. He thought al-Shabaab was a ragtag group of fighters, but these men acted like well-trained soldiers. Perhaps they’re government’s forces? The jeep’s features were now clear. It was a military jeep, like the ones used by the Somali army and the African Union Mission in Somalia, the UN-backed peacekeeping force in the country. What’s AMISOM doing here?
The driver’s door and the back door of the jeep opened at the same time. Justin fixed his eyes on the passenger, a man wearing a beige jalabiya and a white prayer cap. The man’s face was imprinted on his memory. He recognized him as Hassan Khalif Yusuf. The man who was in possession of the leaked information. The man who wanted him dead.
It was payback time.
Justin pulled out his pistol, cocked it, and stepped out onto the dirt road. He took fast, long steps along the fence, keeping the pistol close to his side, his eyes on his target. Yusuf was walking in front of his jeep, heading toward the house to his right, followed by his driver. One of the gunmen noticed Justin and made a stop gesture with his hand. Justin ignored him. Before the gunman could lift his assault rifle, Justin aimed his pistol and pulled the trigger. The bullet struck the gunman on his neck and he fell, hitting the side of the pickup.
The other gunman opened fire. Justin dove, rolling on the ground. Bullets hit far and wide, and he was able to squeeze off another shot. It did not find its target, but it was enough to send the gunman ducking for cover behind the pickup. Justin ran bent at the waist and slid behind the wall of the nearest house just as the heavy machine gun mounted on the truck’s cab began its deafening drum. Justin slithered toward the back of the house, dragging his knapsack behind him. The machine gun bullets blew holes the size of basketballs around him. Sprays of dried mud covered his neck. Wood splinters stung the sides of his face. A couple of bullets ricocheted off the walls, striking close to his feet. The back door of the house was four feet away. Three seconds later, he crawled inside it.
The house was small, dim, and empty. Justin stayed away from the front and side walls still receiving the fierce pounding of the machine gun and climbed a staircase at the back of the house. He pushed open the small wooden door and crouched on the roof. He could not see the road below, so he moved closer to the crumbled wall surrounding the roof. Now he had a great vantage point. Justin peered through one of the bullet holes in the pockmarked wall and confirmed the position of his targets. He dropped to one knee, raised his head over the wall, and picked off the gunman behind the thundering machine gun with two clean shots. He planted two bullets in the head and the body of the other gunman, who was just swinging his weapon in Justin’s direction.
A bullet grazed his left forearm. Justin cursed and fell back on the roof. He looked at his bleeding arm as other bullets slammed against the wall. One of the gunmen was returning fire with his AK, judging by the sound of the gun. Justin retreated to the other side of the roof, toward the back of the house, away from incoming bullets and waited for a break in the volley. His chance came a few moments later, when the gunman stopped shooting. Justin stole a quick peek, less than half a second long, but enough to spot the gunman lying on the ground by the pickup’s hood. He popped up and fired the last three rounds in his pistol in a quick burst. The first one missed, but the second and the third pierced two holes in the gunman’s back.
Everything went quiet for a moment. Justin’s eyes followed a stream of dust along the road going toward the south. Yusuf’s jeep was no longer in front of the house. Justin rushed down the staircase, replacing the empty magazine in his pistol with a fresh one.
As he stepped out back onto the road, he heard loud shouts coming from one of the houses across from the bar. He swung his gun toward the noise. Heavy footsteps followed, and three young men hurried outside. The same ones who were having tea and smoking at the bar a few minutes ago. Two were carrying AKs. The third held a rocket-propelled grenade launcher over his shoulder.
“Drop the guns,” Justin shouted at them. “Drop them.”
The young men froze as they found themselves staring at Justin’s gun.
“We want to help,” said the one with the RPG. “To fight al-Shabaab.”
Kind of late for that, Justin thought, but realized he needed a driver if he was to give chase. “Can you drive?” he asked the young man with the RPG.
“Of course I can.” He sounded slightly offended by the question.
“Good. You’ll drive the ‘technical.’ And you,” Justin said to one of the men with an AK, “You’re in charge of the gun in the back. I got the one in the front. Let’s go.”
The two young men nodded and hurried toward the pickup.
“What about me?” asked the third young man.
Justin looked at him. He was barely a teen, but his eyes sparkled with the joy of revenge. And he was holding his AK with both hands, ready to let out a volley of bullets. “Get in the passenger’s seat. When we get closer, you’ll shoot.”
“I can do that,” the young man replied, then ran to the pickup.
Justin scanned the area around him, full of newly-arrived villagers. He saw the two old men and nodded at them. They were standing next to the closest house to the bar. One of them — the one who had offered him tea — called out to him, “You said you were a journalist.”
And you said you were strong and held back al-Shabaab. It was the first reply that came to Justin’s mind. Instead, he said, “I am a journalist. This is my hobby, my pastime.”
The old man grinned. “You’re very good at it. Alhumdulilah.”
I don’t know if I’ll praise God for this bloodbath, Justin thought, as the young men threw the bodies of the two gunmen off the truck. But I’ll thank Him for keeping me alive through the shootout.
Justin nodded his goodbye, tossed his knapsack in the back of the pickup, and climbed in the truck. He stepped around boxes of ammunition and a few RPGs. The young man had already positioned himself behind the PKM heavy machine gun, two gun belts wrapped around his neck. Justin rapped at the top of the cab and shouted at the driver, “We’re good to go.”
The driver floored the gas. Justin hung on to the wooden handle of the PKM mounted on a makeshift tripod. The pickup turned sharply, then gained speed. He looked at the machine gun. Its barrel had some rust spots and the grip was well-worn. It was likely still in good working condition, but there was a big difference between his definition of “good” and “working” and that of local Somalis. Justin checked the gun belt feeding into the machine gun to make sure it was loaded properly. Once satisfied all was in order, he closed the feed tray cover and engaged its latch.
The driver kept the pickup mainly on the road, and a dust cloud soon engulfed them. Justin brought his headdress down to his eyebrows and wrapped its ends around his mouth. Still, the grains of dirt pricked his eyes, making it difficult to see, let alone aim his gun. The driver flipped on his headlights, which did not help much. Justin’s vision was still reduced to a dozen or so feet in front of the pickup.
The young man in the front passenger’s seat popped his head and his AK out of the window. Before he could pull the trigger, Justin stepped closer to him and shouted, “No shooting until we get closer and until I give the order.”
The young man grunted and scowled, but retreated inside the cab.
Justin peered straight ahead and thought he saw the blurry boxed silhouette of the jeep. As he returned behind his PKM, he saw bullets kicking up dirt on the left side of the road.
“They’re shooting at us,” the front passenger shouted.
“I can see that,” Justin replied, “do not fire back. We need them alive.”
The front passenger let out a torrent of curses. He was interrupted by a couple of lucky bullets that struck the side of the pickup as they went around a curve.
“Man, they’re going to kill us,” shouted the gunman at the back.
Justin thought about his options. They had to return fire, but he could not afford to kill Yusuf and his fighters. Not before they had given up their secrets.
“Drive to the left,” he ordered the driver. “Get us out of the road. I need a clear line of sight.”
The pickup veered in that direction. It lost some speed, since the driver was swerving to avoid the dips and rises of the terrain. They moved out of the dust swirling on the road and were now driving parallel to the jeep.
“Faster, faster,” Justin shouted, readying his machine gun.
The jeep came into his view as Justin aligned the sight of the PKM with the target. It was well within the maximum effective range of the gun of over 1500 yards. Justin pulled the charging handle back, sliding the first round of ammunition from the belt and feeding it onto the bolt face. He returned the handle to its previous position and took a deep breath. A second later, he pulled the trigger, firing a six-round burst, followed by a nine-round burst. He sent the bullets in front of the jeep, mainly as a show of strength and to force the jeep to perhaps slow down. He had no illusions Yusuf was going to stop and surrender without a fight.
Incoming bullets stitched a strange pattern around the pickup. One or two whizzed very close to his head. Justin blasted another barrage, aiming closer to the jeep, then let the machine gun barrel cool for a few seconds.
The AK of the front passenger came out of the window
Justin shouted, “Don’t shoot. Don’t shoot!”
The young man was already squeezing out round after round. His weapon was bouncing wildly, the powerful recoil almost throwing the gun out of his small, untrained hands.
“Cease fire, cease fire! Stop shooting!” Justin shouted again, his voice lost amidst the gun reports.
The AK clicked empty and disappeared inside the cab.
“Don’t shoot any more, got it?”
“Fine, got it,” came the reply. The young man sounded very much annoyed.
Another stream of incoming bullets hit the pickup. Justin ducked, but there was not much cover on the truck bed. The insurgents had reinforced the sides of the truck with steel plates crudely soldered together. They had provided some level of extra protection at some point, but now they were full of bullet holes. Justin doubted they were going to survive another onslaught.
The truck sank as the bullets blew one of the tires, then stopped. The windows glass shattered. More bullets hammered the doors. Screams of pain came from the cab. Justin looked at the RPG launcher by his feet. The gunman was lying flat next to the box full of machine gun ammunition belts. “The RPG. Give me the RPG,” Justin said.
It took him a few moments to focus and make sense of Justin’s words.
“The launcher. Now,” Justin said.
The man reached for the weapon and handed it to Justin, who gave it a quick look to make sure it was all in one piece. He rolled on his stomach and picked up the launcher. The barrage of bullets had slowed down, but they were still peppering the truck. This rust bucket isn’t going to be my coffin, Justin thought, tightening his grip around the launcher.
The shooting stopped. Justin seized the moment. He glanced over the side of the truck. The jeep had stopped. Justin climbed to one knee and leveled the RPG launcher. He aimed it at the jeep — about one hundred yards away — and pulled the trigger.
The grenade whooshed toward the target. The gray smoke coming out of the launcher’s breach swallowed up the truck. A second later, a powerful explosion roared through the area. Justin grabbed one of the AKs by the ammunition box and jumped out of the truck, hitting the ground running. He was now out of the smoke cloud. The RPG had knocked the jeep to its driver’s side. Small flames chewed at the tires. Justin advanced slowly, his assault rifle at the ready in case he saw survivors.
He reached the mangled wreck. The driver was dead, his head snapped backwards. A sharp metal piece from the door had pierced the chest of the front passenger. He was dead too, blood still trickling out of his mouth. A low sigh came from the back seat. Justin peered through the sight of his AK and found Yusuf’s face covered in blood and bruises. A pool of blood was forming on his chest. His eyes still had the dim light of life in them, but it was quickly burning out.
“Who’s your source?” Justin asked in Arabic.
Yusuf tried to speak, but a soft wheeze came out of his mouth. He coughed, bloody spittle dripping down the side of his face. “My son… hhhh… save my son.” His eyes moved toward the man lying next to him.
Justin saw the resemblance between the two men and realized the bitter fact: the son Yusuf was trying to save was already gone. “Your son for your source. Who gave you the intel?”
Yusuf drew in a shallow breath. He said in a weak voice, “The Yemeni… Hussein Ahmed Al-Khaiwani. He… he has it.”
Justin did not recognize the name. “Don’t lie, Yusuf.”
Yusuf tried to shake his head. It proved to be a daunting task. “It’s the truth. Al-Houthi… he gave us your position.”
Footsteps raced behind him. One of the gunmen, the one in the back, stood a few steps away from the hood of the jeep.
Justin asked, “How are the others?”
The young man shook his head. “Both dead.”
“Bring the truck here, if it still works. We’ll take their guns.”
Justin could care less about the weapons, but it would give him an excuse to get rid of the young man and finish his conversation with Yusuf.
“And their bodies,” the young man said.
“What?”
“We’ll take their bodies.”
Justin furrowed his brow. “Why?”
The young man blinked as if Justin’s question made no sense. “So the village can see we killed them. If they see the bodies, they will have no fear.”
Justin hated the idea of corpses being paraded around as trophies, but decided it was not his call. Even if he stopped it, he was not going to stand guard by the jeep. Sooner or later, the villagers were going to take the bodies. That is, if hyenas and other desert vultures had not already gotten to them.
“Fine. Now get the truck.”
The young man cast a glance at the jeep, scowled at the dead bodies, then began to walk back. Justin returned to Yusuf, but was met by the man’s empty gaze. “At least I got a name. That’s a start,” Justin said. “Yemen. Another hellhole.” He spat on the ground.
He thought about Yusuf’s last words. The man had said “al-Houthi.” The same terrorist group that’s close to getting their hands on Romanov’s missiles. Romanov. That man is everywhere.
And Justin did not believe in coincidences.
Did Romanov know about the leak? Did he know Houthis had this intelligence? Is this what he meant when he said he could “sweeten the deal?” He would give us this name?
Justin looked around the jeep. A satellite phone lay next to Yusuf’s right hand, along with a thin briefcase. He took both and walked over to the other side to search the glove compartment. The pickup truck growled in the distance but did not move. Justin hoped it would take a while before the young man got it working, so he could finish his search. He found another satellite phone and a large envelope and put them together with the other items. He moved on to the trunk. It had tools, rags, a couple of empty buckets, a spare tire, and other spare parts for the jeep. Nothing of interest to him.
He quenched the tire fires, which had begun to eat through one of the doors. Then he began to pull out the bodies and go through their pockets as he laid them on the sand. He found cash, Somali and Kenyan IDs — which he was not sure whether they were genuine or very good counterfeits — keys and a digital camera. One of the gunmen had a couple of gold rings that looked too small for his stubby fingers. Spoils of war? Justin snapped a photo of each dead man’s face with the digital camera, so the Service could run the images through their databases and confirm their identities.
The truck pulled up next to the jeep before Justin had a chance to look inside the briefcase and the envelope.
“The engine took a couple of rounds, but it will hold until we get back to the village,” the young man said, eyeing the corpses. “The stupid cowards,” he added as he got out of the truck. He noticed the briefcase in Justin’s hand. His face glowed with excitement. “Booty. For both of us?”
“Yes.”
The young man hurried to pillage the corpses, removing jewelry, pistols, and boots. Justin stepped aside, scrolling through the phone numbers of the satellite phones. Most names were Arabic, a few Somali or Kenyan. He did not know any, but the Service could find out as they searched through their files.
“We’ve got to go,” Justin said.
The young man frowned. He looked at the bodies. “I’m not finished. Do you want to—”
“No. We’re not loading them now. We have to go back to the village.”
The young man collected his plunder, dropping a boot here and a pistol there. Justin gave a hand to the young man. They loaded everything in the back of the truck, next to the bodies of the two young men.
“You’ll drive,” Justin said. “I’ll stay in the back.”
The young man had proven an asset on the ground, but it was going to take much more to gain Justin’s trust.
They rode in silence, Justin standing behind the machine gun, keeping a constant eye on the driver. When they drew near to the school, Justin asked him to stop. His jeep was still where he had left it less than an hour ago.
“Where are you going?” asked the young man.
“Our roads part here.”
He put his share of the booty in his knapsack and slung it onto his back. He took one of the AKs and a few extra magazines from the ammunition box, then reached out to shake the young man’s hand. “You did well in the fight.”
The man smiled, nodded.
“Ma'a as-salaama,” Justin said. Goodbye.
“Ila-liqaa.” Until we meet again.
Justin smiled. No offense to you or this country, but I hope I’ll never have to set foot again on this land.

Chapter Eleven

Two miles south of Barjaare, Somalia
September 26, 5:50 p.m. local time
Justin gazed at the fiery disk of the sun setting behind a cluster of acacias. Their branches seemed to welcome the temperature drop and the soft breeze toying with their leaves. Justin did. His forehead was no longer dripping sweat. He had left the window open a crack, accepting the grains of dust in exchange for the cool draft.
He had left the village behind, unsure of the villagers’ reaction to his web of lies. Everyone must have realized by now he was not a journalist, but a professional soldier. Some may have concluded he was a spy, looking for something or someone important in the area. Maybe they thought he was a Saudi spy, since he spoke Arabic. Or Iranian, as they were known to have increased their meddling in Somalia’s affairs. Or from another foreign faction fighting against al-Shabaab. Avoiding a confrontation and an escalating hostile situation was a good idea.
He drove toward the refugee camp of Dagadera to meet with Carrie and discuss the disturbing discovery in the envelope and the briefcase. He waited until the road became somewhat straight, then dialed Carrie’s satellite phone.
She answered on the first ring. “Justin, how are you?”
“I’m fine.” He looked at his forearm. He had patched the bullet wound with sterile gauze pads and bandages, covering a three-inch tear of his skin.
“How did it go?”
Justin told her.
“Incredible. So we got bad intel?”
“Yes. There are no doctors in Barjaare, and Yusuf didn’t look sick at all. I saw him only for a few seconds, but he seemed in good health.”
“At least you got the name of the Yemeni. Hussein Ahmed Al-Khaiwani. Can’t say it brings anything to mind.”
There was a loud crackling for a second, followed by dead silence. “Carrie, still there?”
“Yeah, what was that?”
“No idea.”
“I was saying I don’t remember hearing or seeing the Yemeni’s name.”
Justin nodded, then realized Carrie could not see his gestures. “Yes, same here. But we’ll find out before we head out for Yemen.”
Another pause, but this time Justin could hear Carrie’s heavy breathing. He knew something was wrong. “What is it?”
“Birgit’s dead.”
“What?”
“Yeah, she didn’t make it.” Carrie’s voice was soft, wavering.
“You tried so hard to save her life.”
“I didn’t do enough.”
“No, you did everything you could under the circumstances.”
Carrie sniffled.
A tear shed for a battle lost. He stared at the phone, wishing he could be next to her, comfort her with his presence and not just his words, which seemed empty and hollow at the moment. He said nothing and wrenched the steering wheel to the left, to avoid dropping into a deep rut.
“Birgit was a US citizen,” Carrie said.
“I thought she was Swedish.”
“Right. She was born Swedish, but became a naturalized citizen ten years ago. Her guards were US citizens as well, but born in Kenya.”
Justin swore.
“My thoughts exactly,” Carrie said. “The whole staff here — well, mainly the international part of it — is furious, blaming me, us, for their deaths. A journalist from The New York Times had arrived here to run a story on the good work of the camps. Now she’s probing around this attack and their deaths.”
“Is our cover blown?”
“Yes. No one believes we’re journalists, not after surviving a shootout with al-Shabaab and stealing their ‘technical.’ The question is what intelligence agency we work for. It’s only a matter of time before the journalist digs it out.”
Justin bit his lip, then looked out the of window. A black bird, most likely a vulture, was flying low over the darkening horizon.
“Have you talked to McClain?”
“Yes. I updated him on our status shortly after arriving at the camp. He wants us back to Ottawa to sort things out and lie low until the media storm dies down.”
Justin snorted. “What? Halfway through our mission? We have a name; we have a location. We just need to plan our insertion into Yemen.”
“You really think we can pull it off?”
“Well, we did this part in Somalia.”
“Yeah, and see where it got us.”
“That’s because we had bad intel from our sources and NCS.”
“How is that?” Carrie sounded impatient.
“I found Yusuf’s passport in his car. Guess what? He’s a US citizen.” Justin looked at the envelope in the front passenger’s seat.
“What the hell? Everyone is an American around here.”
“Yes, it gives them a chance to leave behind this depressing world. But Adams failed to mention at our meeting that Yusuf and his son and his bodyguards were all US citizens. Born and raised in the States.”
“Well, I’m tempted to say maybe he didn’t know, but that does not sound true even as I say it.”
“Adams knew this militant cell had the stolen intel. I don’t buy it that he didn’t know their leader was an American citizen.”
“Why not give it to us straight?”
Justin snorted. “Has CIA ever been straightforward with us? My thoughts are he suspected we wouldn’t want to get involved if we knew our targets were Americans.”
“And that explains why he was reluctant to go after Yusuf and his men on his own. The US President doesn’t want the backlash from killing American citizens, even though they’re terrorists. It’s bad at any time, but even worse so close to the elections in November.”
“Yes, they’d rather we did their dirty jobs.”
Justin eased up on the gas pedal. He had come to a fork in the road. He glanced at his GPS receiver, made some quick calculations in his head, then turned left.
“What are you going to tell McClain?” Carrie asked.
“I’ll tell him we have accurate, actionable intel about the location of the leak source. I’ll ask for his authorization for an operation.”
“You’re convinced Yusuf’s intel is reliable?”
“Absolutely.” Justin nodded to emphasize his point. “The man was at death’s door. He wasn’t trying to save himself, but his son. He wouldn’t lie. Still, we need the Service to confirm Al-Khaiwani’s location and provide us with logistics.”
“McClain was dead serious to see us on a plane headed home, but maybe you can change his mind.”
“You don’t sound convinced.”
“I’m not sure it’s the best idea to go to Yemen at this moment. We already have too much exposure. Al-Shabaab knows we’re here. Al-Khaiwani will hear about it and go underground. Or beef up his security. I believe we should bide our time, gather more intel, then strike back.”
Justin sighed. He knew his arguments would be more persuasive if delivered in person, with emotions, facial expressions, and the body language missing in a phone conversation. “I’ll be at the camp in about an hour or so. The dark will slow me down.” He could no longer see the holes in the road. A few stars had begun to flicker in the blackening sky. They looked brighter than he had ever seen them. “We’ll talk at length, make a decision, then call McClain.”
“One last thing. Romanov.”
“I know what you’re thinking. I’ve been asking myself the same question. How much is he involved? I won’t have a definite answer until I ask him.”
“All right. Just watch out. He’s a sneaky little bastard.”
Justin grinned. To Carrie, there was no good Russian. Not that Romanov was good by any stretch of the imagination.
“I’ll wait for you at the camp’s entrance. You don’t want to deal with The Times hyena,” Carrie said.
Justin laughed. “I know a couple of people at The Times. I’ll see if they can shut this down before it turns into a nightmare.”
“McClain said he’ll talk to the UN mission to keep things under wraps and out of the press.”
“That would help. See you in a while. TC, okay?”
“Yes, you take care too.”
Justin hung up and felt drained, as if suddenly all his energy had left his body. He pulled over at the side of the road and turned off the engine. He opened the door, stepped outside, and walked a few steps. His boots sank in the loose sand. The desert air was cool, refreshing, and he took a few deep breaths. He listened for a few minutes to the silence of the desert, broken by the distant high-pitched growls of hyenas. He could not see them, but he felt they were laughing at him.
He returned to the car and resumed driving. Even with the headlights on, the deep darkness was overwhelming. There were no lights in any direction. Justin drove in silence, thoughts zipping through his brain. He was torn between infiltrating Yemen and returning to Ottawa and waiting for a better chance. Will there ever come a better chance? It will all depend on convincing McClain we’re on the right track and securing some decent help on the ground. Something that will not end up in death.
He thought of Birgit, then his mind went to Anna. He slowed down, and reached for his satellite phone. It was late morning in Ottawa. He hoped Anna would not be in a meeting. Her phone rang once, twice, then he heard Anna’s voice, “Hello.”
“Hi, sweetie, how are you?”
“Oh, OK. A slow morning so far. How are things with you?”
“Hmmm, can’t complain much. It could be better, but it could be worse.” He glanced at his forearm wound. The skin around it was developing an unbearable itch.
“Anything I can do?”
Justin smiled. Anna had learned not to ask where he was, what he was doing, or anything else that could put his life and his mission in danger, especially over an the open line. “No, but thanks for the thought. I just wanted to hear your voice.”
“Oh, that’s so sweet. I love it when you call. And I love you.”
“I love you too.”
He took a deep breath, then peered to the left. He thought he saw movement behind a few shrubs, but it must have been the breeze. “I can see the stars. Shiny. Beautiful. Like you.”
“Cute. All I can see is the office tower across the street. And the reflection of two other towers on its mirrored windows.”
“I don’t know if I ever said ‘I’m sorry’ about what happened a few days ago,” Justin spoke slowly. He didn’t say “New York,” but he knew Anna would understand him.
“Not your fault. It happens.”
“I’m trying to make sure it doesn’t happen anymore. At least not there.”
“I know, honey, and I appreciate what you do. I don’t like it that you’re away, but it’s part of your job.”
“We’ll take a couple of days off when I get back. Go somewhere warm, safe, fun.”
“Sure, let’s do that.”
Justin heard a phone ring in the background. “I’ll let you take that.”
“Oh, the damn thing can wait.” Anna sounded really annoyed at the interruption.
“No, it’s OK. I have to go anyway.”
“Sure. Come home safe, OK?”
“I’ll do my best.”
“Love you, hon.”
“Ditto.”
Justin held the phone in his left hand even though Anna had ended the call. He let it drop in the front passenger’s seat and stepped on the gas. He checked the fuel gauge. The tank was half-full. Justin did not remember seeing the needle move during this trip, but even if the gauge was broken, a jerry can was in the back. Glancing at his wristwatch, he decided there was sufficient time for his next call — even if things turned ugly — before arriving at Dagadera camp.
Justin dialed Romanov’s direct line to his office. The Russian oil baron picked up before the end of the first ring. “Mr. Hall,” he said in a strong, powerful voice. “Very kind of you to call.”
Justin wondered what kind of phone system Romanov had installed in his office. His voice was loud, but he did not sound like that in person. Over the phone, his voice was enhanced, amplified.
“You took my proposal to your boss?”
Romanov had no time for small talk this evening.
The Saudis are on his ass, Justin thought. I shall use that as my leverage.
“Regretfully, he declined it, at least for now. Perhaps at a later—”
“There may not be a later time, Mr. Hall. I don’t think your boss understands the urgency of this situation.” Romanov’s voice was cold, and it seemed to have lost some of its initial strength.
“That’s a fair assessment. But I believe I can change his mind.” Justin paused for a second, glanced at a huge bump in the middle of road and swerved around it. Tires ran over the shrubs on the side of the road. “With your help,” he added as an afterthought.
“I’m listening.”
“What new intel has come in?”
“Things have gotten worse. The shipment is still in the hands of those traitors, but now they’ve concluded a deal with an insurgent group to sell over half of the missiles. They insurgents are picking them up tomorrow afternoon.”
Justin sighed. “What’s the name of this group?”
“Houthis.”
“You don’t sound too worried.”
Romanov managed a strong chuckle. “I never get worried.”
“I assume the trackers are still with the shipment?”
“You assume correctly. All missiles are stored in a large warehouse, not far from their original location.”
“So there’s still time to retrieve them?”
Romanov snorted. “The time was the next day after our conversation, when it was eight shitheads looking for a buyer. Now it’s more complicated, but still doable, with the right people.”
Justin shook his head. Storming the warehouse would require a lot of time, logistics, and manpower. He had none. “Negative on a raid. The only way to do this is to lure them with a deal. A better one than what other groups in the area may offer them for the remaining portion.”
“So, you’re agreeing to do this?” Romanov’s voice climbed an octave.
“Right now, I’m exploring our options. This deal needs to be big, to trick them into accepting a meeting with the buyer.”
“I’ll offer them twice the market price. I’m sure none of those rugheads can afford half that amount.”
“Sounds good.” Now that you’re hooked, let’s see what else I can get out of you. “When we last talked, you said you were willing to sweeten the deal. That’s even more important now, since things have taken the wrong turn.”
Romanov went silent. Justin hoped he would put all cards on the table. “What do you want, Justin?”
“You tell me. You know what I want.”
Romanov sighed. “You want the name of the leak. The one who has rallied up all these scumbags to come after you. Well, I don’t have that name. But I have the name of the man who knows it.”
He paused.
Justin groaned. “I don’t want to play this game of suspense, Romanov.”
“The name is Hussein Ahmed Al-Khaiwani. He’s one of the leaders of Houthis insurgents. He’ll be at the warehouse tomorrow to pick up the missiles. How sweet is the deal now?”
“It will rot my teeth. Isn’t pointing the finger at this man very convenient at this moment? His men will soon have your missiles, and he’s suddenly the man who painted a bullseye on my back.”
“It’s not suddenly. He was always the man wanting to kill you. He relayed that information to his dogs in al-Shabaab, and they organized the car bombing in New York.”
“Why didn’t you give me that intel in our meeting?”
“I offered to give you more, if McClain accepted my proposal. He still hasn’t, so I’m giving you something in return for nothing.” His tone sounded like it was the greatest mistake in his life.
Justin had to agree Romanov was right. He had held back and for the right reason. Romanov was a businessman, and they were still negotiating a price for Justin’s services. Plus, Justin owed him a favor related to Justin’s operation in France earlier that year against a Saudi prince, which should have balanced the scale.
“OK, Romanov. I’ll go to McClain with his new intel. It will be very hard, almost impossible, but I’ll do my best to convince him.”
“I really hope so, more for your own sake than mine. Those missiles are replaceable.” Romanov let his words sink in for a moment. “Call me soon.”
“You’ll get an answer.”
Justin clicked the off button on his satellite phone and sped up. I’ve got to run all this by Carrie and figure out our next moves. Then we’ll brief McClain.

Chapter Twelve

Ten miles east of the Kenyan-Somali border
September 26, 7:15 p.m. local time
The discussion with Carrie did not go as Justin had expected. While she saw the importance of acting right away on the new intelligence, she sided with McClain. Slipping into Yemen was not their best move at the moment. She proposed they track Al-Khaiwani’s location, follow his movements, and go after him in a few days or weeks. By then, al-Shabaab and Houthis militants would have let their guard down, and the media would have hopefully forgotten the Americans killed in Somalia. She was in favor of devising a cool-headed response and delivering it at the right time.
Justin underlined the fact that they knew with much certainty where Al-Khaiwani would be tomorrow afternoon. His name was confirmed by two different sources as the man organizing the hit against Justin in New York and probably the one in Iran as well. This was their chance to settle the score with Al-Khaiwani once for all and force him to reveal the name of his informant in the Service. Delaying their strike would give Al-Khaiwani enough time to go underground and result in a waste of precious intelligence.
Carrie was not convinced that a spur-of-the-moment strike would succeed against well-armed insurgents. She was also skeptical that Al-Khaiwani would give up his source, even under torture. “Our best option,” she said time after time, “is to lie in wait.”
Without Carrie’s support, Justin knew it would be impossible to convince McClain to authorize the operation and to provide support.
“What are you going to do?” Carrie asked.
They had been driving in silence for the last few minutes, heading south, toward the point where they had crossed into Somalia. Justin was behind the wheel.
“I haven’t decided yet. Romanov is expecting an answer from McClain, an answer I already have, without needing to ask the question.” Justin tightened his grip on the steering wheel.
“You’re not thinking of going rogue, are you?”
“If you mean finding the traitor in our agency, yes, that thought has crossed my mind.”
Carrie shifted her body toward him. “Look, I understand you completely. I do. But this is suicide.”
Justin shrugged. “Most of our missions are.”
“True. But they’re authorized, planned, thought through. And they’re ours. We go together. With backup and exit plans.”
“I can arrange for those.” Justin dismissed her words with a headshake.
“How? McClain won’t give you his authorization.”
“I’m not talking about McClain.”
Carrie flinched. “Then, how… Oh, I see. Romanov. That Russian son of a bitch. He’ll give you his support.”
“I haven’t made any arrangements yet.”
“But you’re considering it, planning it. Justin, what can I say to make you change your mind?”
She was pleading with him, her voice and her face begging him to stop this craziness.
Justin shook his head and said nothing for a few moments. Then he spoke softly, “I’ll give you the photos of the dead al-Shabaab fighters, the American passports, and the papers in Yusuf’s briefcase. It’s mostly letters to other militants and some plans to attack foreign workers and government offices in Mog.” He referred to the capital of Somalia, Mogadishu. “McClain can share this intel with them, so they can take the necessary precautions. He can also sort things out with CIA about the passports and those weapons, the M16s.”
Carrie nodded, her face fixed in a hard frown. “Fine.”
“Maybe we should have brought those weapons with us.”
Carrie had left the boxes of M16s at Dagadera camp, along with al-Shabaab’s “technical.” But she had taken pictures of their serial numbers. Those were sufficient to make their case.
“With me,” Carrie said.
Justin did not want another argument. So he remained silent.
A few minutes later, they crossed into Kenya. Justin began to look for their rusty Nissan. He was surprised to find it untouched where they had left it. A part of him did not want it to be there, so he would have to drive Carrie further into Kenya, perhaps all the way to Wajir.
“Are you OK doing this on your own?” he asked.
“You’re giving me no other choice.”
He handed her the keys to the Nissan, then got out of the jeep. Carrie tossed her knapsack in the Nissan’s front passenger’s seat. She placed an AK on top of it, while Justin loaded the jerry can in the trunk. She waited until he came around, then looked at him. “I know I can’t change your mind, but please think about what you’re doing and the reason why you’re doing it.” She reached over and gave him a tight embrace.
Justin held her for a few long moments. Finally, as he released his grip, he heard Carrie say, “And if you die, I’m gonna kill you.”
He smiled. “Be safe.”
“You too,” she said and climbed in the Nissan. “You too.”
* * *
Justin listened to Carrie and gave some thought to what he was doing. A rough plan began to crystallize in his mind. Romanov would have to provide the transport — preferably a light airplane to take him to Sa’dah, northern Yemen — along with men and money for Justin to conclude the deal. Romanov’s contact on the ground would have to provide accurate intelligence.
He tried to push McClain out of his mind. At this point, he had more important things to worry about than his boss. If this operation ended in success and they discovered the traitor, Justin would allow McClain to take all its merits. If the operation failed, disobeying an indirect order was the last of his worries.
His stomach growled, and Justin remembered he had not eaten yet. He chewed through two granola bars and finished a bottle of warm water. He continued to replay the plan in his mind, adding and removing details and shifting things around. When he was satisfied, he called Romanov.
Wajir, Kenya
September 26, 9:25 p.m. local time
“What? What the hell did he decide to do?” McClain exploded.
Carrie moved her satellite phone away from her ear. She had already told her boss about Justin’s plan to go after Al-Khaiwani on his own, so his questions were purely rhetorical. But she had not mentioned Romanov’s involvement.
She tapped her fingers on the Nissan’s steering wheel, while McClain finished his string of curses. She looked at the bright lights of Wajir Airport control tower overlooking the runway about two miles away, itching for McClain to finish his rant and allow her to board the next flight to Nairobi.
“O’Connor?” McClain sounded more composed.
“Yes, sir, I’m still here.”
“When was the last time you spoke to Hall?” His words asked a question, but Carrie felt the clear accusation in his tone.
“Over an hour ago, when we split,” she said in a cold, matter-of-fact voice. Anticipating his next question, she added, “I didn’t call you earlier because I was hoping Justin would change his mind or call you with a briefing on our operation.”
“Well, that was a mistake, a big mistake. You should have called immediately.”
Carrie shook her head. Yes, it’s all my fault.
McClain asked, “You know his whereabouts?”
“No sir, I don’t.” But I’m not sure I would have told you even if I did.
She had started to have second thoughts as soon as she turned the Nissan around, seeing Justin’s jeep disappear in the dark night. She had been agonizing during the entire trip, torn between her sense of loyalty to her partner and to her agency.
“Well, we’ve got to find him and stop him.”
“Pardon?”
“I said we’ve got to stop him before he does something stupid.”
And how do we do that? she wanted to ask, but she was sure McClain had a plan.
“I’ll check the tracker in his sat phone,” he said. “I’ll also flag his passports, credit cards, IDs.”
“With all due respect sir, those measures will prove to be useless. Justin will turn off his sat phone and disable the tracker. He will not use any paperwork issued by the Service.”
“So what are you saying? That we do nothing?”
Carrie hesitated for a split second. “We can help him. I’m sure he can use a few more—”
“No, absolutely not. I can’t authorize a reckless operation, with no preparation, no reconnaissance.”
“CIA has eyes in the sky, and they can give us accurate aerial shots of the area. I’m sure they have a man or two on the ground around Sa’dah. They may be willing to help. The Yemeni government can also play a limited role. We have the exact location and the time where Justin will be about sixteen, eighteen hours from now. It’s doable.”
An unsettling silence followed for a few seconds. Carrie muttered a silent prayer for McClain to change his mind.
“No, we’re not helping him. We’re not starting a private war in Yemen. We want Al-Khaiwani, and we want to find the traitor. But not in this way, not now. There are too many variables, too many unknowns, too many unnecessary risks for all agents.”
“Sir, I’m volunteering to go.” She could hardly believe she was saying the words. “If I can have a safe infiltration and some ground support, I can stop Justin.” She finished her sentence quickly before she changed her mind or McClain interrupted her.
“You’re so like him, O’Connor, you know that? You both think you can do this on your own?”
“With your support and authorization, sir, yes, we can stop him.”
McClain seemed to mull over her words. “I’ve got to think about this, talk it over with CIA. I’ll make a decision soon. By the time you land in Nairobi, I should have an answer.”
Carrie kicked the Nissan in gear and turned toward the airport. “Thank you for considering it, sir.”
“Eh, don’t thank me yet. I might just decide to fly you back home and let Hall dig himself out of his own mess. I’ll be in touch.”
“Good bye.”
I hope you decide otherwise, she thought.
The Nissan’s tires raised a thick cloud of dust as she sped ahead.

Chapter Thirteen

Fifteen miles east of the Kenyan-Somali border
September 27, 3:00 a.m. local time
The state Justin’s body had experienced over the last two hours could not be called sleep or even dozing off. Crouched in the front seat of his jeep, he did not move, his eyes focused at the end of the narrow airstrip straight ahead. His body was resting, but his mind was awake, fully active, processing and analyzing any sounds and moves around him. He had parked the jeep at an angle, so he could cover both the road leading to and the dirt runway at the same time in the same glance.
He had called Romanov earlier and agreed to his proposal. They worked out some details of the operation, which began with extracting Justin out of these dusty plains. Romanov was a filthy rich man, but even a filthy rich man needed some time to arrange for a light airplane pilot crazy enough — or brave enough — to fly at night and land in eastern Somalia, close to the border with Kenya. The area was crawling with Islamic militants, Godless bandits, Somali and Kenyan government troops, and not-so-secret foreign intelligence service operatives. A single RPG round or a well-aimed volley of a heavy machine gun — both weapons as common as the red dust in this lawless land — could bring down the airplane.
So Justin waited by the exfiltration point, a remote airstrip absent from any decent map, but well-known to smugglers and local outlaws. The pilot was expected to arrive at 2:30 a.m. and fly Justin to Kismayo, a port city in southern Somalia. Romanov had given Justin the coordinates of the remote airport, and Justin made sure he arrived there in plenty of time. He checked the perimeter, then called Romanov to confirm he was in position.
He gave some thought to his next move before making his next call. It would serve to secure him his own exit plan out of Yemen after the operation, if the operation was successful. It was Plan B, if Romanov’s exfiltration failed. It would be like his insurance plan. He hoped he would never have to use it, but it offered peace of mind to know it was there in the worst-case scenario. Justin made all calls through his personal satellite phone he carried with him in case of such a turn of events, when he could not rely on his agency for any help. Even Carrie did not know that number.
Carrie.
Justin wondered about McClain’s reaction to his defiance and hoped he would not unleash his anger on her. She had done her best to change his mind. He wished Carrie would have been convinced by his words. She would have really had my back, but hers was probably the right decision. Justin knew the impossibility of his mission. He hoped the team Romanov was putting together was worth the millions he claimed was their payment.
A barrage of tracer bullets cut through the black night sky, off in the distance. Clouds had blanketed most of the stars, and Justin followed easily their glowing trajectory. Somebody was throwing a party, maybe celebrating a pillaging or a killing. Justin rolled down his window. No sounds of gunfire. Just bright yellow streaks, bursting in irregular intervals and unsteady patterns but coming from a single location.
As he scanned the horizon, this time through his night-vision goggles, he noticed a bright dot moving across the sky slower than the fluttering fireflies around it. Justin adjusted the front objective lens and the eyepiece oculars of the goggles and looked at the dot as it grew in size. He could now make out its shape. A small airplane was flying toward him.
Justin got out of his jeep. He advanced with a swift pace toward a hedge of thorn bushes near the edge of the runway. The flying target was increasing by the second. Justin put the airplane in the sight of his AK. He was expecting a Cessna 172 with a single man aboard. The pilot was a Somali called Ibrahim. That’s all Romanov had said, and that was enough for Justin.
A sliver of the moonlight broke through a tear in the clouds. The dark silhouette of the airplane became visible as it started its descent. Justin noticed the high wings, the tricycle landing gear, the vertical tail and concluded it was indeed a Cessna. He ran to the jeep and switched on his headlights, then drove to the side of the runway. The light beams would illuminate the airstrip but not blind the pilot.
The Cessna dropped over the runway in a wobbly pattern. It veered first to the left, then to the right. Its nose was coming down at a high angle. Justin prayed the pilot would quickly make the correction. The airplane rumble was irregular, the engine coughing and spurting like a drunken man in a fit of rage. The airplane leveled off when it was still a few dozen feet over the ground. Justin thought it was still going at a much higher speed than necessary for landing. If the pilot did not slow down, he was going to overshoot the runway and end up in the thorn bushes.
The airplane lost some altitude and speed at the same time. It seemed as if it was just hovering there for a moment. Then it came down fast, bouncing on the hard-packed soil. The gears absorbed some of the shock, but the airplane shot up a couple of times. It zipped through the runway, raising a storm of dust behind its tail. The brakes did their job, eventually, and the Cessna stopped less than a dozen feet away from the jeep.
The pilot opened his door and he jumped out. A black man wearing a Manchester United red cap, large Ray-Ban aviator shades, a white t-shirt, and black cargo pants approached him, running away from the settling dust. A thick golden chain fit for a retriever hung loose around his skinny neck. He had no weapons in his hands, but Justin was not sure about any pistols hidden behind his back or in his pockets. When he was about ten steps away from Justin, he shouted in Arabic, “Are you the man I’m picking up?”
Justin tightened his grip around his AK slightly raised toward the pilot. “That depends,” he replied. “What’s your name?”
The man grinned. “Ibrahim. My name’s Ibrahim.”
“OK, what are you doing here?”
“My order was to pick up a man needing a ride to Kismayo.”
Justin liked the reply. “I’m the one you’re picking up.”
Ibrahim nodded. “Let’s go.”
“In a minute.”
Justin walked backwards to his jeep, turned off the headlights and the engine, and took his knapsack. He kept his eyes on Ibrahim the whole time.
“Was that gunfire aimed at you?” Justin asked when he returned.
“Yeah. But I was way beyond their reach. Stupid drunks, wasting their bullets.”
The airplane’s red paint was peeling off, and some of the body showed signs of corrosion. The entire exterior looked timeworn. The pilot’s window had a huge crack in the middle. Justin wondered how many flight hours the airplane had clocked up and whether it had ever had an overhaul.
Justin opened the door and climbed in the back seat, behind the pilot. Half of the instruments on the dashboard seemed to be out of order. The interior was rundown, and the panels were threadbare. The gray fabric of the seats was held together by duct tape, covered in scratches, cracks, and stains.
“Don’t let the looks fool you,” Ibrahim said. “I’ve flown all over Somalia, Kenya, Ethiopia. And why don’t you sit in the front?” He pointed to the seat next to him.
“More comfort.”
Justin shifted his body to avoid one of the seat springs from pressing into his thigh. He slid his AK with the barrel pointing to Ibrahim’s seat. In case he makes a move. He only wished the bullet would not go through and pierce the Cessna’s windshield.
“Ready?” Ibrahim asked.
Justin nodded. He groped around for a seatbelt but found only a couple of oil-stained rags.
Ibrahim steered the airplane around, then pushed forward the throttle. The Cessna picked up speed, rattling as if some parts were going to fall off at any moment. The engine clattered, and its vibrations send toppling a few cans in the back of the airplane. Ibrahim pulled on the yoke, gently and slowly — his only gesture that impressed Justin so far — and the Cessna lifted off the ground. It wavered at first, like a duckling in its first flight, then it became steadier.
Justin stared at the black abyss falling behind, then up toward the bright stars. Romanov would have to do better than this. Ibrahim is enough to get me out of this hole, but for the operation in Yemen, I’ll need some true professionals.
Nairobi, Kenya
September 26, 4:00 a.m. local time
Carrie woke up to a car engine revving just outside the safe house, followed by screeching tires. She threw off her sheets and reached for her Browning 9mm on the nightstand. She listened for other noises, while holding the pistol in her left hand. Avoiding the large bedroom window, she tiptoed out to the hall. She stayed away from the line of fire in case someone was about to start blasting through the reinforced steel door. She stopped and listened. No footsteps or other noises came from outside.
She relaxed a bit, then moved on to sweep the two-bedroom apartment. All windows were intact. There were no intruders. Is there such a thing as too much paranoia? she wondered. The thought reminded her of Justin, always suspicious of almost everyone, always expecting betrayal. And it happened sometimes.
Who is this traitor? Why target him? Why now? Justin, wherever you are, please be safe.
She took her gun to the kitchen and made tea. While waiting for it to steep, she logged on to the secure servers of CIS station in Nairobi for any updates on her assignment. Last night, McClain had authorized her operation to stop Justin or as he liked to call him “that rogue agent.” McClain had partnered her with Nathan Smyth, one of the agents stationed in Cairo. Carrie had worked with Nathan a couple of times, and she had only good impressions about his professionalism. Carrie was going to meet up with him in Sana’a, the capital of Yemen. They would fly together to Sa’dah, about one hundred and fifty miles north.
The purpose of their assignment in Yemen was to avoid causing the Service any public embarrassment. Covert operations were supposed to stay that way, but the operation in Somalia was no longer a secret. The news about the dead Americans had not hit the international media yet, but Carrie could see the clouds gathering on the horizon. Nairobi would soon be teeming with reporters.
McClain had given her no specific instructions about the amount of force to use in order to stop Justin. “Capture or kill” was, of course, the usual order in such a situations. Carrie knew about more than one occasion of rogue agents captured by the Service. She had no knowledge of cases when Service operatives had been killed by their own fellow agents. But Justin was a friend, more than a friend, a man she had once dated, and whom for a brief period she had thought was her soul mate. He had been her partner in one too many operations. Nathan was also a close associate of Justin. Carrie could read the subtext and the vagueness in McClain’s order: find him and bring him home alive. She hoped Nathan had received the same order.
Carrie printed some of the files McClain had sent her, so she could read them during the taxi ride to CIS station. Then she sipped her tea, while reading one of the reports. McClain had confirmed that according to the Service’s files some of the people killed during the shootout in Somalia were known or suspected al-Shabaab members. Most of the phone numbers Justin had retrieved belonged to other al-Shabaab members or supporters.
McClain had talked to Deputy Director Adams of NCS. Adams, as expected, had denied having any knowledge about Yusuf holding an American passport. To him and to CIA, Hassan Khalif Yusuf was a Somali terrorist, one of al-Shabaab’s masterminds. She did not know if McClain had pressed Adams on the intelligence claiming Yusuf was looking for a doctor, which, according to Justin, had proved to be false. McClain had provided no information about the boxes of the American-made assault rifles they had discovered in Somalia.
We’ll have to figure these out when we get back to Ottawa.
She caught herself thinking in plural. We. Justin and I. Yes. Justin and I.

Chapter Fourteen

Somewhere over the Red Sea
September 27, 8:00 a.m. local time
After the bone-rattling Cessna flight in warlike conditions, the comfort of the Gulfstream G650 airplane was the right cure for Justin’s sleep-deprived, dog-tired body. Romanov had thrown his weight around and had convinced one of his Chinese business partners to lend him his private jet.
“He’s a good friend of mine,” Romanov had said.
Justin wished he had such friends. He was the only passenger aboard the luxurious airplane with two gorgeous Malaysian female flight attendants completely at his disposal.
Justin cleaned himself up in the spacious washroom. He shaved and changed into a fresh set of lounge pants and t-shirt, courtesy of the flight attendants. He was served a fresh-made hot breakfast — eggs and bacon — complete with orange juice and hot coffee. The Chinese businessman had tailored the airplane’s interior to suit his needs, with extra-large seats and a divan that became a double bed. As soon as he lay down on the cozy bed, he drifted into a deep, heavy sleep, before the flight attendant could even draw the curtains cocooning his bed.
He woke up disoriented by the low hum of the airplane. It took him a few seconds to gather his bearings. A blue fluffy blanket was wrapped around him. Justin raised himself on his elbows and looked out of the large window. An endless field of white cotton-ball clouds and the occasional speck of clear blue. He squinted and realized it was the ocean, the sea to be more precise, and not the sky. The Red Sea. We’re getting close.
He sat on his bed, once again amazed at its softness. Those were probably my best two hours of sleep in a long time, he thought, glancing at his wristwatch he had placed on the nightstand. He smoothed his hair with his hands, stood up, and pulled one of the curtains to the side.
“Hello, Mr. Hall,” he heard a soft, sexy voice. “Did you have a good rest?”
One of the flight attendants, whose exotic-sounding name he could not remember. She was on her feet, a few steps away and smiling at him.
“I… yes, I did,” he replied and stepped out of the bedroom.
“Coffee?” asked the other flight attendant. She was standing next to the galley with a pot of coffee in her right hand.
“Hmmm, sure, thank you.”
“Sugar? Honey? Cream?”
“No, just black coffee.”
“Of course.”
He wrapped his fingers around the white porcelain cup she handed him and stumbled into the closest seat.
“Have you seen my—”
A brown briefcase materialized from thin air before he could finish his sentence. The flight attendant who had first greeted him placed it on the table in front of him.
“Thank you.”
She nodded, smiled. “You’re welcome. If you need anything else, let us know.”
“Will do.”
She retreated to a seat just off the galley. Justin opened the briefcase and retrieved a thick file that was delivered to him prior to boarding the Gulfstream. Romanov had put together basic information about the team — eleven men and one woman — waiting for Justin in Sana’a. Eight of the men were former members of Spetsnaz, the Russian elite special forces. They had worked for the GRU, the Main Intelligence Directorate — the most feared of all Soviet Union secret services — until it was disbanded, its command transferred to the Russian Army. Justin flipped through the photographs, scanning through the files. He did not recognize any of the faces or the names. Most of them had served all over the world. Afghanistan. Chechnya. Georgia.
The other three men and the woman were identified as current members of Alpha Group, one of the Spetsnaz forces of the Federal Security Service or FSB, the main successor of the notorious KGB. The mission of Alpha Group was counter-terrorism. Justin realized Romanov must have greased some serious government wheels to secure such topnotch people. It was an indication of this mission’s importance to Romanov, as well as the level of hostilities he was expecting on the ground. Or perhaps he just wanted to teach a good lesson to the crew who had betrayed him, as well as to anyone else stupid enough to get in the way.
Interesting enough, Romanov had not provided any briefings, pictures, or anything at all about the people who has stolen his cargo. It was not an oversight. Romanov would have had access to information about the people working for him. Justin frowned. Why is this page blank? Who are these people? What is Romanov not telling me?
The Russian government’s implicit seal of approval for this black operation meant certain advantages, at least when the team entered Yemen and in case of any contacts with local police. But when the time came to deal with the cargo thieves and Houthis insurgents, the battlefield was leveled. Everyone would have to prove themselves.
Justin took a few sips of his coffee, then placed his cup back on the table, next to the woman’s picture. Her name was Yuliya Markov. She had short light brown hair that reached her slender neck and hazel eyes that showed a barely noticeable hint of sadness. Her long narrow nose and thick luscious lips would have guaranteed her a career in skin care products modeling, if she had chosen that path. She was dressed in desert camouflage fatigues, but Justin could still tell she had a trimmed body, in perfect shape.
“More coffee?” asked one of the flight attendants.
Justin looked up at the smiling face, then down at Yuliya’s stoic position, her hands gripping an AK. Two beautiful women with two lives that couldn’t be any more different from each other.
“Sure, thanks.”
“You’re welcome.”
He closed the file and enjoyed the hot drink, while lying back in his oversized seat. Who knows if I’ll get the chance to sit back and relax in Yemen?
* * *
Justin finished his coffee and gladly accepted a refill from the ever-smiling and always attentive flight attendants. As he was finishing it, the pilot informed him they were going to land soon. Justin asked one of the flight attendants for a change of clothes, and she led him to the galley.
She opened the folding doors of a walk-in closet. Justin glanced in surprise at the vast wardrobe that appeared in front of his eyes. There were perhaps twenty suits of various shades of black, blue, and gray, along with matching shirts and ties. A large number of dress shoes and even a few pair of boots sat on the bottom shelves.
“The casual wear closet is at the other end of the plane,” explained the flight attendant. “But these are much nicer clothes. You’ll look fantastic in a black suit.” She reached for one that seemed quite expensive. “It’s a Brioni. Hand made in Italy.”
Justin ran his hand over the front of the suit. The surface was smooth and the texture felt rich. He tried it on. “A bit snug around the shoulders, but it will do.”
The flight attendant smiled. “You look like Bond, you know the British—”
“Yes, I know about James Bond.” He returned her smile.
She picked him a light blue shirt and a matching tie, a shade darker than the shirt. “Whites are so boring,” she said.
Justin took the clothes, then reached for a pair of ankle-high boots. “I plan to do some running,” he told the flight attendant, as she began her objections.
She nodded and smiled. “Whatever you want. And here’s a belt.” She gave him one she had taken from a hanger at the end of the closet.
“Thank you. For everything.”
Five minutes later, he barely recognized the man staring back at him from the washroom’s mirror. She was right, I kind of resemble Bond. Well, maybe just a little.
Sana’a, Yemen
September 27, 9:10 a.m. local time
The troubles in Yemen began even before the Gulfstream landed at El Rahaba Airport, Sana’a International Airport. The air traffic control tower insisted the airplane did not have the full authorization in order to land. The Yemeni Air Force used the same airport, operating out of al-Daylami military base adjacent to the airport. The control tower claimed the Gulfstream needed permission from the military base as well. Justin was not sure about the truthfulness of that claim, but he wanted in no way to infuriate the air force, whose fighter jets were stationed at the far end of the airport. Some heated arguments followed, but Justin heard only bits and pieces through explanations of one of the pilots. Then someone higher up in the airport administration concluded no further permits were necessary, and the airplane landed safely after a thirty-minute delay.
Justin reluctantly said goodbye to the luxury of the Gulfstream. He was met by a gust of dry heat as soon as he stepped outside. The tarmac surface mirrored most of the sunrays, and the stench of jet fuel hung low in the air. He hurried toward a man waiting for him next to a white unmarked van at the side of the runway. The man was dressed in black pants, white shirt, and a black tie and was flanked by two security officers in camouflage uniforms, AKs hanging around their shoulders.
The man identified himself as a customs officer. Justin glanced at the badge around the man’s neck, convinced he was just doing his job. Justin showed them his Egyptian passport, one of many he possessed that were not registered with his Service. As an Egyptian national, he needed no visa to enter the country. The custom official nodded his satisfaction. They all hopped in the white van, and one of the security guards drove them to the small terminal.
Justin went through another security check inside the terminal: custom officials, plus local police, as well as four men in green Yemeni army uniforms. A metal detector and full pat-down. They ran his briefcase through the scanner, and the security officers made him remove his boots. Finding everything in order, they gave him no further hassles and waved him through after welcoming him to Yemen.
Justin walked through the terminal toward the exits. Crowds of people moved in all directions, with soldiers in camouflage uniforms and AKs providing a visible security presence. Sana’a International Airport had been a battleground as recently as three months ago, when tribesmen and sacked army officers had mounted a siege of the airport, attacking it with heavy machine guns and RPGs. The regime change in Yemen had not gone very smooth. The new embattled government was fighting loyalists of the deposed President, especially those still holding great power within the military. The government was also locked in fierce clashes with al-Qaida in the south and al-Shabaab in the north of the country.
A couple of the flights display screens were out of order, but the place was quite clean. Some of the common amenities found in larger airports were missing, but not the hustles from eager salesmen. Since Justin had no luggage, they bombarded him with offers to find him a taxi or a hotel. Justin declined them in English with polite words.
Outside the terminal, he pushed his way through a crowd of cab drivers, all vying for his business. He raised his hand to shield his eyes from the bright sun and looked around for his ride. He spotted two white Land Rovers parked just beyond the area reserved for taxis and began to walk in that direction. Most of the taxis were small cars, neat and clean European and Asian models, with the occasional van and SUV, all painted in white and yellow. When he was a dozen or so steps away from the first Land Rover, the front passenger door opened. A large muscular man with close-cropped blonde hair stepped out.
“Are you Justin?” he asked in English with a thick Russian accent.
Justin stopped. “Who are you?” He flexed his arms, balling his hands into fists.
“Don’t be afraid. My name is Grigory. Mr. Romanov sent us to meet you.”
Grigory’s nose was crooked. Broken one too many times, Justin thought. He looked at the Land Rover behind the man. UN was written in large black letters on the hood and on the side. The driver looked like a copycat of Grigory, only he had a dark complexion. His threatening eyes were fixed on Justin. A woman — Justin recognized her as Yuliya Markov — was seating in the back. She gave him a slight nod.
“Are you coming or not?” Grigory’s spread out his big arms and gestured with his head toward the Land Rover.
“Sure,” Justin replied.
“No luggage?”
“I travel light.”
“Back seat.”
Yuliya reached over and slid open the door for Justin. “Welcome,” she said.
“My name is Justin Hall.”
“Yuliya Markov. Nice to meet you.”
They shook hands.
“This is Anton,” Grigory said.
Anton said nothing, but gave a low grunt. He made quick eye contact with Justin through his rearview mirror before starting the engine.
“And this is the lady Mr. Romanov sent us to pick up for him,” Grigory said to Anton in rapid Russian. “She’s to be our leader. Her name is Justina, and she’s dressed like she’s going to a party, not a mission.”
Anton grinned, then looked up at Justin, who held his blank, emotionless face, like he had no idea what they were saying in their language and they were making fun of him. Grigory turned around to see Justin’s reaction. “Anton doesn’t speak English, so I told him your name and that you’ll be working with our team.”
Justin nodded, his face warming up to the explanation. “That’s OK. I don’t speak Russian either.”
He threw a quick glance at Yuliya. Her eyebrows had formed a deep frown, and her eyes had narrowed. “That’s enough,” she said in Russian in a firm, but soft voice, trying to give no hint of her anger to Justin. “Leave him alone and mind your own business.”
Anton drove in silence. Grigory said to Yuliya, “You don’t like jokes?”
“Not when they make fun of women and our friends.”
Justin immediately liked her.
Grigory shifted back to the forward-facing position in his seat. Yuliya looked at Justin and offered him a warm smile. “We’re going to the safe house, which is not too far.”
Justin looked at the white and gray structure of the airport terminal while Anton put the car in reverse. He honked to indicate his intention to get out of the parking area and pushed his way in front of a small Volkswagen that screeched to a halt to avoid crashing into the large SUV. They pulled onto Airport Road, then traffic crawled to a stop because of a heavy military checkpoint.
A couple of tanks — old but still menacing — along with a host of armored vehicles had formed a semi-circle around the checkpoint, bottlenecking the two-lane road. Six soldiers seemed to be doing most of the work, checking documents and throwing casual glances at trunks and back seats. The other soldiers were chatting amongst themselves, seeking shelter from the broiling sun next to their vehicles.
“They’ve increased security since the attacks on the airport,” Yuliya said.
“Yes, but this security has no point,” Grigory said in English. “They searched our car thoroughly when we arrived but did not find our guns in the secret compartment.”
Yuliya shrugged. “Yemeni security, what can I say?”
Ten minutes later, they had left behind the checkpoint. Anton kept his foot on the gas pedal. Even the Land Rover behind them was struggling to keep up. The two- and three-story whitewashed buildings became a dusty blur as they travelled north. Airport Road turned into A8. A few green fields stretched on the left side of the road. They were at the northern edge of the city.
Anton took a couple of right turns, and they entered into a residential area. One-story houses built very close to one another, separated by debris-littered, narrow alleys, with dirt roads in the front. A group of children in tattered clothes ran behind a young man riding a shabby bicycle. Four or five men talked next to a couple of old, battered Toyota taxis parked by a fruit stand in front of small store.
“Our safe house is in there, to the right,” Grigory said.
Anton slowed down almost to a halt to make the tight corner. As the Land Rover turned, the screech of an RPG cut through the air. It slammed into the house to their left, blowing a huge hole in the wall and missing the SUV by just a couple of feet.
“A trap,” said Anton.
Those were his last words. A long barrage from a heavy machine gun sprayed the windshield of the Land Rover. Bullets bounced around the cabin. Justin lowered his head, avoiding Yuliya’s knees and feet. She was sliding down to the floor and digging under the seat.
Grigory mumbled something in Russian, but Justin could not make out his words. “What’s he saying? Where are the guns?” Justin asked Yuliya in Russian.
“You speak Russian?” Her eyes narrowed.
“Yes, but I can’t explain now. The guns. Where are they?”
More bullets slammed into the car. More groans came from Grigory.
“Here.” Yuliya slid a gun toward him.
Justin did not see where it came from but assumed it was from the secret compartment. It was a PP-19 Bizon, a 9mm submachine gun, one of the perks of being a Spetsnaz member. He grabbed it and pushed the door open with his shoulder. He rolled on the ground and flattened himself against the wall of the nearest house. Gunshots rang all around him. The ear-splitting drum of a PK machine gun, followed by the distinctive clatter of dueling AKs. Justin glanced toward the Land Rover, but did not see Yuliya. The windshield and the hood were full of bullet holes.
He sidestepped along the wall. Voices chanted in Arabic, praising Allah and shouting battle cries. Justin snapped open the folding metal stock of the gun. The PP-19 became an extension of his right arm. He scoped the end of the road through its sight. A parked Mercedes-Benz. Two open windows in the houses behind it. A balcony with the door leading to it open as well. Then he found his targets.
A man was reloading his AK on the roof, right above the balcony. Justin aimed his gun, squeezed the trigger, and put a bullet through the man’s head. He dropped the gun half an inch and fired a quick burst, hitting the two men who came out on the balcony. They had no chance to use their AKs.
A barrage came from the left. Bullets whizzed over his shoulders, digging holes in the whitewashed wall. Mini-explosions of dirt blew up inches away from his face. Justin turned his gun to the left and let off a few wild rounds. It was suppressive fire to force the enemy down.
It worked. The barrage stopped for a moment. Justin raced to the other side of the road, seeking cover against a door.
“Right behind you,” he heard Yuliya’s voice. “I got your back.”
Justin nodded, then asked, “Grigory? Anton?”
“Both dead.”
Gunfire exploded behind them. A heavy machine gun rattle, then silence for a couple of seconds. A weak burst of a pistol followed, then an AK silenced it.
“The other Rover,” said Justin.
Yuliya nodded. “Yes, but we can’t help them.”
Bullets ricocheted off the potholed road, flying in a crisscross pattern. Uncontrolled and off-target shots, but sufficient to keep them pinned down.
“I saw two shooters behind the Merc,” Yuliya said.
She reloaded her AK-9, a new model in the Kalashnikov family. Justin had read about it, but had not seen it in action. Its barrel was fitted with a silencer, not that one was needed in this situation.
“You like my toy?” she asked, noticing Justin’s glance.
“Looks great.”
“I’ll let you play with it when this is over.” She grinned.
Justin glanced at his gun. “How many bullets does this hold?” He pointed at the drum sitting between the receiver and the fore-end.
“Sixty-four.”
“I’ve gone through at least half. Got extra mags?”
“No, but you can have their guns. Cover me.”
Justin pulled the trigger, while Yuliya ran in a crouching position. A few bullets kicked up dirt by her feet, but she reached the alley separating the two houses. She checked upwards and behind her. Then she concentrated her firepower on the Mercedes-Benz shooters now exposed to her line of fire. She emptied her entire magazine into their bodies.
A moment later, she shouted, “Clear.”
Justin hurried to her position, while Yuliya covered his advancement.
“The safe house has been breached.” She pointed at the two-story house to the left of the Mercedes-Benz.
The blue gate of the house and one of the front windows were open.
“Maybe someone left it—”
“No. Mikhail’s strict orders.”
There were no more gunshots. Car tires squealed, followed by car engines noises fading away. An angry dog howled and barked a few times and people began to pop on the street. First men, then children and women.
“I’ll check on the second Rover,” Yuliya said, but her voice betrayed her feelings. She was not expecting any survivors.
“I’ll get to the safe house. Meet me there.”
Yuliya nodded.
Justin kept his eyes open, his gun following the movements of the people. Small crowds were forming at each house’s doorsteps. There were plenty of guns still on the road next to the dead men, not counting the ones there could be inside these houses. The dead may have relatives in this neighborhood, and their shed blood was calling for revenge. Other shooters could be hiding behind the curious, innocent onlookers, waiting for the right moment to strike when he turned his back.
Some of the men began to yell at him. A few of the elderly women joined them. He understood most of their curses and their hand gestures, but ignored them all. One or two of the children picked up rocks, ready to cast them without a warning.
A small boy — perhaps seven or eight — pointed his toy pistol at Justin. “Pow. Pow, pow.”
Justin shook his head. A few more years and the boy would probably hold a real pistol, aim it at a foreigner, who knows, maybe him if he came back to Sana’a, and pull the real trigger. It could happen even earlier than that, especially if one of the dead men was his father or an older brother.
Justin gestured for the crowds to stay back. He swung his gun left and right, double-checking the windows and the doors, and crossed the hundred yards separating him from the safe house. Even before stepping inside, he knew Yuliya was right.
The gate showed no signs of forced entry. Somebody let them in. A short, heavy-set man was lying face down two steps away from the entrance. A large bullet wound in his back and the pool of blood around his body told Justin he could do nothing for this man. He was already dead. But the dead man could tell him the story of what had happened at the safe house. He was someone known to the team. One they trusted. They opened the door when they saw him and others forced their way in.
The sight inside the house testified to a fierce battle. The intruders may have taken the team by surprise, at least at first. Two men of light skin color were sprawled at the entrance to the kitchen, bullet wounds all over their bodies. Not a clean kill. A long, indiscriminate, hateful barrage.
They were obvious signs the team had recovered fast. A dark-skinned man dressed in local clothes had a bullet hole where his mouth used to be. The exit wound at the back of his head had blown out a part of his brain and his skull. Another two men had a deadly wound each in the left side of their chests. An expert hand had planted singles bullet to their hearts, stopping them as they had barged into the kitchen. It was probably that expert hand, Justin thought, looking at a blonde man who resembled Anton so much he could have easily been his brother. The blonde man was at the doorway to the hall, in a sitting position. Four or five bullets had brought him down.
Justin followed a pair of bloodied footprints to the next room, finding another dead man, which he assumed was a member of Romanov’s team judging by his camouflage uniform now soaked in blood. Another intruder was dead at the entrance to the second room. His chest and legs were bullet-ridden, blood still trickling out of the wounds. Panic had set in, Justin realized. As Spetsnaz members were being decimated, they understood they could not stop the flow of militants rushing through their safe house.
He stepped inside the last room and immediately regretted it. Someone had thrown in a grenade, which had exploded, shredding everything and everyone inside. Two unrecognizable bodies were on the floor amidst the debris.
Justin heard footsteps behind him, then Yuliya’s voice. “It’s me. Justin, you’re there?”
“Yeah, back room.”
He met her in the hall. “Anyone alive?”
“Yeah, Daniel. He’s got a leg wound, but not life threatening. He’s watching the street. I brought your briefcase.” She sat in on the ground, against the wall.
“Thanks. Everyone’s dead here.”
Yuliya’s eyes almost doubled in size. “No, no, Mikhail,” she shouted, rushing toward the last room.
“No, don’t go in there.” Justin stopped her with his body. She tried to push him away, so he wrapped his arms around her. “Listen, they… he’s gone. There’s nothing you can do.”
Yuliya wrestled one more time to break free of his grip. A moment later, she relented and held Justin tight. He felt a single tear stroll down her cheek.
She sniffled, coughed, then said, “There is something I can do. I’m going to get those sons of bitches who did this to my partners and to my Mikhail.”
Yuliya took a step back. Justin did not try to stop her. She turned around and headed to the kitchen.
Justin followed her. “How did this happen?”
She picked up a chair that had been flipped over and sat on it. “The fat one at the entrance is Romanov’s contact. I’m not sure if he was forced into this raid or did it for the money, and then the people he trusted shot him in the back.”
“Romanov’s money?”
“Yes. For the missiles. Ten million dollars. We kept it here in the kitchen, in two duffle bags. Someone was always guarding it. Now it’s gone.”
She pointed to the empty table.
“How did you get the money?”
“Romanov had it transferred to a local bank. We picked it up this morning.”
“This safe house. Who found it?”
“Romanov’s contact. We got here last night, well, early this morning. The contact was supposed to bring us new information about the missiles and insurgents’ moves. Perhaps Hamidi’s men got to him.”
“Hamidi?”
Yuliya frowned. “Rashed bin Hussein Hamidi. The Qatari arms dealer who diverted Romanov’s plane.”
Justin’s face must have clearly shown his lack ignorance because Yuliya asked, “You really don’t know about Hamidi?”
“It’s new to me.”
“He’s the one who has the weapons now, the missiles, and who’s striking the deal with Houthis insurgents and Al-Khaiwani. Romanov wants Hamidi’s head.”
“Because he stole his plane?”
“And it damaged Romanov’s relationship with the Saudis.”
“I need to talk to Romanov. But we have to get out of this place. The police will get here sooner or later, or the friends of those dead men may decide to come back.”
Yuliya stood up. “Our plane’s waiting for us at an airfield an hour drive north.”
“You’re sure it hasn’t been compromised?”
“Romanov’s contact didn’t know about the plane. And none of my team members would say a word.”
She pulled out her cellphone and began taking pictures of the dead intruders. “The FSB will find out what terrorist group they belong to, but I’m sure they’re Houthis.”
A tall, thin man in a camouflage uniform knocked on the door. “Yuliya, the police are closing in,” he said in Russian.
“That’s Daniel,” Yuliya said.
“I’ll check their pockets for IDs or anything useful, so we’ll know who they worked for,” Justin said.
He found two cellphones, some money, and a few scraps of paper. Some had notes scribbled in bad handwriting.
“We’ve got to go,” Yuliya said.
“This way.” Daniel led them to the first room. He was limping, and his left pant leg was tattered and blood spattered. Daniel used his AK’s butt stock to clear the broken glass fragments from one of the windows, then stumbled outside into the narrow alley.
They marched in a single file for the next couple of blocks, avoiding the main road. They came to large cinder block structure that looked like a warehouse. A crane, a cement truck, and other heavy machineries were parked to the side, along with an old silver Mercedes-Benz and two worn-out Toyotas.
“Our ride.” Justin pointed at the Mercedes-Benz.
“I’ll cover the back entrance,” Daniel said. “You take the front.”
Justin shook his head. “No need for another gunfight and have the police on our back. We’ll buy it.”
He took a bundle of dollar bills from an envelope in his briefcase. “Ten grand. He won’t say no. The Merc’s not worth half of it.”
“I take it you speak Arabic besides Russian,” Yuliya said. She blinked in surprise, her head tilted to the side.
Justin grinned. “I do.”
He gave Yuliya his submachine gun.
“We’re ready to jump in if things don’t go well,” she said.
“Great. I’ll meet you at the back, a block away. North,” Justin said.
He walked toward the warehouse, shouting in a loud voice. Two people came out. One was the owner of the Mercedes-Benz. Justin offered him five thousand dollars to buy the car on the spot, no inspection required, no questions asked. The owner had a sharp eye for a good deal, realizing Justin’s urgency in buying his car. So he upped the price, asking for double the amount. With no time to waste and police sirens echoing in his ears, Justin accepted the offer. Money and keys changed hands, and Justin drove to the back of the warehouse and to the meeting point.
Yuliya and Daniel were there in two minutes.
“Where’s the airstrip?” Justin asked.
“Hidden in the hills north of Amran,” replied Yuliya. “About forty miles north.”
“We’ll take back roads wherever we can. Yuliya, why don’t you drive?” Justin asked in Russian. “I need to think and clear my head.”

Chapter Fifteen

Sana’a, Yemen
September 27, 10:30 a.m. local time
The C5 Galaxy military cargo plane of Combined Joint Task Force — Horn of Africa landed at Sana’a International Airport a few minutes past ten. Aboard the mammoth airplane transporting a Sikorsky HH60 Pave Hawk helicopter, weapons, and other military supplies for the Yemeni Air Force — a small part of US assistance in to bolster the country’s fight against terrorists on all fronts — there was a squad of US Marines and Carrie O’Connor.
McClain had convinced senior US military officials in Nairobi to fly Carrie to Sana’a, citing unspecified international security concerns. It took some arm twisting and the threat of potential grave consequences, but finally Carrie joined the Marines.
As she climbed into one of the SUVs waiting to take them to the terminal, Carrie glanced in surprise at a Gulfstream G650 parked near the end of the airfield. Some powerful oil tycoon is in town, she thought.
The customs paperwork went smooth, and Carrie met up with Nathan outside the terminal. Nathan had arrived about an hour earlier on a commercial flight from Dubai and was waiting in a rented jeep. Nathan offered to let her drive, but Carrie declined, sitting instead in the front passenger’s seat. They talked about their flights, then focused on the task at hand. They were going to Hajjah, about eighty miles northwest of Sana’a. A small Cessna would then fly them to the outskirts of Sa’dah, from where they would advance toward Justin’s and Al-Khaiwani’s location.
Fifteen minutes later, Carrie’s satellite phone rang. “It’s McClain. I’ll put him on speakerphone.”
“Good,” said Nathan.
“This is Carrie, sir. Nathan’s here as well.”
“Hi, Carrie. Nathan. How was the flight, Carrie?”
“Excellent, sir.”
“Marines gave you any trouble?”
“Negative. A few complimented me, and a couple tried to make a move. I sent them both to hell.”
McClain chuckled. “Good one. Talking about hell, things are going to get pretty hot in Sa’dah. There have been some negative developments.”
Carrie’s face remained calm. She was used to getting bad news. It would surprise her at this point if McClain gave her any good news. “We’re listening.”
“It seems Romanov hasn’t been quite straightforward with Hall and with us.”
“That slimy weasel never is. So there are no missiles and no Al-Khaiwani?”
“No, the missiles and the terrorists are there. But Romanov left out something crucial. Following the trail of those weapons, the M16s discovered in Somalia, I was looking into other arms deals involving American weapons and contacting other intelligence agencies. It’s still unclear where exactly these weapons came from, and CIA is not being very helpful. I just finished talking to Mossad. Their intel shows that Rashed bin Hussein Hamidi is the man Romanov wants. And he’s also hiding in Sa’dah.”
“Hamidi? Who is he?”
“I’m having some people dig out the facts, but according to Mossad’s sources, Hamidi’s a big weapons businessman. He has sold weapons to Libya’s and Syria’s rebels and elsewhere in Africa and South America. He partnered with Romanov as they tried to break into the Saudi’s weapons market.”
“So, Hamidi took Romanov’s shipment?”
“Mossad wasn’t clear about that. Hamidi was aboard the cargo plane, which initially was headed to Saudi Arabia. He was in charge of completing the delivery.”
Carrie glanced at Nathan. His eyes were glued to the road, but his head was slightly tilted toward the satellite phone Carrie was holding in her hand.
“OK, so Romanov has been duped by Hamidi. Why is Mossad interested in this war of elephants?”
McClain laughed. “You beat me to it. Mossad claims Hamidi has been brokering deals to deliver weapons to Yemeni insurgents. That’s why this cargo is in there instead of Saudi Arabia. And Mossad has evidence Hamidi sold similar missiles to Hamas and Hezbollah.”
Carrie’s face sank. This was not bad news. This was worse news. “He armed Israel’s sworn enemies. Hamidi’s a dead man,” she said in a low voice.
Nathan’s eyes caught hers. She tried to smile, but her lips just formed a small grin.
“Yes, Mossad’s coming for their pound of flesh. They already have a team in place, on the ground, ready to strike once they receive their authorization.”
“Justin,” Carrie said.
“Yes, we need to make sure he doesn’t get caught in this firefight. Mossad will wipe out the place and everyone who gets in their way. Insurgents are no match for the Israeli wrath.”
Nathan let out a low cough. Carrie looked at him, and he nodded at the phone.
Carrie said, “Go ahead, Nathan.”
“Sir, do we know anything about Justin’s, I mean, Hall’s location?”
“We don’t. I was thinking about notifying Yemeni authorities, but it wouldn’t do much good. Their officials are no strangers to bribes, and their borders are full of holes. My educated guess is that Hall is either very close to or already in Sa’dah.”
Carrie exchanged a quick glance with Nathan. He shrugged, indicating he had no other questions. He eased on the gas pedal as they came to an intersection. The traffic was slowing down, with cars turning mostly left.
“Have our orders changed?” Carrie asked.
“No. You’re still to stop Hall. Needless to say, it’s even more urgent now with Mossad looming in the background.”
“Does Mossad know about our involvement?”
McClain sighed. “I told them about our rogue agent. They said they couldn’t guarantee anything once things start to blow up. If Justin gets in the way of their operation, to Mossad he’ll be one more obstacle they’ll need to remove.”
Carrie nodded in silence.
“I told them also about you and Nathan and your mission. They wished you luck and advised you to stay out of the hot zone.”
“Good advice. I’m assuming we’ll not get another update about their plans?”
“We may or we may not. I would consider this as our final warning.”
“OK. Anything else?”
“No, that’s all. Update me once you’re in Sa’dah. And be safe.”
“Will do.”
“Thank you, sir,” Nathan said.
Carrie turned off the satellite phone. “Wonderful, as if we didn’t have enough problems. Now we’ve got to watch our backs for Mossad.”
Nathan nodded. His eyes had suddenly grown thoughtful, weary.
“How long until we get to our plane?” Carrie asked.
“A little over an hour or so, depending on traffic.”
“Step on it. We’ve got to get to Sa’dah and find Justin before the Israelis bring about Armageddon.”
Ten miles north of Sa’dah, Yemen
September 27, 2:30 p.m. local time
The rugged mountains of northern Yemen reminded Justin of the landscape in northeast Iran. He could hardly believe it had been exactly a week since his mission to retrieve the Iranian defector. The mission that had almost killed him and Nathan and which had set in motion the events that had brought him to these hostile lands.
The airstrip was literally a strip of dirt, carved between two jagged hills and tucked around a steep mountain slope. One had to know where to look for it, but the Cessna pilot was familiar with its location. And so was the welcome party waiting for them on the ground. Romanov had arranged for members of a local tribe to give safe passage to Justin and his team. The tribe was Sunni and supported the Yemeni government. It had proven its allegiance in many battles against Houthis, who were Shia. And with half a million dollars, Romanov was buying a considerable amount of the tribe’s loyalty.
The pilot circled the airstrip, then veered to the left, losing both speed and altitude. Justin, two seats behind the pilot, looked through the dirty windows. Six, no, seven trucks and two SUVs were lined up on the left, next to a dry riverbed, the road out of this middle of nowhere in northern Yemen. The first and the last truck were fitted with what looked like heavy machine guns, pointed at their airplane. A few men had set up positions on both sides of the airstrip.
“What do you think?” asked Yuliya.
“I hope those are the right tribesmen, or we got ourselves a fight.”
Yuliya drew in a deep breath. “We’ll know soon enough.”
Justin looked at her face. Her eyes were tired, but she was still very focused on their mission. “Daniel, how’re you holding up back there?” Justin asked.
“I’m not dying. Not yet,” came the reply.
Yuliya had cleaned up and bandaged his leg wound before they boarded the airplane.
“Always the smartass,” said Yuliya. “But he’s a good soldier,” she added in a whisper.
“You still want to go ahead with this?” Justin asked. “With this mission?”
“Of course. Do you even have to ask?”
“I want to make sure you know what you’re doing, especially since now it’s just the three of us, and we don’t have the money to buy the missiles.”
Yuliya held his eyes. She nodded slightly, closed her eyes for a second, then opened them, and shook her head. “We’ll follow the new plan. It will work. We’ll make it work. Plus, it’s too late now. We’re already here.”
“No, it’s not too late. Not for you. Stay on the plane. Turn around and return to Moscow.”
Yuliya looked out the window. The land was getting closer. A few of the tribesmen were running to secure better positions.
“The terrorists, those Houthis terrorists, they killed Mikhail. I’m not… ” Her voice trailed off. Moments later, she added, “They’re going to pay dearly for shedding his blood. We have a saying in Russia: When anger and revenge get married, their daughter is called cruelty. Those animals will die a cruel death.”
She reached for her AK, snapped open the folding stock, then cocked the gun. “Let’s kill them all.”
* * *
The tribal chief was a man in his fifties, perhaps even sixties. He was dressed in a long white robe. His body was thin, and he was standing straight, ignoring the bright sun directly hitting his eyes and his head with its blinding light and scorching heat. It seemed his body had developed a strong immunity against sweat. His pose conveyed power and dominance, as if he owned this land, which he or at least his tribe actually did own. An AK hung around his left shoulder, the wooden butt stock worn by time and use. Justin wondered if he was a veteran of the war in Iraq or Afghanistan. Or both.
He had left his gun with Daniel, who was following two steps behind him. Yuliya was the last one. She had put on a black niqab. The veil covered her face and her head as required in the Muslim world by all women when in public and in the presence of men.
“Salam Alaykum,” Justin greeted the chief and the four men flanking him, as he placed his hand over his heart. “We come as your guest, thankful for your hospitality and protection,” he continued in Arabic.
The chief and his men were not expecting Justin to address them in their native tongue. The chief blinked and raised an eyebrow, then stepped closer as if to hear better the words. “Alaykum Salam,” he said slowly. “Welcome to my country and to my people.” He stretched a hand toward the men surrounding him. “Is this everyone?” he pointed at Daniel and Yuliya. “We were expecting many people.”
“That is correct. We fell into an ambush in Sana’a and lost many good men, good fighters.”
“Yes, the news was brought to me. It seemed you also killed a few of those cowards.”
Justin nodded. “God guided our hands.”
A low shuffle came from behind him. Justin turned his head. Daniel was wincing, shifting the weight of his body to his right leg.
The chief looked again at Justin’s team. “You are determined to go ahead, with just one wounded man and a woman.”
“It is bad. But behind a machine gun, his leg will make no difference. And she has proven to be a great fighter.”
The chief put on a thoughtful look, and Justin wondered what was going through his mind. Yuliya had told him the tribe had already received the money and had agreed to take the team close to the warehouse. But that was before the chief had seen the almost non-existent team. He may refuse to take us toward what he thinks is suicide. Or even worse, he may hand us over to Houthis in exchange for any prisoners they may have or to gain their favor. Not all tribes lived by the Arab honor code of hospitality and protection for their guests.
“You are a brave man, a brave, yet foolish man,” the chief said finally, moving closer to Justin. “We will give you weapons and take you to fight your enemy, our enemy.”
The last two words gave Justin reason to expect the tribesmen to fight along them. The chief seemed to realize Justin’s optimism. “My people will not be a part of your battle. We have our own war to fight against enemy, and we will do so at the right time.”
“We’re grateful for your generous help.” Justin placed his hand over the left side of his chest.
The chief reached and shook Justin’s hand. The tribesmen broke out in cheerful shouts, their arms and AKs rising up in the air. Justin grinned then mustered a small smile. This was a small victory, but the real battle was still awaiting them.
Twenty-five miles northeast of Sa’dah, Yemen
September 27, 4:15 p.m. local time
The warehouse stood near the end of a wide, open space camp that included two-story houses and smaller structures resembling sheds or garages. Two dirt paths led in and out of the camp. The aerial photos Justin had received were blurry and grainy. They showed neither the eight-foot high cinder block wall with corner turrets, nor the barbwire crowning it.
Justin observed the camp’s outer perimeter through his powerful binoculars. He was hiding behind large boulders at the top one of the hills directly across from the camp. The convoy had stopped at the road below snaking around the hills.
“This is as far as we go,” the chief said. He was sitting next to Justin, chewing on leaves of khat, a narcotic plant favored by most Yemenis. “A few more turns and they can see you. Their snipers — which are very good — will have no problem picking you off.”
Justin nodded. “I understand.”
“The camp is a fortress,” the chief said. “Our tribe, along with government troops to take it a few months ago.”
“How did it go?”
“We killed a lot of them, but they have the strategic advantage. They are in a valley, yes, but too far from the hills. Mortar fire is inaccurate. They have powerful machine guns in those turrets on all sides to stop your advancement.”
Justin scanned the walls again focusing on the turrets. He could not make out the types of weapons mounted there, but he could tell the turrets seemed to be well fortified with extra concrete blocks. “What about an aerial assault?”
The chief removed a khat leaf stem from his mouth. “If you had a fighter jet or combat helicopters, you could drop bombs and do some serious damage. But even then you would have to go in and make sure everyone is dead.”
Justin dropped his binoculars around his neck.
“What are you planning to do?” the chief asked.
Justin grinned. “We’re going down there to kill them all.”
The chief responded with a small smile. “It’s your battle, your plan.”
Justin nodded. He could not be absolutely sure the chief would not tell his tribesmen. Their loyalties toward their cause may not be as strong as their chief’s. Any leak at this point would bring certain death to him and Yuliya and Daniel. Their tactic relied on surprise as much as on a stroke of luck. According to Romanov’s recent intelligence, Al-Khaiwani and Hamidi were inside the camp, protected by over a hundred fighters. It seemed they were to leave for Sa’dah late in the evening, under the cover of darkness. Justin was planning to rig the road with a number of explosive charges. They would hide in the foothills, where shrubs were the thickest. They were counting on the broken terrain, the nightfall, and the element of surprise to give them an edge as they ambushed Al-Khaiwani and Hamidi when leaving the camp.
“Let’s head back,” Justin said.
Five minutes later, they stood next to their convoy of tribesmen.
Yuliya was behind the driver’s seat of a Nissan pickup, the sixth in the lineup. Daniel was in charge of two heavy machine guns in the back. The tribesmen had stored there a few ammunition boxes, an RPG launcher, and warheads. Justin’s truck was also fitted with a heavy machine gun and loaded with ammunition, RPGs, AKs, and explosives.
“May God bless you and give you victory,” the chief said.
“May God keep you safe as you travel back home. Gratitude for everything.”
They shook hands again, and Justin climbed into his truck. He drove slowly to the edge of the road and passed the other trucks and SUVs. Tribesmen nodded and greeted him, some waving their hands or their AKs. They began to turn their vehicles around.
His dashboard radio crackled, and Justin picked up the receiver. “Go ahead, I’m listening,” he said.
“Hi, Justin,” Yuliya said. “Just wanted to wish us luck.”
“Thanks. We’ll need a lot of good luck. We’ll drive around the curve and wait for the tribesmen to leave. Then we’ll set up our positions.”
Justin stepped on the gas pedal slowly, and the truck inched forward. He avoided a big rut in front of his left tire, then his right tire sank into a large pothole. Moments later, the dirt trail rose up at a steep angle. He drove for a few minutes. The tribesmen convoy was now visible as it headed downhill, leaving behind a cloud of dust.
Justin rolled down the window. The heat wave engulfed him, but hot air was better than the diesel stench coming from the truck’s engine. He checked his rearview mirror. Yuliya’s truck was climbing the hill with ease, following about three car lengths behind.
A sudden vibrating noise came from his left. Justin eased on the gas pedal, then stopped the truck. The noise was a light throb, hardly noticeable. He looked out the window at the convoy now almost half a mile away. He turned his head to the north and peered over the hills on the horizon.
“Why did you stop?” Yuliya’s voice came over the radio.
“Shhhhh. Stop and listen,” Justin replied.
She stopped and turned off the engine.
Silence reigned for a moment. Then the low rattle returned, growing a bit louder.
Justin reached for his binoculars. He scanned the northern hilltops. Saudi Arabia was in that direction, a few dozen miles away. Just over the horizon, two small black dots were growing larger by the second. And so was their rumble.
“Two choppers,” Justin shouted. “Nine o’clock.”
Yuliya was looking through her binoculars. “Yemeni government troops?”
“Don’t know. It could be Saudis. Hide, hide, quick,” he shouted.
He gunned the engine. The truck roared and launched forward. Guns and ammunitions clattered in the back. He drove close to the hill, then took a sharp right turn, following a dry riverbed leading him downward. His truck tires slid over loose sand, and he fought with the steering wheel to stay on the path. Shrubs and trees started to rise up on both sides, but not enough to hide the truck from the nearing helicopters.
The path curved, grew wider, then narrowed again and abruptly turned steep. Justin flattened the gas pedal, the truck swinging over the sandy riverbed. The truck growled as it climbed up the hill until a wide vista of the valley opened up to his left. The terrorist camp was visible at the far end of the valley. The tribesmen convoy was snaking downhill at the opposite end of his view.
He drove his truck under a few trees, the only natural cover in that area. The helicopters were much closer. Their heavy thunder filled the air. The dots had grown into the bug-like silhouettes of Apache gunships. Justin was thinking hard trying to remember if Yemen Air Force had such combat helicopters in their arsenal. He knew Saudis did. But if they are Saudis, they’re early. Very early.
His radio crackled. “Apaches,” Yuliya shouted. “They’re Apaches.”
“Affirmative.”
“What are they doing here?”
Before Justin could answer her question, the Apaches split. One banked to the left, toward the camp. The other one dove in over the convoy.
Justin cursed. “They’re attacking the camp. And the convoy. Set up position.”
He got out of his truck. The machine gun was mounted on a tripod, which was latched to the truck bed. Justin struggled with the latches and finally removed the machine gun. He swung its bullet belts around his neck and grabbed an ammunition box.
Yuliya had parked her truck thirty yards away and was unloading RPGs. She had ditched her niqab, switching back to her desert camouflage fatigues. Daniel had thrown a machine gun over his shoulders and was limping toward the hillside.
“This way,” Justin called at them. “Down here.”
He set up positions behind some thorn bushes. He placed the machine gun on its bipod and straightened out its belts. His eyes found the Apache swooping down over the camp. Yuliya and Daniel had just dropped next to him when the helicopter fired a missile at the terrorist camp. A spark at the left wing and a small trail of smoke. Two seconds later, the missile tore through the front gate of the camp. The ear-splitting explosion followed as a curtain of dust began to rise up. A second missile smashed into the turret by the gate, reducing it to a pile of rubble.
“What the hell?” Yuliya asked.
“Yeah, they’re having all the fun,” Justin replied.
Another explosion came from the other side of the valley. The second Apache blasted the convoy. Flames engulfed the leading truck. The Apache’s 30mm chain gun tore the second and the last two SUVs to shreds. Tribesmen were scrambling to safety, away from the kill zone.
Yuliya blurted, “Who the hell are these troops?”
“I wish I had the answer.”
The first Apache veered to the left over the camp. A couple of RPG rounds whooshed past its tail, missing it by a few feet. Justin moved his binoculars down to the camp. Some of the dust had cleared off. Men in white and gray robes were running around, inside the camp. Another RPG flew in the air, the wild shot landing in the hills, a mile off its target. A group of four or five people rushed toward the third and the fourth turrets at the back of the camp. Other fighters seemed to be responding with light weapons fire from the roofs of the two houses.
Two RPGs screamed toward the first Apache. Its pilot skillfully dipped its nose, dropping a few dozen feet, dodging the warheads. In return, it fired a barrage of small missiles. Most of them slammed into the camp walls. One or two hit the first house.
“The chopper’s not hitting the warehouse,” Justin said.
“Perhaps they know about the missiles inside,” replied Daniel.
Yuliya shook her head. “No, they’re trying to destroy the terrorists’ defenses. No resistance is coming from the warehouse.”
Gunfire echoed from the direction of the convoy. The helicopter was still pouring down a true inferno. A missile struck one of the trucks, pulverizing it in an instant. A mushrooming dust cloud hid it from Justin’s view. He was sure there would be no survivors, if anyone was still inside the truck.
Another explosion blew up a section of the hillside. More missiles hammered the convoy. Clouds of smoke and dust enveloped the area around it. Then the helicopter turned around and disappeared behind the hill.
“Where did it go?” asked Daniel.
“He’ll come back,” Yuliya said.
The first Apache completed a full circle over the camp. RPGs exploded below, but the Apache was well beyond their range. Fighters inside the camp fired machine guns and other weapons as well.
Justin shook his head. “It’s useless. The choppers are too far away.”
Daniel nodded. “Unless they put those birds down, they’ll all be dead.”
“Yes, and we can’t let that happen.” He got up to a crouching position.
“What are you doing?” asked Yuliya.
“You want Hamidi. I want Al-Khaiwani. They’re both there.” He pointed to the camp. “But they’re no use to us dead. At least not to me.”
Yuliya looked at the sky, searching for the Apaches. “The helos will cut you down before you get close enough.”
Justin shrugged. “They have more important targets keeping them busy. You’re in?”
A slight hesitation for a fragment of a second. “Yeah, I’m in.”
“Good. Daniel, you’ll watch our backs, especially if the choppers open fire on us.”
“Got it, sir, chief.”
Justin smiled. “Call me Justin.”
“I’ve got you covered, Justin.”
“Well, Yuliya, it’s our time. Let’s get our AKs and ammo. Lots of ammo.”

Chapter Sixteen

Twenty-five miles northeast of Sa’dah, Yemen
September 27, 4:40 p.m. local time
Carrie saw the Apaches pounding the camp and the convoy as their jeep climbed the dirt path carved around the top of a steep hill. They were approaching the terrorists’ stronghold from the east, the opposite road Justin had taken. They stopped for a moment to observe the firefight. Then Carrie, the driver, floored the engine, pushing the battered jeep to its limits.
“Call McClain,” she told Nathan, riding in the front passenger’s seat. “He needs to tell Mossad we’ve got people on the ground, friendlies.”
Nathan went for the satellite phone in the knapsack by his feet. “Do we know for sure Justin is out there, and those are Mossad’s choppers?”
Carrie gave him a sideways glance. Her first instinct was to shout at Nathan to follow his orders, but she realized he was just bringing a bit of logic to her emotional response of trying to save Justin at all costs. She took a deep breath and said, “The time and the place match McClain’s intel about a Mossad raid on the terrorist camp. Knowing Justin, I’m positive he’s advancing toward the camp right now, if he’s not already inside it.”
Nathan nodded, although his eyes showed he was still uncertain. His hand was holding the phone, but he had yet to press the buttons.
The jeep got too close to the edge of the road. Carrie stared at the fifty-foot sheer drop as she turned the steering wheel. She tapped her brakes, avoiding a few rocks scattered on the right side of the road. She said to Nathan, “Most people would see this attack as an obstacle; Justin sees it as an opportunity. The terrorists are engaging the helos, while Justin slips in undetected.”
“That’s if the Apaches don’t put him in their sights.”
“He’s counting on the choppers going after the camp and the convoy.”
Nathan began to form the number. “You think Mossad will call off their attack?”
“I don’t think so. But at least they won’t target him and us.”
“Us?” Nathan held the phone by his ear. “Our orders are to stop—”
“And that’s what we’re doing. We’re stopping Justin from getting killed. Or killing Mossad agents.”
“We can’t, we shouldn’t engage in this fight.”
Carrie felt her blood boil, but did not say the first thing that crossed her mind. Instead, she gunned the engine. A moment later, she said, “We didn’t come all the way here to sit and watch, did we?”
Nathan avoided her gaze. He said on the phone,“Yes, sir, it’s Smyth. We’ve got visuals on Mossad choppers.”
A moment of pause, then Nathan said, “Correct, sir. They’re attacking the terrorists’ camp. And a convoy of apparently local fighters. Yes, two Apaches.”
Another few seconds of Nathan listening and nodding. Then he passed the phone to Carrie. “McClain wants to speak with you.”
“Speakerphone,” she said. I’ve got to convince McClain we can’t avoid this fight.
* * *
Running and crouching through the scrub at the bottom of the valley gave Justin another view of the battle. Closer. Harsher. Riskier.
During the first minutes they had not drawn the attention of the pilots or the insurgents. One stray RPG had exploded about two dozen yards away from him and Yuliya, but they had not been hit by any shrapnel. Stray bullets had also spared them so far.
The last few hundred yards were the most dangerous. They could not use the cover of the shrubs and trees, which grew scarcer the closer they got to the camp. The Apache pilots would notice their movements and most likely would consider them as reinforcements for insurgents.
Justin stopped under a small tree and behind a hedge of scraggly shrubs, the last before they got to the road. The main entrance to the camp was about three hundred yards away. Three hundred yards of open space, in plain view of all shooters.
He pointed to the area in front of the blown up gate and the breached wall. Thin dust lingered in the air, and silhouettes of people were visible in the distance, deep inside the camp. Some were firing at the Apaches.
Justin began to run bent at the waist, holding his AK in his right hand. Gunfire burst in front of him. He could not see who was shooting and if he was the target. No bullets zipped past him, so he continued sprinting straight ahead. A missile struck a few yards to his left, and a handful of dirt sprayed his face. He threw himself to the ground, but there was nowhere to hide. Bullets lifted sharp rocks and sand, striking closer and closer.
Justin rolled away, then climbed back to his feet and ran. More bullets struck in front of him. He stopped and dashed to the left, then changed direction to the right. Glancing upwards his eyes caught the Apache banking left and turning. Justin cursed as a heavy barrage of gunfire sent him diving to the ground.
His left arm landed on a sharp rock jutting out of the sand. He winced, glancing at his arm. Blood gushed from a deep cut. He rolled on his stomach and tried to flatten himself to the ground. The barrage continued, bullets screaming very close to his body. One bullet struck next to his AK. A second one bounced off the ground and singed his hair. He felt the wave and caught the smell of burning flesh.
An AK cracked right behind him.
“Justin, Justin, you’re OK?”
Yuliya.
He lifted up his head and looked skywards. The Apache was flying away over the hill.
Yuliya slipped next to him, checking his body for wounds.
“I got a cut on my arm, but I’m fine.”
They glanced at the first helicopter turning around. The second one also appeared in the distance.
“Wonderfuckingful,” Justin cursed. “Now it’s both of them.”
Three RPGs screamed toward the helicopters, splitting the sky with their gray streaks. They all missed their targets, but not by much. Loud reports of heavy machine gun fire came from the camp. The insurgents’ aim was improving. Their firepower was intensifying as the choppers drew nearer.
The Apaches responded by each firing a missile. Orange fireballs exploded at the south side wall and somewhere inside the camp.
“It’s our chance,” Justin said. “Run, run, run.”
They both sprang toward the camp, about fifty yards away. A missile exploded in front of them, pelting them with debris. It was followed by a second one further away. Justin stopped for a moment, then jumped forward. Bullets danced around his feet, as the helicopters flew overhead. He rolled on his back and raised his AK. He emptied his magazine in a long volley. Justin slammed in a fresh one and fired again, this time in short, calculated bursts. Unsure of whether his bullets struck the helicopters, he climbed to his feet and started to run again. Yuliya followed right behind.
The insurgents noticed their arrival when they were a few steps away from the entrance to the camp. Machine gun bullets drilled holes and ripped everything around them to shreds. Justin and Yuliya set their backs against the wall remains. At least they had somewhat of a cover.
“They think we’re with the choppers,” she said.
“And the pilots think we’re with the terrorists,” replied Justin.
The Apaches again swooped over the camp. Their appearance took some of the pressure away from Justin and Yuliya, as most insurgents turned their attention toward the larger threat. Still, sporadic shots came in their direction.
“We’ve got to sneak in now,” Justin said.
A series of missiles landed just inside the camp. As the dust veil enveloped the area, Justin sprayed a long barrage against the insurgents’ positions straight across from him, then climbed over the heap of debris. Once on the other side, he reloaded and fired again, providing a cover for Yuliya.
“Shit,” she cursed while dropping to his left.
Justin glanced at her bloodied leg. “Bullet?”
“In and out.” She cursed again.
“Can you walk?”
“Yeah, I can walk.”
Justin looked toward the closest house to his left, about fifty yards away. Two fighters were blasting a machine gun from the roof. Another man was firing his AK from one of the first-story windows. Three or four people were barricaded behind a couple of pickups by the doors.
“The house,” Justin said. “We’ll take it, then make our way to the warehouse.” He pointed in that direction, one hundred feet to his right, then returned his gaze to the house.
Yuliya peered through the thinning dust veil. “Justin, look.”
A group of four men were running away from the warehouse. They were carrying large weapons on their shoulders. Long green tubes.
“Those are probably SA-24s. Heat-seeking missiles,” Justin said in a tense voice.
“One of those will bring the chopper down.”
“We still need the choppers’ cover.”
The helicopter crew also must have also spotted the men with the missiles. A steady barrage from above stopped their advancement, albeit for a few seconds. Two of the men kept crawling forward. Bullets kicked up dirt around them, but they were very determined to complete their task.
Justin pointed his AK and let off a quick burst. One of the men toppled, along with his missile. Yuliya fired at the second one, and he fell face first to the ground.
Their shots gave away their position. The return fire from the closest house was vicious and intense. Justin and Yuliya stayed down, behind the rubble. Chunks of concrete and clods of dirt rained over their bodies. An explosion shook the area in front of them, blasting rocks and sand over their heads.
Justin peered through a small opening in the wrecked wall serving as their cover. He saw a man in front of the house preparing to throw a grenade at them. He aimed his AK and put a bullet in the man’s chest. He collapsed just as the grenade exploded by his feet.
The fighters on the roof turned their machine gun toward Justin’s position. Before they could open fire, a missile from the first Apache slammed into the house. A second one struck the roof, the smoke and the dust covering everything.
“The choppers have noticed us, and that we’re on their side,” Justin shouted over the continuous gunfire.
Yuliya nodded. She fired at an insurgent setting up his position along the opposite wall, about a hundred feet away. The man fell on his back, his last act on earth.
“Back to our old plan,” Justin said. “First, we clear the house.” He replaced his empty magazine with a new one. “Then, we attack the warehouse.”

Chapter Seventeen

Twenty-five miles northeast of Sa’dah, Yemen
September 27, 4:55 p.m. local time
McClain reluctantly authorized Carrie and Nathan to engage in the firefight only for the purpose of rescuing Justin and to avoid a diplomatic nightmare if Mossad helicopters were shot down by Canadians. Carrie understood the order to mean she could use all necessary force to save Justin’s life. If all insurgents were killed in the process, that would be an unexpected bonus.
Carrie and Nathan abandoned their jeep about a mile away from the walls of the insurgents’ camp. Most of the fighters were engaged in the all-out battle against the helicopter gunships, so their advancement through the scrubland drew only sporadic fire. They saved their ammunition until they got closer, to make every shot count.
Bullets rang dangerously close when they crossed into the two hundred yards barren strip next to the wall. Carrie responded with quick bursts. She ran to secure a position next to a couple of rocks sticking out of the uneven ground, one of the few bits of natural cover. Nathan slid next to her.
“All good?” he asked.
“Yeah.”
A volley of five missiles ripped the sky. Moments later, they slammed into the walls and turrets. A shower of cement chunks rained over the men defending those areas. The gunfire hammering Carrie’s position ceased.
“Go, go, go,” she shouted.
They both ran toward the smoldering ruins, Carrie leading the way. A grenade exploded, raising a geyser of sand that barely reached her feet. Bullets flew over her head. She responded by firing blindly through the cloak of smoke and dust.
An RPG slammed a few yards away, blasting rock and debris shrapnel behind them.
Carrie stopped, crouched.
“Nathan,” she yelled over the deafening battle noises.
“I’m OK,” he replied.
Carrie resumed running. She fired quick bursts, peering through the clearing smoke at moving silhouettes. A few more steps. The walls appeared. The explosions had caused a large part, causing a huge gap. Carrie lay flat by a heap of debris and reloaded her AK. A step behind her, Nathan did the same.
One of the helicopters banked toward the hill. A half a dozen RPGs gave chase. They were close behind, but all exploded without hitting it. The other helicopter completed a full circle and began to drop over the camp.
Then a missile pierced the sky. It was flying fast. Very fast. Screaming toward its target, the second Apache. Carrie could hardly track its trajectory of gray smoke. The helicopter dove, then swerved hard to the left. The missile followed the pilot’s maneuvers.
“Heat-seeking,” Carrie muttered.
The helicopter swung to the right, then flew straight for a second or two, the missile closing in.
“Drop, drop, now!” Carrie shouted.
Two more seconds, then the Apache suddenly took a swift nosedive. The missile continued in a straight line and exploded a moment later. It was too far away for its shrapnel to cause any damage to the helicopter.
Carrie turned to Nathan when two more heat-seeking missiles streaked toward the second helicopter. The pilot noticed them a second too late, but he still dodged the first by arrowing upward. He pulled fast to the left, escaping the second missile, then dove toward the ground. The missiles were still right behind him. The helicopter came close, very close to the ground, in a vertical fall.
The first missile smashed into the ground, exploding by the Apache’s tail rotor. The helicopter soared a few dozen feet as the second missile tore through the middle of the flying debris and exploded a moment later.
“That guy’s excellent,” Carrie said.
A bullet hit inches away from her face. The small burst of dirt smacked against the right side of her face. She dipped further below, behind the broken cinder blocks covered with sand and dirt.
Nathan fired a long barrage, then stopped to reload. Carrie crawled to her left and peered over the debris. Three insurgents were positioned next to the back wall of the warehouse, behind a jeep. Two others were shooting from around the corner.
Carrie raised her AK. She put an insurgent in her sight and fired a single shot. The man’s head exploded. She dropped her sight to the left, firing a two-round burst. The second insurgent took two bullets in his chest. The third one disappeared at the rear of the jeep.
She withdrew behind the debris pile. An RPG crashed into the wall to her left. Cinder blocks fell down, rolling close to her feet. She spun around fast to avoid getting crushed.
Nathan dropped to his left knee and squeezed off a few rounds. “Clear,” he shouted.
Carrie climbed over the debris, and ran to the left, entering the camp through a gap in the wall. “The shed.” She pointed at the small structure about ten feet ahead.
Nathan fired again while Carrie crawled over the sand and the debris. Once she put her back against the shed, she fired a few more rounds to cover Nathan. “I’m out,” she said when Nathan joined her.
“Here.” Nathan handed her one of his fresh magazines.
“Thanks.” Carrie slammed it in into her AK.
Three missiles streaked into the sky toward one of the helicopters. Its pilot dropped to the left, then veered sharply to the right, but the missiles were still closing in. A cluster of decoy flares burst out from the helicopter, painting the sky bright with their yellow sparks. The flares — designed to evade heat-seeking missiles by giving them another target with a higher heat signature — tricked the first two missiles. They exploded yards away from the helicopter’s tail.
The third missile made it through the flares, its gray trail following the Apache. The helicopter plunged to the left, then released another cluster of flares. They did their job, and the missile struck them, blowing into millions of fiery shards.
Someone fired an RPG toward the same helicopter from the opposite direction. The pilot swerved around, but not fast enough. The RPG struck its tail boom. The Apache jerked upward, then dove a dozen or so feet. It was not a solid hit, as the tail seemed intact. Its rotor blades were spinning. Black smoke billowed around it. Carrie thought she saw flames leaping from the helicopter’s tail.
“Chopper’s hit,” she told Nathan.
He was covering the opposite corner and could not see the firefight in the sky.
“Is it going down?”
“No, I don’t think so. Well…”
“What?”
“Chopper’s going down.”
The Apache spun around, slow at first, then faster, losing attitude at a rapid pace. The black smoke had grown thicker. The pilot seemed to steady the helicopter, but just for a moment. It resumed its nosedive under gravity’s pull. The tail rotor stopped working, then broke off. The helicopter dropped over the camp, twirling toward the clearing. Its main rotor blades slowed down. Then the helicopter touched down.
It turned over and rolled on its side. The rotor blades snapped like twigs, fragments flying around like arrows. The crash stirred up a storm of sand and debris, hiding the scene from Carrie’s view.
The other helicopter circled the camp and fired a series of missiles. One ripped through one of the houses. Its blast wave shattered the windows of the a few truck parked next to it. The man hiding behind the jeep jumped to his feet and began to run. Carrie aimed her AK and shot him in the leg. Her second bullet tore through his body. He was dead before he hit the ground.
Another missile blew up a crater around the corner of the warehouse. Two bodies flew through the air, crashing against the jeep. One of them stayed still. The other struggled to get to his knees, but Carrie knocked him cold with a bullet to his head.
She waited, huddled behind the wall. No shots came toward their positions. The helicopter was descending over the clearing.
“The chopper’s rescuing the crew,” Carrie said. “We’ve got to move in now.”
Nathan nodded. “Yeah. I hope we’ll find Justin soon.”
“So do I.”
* * *
Justin saw the RPG hitting the first helicopter and the billowing smoke, then both helicopters disappeared from his view. After a few moments, he realized one of the Apaches had crashed, and the other was providing cover for the survivors. If there are any survivors.
“We’ve lost our air support,” he said to Yuliya.
They were hunkered down behind a small truck parked in between the houses. Intense fire from the second house had slowed their progress until a missile from one of the helicopters almost leveled the entire structure. All the machine guns fell silent. The only gun reports were AKs, firing a constant torrent of bullets from the warehouse.
“I don’t think the gunmen know about the crashed helicopter,” Yuliya replied. “But they’ll figure it out soon.”
“We can’t wait.”
Justin reloaded his AK, then secured four magazines in his chest rig and a small pistol in his shoulder holster over his bulletproof vest, a new Russian model Yuliya had given him. He cleaned sweat and dirt from his face, then gave Yuliya a couple of grenades. They had secured their new arsenal from the dead insurgents.
“Cover me,” he said.
He removed the pin from a grenade and tossed it as far as he could toward the warehouse. The explosion came, then Yuliya threw a grenade. Justin ran toward the warehouse, firing his AK in full automatic mode. A third grenade exploded at the warehouse entrance. Someone began to slide the door, trying to close it. Justin squeezed off a couple of shots. He was sure he hit the man, but the door closed with a loud bang.
Two more grenade explosions covered the warehouse with another dust cloud. Justin stopped near one of the side entrances, then threw himself against the warehouse wall. He peered through the smoke and the dust. What? It can’t be. Carrie was pressing forward toward the other end of the warehouse. Nathan was providing suppressive fire. Are my eyes playing tricks on me? Carrie and Nathan are here?
Two bullets struck the wall next to his feet. Justin spun around and raised his AK. A barrage coming from Yuliya’s position cut through the van where the shots had come from. Justin also fired a few rounds at the van, while Yuliya raced to the warehouse.
“I think we have friendlies on the other side of the warehouse,” Justin said.
“Who? The helo crews?” Yuliya reloaded her AK.
“Negative. Carrie and Nathan. My partners.”
“Your partners? You’re sure?”
Justin hesitated. “No, not sure. Maybe I’m seeing things, wishing they were here.”
Gunshots rang from inside the warehouse. They ducked down as the glass from one of the windows exploded to their left.
“No time to think about it,” Yuliya said.
“Let’s just… let’s just keep our eyes open for friendlies.”
She shot him a sideways glance. “Fine.”
“Left side door. Grenades, then we hide behind the wall.” He pointed to a large opening in the wall surrounding the camp.
Yuliya nodded.
They walked with their backs flat against the wall, Justin two steps ahead of Yuliya. About thirty feet away from the door, he pulled out a grenade and let it fly toward the door. They dashed toward the wall opposite to the door, maybe ten feet away from them.
The explosion sounded much closer than it really was. Steel fragments and shrapnel pinged against the cinder block wall. One or two found their way through the opening, flying over their heads. Loud shouts and curses came from inside the warehouse, followed by gunshots. Justin waited a few moments, then pulled the safety pin of his next grenade. He heaved it overhead at the door. This blast was stronger than the first, judging by the wave of shrapnel whining of/off the wall. This time, there was no return fire.
“All clear?” Yuliya asked.
Justin crawled to his right and fired the rest of his magazine at the gaping door. A low growl confirmed he hit his mark. “Door’s clear.”
He reloaded his gun, then shouted, “Cover fire.”
Yuliya fired single shots to the left, at the van. Then she turned her AK to the right. No shooter was visible, but she still squeezed off a few rounds, to force down anyone who may be hiding around the corners or behind the debris.
Justin ran toward the warehouse. He reached the door and glanced inside. It was dark, but he still managed to make out a few silhouettes. Men running toward the back. Justin took a wary step inside the warehouse, then a second one. Rows of wooden crates lined up the walls, filling a large section. Three jeeps and a large military truck were parked on the other side, next to a small crane and a forklift. A hall led to a separate area by to the main entrance. It seemed that area was used as office space.
Justin heard hushed voices, then feet shuffling on the concrete floor. His eyes caught the glimpse of white robes and headdresses, as a group of men slipped into the narrow space between the jeeps. They began to run down the hall. Justin raised his AK.
Before he could take a shot, someone fired a long burst. Bullets thumped against the wall, three feet away from him. Justin hit the floor. He sought cover behind the crates. He inched forward to the left, crawling on his elbows and feet. Reaching the aisle, he took a quick peek. Two men were running toward his position, their AKs at the ready. Justin fired at their feet. They fell, screaming like wounded dogs. Two more gunshots and their screaming ceased. Yuliya appeared at the end of the aisle.
Justin motioned at her. “Three or four men are hiding at the front. There are some rooms to the right,” he whispered when Yuliya was crouched next to him.
She gestured toward the back of the warehouse. “Anyone there?”
“One or two, but they have nowhere to go.” He wanted to add that Carrie and Nathan would take care of them, but he kept that thought to himself.
They crossed a couple of aisles, their boots barely making a noise. When they came to a clearing, Justin pointed to the left. Yuliya covered that area, while Justin moved into the hall. I hope Hamidi and Al-Khaiwani are holed up in there.
* * *
“Did you see Justin?” Carrie asked Nathan between gunshots.
“No, I didn’t. Where was he?”
“Right side. Saw him just as those grenades exploded.”
Bullets banged against the truck’s doors serving as their cover. Carrie slid lower to the ground, her body digging deeper in the sand. She reloaded, then fired her AK from behind the back tire.
“Was he alone?” Nathan asked.
“No. Someone was with him.”
She fired again. “Got him. The last one.”
She peeked over the side of the truck. “All clear.”
They ran toward the warehouse back entrance. When they were halfway across the fifty-yard clearing, the back entrance door burst open. A group of insurgents scurried outside. Carrie picked off the first two before they had a chance to raise their guns. The third one was able to fire a quick burst way off target. Nathan buried two bullets in the man’s chest and also shot a fourth man dead. The last man tossed a small object in the air just as Carrie squeezed off a round that cut the man to the ground.
“Grenade,” she shouted.
She sprang forward running toward the door. Nathan was one step behind her. They threw themselves inside the warehouse as they heard the blast. Shrapnel showered the outside walls. A few fragments went in through the open door. Carrie and Nathan were just beyond their reach.
“Nathan?” Carrie whispered.
He raised his head. “All’s good. You?”
“Unharmed. This way.”
Carrie got to her feet, backing against a row of wooden crates.

Chapter Eighteen

Twenty-five miles northeast of Sa’dah, Yemen
September 27, 5:15 p.m. local time
The hall made a sharp left turn. Justin stepped forward slowly, listening for voices and other noises. The warehouse was quiet. After the gun battle blasts, the silence gave him an eerie feeling. It was always silent before an ambush.
A single gunshot shattered the silence. Justin heard the noise at about the same time he felt the dull pain in the right side of his chest. A crunch and a blow, as if someone struck him with a large hammer. The bullet knocked him off his feet. His jaw snapped and he bit his tongue.
He lay on the concrete floor, frozen and disoriented for a long moment. He tried to breathe, but the blunt force impact had sucked the air out of his lungs. He coughed and spat out blood. Hearing footsteps, he dragged himself behind the wall, three feet away. Another gunshot, but the bullet missed, striking inches away from his left leg.
Justin groped for his AK, then remembered it had fallen out of his hands. He took his pistol out of its holster. His eyes dropped to the tear in his chest rig and the dent in the bulletproof vest. He was glad he was not been hit by an armor-piercing bullet, like the ones he was about the spray on his enemies.
He struggled back to his feet, then backed away, hiding behind the first row of crates. A man stepped out from around the corner. Justin shot him in the face. A second man running behind the first tripped over the dead body. Justin’s first shot hit the wall. His second nailed the man to the floor.
Justin took a deep breath, tasting blood at the back of his throat. He touched his chest and clenched his teeth. The pain burned around his breastbone. He wondered for a moment about a broken rib or a bruised lung. Erratic shots came from down the hall. Justin stepped forward, covering the hall from behind his gun sight. A few more shots, then the hollow click of an empty gun. Followed by cursing in Arabic. Two different voices. Two men.
After sidestepping around the dead bodies, Justin peeked around the corner. He moved fast, swinging his pistol as he took long, quick steps. He passed by the first few offices, the voices guiding him. Then he heard scrapping and clanging, like someone trying to pry open or break down a door. The rats are scrambling, but they’re not going anywhere.
After turning the last corner, Justin faced two men in white robes and headdresses about eight feet away from him. They were working furiously to break the glass of a small window in the wall, about six feet off the ground. Justin grinned. The first man was too large for the window, even if he could somehow be able to climb that high.
“Show me your hands and turn around. Slowly,” Justin called at them in Arabic.
They both froze.
“Turn around with your arms high above your heads,” Justin shouted louder.
He fired a round that shattered the window’s glass.
They got the message. The large man spun on his heels faster than what Justin had anticipated, considering his size. A pistol was still in his large pudgy hand. Justin’s eyes gazed at the man’s bulging face. He had red cheeks and a large forehead, covered by his headdress. Fear was clear in his eyes. He has to be Hamidi, the gun dealer.
“Drop it, Hamidi,” Justin said.
The man tossed the pistol by his feet.
The other man Justin had rightly pegged as Al-Khaiwani was unarmed. Justin noticed an AK was on the floor. Probably empty, otherwise it would be in his hands. Al-Khaiwani was thin, with sharp facial features. A square jaw line and a large nose. He had a three-inch-long, unkempt, black-and-gray beard. His hands were bony with long fingers. His small black eyes showed anger and hate.
“I’ll make this easy, Al-Khaiwani. Who is your man inside my agency?”
“May you die, you infidel dog,” Al-Khaiwani replied.
His voice was calm and emotionless. The man was not going to break without a lot of effort. And a lot of time. Justin did not have time. The helicopter crews were going to raid the camp and whisk away both men. He hated torture, but Al-Khaiwani was going to talk, one way or another. The threat of torture, a glimpse and maybe a foretaste might change his mind.
“I didn’t come here for a curse,” Justin said. He kept the tone of his voice calm and emotionless to show Al-Khaiwani his resolve. “Give me what I want and you can live.”
Al-Khaiwani spat in Justin’s direction. “Death as a martyr is a welcomed gift from Allah.”
Justin shook his head. “It’s not going to be death. And you’ll be no martyr. You’ll rot in jail, after long tortures in Egypt, Jordan, and Iraq.”
Al-Khaiwani flinched.
“The name. Give me the name.”
Al-Khaiwani shook his head.
“Justin, watch out,” a familiar voice called to him.
As he turned his head to his left, two gunshots rang. A man fell through the open door of an office. Two large wounds were visible in his chest. An AK slid to the ground, away from his hands.
Justin took a step back. His eyes were still on Al-Khaiwani. He kept his pistol trained on both men. “Carrie? What are you doing here?”
“Well, what does it look like?”
“Crashing my party.”
He gave Carrie a quick sideways glance.
She grinned.
“Thanks,” he said. “I would be a dead man now.”
“Any time. Even when you don’t want it.”
“Justin, I’ve got them.” Yuliya stepped next to him, her AK pointed at Al-Khaiwani and Hamidi.
Justin turned around and fell into Carrie’s arms. She held him tight, so tight he felt the pain from the gunshot jabbing through his chest. He tried to hide his wince, but Carrie noticed it. She stepped back and looked at him.
“What is it?” she said. “You’re wounded?”
“Took one in the chest. The vest stopped it. Are you OK? What are you doing here?”
Carrie grinned. “I’m good. But I couldn’t let you have all the fun. McClain wanted someone to stop the rogue agent.”
Justin arched his eyebrows. “Me? A rogue agent?”
“Apparently. He dispatched me and Nathan.”
Gunshots erupted outside. Justin’s fingers tightened around his pistol.
“It’s OK. That’s Mossad cleaning up the place.”
“Mossad?”
“Yes. Their choppers. They’re here for Hamidi. He sold guns to Hamas and Hezbollah.”
“Uh-uh,” Yuliya said. “He’s mine.”
Justin shrugged. “Maybe they’ll be happy to give this scumbag a ride to Tel Aviv as well.” He looked at Al-Khaiwani. “I’m sure you’ve pissed off a lot of Israelis. How would you like a one-way trip to Israel in Mossad’s company? They’ll treat you well, really well.”
Al-Khaiwani kept his stoic face, but Justin noticed a sliver of fear in his eyes.
The credible threat of imminent harm changed the point of view of even the staunchest leaders. There was no need for torture. Just the threat of unavoidable, endless pain and unbearable, horrible suffering usually did the job.
“Think about it. You’ve got thirty seconds,” Justin said.
Loud voices came from outside, then heavy boots thumping on the concrete floor.
“Nathan should have already explained our situation to Mossad,” Carrie said to Justin.
“Drop the guns, all of you, drop them,” a strong voice in heavily accented English came from down the hall and around the corner.
“Friendlies, we’re friendlies. Canadian agents,” Justin shouted back.
“And Spetsnaz, Russian special forces,” Yuliya said.
“Drop your guns. Put them down,” the voice commanded them.
Justin raised his pistol an inch.
“We’re on the same side here,” Carrie said. “Friendlies.”
Another voice was heard talking in Hebrew, then a man stepped out into the hall. He held his empty hands to his sides in plain view. He was dressed in olive drab fatigues, complete with a chest rig, gun holsters, and all the tools of the trade. “My name is Ben-David and I’m—”
Carrie interrupted him. “Eliakim? Here of all places.”
“Carrie, why didn’t you say so?” Eliakim said with a smile.
He spoke a few words in rapid Hebrew. Three men in similar uniforms stepped out of their positions. They pointed their assault rifles at the two men in white robes.
Carrie began the introductions. “This is my partner, Justin Hall and this is—”
“Yuliya Markov, Spetsnaz.”
They all shook hands.
Justin asked, “How are your men?”
Eliakim’s face fell. “One is grave. We may lose him. Two have broken bones, but they’re stable. They’ll make it.”
Justin sighed. “Sorry to hear that.”
“Yeah, so am I,” Eliakim replied.
He turned to Yuliya and began to talk to her in Russian. Yuliya pointed a few times at Hamidi, shaking her head. Her voice grew louder, and she became more animated. Eliakim tried to keep a cool tone, once in a while rubbing his black anchor beard.
“What are they saying?” Carrie whispered to Justin.
“Deciding Hamidi’s fate,” he replied, then pulled Carrie aside. “Yuliya’s boyfriend was killed in Sana’a.”
“She wants revenge.”
Justin nodded. “And I want the traitor’s name.”
He turned to Al-Khaiwani. “Your last chance.”
“What do you give me?” Al-Khaiwani asked in Arabic.
Justin frowned. “I give you your life, as I don’t hand you over to the Israelis. You’ll come with me and face a fair trial.”
“And I’ll end up in prison? For life?”
Justin shrugged. “Unless you prefer Mossad and their hospitality.” He gestured toward Eliakim.
Al-Khaiwani hesitated for a moment. Justin knew it was not easy for him to give out his secrets, but it was not difficult either. When pressed with their back against death’s door, most people chose life. He hoped Al-Khaiwani was one of those people.
“I want to talk to you alone,” Al-Khaiwani said.
“She comes with me.” Justin pointed at Carrie. “Whatever you have to say, you can say it in front of her.”
Al-Khaiwani nodded.
“We’re gonna have a little chat, while you figure things out,” Justin said to Yuliya and Eliakim.
He nudged Al-Khaiwani, and the man began to walk in front of them. Carrie kept her AK at the ready, in case the man got any ideas. Justin still held his pistol in his right hand.
They stopped when they were beyond earshot of the closest Mossad agent.
“The name,” Justin said.
Al-Khaiwani nodded. “You won’t believe it, what I’m about to tell you, but it’s true. The traitor you’re looking for is not a man, and it’s someone who used to be very close to you. Your old boss. Claire Johnson.”
Justin’s eyes grew dark. A big frown appeared on his face. His jaws clenched and so did his fists. “You’re lying, you son of a…” He raised his pistol and pressed it against Al-Khaiwani’s temple. He shouted, “Tell me the truth.”
Al-Khaiwani grinned. “This is the truth, but the truth hurts. You were betrayed by your ex-Director General. She placed a virus or some kind of software inside your agency’s databases. And she gave us the information.”
“Why? Why would she do that?” Justin shouted, jamming his pistol against Al-Khaiwani’s head.
“Justin, let him talk,” Carrie said, stepping in between them.
“You… you’ll have to ask Johnson yourself,” Al-Khaiwani’s said. “I’m telling you the truth. And I’ve got proof. I’ll give you the proof”
“Fuck,” Justin shouted.
He turned around and swore again.
Then he locked eyes with Al-Khaiwani and stepped very close to the man’s face. He could feel Al-Khaiwani’s hot breath. “If I find out you lied to me, I’m going to make you curse the day you were born. The Abu Ghraib tortures would look like a gentle massage in comparison.”
Justin stormed out of the warehouse.
* * *
Ten minutes later, Carrie found him sitting in the shade next to what was left of one of the walls in front of the camp. A man she did not know was with him, drinking from a small metal flask. He was wearing fatigues similar to Yuliya’s. A machine gun was lying at his feet.
“Justin,” she called out at him.
“Hey.”
His eyes had lost some of the earlier flare, but his face was locked in a menacing grin. He was plotting. Plotting revenge.
“How are you?” Carrie asked.
“Hmmm… I’ve been better. This is Daniel. Spetsnaz. He came with me and Yuliya. He had our back from the hills.”
“Nice to meet you,” Carrie said.
Daniel nodded. He lifted his flask. “Vodka?”
“No, thanks,” Carrie replied in a soft voice.
Daniel shrugged and swallowed a long sip.
“I’ve got to talk to my partner,” Justin said to Daniel and walked a few steps with Carrie in tow. He looked back to make sure they were at a safe distance, then said, “I can’t believe Johnson did this, betraying us, betraying her country.”
Carrie got closer to Justin. “Nathan is interrogating Al-Khaiwani. I looked at the printouts, the evidence he’s giving us. E-mail exchanges, bank transfers, phone transcripts. At first glance, they look authentic.” She paused and let out a deep sigh of disappointment. Then she added, “But we still need to confirm them.”
Justin stared deep into her eyes. “You really don’t think Johnson is capable of treason?”
“Everyone is capable of great evil. And yes, she has a very good motive to target you. She used to be a woman of great power, control, authority. You stripped her of all of that.”
Justin nodded. “She brought it on herself. But yes, she has the motive and the means. She planted the software right before she left the Service, and she kept track of my moves ever since. She decided to wait for a while before striking, so that it’s harder for us to make the connection. And she gave or sold this intel to the highest bidder, and someone who could take care of her problem.”
“The records seem to indicate she sold it. But we’ve got to look into this at length. With a cool mind. Before we make a rush decision.”
Justin shrugged, then offered her a grin. “No rush decisions, and I’m keeping my cool. I have to take care of some urgent matters before I can turn my full attention to Johnson.”
Before Justin could say anything else, Eliakim and Yuliya came out of the warehouse, followed by Mossad agents. They had put Hamidi in handcuffs. Eliakim spoke to Yuliya for a few seconds. Carrie could not hear their exchange, but Eliakim’s facial expression told Carrie he was not pleased at all. He was frowning, biting his lower lip and shaking his head. Yuliya’s gestures made her intentions very clear. She wanted Hamidi’s head right there and then. Finally, Eliakim raised his hands in surrender and walked away. Yuliya grabbed Hamidi by his left arm, then called out to Daniel. They began to drag a screaming and kicking Hamidi to the back of the warehouse.
Eliakim walked to Carrie and Justin. “They’re executing some Russian justice.” He jerked his thumb behind his back.
Hamidi’s screams had all but disappeared. He must have realized and accepted his fate.
“Disappointed?” Justin asked.
“Not much. We wanted him dead or alive. Preferably dead.”
Carrie winked at Eliakim. “So that scene was for her to owe you a favor?”
Eliakim grinned. “Exactly.”
A high-pitched scream came from behind the warehouse, followed by a gunshot, followed by more screaming.
“What’s the damage to your choppers?” asked Justin.
“The first one’s toast. An RPG clipped it well, and the crash totaled it. The second one took heavy gunfire — some of which came from your own AK, if I may say.”
Justin face tightened, and so did his fists. “You may say that. One of your gunners did this to me.” He showed Eliakim his left arm. Yuliya had wrapped a piece of cloth from her shirt over his deep cut. “And one of your bullets almost blew up my head.”
Eliakim nodded. “Friendly fire. I’m glad you’re not hurt too badly. I’ll have one of my agents nurse that wound.”
As close to an apology as he will come, Carrie thought. She knew Justin would accept it.
Justin’s muscles relaxed. “It would be appreciated.”
“The least I can do. Unfortunately, I can’t take any of you in the helo. It will be a tight squeeze even for my own men.”
Justin smiled, while Eliakim gestured toward one of the men. He ordered him in Hebrew and the man ran toward the helicopters.
“I was actually thinking of giving a ride to your wounded men,” Justin said.
“Huh? You’ve got a ride?” Eliakim asked.
“Yeah, two.”
Carrie stared suspiciously at Justin, trying to read him. Justin’s face was calm, and she could not recognize any giveaway signs of bluffing. He had mastered the art of poker face.
“I’m not talking about jeeps or trucks,” Eliakim said.
“Neither am I. Two choppers, which should be here in half an hour or so. I’ve already make the call.”
“We can’t trust the Yemeni government.”
Justin shook his head. “They’re not Yemeni. They’re coming from up north. Najran.” He pointed over the hills.
Eliakim blinked in disbelief. “Saudis? You’re suggesting Mossad assassins climb aboard Saudi helos?”
“It’s your call, but I guarantee you no one will touch a single hair on their heads. They’ll get medical treatment faster and not die along the road.”
Eliakim seemed to think about Justin’s offer. “You have that kind of pull with the Saudis?”
Justin nodded. “One of their princes owes me a favor.”
Carrie smiled. Yes, that’s true. No bluffing.
Eliakim grinned. “Now I’ll owe you a favor.”
“You will. But your pilot will live. That should be worth your trouble.”
“All right. But I’m also sending one or two men to accompany the wounded.”
“Wise decision. Where’s your warship?”
“What?”
Justin frowned. “Give me some credit, Eliakim. You didn’t fly in those choppers all the way from Israel, did you? And of course you didn’t come from Saudi Arabia. So you have a warship either in the Red Sea or the Gulf of Aden.”
“You’re right. Our corvette is in the Red Sea.”
“Well, Najran is much closer.”
Eliakim nodded. “I’ll brief my crew. Then, we’ll set up charges to blow up this place.” He walked toward the helicopters.
Justin looked back at the warehouse. Two Mossad agents were busy carrying boxes and other items to their helicopters. Nathan was guarding Al-Khaiwani.
“They’re taking all the intel,” he said.
“We’ll get it from them later,” Carrie replied. “Eliakim owes you a favor.”
“I wouldn’t call that a favor. This was my operation before it was theirs.”
A couple of gunshots, followed by bone-chilling screams, cut through the air. Hamidi was not giving up his secrets, at least not right away.
“Your comrades are brutal,” Carrie said.
“They are. But their methods of extracting intel prove to be efficient.”
“I don’t think intelligence is all their extracting back there.”
Another gunshot. Another scream.
Carrie shook her head.
“I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for them. And Yuliya has an account to settle with that man. He killed her boyfriend.”
Carrie peered deep into his eyes. “You obviously like her.”
“I do. She’s a great operative. Smart. Fearless.”
“Pretty.”
Justin grinned. “I haven’t noticed.”
“Justin, I’m messing with you. I know you only have eyes for Anna.” She tapped him on his left arm with her fist. “So, Saudi Arabia, eh?”
“I couldn’t trust the Yemenis, and Romanov’s exit plan seemed too good to be true.”
“What was his plan?”
“One of the tribes brought us safely here, and they were going to be our exfil as well. Romanov put together a larger team, but we were ambushed in Sana’a. With no backup from McClain, the Saudis were the only remaining option.”
“It was the right move. Let me guess, Prince Fouad bin Al-Farhan.”
“Correct. He has the power to dispatch two Black Hawks to northern Yemen at short notice. After we saved his nephew, he feels he’s still indebted to me.”
“He is. By the way, how’s his nephew doing?”
“For a little boy, pretty well. Still has nightmares about what happened on the airplane, but overall, he’s good. At least, that’s what Al-Farhan told me.”
“Where are you going after Saudi Arabia?”
“Home. I’ve got to brief McClain. We need answers about Johnson, the bad intel on our Somalia mission and those assault rifles we found with al-Shabaab terrorists.”
Carrie swallowed. “Uh, about McClain. Keep in mind you’re a rogue agent. He will not be happy to see you. Not after he hears about this battle.”
Justin shrugged. “He sent me to find the traitor, and I did. He disagrees with my methods; I disagree with his.”
She wanted to remind him that McClain was their boss, but she saw Yuliya and Daniel coming out from the back of the warehouse. Daniel was limping quite badly now, occasionally stopping and shifting his weight to his good leg. Yuliya helped him once, so that he could climb over a collapsed part of the wall.
“Quite a party you were having back there,” Justin said when they came over.
Daniel sat down with difficulty on a pile of rubble. Yuliya rubbed her left hand. A large blood stain covered the front of her vest, and blood splatters had hit her neck and face.
“That son of a bitch thought he was tough. I almost broke my hand on his jaw.”
“But you broke his jaw,” Daniel said. “On the third try.”
“Well, I wanted him to talk.”
“Did he?” Justin asked.
“Yeah, he did. They think they’re tough, unbreakable, but they all talk. They all break.”
Yuliya wiped some of the blood from her face with her sleeve.
Justin kept his gaze on her. “What did he say?”
“He told us about some arms deals he was planning to close over the next month. Mostly illegal, as it was his practice. He also knew where Romanov’s money went, the money stolen from the safe house. And he admitted it was Houthis behind that attack.”
Carrie blinked. She was in the dark about most of Justin’s moves after they parted ways in Kenya.
Her face must have shown her thoughts because Justin said, “The safe house of Yuliya’s team in Sana’a. The house was raided, and the money vanished. A lot of good men died. I’ll tell you the whole story later.”
Yuliya nodded.
“And you’re going to find the money and the people who have it?” Justin asked.
“We will. Romanov wants the money, and I want revenge.”
A low shriek came from the back of the warehouse.
Justin said, “Hamidi’s still alive?”
“Yeah, but he wishes he were dead. He’ll bleed out in an hour or so. Earlier, if he’s lucky.”
Daniel cringed and let out a low groan.
“How’s the leg?” asked Carrie.
“It hurts at times, but it will heal.”
“We’ve got two choppers coming in. We can take you to a hospital,” Justin said.
Daniel shook his head. “I’ll be fine. I’ll have some pills and this.” He pulled out his flask and drew in a sip of his vodka. “My personal doctor, Doctor Smirnoff,” he said and laughed.
“You’re sure? Don’t want you to lose your leg.”
“I’ve had worse, Justin. I’m Russian. A little pain never hurt anyone.”
Daniel let out a nervous laugh, which turned into a dry cough.
“So, this is good bye?” Justin asked Yuliya.
She stepped closer to him. They eyes locked for a moment in a friendly gaze. Yuliya smiled. “For now. Look me up if you’re ever in Moscow.” She put her hand on Justin’s shoulder, then pulled him near for a hug. “The two of you,” she added after the embrace, looking at Carrie. “Here’s my contact information.” She gave Justin a small piece of paper.
“I might take you up on the offer,” Justin said. “I’m not sure about Carrie,” he added, looking at her. “She doesn’t like the cold.”
That’s a polite way to put it, Carrie thought. She smiled. “Oh, I can make an exception for Justin’s friends. Nice meeting you, Yuliya.”
“Likewise.”
Daniel stood up and Justin walked over to him. They exchanged bear hugs. Daniel whispered something to Justin in Russian and when he returned to Carrie he had the vodka flask in his hand. “A memento,” he said.
“Do svidaniya, dorogaya,” Daniel called out to Carrie, as he stumbled toward the warehouse. Yuliya waved, then followed him.
Justin said, “That means—”
“Good bye, darling,” Carrie said. “I know a few words, Justin.”
He smiled. “What’s with the exception? You’re really thinking of going to Moscow?”
“What’s with ‘she doesn’t like the cold,’ eh?”
“You would rather me tell them you hate Russia?”
Carrie shrugged. “I don’t hate Yuliya. She risked her life for you. She’s the exception. And Daniel too.”
Justin seemed taken aback by her words. “You’re changing.”
“Maybe I am. Maybe I shouldn’t judge people for the sins of their fathers. But they will surely pay for their own.”
* * *
Yuliya and Daniel left in one of the jeeps from the warehouse. Justin drove with them to retrieve his knapsack from the truck at the top of the hill. He checked the tribesmen’s convoy and found only charred vehicles. Two trucks were gone, along with whoever had survived Mossad’s airstrike. They had taken with them the wounded and the dead. Justin walked back to the camp.
Eliakim told Justin he was entrusting him with the unconscious pilot and one of his crewmen. The others were confident their wounds could wait until they boarded their warship. The Israelis rigged the entire camp and their downed helicopter with explosives, after cleaning anything of potential intelligence value from these areas. They handed over Justin the remote controls for the explosions. Before taking off, Eliakim went to the back of the warehouse and put Hamidi out of his misery.
Over the next few minutes, Justin told Carrie and Nathan about last night’s events and what has taken place earlier that day. They exchanged their stories of preparing for this mission and how they had overcome each and every obstacle in their path. Then they waited, along with Al-Khaiwani, for the Black Hawk helicopters of the Saudi Arabian Army.

Chapter Nineteen

Najran Armed Forces Hospital, Saudi Arabia
September 27, 9:00 p.m. local time
The medical team rushed out of the Saudi helicopter landing next to the warehouse. They loaded the wounded Mossad agent into the Black Hawk, while the second helicopter hovered over the hills, keeping guard. The crew was instructed not to ask any questions about the identity of the men they were picking up from this location. Justin noticed curious glares and a few thoughtful nods among the medical team. They knew what had gone down at the camp. The Apache wreckage, the destroyed camp, dead bodies strewn about everywhere; they all spoke louder than any of Justin’s words.
The medical staff of Najran Armed Forces Hospital also was very discreet. They registered Justin and the pilot without asking for any identification. Justin was assigned his own private suite and around-the-clock medical care. The hospital was very clean, the equipment modern, the staff friendly and welcoming. Justin wondered about the green and yellow signs in the halls giving directions in both Arabic and English. Maybe they get American or foreign soldiers who need medical care, he thought.
The ER staff performed a series of operations on the Mossad pilot, which saved his life. A surgeon explained to Justin in layman’s terms the delicate procedures of broken bones realignment and steps taken to control the pilot’s internal bleeding from his injured organs. The surgeon noted the first twenty-four hours were critical, but they hoped the pilot’s recovery would be steady and without relapses. Depending on his progress, he could leave the hospital within a week.
Al-Khaiwani was not admitted to the hospital. He continued to an undisclosed location, waiting for Justin to complete the paperwork for his extradition to Canada. Unknown to Al-Khaiwani, he was going to be subjected to intense Saudi interrogations before he would be allowed to leave the country. It was the price Justin had to pay in exchange for Saudis holding Al-Khaiwani for an undetermined period of time. And they had promised to spare his life.
Justin’s bulletproof vest had borne the brunt of the bullet, leaving him with bruised lung tissue doctors called a pulmonary contusion. The chest radiography and ultrasound detected no fractured or broken ribs. The doctors gave him high-flow oxygen and a nurse came every hour to check on him. A surgeon stitched up the wounds in his arm. Unless he suffered a setback overnight, Justin would be good to go the next morning.
After the nurse left, Justin removed the airflow device from his face, struggling with one of the prongs stuck to his nose.
Carrie began to say, “You shouldn’t—”
“Eh, I’m fine, just having some difficulties breathing, that’s all. They’re being extra careful.”
“Exactly. And so should you.”
Justin shrugged. “A few minutes, so we can talk.”
He pushed the mask tubes aside and groped for the levers and the buttons to arrange his bed. Carrie stood up from her stool next to Justin’s bed and fixed the pillow behind his back. Justin rested in a half-sitting position.
“Where’s Nathan?” he asked as Carrie returned to her stool.
“In the room across the hall.”
Justin glanced at the television screen mounted on the wall. It was tuned to Fox News, and images changed to international breaking news. “Can you turn that up, please?”
Carrie reached for the remote on the nightstand.
“… on the death of three American citizens in eastern Somalia killed in a gunfire between alleged foreign intelligence agents and al-Shabaab militants. Sources from the Dagadera Refugee Camp confirmed that two agents — a man and a woman — were participating in a rescue operation under the guise of journalists. Unnamed CIA officials denied their involvement in operations on the ground in Somalia, while Israel neither confirmed nor denied their participation in this secret mission. More details are coming in, and we’ll keep you updated about this developing situation.
“In other international stories—”
Carrie tapped the mute button on her remote.
“Well, at least they haven’t figured out our identities,” Justin said.
“Yet. The New York Times journalist is very nosy, and I’m sure our friends at CIA will give us up real soon.”
Justin frowned, then sighed. “I’m getting tired, Carrie.”
She placed a hand on his arm. “Of course, you are. It has been a crazy week and—”
“No, I’m tired of this backstabbing, this treachery and deceit.”
Carrie shrugged and a grin began to form on her face. “It’s part of our job.”
“Yes, I get it, from the enemy side. Al-Shabaab, the Yemeni insurgents. I expect it from them. And to a certain extent from Romanov as well. But Johnson? Screwing her own people? And CIA misleading us into an operation where the target is a US citizen. It’s pissing me off.” He shook his head and tightened his hands into fists.
Carrie nodded. “I hear you. They’re not going to get away with it. You and I aren’t going to allow that.”
Justin spat out a loud cough that turned into a wheeze.
“Put the mask back on. You’re whistling like a train.” Carrie offered him a tissue from a box on the nightstand.
Justin wiped his lips. “I’m fine, just air some went down the wrong pipe.”
“The nurse will come in and yell at you.”
“No, he won’t.” He took a few shallow breaths, the wheezing slowly disappearing. “Carrie, I can’t drag you into my battles.”
She leaned closer to him. “I’m already involved, Justin. CIA tricked me as well, giving us false intel.”
“Has McClain found anything?”
“Last time I checked was yesterday morning, back in Nairobi. Some of the gunmen killed in Somalia were al-Shabaab. The information gleaned from the cellphone and the IDs showed the majority of those people had close ties to al-Shabaab. McClain’s report noted CIA wasn’t aware Yusuf — a senior leader of al-Shabaab terrorist group — was a US citizen. There was no word on the M16s and how they got to al-Shabaab.”
Justin spent a moment thinking about her words. He rubbed his chin, then winced as a sharp pain went through his wounded arm. “Could Adams be telling the truth?”
“That CIA didn’t know about Yusuf’s citizenship? I don’t think so. I mean, they know he’s a terrorist mastermind. They have a whole file on him. They’ve been following this man and his militants for the last few months. They know where he is and where he’s going, albeit the reason doesn’t match up. And no one thought to check about his citizenship?”
“We didn’t.”
“And we shouldn’t have to. We received this intel from our boss, McClain. If we can’t trust him, then who can we trust? McClain is the one the Americans really duped.”
Justin nodded. “It would be great to have him see it that way. Perhaps a further investigation into those weapons will give us some answers.” He began to smile. “I know the man who may help us solve this puzzle.”
Carrie tilted her head to the side, crossing her hands over her chest. “I don’t know, Justin. You’re not sure you can trust that man. He hasn’t been upfront with you.”
Justin shrugged. “Who has?”
“Romanov may be trying to cover his ass and give you what you want just to get you off his back.”
“No, he’s not like that. Romanov doesn’t respond to threats or pressure. He prefers exchanges of favors. He’s a businessman.”
Carrie raised her hands up. “All right, give it a shot.”
“Romanov botched up our deal when he didn’t tell me who Hamidi was. I’m sure he would want to fix the damage.” Justin took a deep breath, then raised his right hand to his chest.
“What is it?”
“Uh, nothing, indigestion probably.” He gestured at the food tray on the nightstand. “The chicken didn’t sit well.” He tapped his chest, then swallowed hard.
“Should I call the nurse?”
“No, no. I’m OK.” He coughed again, louder than before.
“What about Johnson?” Carrie asked when Justin had finished his coughing fit.
Justin gritted his teeth. “If we find she’s really the traitor…”
There was a knock on the door, then Nathan walked in. “How’re you feeling, chief?”
“Nathan, you scared me. I thought it was the nurse.”
“Oh, he’s right here,” Nathan said as the nurse stepped in through the open door.
“Why did you remove the mask?” the nurse asked. “If your lungs collapse, you will die.”
Justin avoided the nurse’s hard eyes, as he marched over to the head of the bed and picked up the mask. He placed it over Justin’s face without any other words, then pressed a couple of buttons on the oxygen’s flowmeter mounted on the wall. “Breathe,” he ordered Justin. “And keep it on.”
“That’s what I told him, but he doesn’t listen,” Carrie said.
Justin glanced in her direction and noticed her small grin. He gestured to the nurse, then spoke through the mask, “When can I take it off?”
The nurse shook his head. “Not right away. When you get better. Maybe tomorrow. You should get some sleep now.”
He looked over at Carrie and Nathan.
“We were just leaving,” Carrie said. “Justin, relax. We’ll talk tomorrow about you know who.”
Justin’s eyes sparked with rage.
“Relax,” Carrie said, “we’ll figure things out.”
“We will,” he said through the mask, his voice throaty and coarse. “We sure will.”
Najran Armed Forces Hospital, Saudi Arabia
September 28, 10:30 a.m. local time
Justin woke up feeling refreshed and ready to take on the world. He remembered vaguely being awakened during the night by a nurse or someone from the medical staff, but not much else. They probably fed me a bunch of sleeping pills.
He removed his oxygen mask slowly to find out he could breathe with ease. His chest pain was gone, and the stabbing from his arm wounds had dissipated into a throbbing sting. He felt his throat parched and looked at the nightstand. A glass half-filled with water. Interesting, I thought of the glass as half-full, not half-empty. Like this situation, which is half won, not half lost. We have a name, Johnson. And a folder full of evidence, still to be confirmed, but we’re almost there. And Yusuf, the terrorist and the American citizen. If only we can tie his weapons for sure to CIA…
Justin lifted his covers and stood up. His legs felt a bit numb, so he walked a few slow steps around the room. He took a sip of the warm water, then sat at the edge of the bed. The TV was turned off, so he rummaged the nightstand drawers, but did not find the remote. Maybe one of the nurses took it, to make sure I would sleep. Or maybe Carrie took it.
His mind went to the news report about their operation in Somalia and to the three dead Americans. Birgit’s security guards knew that clashing with militants was a real possibility, although probably it was not mentioned in their job description. But Birgit never saw it coming. One could assume she knew the risks when she was posted to Somalia and was no stranger to gunfire battles during her ten years in the country. Still, I dragged her into my mission. Tricked her. She would still be alive if it weren’t for me.
The thoughts weighed heavy on him. He frowned, then bit his lip. He had already killed the men responsible for Birgit’s death, but he could still not shake the feeling of emptiness in his stomach. His hands trembled, and he steadied them. He swallowed, sighed, and reached for another sip of water.
Most people around me are fully aware of the operational risks. Yuliya. Carrie. They’re trained. Able. Willing. Birgit, she wasn’t.
His frown deepened and his eyes narrowed. Anna! What if Johnson goes after Anna? What if al-Shabaab goes after her? He remembered the bomb explosion in New York and how he had shouted for Anna to seek cover. What if I’m not around the next time? Will she be able to take care of herself? Am I just bringing death and pain to everyone close to me?
A light rap on the door brought him out of his stewing. “Come in,” Justin said.
Carrie walked in with a small porcelain cup in her hand. “Black coffee.”
“It smells so good.” Justin held the cup under his nose, sniffing the hot aroma. He blew gently, then tasted the thick froth. “Mhhh, thank you.”
“You’re welcome. How’re you feeling today?”
“Better. Much better.”
“Ready to pack?”
“Pretty much.”
“Good, ‘cause I have us booked on a 2:00 p.m. flight to Riyadh. Then we’re taking the red-eye to London.”
“What time is it?”
Carrie glanced at her wristwatch. “A little past 10:30 in the morning.”
“Oh, I slept so long. But it was a good sleep. How’s Nathan?”
“Good. He’s downstairs. There’s a shop, sort of a gift store.”
“And the pilot?”
Carrie sat on the stool next to Justin. “Still stable. He hasn’t gotten any better, but he hasn’t gotten any worse either.”
“That’s somewhat good?”
“I guess.” She shrugged, then added, “I talked to McClain last night.”
“And?”
“There’s a breakthrough in the file about the M16s. He’s found intel on how those assault rifles ended up in Yusuf’s hands, but he didn’t want to give me more details on the phone.”
Justin nodded. “Makes sense. We’ll meet him tomorrow and learn everything. Did you tell him about Johnson?”
Carrie did not reply right away.
Justin looked deep into her eyes. “What is it?”
“He’s as shocked as we are to hear those claims. And, of course, he’s pissed off at you.”
Justin rolled his eyes. “Still? Did you tell him we got Al-Khaiwani, and we can bring him in?”
“Yes, but it didn’t help. The Yemeni government found the destroyed terrorist camp and is sifting through the ruins.”
“As we left, we blew up the camp. The explosions were gigantic and demolished everything. I thought even our chopper would be impacted by the blast wave.”
“Well, McClain’s is worried they’ll find something implicating us in that operation. To make things worse, The New York Times reporter is sniffing very close to our Service. McClain’s is feeling some pressure from the Minister’s office. They’re prying him for answers.”
Justin’s eyes took on a darker shade. “He’s not going to burn me, is he?”
“No, I don’t think so. It wouldn’t help him. Instead, it would cast him in a bad light. But I’m sure the thought has crossed his mind.”
“Can’t wait until we talk to him. Wasn’t there an earlier flight?”
“No, unless you want to call your friend, the Prince. We can borrow one of the King’s private jets.”
Justin smiled. “I think I’ve used all my favor cards with the House of Saud.”
“Plus, the doctors need to make sure you’re fit to fly.”
Justin began to protest, but Carrie stopped him with a hand gesture. “We can’t have a crisis at thirty thousand feet, Justin. And you need to get well, because this is not over.”

Chapter Twenty

Canadian Intelligence Service Headquarters, Ottawa, Canada
September 29, 5:30 p.m. local time
Justin used most of the red-eye flight to pour over the intelligence material secured from Yusuf and Al-Khaiwani. He slept a little in between, just enough to allow his brain to understand the handwritten lines in Arabic and to turn them into the shape of meaningful conversations with Carrie. They dissected the information, hashing and rehashing scenarios, drawing and redrawing conclusions, all in a hushed tone barely over a whisper at the back of the half-empty Airbus A330.
Their plan was crystalized during their six-hour layover in Frankfurt and took its final shape during the intercontinental flight to Ottawa. Much depended on their briefing with McClain and his assessment of their risky tactic. But as far as Justin and Carrie were concerned, they had a plan in place about dealing with Johnson before their Lufthansa airplane touched ground at Ottawa’s Macdonald-Cartier International Airport a little after four o’clock in the afternoon.
Their diplomatic passports got them through customs without a hassle. They hailed a cab and gave the driver directions to CIS Headquarters. McClain had scheduled their meeting at 5:30. Barely enough time to beat the traffic rush.
McClain held meetings in his office only when he wanted to give agents a talk. A talk about how they had disappointed him and the Service, how they had put an agent or an operation in danger, and how they should shape up their performance. Justin had only heard about such meetings. Until now.
McClain’s office was on the fourth floor, the same floor as the Maple Leaf Conference Room where less than a week ago Justin and Carrie had received their instructions about this operation. Instructions that Justin had largely ignored.
Time to face the music, Justin thought and knocked on the heavy wooden door.
“Come in,” McClain called.
Justin looked at Carrie standing behind him in the hall.
“You’ll do just fine,” she said. “Just follow the script.”
“I hope so.”
Carrie retreated to a corner by a window and sat on one of the couches, waiting for her turn.
Justin walked in and closed the door behind him.
McClain’s corner office was a large suite, with impressive dark oak furniture. A large desk was the centerpiece, flanked by a large bookshelf to the right and by an L-shaped sofa to the left. The office was well-lighted by two floor-to-ceiling windows. They had bulletproof glass, like all windows in the building and overlooked the park, with magnificent views of the Ottawa’s skyline. But McClain’s desk was set up to ignore the views, not to enjoy them. He was more interested in doing business in his office than staring out the windows.
“Take a seat, Mr. Hall,” McClain said in a cold tone and gestured to the sofa. He was sitting at his desk and was reading from a report.
“Yes, sir.”
Justin sat at one end of the sofa, expecting McClain to get up and sit next to him. McClain did not move, other than closing the folder and folding his hands across his chest.
“How are you doing?” McClain asked in the same tone of voice void of any emotion.
“I’m doing well, sir. Thanks for asking.”
“Glad to hear that. After the mess in Somalia, I was afraid your incursion in Yemen would have catastrophic consequences. I didn’t want to lose one of my best agents.”
An unexpected compliment. Is this supposed to make me drop my guard?
“Thank you, sir. You’re right, the ambush in Somalia was a grave setback.”
McClain nodded. “Whose repercussions are still affecting our operations in that area and elsewhere. The media is close to pointing the finger at us about Birgit and her guards killed in Somalia. The Yemeni government is also blaming us for the operation north of Sa’dah.”
Justin did not say anything and avoided McClain’s piercing eyes.
“Your clear disobedience of a direct order is costing and will cost us a lot of goodwill in the region, Mr. Hall. Many years of hard work to create trusting relationships are now destroyed simply because of the actions of a single man.”
“I understand, sir.”
McClain blinked, then leaned forward. “Do you truly understand it?” he asked, his voice a bit warmer.
“Yes. We had anticipated the turn of events in Somalia. Every operation carries its risks. There are many variables at play, most of them beyond our control. But we could have avoided the situation in Yemen.”
McClain leaned back in his chair. “Yes, if you would have followed your orders. In that case, there would have been no need for Ms. O’Connor and Mr. Smyth to come and rescue your sorry ass.”
Justin put on his best I-am-sorry face. Lips drawn together, head lowered, eyes glued to the floor.
“This will not happen again, Justin. It’s one thing to follow actionable intel and another one to start a new war in the Gulf. You get that?”
Justin nodded. “I do, sir.”
McClain pushed his chair closer to his desk. “OK then, apology accepted. But remember, Justin. This is your second chance. Young people think they’re invincible. They think rules are made for others, not for them. We’ve all been young.”
Justin looked up at McClain’s face. He thought he saw a glint of mischief in his boss’s eyes. McClain had been stationed in Iraq and Afghanistan before retiring to office duties five years ago. Rumors had it McClain had been quite the rebel himself when on the field, not always doing things by the book.
“We haven’t been working together for long, so I’m going to let this one slide. We’ll call it a temporary lapse in judgment. After all, you completed the mission and brought in useful intel. Is that a fair assessment of what took place, for my official report?”
“That’s quite correct, sir,” Justin spoke quickly, jumping to grab the rope McClain was throwing at him.
“All right, you needed backup in the Yemeni op, so I dispatched Nathan and Carrie. By the way, why don’t you call her in?”
“Right away,” Justin stood up and hurried to the door.
He walked in along with Carrie a moment later.
“Sir,” she said while nodding and heading toward the sofa.
“Take a seat here. Both of you.” McClain pointed to two empty seats on the other side of his desk.
Justin took the seat to his right, the one facing directly across from McClain.
“How are you doing, Carrie?”
“Very well, sir. Thank you.”
McClain tapped the folder in front of him. “Nathan’s report on the Yemeni op. Very detailed. I have a few questions, but I’ll wait until I read your two reports. Perhaps I will find my answers there.”
“My report will be on your desk first thing tomorrow morning,” Carrie replied.
“And so will mine,” Justin said. “I want to let you know I talked to my friends at The New York Times. They’re running the story about the Americans killed in Somalia, but they’ve agreed not to mention the name of our Service.”
“Very well. then.” McClain set aside the folder. He pulled open one of his desk drawers. “I have some reports about those M16s rifles found in Yusuf’s possession.” He put a set of folders on his desk. “According to British intelligence sources from Yemen and Qatar, their serial numbers matched a shipment sent about three months ago from the US to Qatar. They were intended for the UN-backed African Union peacekeeping force in Somalia.”
“Oh, so there you have CIA’s explanation,” Justin said.
McClain said, “Which is?”
“Al-Shabaab militants clashed with AU troops somewhere in Somalia, and the booty included these rifles.”
McClain smiled. “Good thinking,” he said, pointing his index finger at Justin. “But according to these documents, a larger shipment including those weapons and sniper rifles and machine guns is still supposed to be in a warehouse in Qatar.”
“Let me guess the name of the warehouse owner,” Carrie said. “Rashed bin Hussein Hamidi.”
McClain nodded. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you broke into my office and read these files.”
Carrie grinned.
“The warehouse is not important. At least not at this time. And you’re not going back to the Gulf anyway. Not any time soon. You don’t have to,” said McClain.
“No reason to do that. Hamidi’s associates will claim the guns were stolen from one of their trucks or some other bullshit story like that,” Justin said.
“Yes, claiming this is all a mistake,” McClain said. “But the report gets interesting when it comes to Yusuf. About three months ago, two days before the shipment was sent, Yusuf comes to the US.”
“What?” asked Carrie.
“Yes. Through Dulles International.”
“You’re kidding, right?” Justin said.
“No, I’m dead serious.” McClain handed over the report.
Justin flipped through its pages.
“Our friend stays in the US for just a day, then leaves the same way he came. The day after that, the shipment is sent to Qatar. Coincidence?”
“I think not.” Justin shook his head.
“It’s impossible for a terrorist to strut through the front door, and for CIA to have no idea about what’s taking place right under their noses,” said Carrie.
“Unless CIA is a part of this whole story,” McClain said.
“How? Yusuf works for them?” Justin asked.
“CIA will never tell us. They rejected the idea they even knew Yusuf was an American citizen. Of course, Adams called my allegations absurd and did not want to entertain the notion CIA may have made any mistakes in this operation.”
Justin leaned back on his chair and rubbed his chin.
“What?” McClain asked.
“It’s a waste of time to press the CIA. They’ll stick to their guns. I might need to go to Moscow. Visit an old friend, well, contact.” He looked at Carrie, then at McClain.
“Romanov?” McClain asked.
“Yes. He owes me an explanation about the half-truths of the Yemeni op. Hamidi was his partner in their arms trade. Romanov may be willing to give me some information after screwing me over in Yemen.”
“It’s worth a shot,” Carrie said.
McClain considered Justin’s proposal for a moment. He fidgeted with a pen on his desk. “Is Romanov in Moscow?”
“Yes, I checked. He’s there over the next three days. Meetings with oil executives from the States and throwing a couple of parties. It shouldn’t be a problem for our tech guys to add us to one of the guest lists,” Justin said with a grin.
“OK,” McClain said after what seemed like a very long pause, “set out for Moscow tomorrow morning. Both of you. But no shooting anyone. Just talk to him.”
“Will do,” Justin said.
Carrie nodded.
McClain let out a loud sigh. “Now, we’ve got to deal with Ms. Johnson.”
Justin frowned at the mention of her name. “I have an idea about this as well, sir.”
“I was afraid of that.” McClain groaned. “Let’s hear it.”
“We still haven’t made any progress in identifying the traitor, but now we have a name. We should wiretap Johnson’s home and office phones, cellphones, tablets, mail box, whatever she uses for communication. We should have two teams follow her at all times. If she’s the mole, she’ll make a mistake, and when she does, we’ll have people in place to document it.”
McClain nodded. “Go on.”
Justin shifted in his chair. “Here’s the kicker. Since we haven’t located where the data is transmitted from and the information from Al-Khaiwani doesn’t reveal that, we need to bait Johnson. We should give the data-stealing software some accurate intel about an operation and see if the intel makes it to Johnson and to whom she forwards that intel. If that happens, we’ve established the connection, and we have the evidence to put her away for treason.”
“That’s very risky, Justin, for everyone involved. Setting up ourselves, our agents, for an ambush and waiting for it to happen,” McClain said. He put an elbow on his desk and rested his chin on his fist.
“I realize it, and that’s why I’m volunteering myself. We’ll reveal general information about our Moscow operation, times and places, and see who shows up.” Justin spread out his hands.
“You make it sound easy,” McClain said.
“No, sir, it’s not easy. But it seems to be our only option,” Justin replied.
McClain looked at Carrie. “What do you think?”
Carrie sat back on her chair and crossed her legs. “The media is all over the events in Somalia and Yemen, so it’s safe to conclude Johnson is fully aware of them, even if she has no ties to al-Shabaab. If she’s truly the traitor, then of course she’ll know more details.”
Justin nodded. “Johnson would have expected our reaction to al-Shabaab attacking me in New York. She would know we’ll put two and two together and go after the militants in their own backyard.”
Carrie turned her body slightly toward Justin. “Right, but Johnson at the least would be suspicious about the timing and the effectiveness of these operations. We strike al-Shabaab hideouts in two different countries in as many days, with full success. People who are supposed to eliminate you are instead being cut down. She’ll realize we’re up to something.”
“We just followed the intel and got lucky here and there. Johnson knows it happens,” Justin said.
“She does. And she has probably figured out her software hasn’t reported much of any accurate intelligence over the last few days. Your plan assumes Johnson would overlook the fact she may have been compromised and would still give information about your next mission to al-Shabaab, even though they constantly have failed to deliver on their targets.”
McClain raised his right hand to scratch his temple. “Actually, a couple of the operations we allowed the software to access were cancelled at the last moment, making them appear real. A few others took place in areas beyond al-Shabaab’s reach and on very short notice. So to whoever is monitoring the results, it would seem the worm is working just fine.”
“We also need to keep in mind Johnson is not thinking straight,” Justin said. “Vengeance and greed have blinded her and have pushed her so far that she’s willing to betray her country to its worst enemies. She blames me for her downfall, and she won’t stop until she has gotten her payback.”
Carrie nodded. “I agree. I’m starting to think Johnson would fall for it. If she does, we’ll have to be faster than her assassins.”
Justin’s eyes met Carrie’s. He noticed her concern. “I don’t have much choice. How close are our techs from determining the location?” he asked McClain.
“As far as these reports say, they’ve made no progress.” McClain picked up a thin folder from his desk. “They’ve explained at length the difficulties, the signal being transmitted over different encrypted servers all over the world, protocols, all the tech lingo. The bottom line is they have no idea.”
“Now they can search internally for Johnson, and see if we can trace the software installation to her station,” Justin said.
McClain shook his head. “She’s not stupid. She probably used someone else’s terminal or a conference room. But it’s worth a try.”
“And the e-mails and phone numbers from Al-Khaiwani? Did they help?” asked Carrie.
“No. The e-mail accounts are either deactivated or empty. The phone numbers are not in service. Dead ends.”
Justin shrugged.
McClain said, “I guess this is our only option. We’ll lure Johnson, and see what falls out in Moscow.”
Ottawa, Canada
September 29, 6:20 p.m. local time
Justin had a key to Anna’s small townhouse by Rockcliffe Park, a ten-minute drive from CIS headquarters. Anna was in Vancouver for a series of meetings, so Justin and Carrie were going to crash at her place for the night.
Justin had left a few changes of clothes at Anna’s place. He would stay there when he came to Ottawa. He liked the quietness, the decade-old trees, and the hundred-year old stone and brick houses in the posh neighborhood. He loved running in the morning with Anna along Parkcliffe Parkway stretching for miles alongside the Ottawa River. They would stop to catch their breath and watch ducks, geese and tens of other birds nesting and feeding amidst the pines, maples, and oaks. It was one of their favorite pastimes.
Carrie did not feel right about borrowing Anna’s clothes. They would probably fit her just fine, since they had almost the same body shape, but Carrie was a bit leaner and taller than Anna. She opted to go out shopping and buy something she could wear tonight and also take with her to Moscow for their mission. She drove Anna’s BMW, while Justin slipped into his running gear and hit the trails.
It was a brisk evening, and he was glad he brought a windbreaker. After the African and Arabian heat, he could breathe lungfuls of cool, fresh air. It had rained earlier in the day, and the streets and the driveways were still damp in places.
He ran slowly at first, warming up his muscles, then he broke into a fast jog, jumping over mud pools in the uneven trail, dashing through the trees and using their roots above ground as hurdles. He cut through the forest, ducking often to avoid low hanging branches and swerving around scraggly shrubs scratching at his legs until her reached the river shore.
Justin stopped to catch his breath. The sun was setting, and the twilight had started to envelop everything. The lights from buildings in the Gatineau neighborhood across the river reflected off the smooth water surface. He listened to the silence, broken only by the occasional screech of an unseen coot. His eyes found a small snapping turtle climbing lazily over a large piece of driftwood. He sat on the trunk of a fallen tree. He missed the quietness, the serenity, the peace. He had been to places much more exotic and glamorous than an urban river, but he traveled to those countries to bring death, violence, and destruction. There was hardly any time to enjoy himself when he was dodging bullets and escaping jihadists.
It had been only five minutes, but it felt like an eternity. Justin resumed his jogging, heading toward the west and going all the way to the Boathouse, which was Anna’s favorite Saturdays’ breakfast place. He turned around and slowed his pace because of a burning sensation in his lungs. He rubbed the spot where the bullet had hit his vest two days ago. The Saudi doctors had warned him to take it easy and not overexert himself. Obviously, he had not listened to their advice.
When he arrived at the townhouse, he saw Anna’s BMW parked in the driveway. Carrie had returned. She wasted no time. He glanced at his wristwatch, realizing he had lost track of time. It was almost seven-thirty.
“Carrie, you’re back already,” he said as he went inside.
He heard no reply, so he walked through the hall and to the kitchen.
“Carrie,” he called again.
The sound of splashing water from the bathroom explained her absence. She was taking a shower.
Justin climbed the stairs to the second floor. He took a long shower in the master bathroom, scrubbing sweat and dirt from his body and the stale odor of recycled air from their long airplane trips. When he came downstairs, Carrie was sitting on the leather sofa by the large bay window overlooking a swath of green space with a few pines and cedars between the rows of townhouses. The aroma of fresh coffee filled the air.
“Come here,” Carrie called to him. “Look.”
She pointed out two black squirrels chasing each other among the trees. They were making loud clicking sounds, each seemingly claiming the territory as their own.
“Isn’t that cute?” Carrie said.
“Very cute. Anna likes to sit here and look at the wildlife. All sorts of birds come up here from the river. Geese, ducks.”
“Must be nice.”
She reached for her cup from a coffee table by the couch. “I made some raspberry tea and coffee.”
“Blue Mountain?”
“Yeah. I figured that was your batch.”
“It is. A friend brought over a package from Jamaica. Anna loves it as well. Thanks for making it.”
“You’re welcome.”
Justin walked to the kitchen and poured himself a large cup.
“What did you buy?” he asked. He returned to the window and sat on the couch across from Carrie.
“This.” She flattened her blue blouse. “I also got a sweater and a knitted cardigan. Very stylish. And a black felt coat and two pairs of jeans.”
“And sweatpants,” Justin said.
“Yes, so comfy.” Carrie stretched her legs. “Those tiny airplane seats are so bad for my back. My legs were numb half the time.”
“Enjoy the sofa for now. Tomorrow, we’re back in the air, again crouched in those small seats.”
Carrie sipped from her cup. “Not until the afternoon. I’m planning on having a good night rest and sleeping in tomorrow morning. What about you?”
Before Justin could reply a small Honda pulled into the townhouse driveway. “Lee’s Palace” and a large dragon were stamped on the side. “Our supper?”
“Yeah. I ordered when you were in the shower.”
“Sweet. I was actually thinking of some good spring rolls and Wonton soup.”
Justin paid the delivery man, and they sat at the dining table, across from the living room.
Carrie asked, “What are you doing tomorrow morning?”
“I’m going to see my old man.”
“He’s still at Montfort?”
“Yeah. The hospital wants to run more tests, but he… dad’s so stubborn.”
Justin found it difficult to use the word “dad” when referring to his father, Carter. Their relationship had been strained since Justin’s mother drove off a bridge when he was eleven years old. Justin blamed his father for his mother’s death and grew up hating him. Things had begun to improve after Carter was been diagnosed with lung cancer and was told he only had a few months to live, a year at the most in the best-case scenario.
Justin said, “He just wants to do the surgery in the States. It’s a new procedure, not yet available here, and quite dangerous.”
“What are his chances?” Carrie stopped eating.
“It depends on whom you ask. Doctors here think the surgery will do little, and his cancer will come back. The hospital in California promises a miracle.”
Carrie nodded. “I know. When my mom was showing the first signs of Alzheimer’s we checked for new drugs and treatments. There are many options in the States. We tried a few, and they seemed to help.”
“That’s good. You mom’s still in Toronto, right?” Justin finished his soup and moved the plastic bowl to the side.
“Yeah, Susan moved her there over the summer, since she got a new job in the city.”
Carrie sighed and leaned back in her chair.
“What is it?”
“Oh, I just wish I could see her more often. With our ever-changing schedules it’s just so difficult to plan. And mom is slipping further and further away. Soon she’ll be just the shell of the strong woman she used to be.”
Justin reached over the table and held her hand. Carrie shrugged, then looked away.
He said, “Yesterday morning, when I woke up in the hospital in Saudi Arabia, I thought about all the dead people around me. Not just in the camp in Yemen, but throughout this mission and other missions. Death seems to come and take away the people around me, like Birgit. You were shot at in Somalia and Yemen. Yuliya was wounded. What if I bring death to Anna as well? Maybe she’ll be better off without me.”
Carrie shook her head. “That’s one way to see it, but you can’t blame yourself for wanting justice and doing justice. Terrorists will seek revenge and wage war against everyone, and just the fact of being an American, a Westerner, or an ‘infidel’ is enough to warrant death. If it’s not you or Anna, it will be someone else and their loved ones.”
“But it’s me, and this is personal.”
“Right, and you’re the one to fix it. We’ll stop Johnson and unmask her for who she truly is: a spy and a traitor. We can’t kill all terrorists, but we’ll sure give it our best try.”
Justin nodded. “Just a moment of weakness, I guess.”
“It’s fine. It’s not weakness to worry about the ones you love. No one’s judging you or concluding you’re weak. You’re human. You’re allowed to have doubts.”
“Yeah, some days more than others.”
Carrie nodded. “Me too, me too. I just tell myself I chose to do this job, and I will damn right do it until I draw my last breath.”
“Terrorists want a ticket to paradise. I’ll be more than happy to give them one.”
“Now take some time to rest and relax. Tomorrow we have a long flight, and Friday it’s time to party.”

Chapter Twenty-one

Sheremetyevo International Airport, Moscow Oblast, Russia
October 1, 1:10 p.m. local time
Justin and Carrie travelled to Moscow under authentic Australian passports they had never used before in any operation. No reason to raise suspicions among Russian custom officials. A clean entry and high hopes for the same kind of exit.
Their Aeroflot flight took them to Terminal D about one o’clock in the afternoon. The terminal — a state-of-the-art facility completed in 2009— had a unique design. Its centerpiece was a majestic dome resembling a swan with its wings stretched, the wings being the two halls of the terminal. Justin had read the architect was inspired by Tchaikovsky’s Swan Lake ballet and the Russian culture. Its full beauty was better appreciated during the airplane descent over the terminal.
In their case, the weather decided not to cooperate. A thick curtain of gray clouds and a heavy rain greeted them before they hit the tarmac. The captain noted it was only fifty degrees outside, with wind speeds of over ten miles. Justin could feel the cold as they stepped out of the airplane and into the air bridge.
Inside the airport, another gigantic dome reminding Justin of a large flower with open petals welcomed passengers. The terminal was clean and lacked nothing in terms of passenger services. Open spaces, lots of stores, and short lines at the passport check-in counters.
Their cover was they were traveling to enjoy the sights of Moscow for a few days and nights. Yes, it was their first visit to Moscow, they told customs officials. Yes, they were booked at the Sheraton Palace Hotel for three nights and had their return ticket to go back home. Everything was in order. A few stamps on official documents, and they were welcomed to Moscow.
Aware they were most likely being watched, they never turned their heads to check behind their backs. They collected their luggage, then Carrie bought an umbrella from one of the gift stores. They hailed a cab outside the terminal and headed for the city, about twenty miles south of the airport.
Once they had been on the Leningradskoye Highway for a few minutes, the driver — a man who told them he was forty-five, but whose wrinkles made him look almost ten years older — began to point out various landmarks of the city. Carrie began to snap pictures, acting excited at pretty much everything. Justin asked the driver for advice about places to visit, acting as if it were their first time in the city, and the driver had all the answers.
He was a calm, relaxed man, doing the speed limit and respecting most, if not all, traffic rules. Other cars kept changing lanes, fighting to gain a few extra seconds, their bumpers almost kissing the ones of cars in front of them. Their maneuvers were crazy, the drivers showing very little regard for their own lives or the lives of other people around them.
They crossed the Moscow Canal, which connected the Volga River to the Moskva River snaking throughout most of the city. Soon they reached the Sokol District and the highway turned into the Leningradsky Prospekt, one of the major avenues in Moscow. Modern, luxury import cars sped past cheap, Russian-made clunkers. Stalin-era gray and drab apartment complexes were dwarfed by newly-constructed shiny, glass towers. The rain had slowed down, but the menacing clouds loomed over the buildings.
The driver dropped them off at the Sheraton Palace Hotel, and Justin rewarded him for the safe ride and the tourist advice with a generous tip. His services were no longer required, but Justin liked the man and would have hired him for all three days, if they were really tourists.
After registering with the reception, they turned down the porter offering to carry their luggage and proceeded to their room on the fifth floor. As they entered the elevator, Justin turned to Carrie. “I almost can’t believe you’re here with me, in Moscow. You know, because of your hate for Russia.”
“I can hardly believe it myself. But here we are.”
“Too bad we couldn’t get in touch with Yuliya. She hasn’t returned to Moscow yet.”
“She’s still in Yemen?”
Justin nodded. “That’s what I heard. They found Romanov’s money, and Yuliya is getting her revenge. The people who attacked the safe house in Sana’a were Houthis. She’s hunting them down.”
The elevator binged, and they stepped outside. “I bet you Fyodor is already here,” Carrie said.
“I’m sure he is.”
They found their room, and Justin swiped his card. The door opened, and they entered their Club Junior Suite. The blinds were drawn, and one of the lamps was turned on. A man in his thirties was sitting on a chair in the middle of the room and facing the hallway. “Justin and Carrie. Welcome to Moscow,” he said as he stood up, pushing the chair to the side.
It took Justin a millisecond to compare his face to one he had seen in his mission files. The man was Fyodor, one of the Service’s operatives in Russia’s capital. He was going to be their main contact, providing them with intelligence and equipment.
“Nice to meet you, Fyodor,” Carrie said.
“Same here,” Fyodor replied.
He reached over and shook Justin’s hand.
His English had no trace of Russian or any other accents. His handshake was strong and steady. “Good trip?”
“Yes, a long, but good trip,” Justin replied.
“Thirsty? Hungry? We can order room service.” Fyodor pointed at the phone and the menu on the small desk across from the bed.
“Thanks, but we’re fine,” Justin said.
“As you wish. The room is clean. I swept it for bugs myself. So we can speak freely.”
Fyodor walked to the desk and picked up a small leather briefcase from underneath it. He placed it on the bed, then flipped open its hinges. “Here you have euros, dollars, two MP-443 pistols, Russian passports, driver licenses, credit cards, clean cellphones, and of course, the plans of Romanov’s mansion.”
Carrie smiled. “Wonderful.”
She reached over, picked up one of the guns, and began to inspect it. Satisfied, she said, “Now I feel complete.”
Fyodor nodded, then grinned.
“We really appreciate this,” Justin said.
“No problem,” Fyodor said. “My partner and I will drive you to Romanov’s. We’re staying across the hall, so we have eyes and ears on everything going on in this floor.”
“Perfect,” said Justin. “We’re going to clean up, then come and get you when we’re ready.”
“Anything you need, just let me know.”
“We’ll do.”
Fifteen miles west of Moscow, Russia
Friday, October 1, 9:10 p.m.
No city in the world had more billionaires than Moscow, and Romanov was one of them, but he preferred to live away from the city’s noise and commotion. Yes, he owned a penthouse in one of the newest and most luxurious apartment towers in Moscow, with magnificent vistas of the Kremlin and the Moskva River. But he liked to throw parties for his business partners in his country residence, a posh palace west of the city.
Fyodor was their driver in a black Audi sedan, a luxurious model Justin had never seen before. They were going to a billionaire’s party, so they needed to look the part of billionaires. Their clothes were bought at some of the top fashion stores in Moscow. Carrie was wearing a scoop neckline black dress that accentuated her hourglass shape and equally exquisite three-inch pumps, along with a matching purse. She also had a black wool blend coat. Justin had a black suit and tie with a white shirt, all Italian hand-made, and a black felt coat.
“I feel so exposed in this dress,” Carrie said, pulling up the neckline to cover some of her cleavage. “I should have gone for the other dress, but that one made me look like an escort.”
Fyodor grinned. “I’m sure there will be some high-priced escorts at the party.”
“You look great,” Justin said. “Your appearance will help us get past the guards. Then we’ll go straight for Romanov.”
Fyodor caught Justin’s eyes in the rearview mirror. “How much time do you think you’ll have?”
Justin shrugged. “It depends who Romanov has as his eyes tonight. The guards at the door most likely will not recognize me, but some of his close bodyguards have seen me before. I’d like to find Romanov in the first five minutes once we’re inside his palace.”
They travelled a few miles on the Rublovka highway, and as they drew near the village of Razdory, Fyodor began to point out palaces, mansions, and country residences dotting the landscape. Only dim lights in the distance betrayed their presence, as they were mostly hidden away from the highway, surrounded by forests and high walls, according to Fyodor’s explanations. Many of Moscow’s elite lived around this area, and Fyodor said that villagers who refused to sell their lands had received death threats.
“Hey, check that out,” Fyodor said. “A Lambo—”
His words were muted by the vroom of a Lamborghini passing them at an insane speed. The yellow glow of the supercar vanished in the night just as quick as it had appeared.
“Wow,” was the only word that came out of Justin’s mouth.
“I think it was an Aventador Roadster. I’ve never seen one before,” said Fyodor.
A Maserati convertible passed them, and Justin’s eyes followed it.
“The closer we get, the more expensive cars we’ll see,” Fyodor said. “Romanov’s palace is in Zhukovka, home of the richest of the rich.”
Justin nodded. “Let’s check with your partner.”
Fyodor called his partner, Nikolai, on his cellphone. Nikolai was driving about one hundred yards behind them, to make sure they were not being followed. His Porsche SUV would also serve as their backup gateway car in case things did not go according to plan.
“He’s good,” Fyodor said. “I told him we’re making a right turn about here.”
Fyodor turned the steering wheel, and the Audi glided into a narrow road, barely wide enough for two cars. A thick wall of pines sheltered from their view everything on both sides of the road. The pavement was new, resulting in a smooth ride. The Audi’s headlights shone on a silver Bentley cruising along at about forty miles.
“He’s probably going to the same place.” Justin pointed at the Bentley.
“Most likely,” Fyodor said.
The Bentley slowed down, then cut to the left.
“Yes, he’s going to Romanov’s,” Justin said.
He glanced at the rearview mirror. Nikolai’s Porsche had fallen behind. He was going to hide in the woods until it was time to call him or until he saw them drive away.
The Audi made the turn, and they saw the Bentley again. It had stopped in front of a large wrought-iron gate. A man in a navy blue uniform and a cap was checking the car with a small flashlight. He had a notepad in his left hand. The guest list? Another man stood in a small watch post by the gate, observing the operation. He held a submachine gun in his hands.
Justin’s stomach tightened, but his face was relaxed. It was a simple checkpoint.
“There should be no problem,” Fyodor said.
Carrie nodded, then leaned over Justin’s shoulder. “I’ve got the man with the sub,” she whispered.
Her left hand held a MP-443 pistol. She flashed it to Justin for a second, then hid it under her seat.
Justin nodded.
The guard finished with the Bentley and gestured to Fyodor to move forward.
“Here we go,” Fyodor said.
He spoke softly to the guard and showed them the two passports of Justin and Carrie. The guard flashed his light in their faces and kept it a bit longer than necessary on Carrie’s. Then he checked their names against his notepad. He nodded to the man inside the watch post. The gate began to swing open toward the inside. The guard handed the passports back to Fyodor and gestured for them to move forward.
Justin’s breathing relaxed. He exchanged a glance with Carrie. After they had left the gate behind, she handed Fyodor her pistol.
Fyodor said, “Hopefully, we won’t need guns.”
He put her pistol in the glove compartment.
Justin doubted his words, but did not say anything. “Here’s mine,” he handed Fyodor his MP-443.
They were not sure if Romanov had guards who would search every guest or if he had installed metal detectors at his palace entrances, but they were not willing to risk it. After all, Justin was here to simply have a talk with Romanov.
The Audi rounded a couple of curves, and the splendor of a medieval-style palace opened up before their eyes. It was built of rustic-looking stones, with numerous towers, balconies and turrets, and it had two long, stretched out wings. A lot of work had gone into creating elaborate decorations on the walls and along the arched windows. Large sconces lit up most of the windows and the two large entrances.
“Wow, the pictures didn’t show half its beauty,” said Carrie.
“Which entrance?” asked Justin.
“That one,” replied Fyodor.
He pointed to the one closer to them. Seven or eight supercars were parked along the wide driveway that circled a large, brightly-lit water fountain. Fyodor parked next to a Ferrari Enzo, which made their Audi look like a poor man’s car.
“There’s the welcome team,” Fyodor said, arranging his rearview mirror. “Four guards at the entrance.”
“If they don’t recognize me, the hardest part is over,” Justin replied.
He stepped out and fixed his tie. Carrie came over to him and hung on to his left arm.
“Good luck,” said Fyodor.
“Thanks. OK, wife, let’s go enjoy some champagne,” Justin said with a grin.
The temperature had dropped to freezing, and their breath formed small clouds in front of their faces. They crossed the distance in measured steps and walked on the red carpet leading up the stairs. The guards nodded at Justin, but he did not return their greeting. Servants were invisible to a snob billionaire. Less face time also meant they were less likely to recognize him if they had ever seen him or his photo.
A couple of steps inside the entrance, two gorgeous brunettes in elegant red dresses offered to take their coats. Justin and Carrie obliged, then walked through a huge rotunda. About twenty people were chatting with one another in hushed voices. Justin quickly scanned their faces. Romanov was not in the crowd. A grand piano was to the left, where someone was playing a famous classic piece Justin recognized, but could not remember its name. A waitress with a pretty face and long golden hair offered them champagne, and they picked up glasses, but did not drink from them.
“All right, Romanov’s office should be on the second floor.” Justin pointed casually with his hand toward his left. “Maybe he’s there.” He gestured with his head toward a set of grand stairs.
“I’ll be here on guard,” she replied with a smile. Then she reached over and whispered in his ear, “A man at my two o’clock is checking us out very thoroughly. One of Romanov’s men.”
Justin nodded. “Good to know. He’s the one right by the stairs?”
Carrie burst into a quiet laughter and tapped Justin on his arm. “Yes, that one. I’ll distract him.”
“Great.”
They split up. Justin struck a conversation with a couple who looked like they were in their mid-fifties. He introduced himself as an oil businessman from Australia and an old friend of Romanov. They were real estate moguls who had sold most of the properties in Zhukovka and the surrounding areas. Justin feigned interest in their stories, while following Carrie out of the corner of his eye.
She took a sip from her champagne glass and began to look for a waitress. One was right by the piano, but she overlooked her. She strutted toward the guard and began talking to him. Justin could not hear her words, but she was moving her arms and body, indicating something was wrong about the champagne and making a disapproving face. The guard tried to get the waitress’s attention with hand gestures and calm Carrie at the same time. It was not working, so he walked along with Carrie, away from his position.
Justin seized the moment. He quickly excused himself, and climbed up the stairs. The palace blueprints were vivid in his memory. He turned left, moving toward the west wing. Impressive paintings covered the walls. Magnificent marble replicas of famous Roman and Greek statues stood on equally stunning pedestals. A plush red carpet covered the middle of the marble floor, silencing his rapid footsteps.
He passed a series of doors and made a right turn. A man was sitting on a chair in front of a large wooden door. Justin recognized him as the passenger of Romanov’s limousine, who had approached him in New York, outside the Ambassador Theater. Uh-uh, bad news.
The guard recognized him as well. He stood up and stepped forward. “What are you doing here?”
Justin walked toward the guard. “I’d like to talk to Romanov.”
“He’s busy. How did you get in?”
“Romanov invited me, but you wouldn’t know about it.”
The guard’s neck muscles were bulging. “My orders are to let no one in.”
“Something has come up. This will only take five minutes.”
The guard grinned. “You need to check your ears. I said I’m not letting you in.” He took another step forward, standing face to face with Justin.
“I heard you, no need to lose your cool over it. I’m leaving. Sorry for your trouble.”
Justin began to turn around, then swung his arm fast, his right fist going for the guard’s head. But the guard had anticipated Justin’s move. His large hand stopped Justin’s fist, deflecting the blow. Justin too had predicted the guard’s reaction. He threw a quick left hook to the guard’s throat, followed by another one, which connected with his right temple.
The guard wavered but responded by flinging his right arm. Justin ducked and sidestepped the guard. He grabbed the guard’s wrist and twisted his arm. He pushed the guard down, then he knocked him unconscious with an elbow to the back of the head.
Justin reached inside the guard’s jacket and took his pistol. Then he stood up and knocked twice on the door.
“What is it, Sergei?” Romanov asked.
Justin pushed the heavy door, holding his pistol at eye level.
Romanov was alone in his office, sitting behind a large, antique desk. “Justin? You like to make an entrance.”
His voice showed no surprise. Romanov was probably expecting him and was not one to be easily intimidated. He had stared down one too many gun barrels.
“Are you here to kill me?” Romanov asked.
“No, I’m here to talk,” Justin replied. “This is Sergei’s.”
He flicked the magazine release switch on the pistol and caught the falling magazine before it hit the floor. He placed both the pistol and the magazine on Romanov’s desk before sitting in one of the large armchairs across from him.
The door was thrown open, and two guards rushed in, pistols drawn.
“What the hell are you doing?” Romanov barked at them.
“Sorry, sir, Sergei is down, so we tho—”
“I don’t pay you to think. Get out and don’t interrupt us. I’m having a talk with a friend.”
The guards nodded and closed the door behind them.
“They never learn manners, no matter how long they’ve been around you,” Romanov said.
“You’ve got a nice place here.” Justin looked around the room.
“Oh, you like it? It’s a good little place in a great area. Even the President has a dacha, a cottage, a little further away.”
Justin’s eyes scanned the large bookcase behind Romanov’s desk. “War and Peace, Dead Souls, Crime and Punishment. Great classics. You’ve read them?”
“Of course, I have.” Romanov sounded a bit offended by the question. “I love Crime and Punishment. I find myself always cheering for the villains.”
Justin grinned. “It’s a good story. With some good morals.”
“Yes, good morals. Justin, what brings you to Moscow?” Romanov pushed back his chair.
“Debriefing after the Yemeni operation. Still need to sort out a few issues. Like why didn’t you tell me the whole truth about your missile shipment?”
Romanov shrugged. “It wasn’t relevant to your task. Whoever had stolen from me, they had to pay and return my property.”
Justin shook his head. “It would have been a great help to know the man stealing from you was Hamidi, an arms dealer whose name was on Mossad’s blacklist.”
“I had no knowledge about that.”
“Huh. OK, maybe not about Mossad, but you knew Hamidi was there.”
Romanov reached for a glass on his desk and took a sip. The liquid had the golden-yellow color of scotch.
“I would have gone to Yemen regardless of who those people were. Knowing that information would have helped me with my preparations and may have avoided the firefight with Mossad.”
“Yes, it would have helped,” Romanov said.
His eyes locked with Justin’s and glinted dark. Romanov’s admission was a poor substitute for an apology, but it would do in this situation.
Justin smiled and leaned forward. “Very well. Carrie and I came out mostly unharmed, but we need some intelligence. About something we found in Somalia.”
Romanov gestured with his hand for Justin to continue talking.
“We fought with al-Shabaab, and after the shootout I discovered militants had two boxes full of M16s. Brand new. We checked their serial numbers. They originated from a warehouse in Qatar, belonging to a famous arms dealer. Care to guess the name?”
Romanov frowned. “You know I don’t like riddles.”
“The name is Hamidi, your business associate. And here’s where the story gets interesting. One of the dead al-Shabaab terrorists was a US citizen. Not only that, but he was recently in the US, entering the country under his real name. Hassan Khalif Yusuf. Two days later, a large shipment of American weapons, including these M16s, made their way to Qatar.”
“Fascinating. Now get to the point.”
“How did this happen? Who is this man? What connections does he have?”
Romanov stopped Justin with a raised hand. “You ask a lot of questions. Do you really want the answers?”
Justin blinked. “Of course. Yusuf almost killed me. Innocent people died because of him. And this illegal weapons trade has to stop.”
Romanov shook his head. “As long as people continue to fight in Somalia and other wastelands of the world, there will always be people selling guns and making money. Not you or anyone else can stop this trade.”
Justin felt defeated. He fell back in his chair. He sighed. “Why don’t you let me decide that?”
Romanov thought about it for a few moments. He leaned forward. “All right, so I give you this man’s connections. What are you planning to do?”
“Whatever it takes to bring them down.”
“Sure, like no one has tried it before. These people, they are like hydras. You chop off one head, two more will grow. You’re going to take down one man, maybe a few. A hundred more will step up to take their places.”
“Let’s start rolling one head at a time.”
“Yes, you want it that way? Fine.”
Romanov reached for a drawer to his right. He pulled out a couple of folders. “The UN has put an arms embargo in place for Somalia since 1992. But embargos don’t stop the arms flow. They just increase prices. That country is awash with all types and brands of weapons. Russian, Chinese, American. The US sells to the Somali government, but their officials are so corrupt they turn around and sell the same weapons to al-Shabaab. Then al-Shabaab’s militants attack police stations and military bases and get even more guns, missiles, mortars.
“Yemen also sells a big portion of weapons to Somalia. And all sorts of gun smugglers make their living shipping weapons to Somalia from its neighbors, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya. Then you’ve got Iran involved, albeit on a smaller scale.”
Justin held Romanov’s eyes. “Russia’s not involved?”
“Oh, we are, but we try to keep it legit. Well, that word has different meanings to different people.
“So, Somalia is a very lucrative market. There are a million illegal weapons in a country of ten million people. And another nine million would love to buy or steal an AK or RPG. Enter Yusuf.”
Romanov opened his folder. He picked up a photo, held it up so only he could see it, then looked up at Justin. “Yusuf was not only a member of al-Shabaab. He was also a CIA agent.”
“What?” Justin voice came out in a loud shout.
Romanov handed over the photo. “I assume you know both men in the picture.”
Justin could not believe his eyes. The photo was taken in a fancy restaurant. The background was blurry, so he could not determine the location. But the face of the man dining with Yusuf was very clear. He was Deputy Director of NCS Travis Adams.
“This photo is doctored. This can’t be true,” Justin said.
“I knew you were going to say that. But deep down you know it’s real.” Romanov pulled out a document from his folder. “Yusuf’s records. Authentic files from CIA records. Don’t expect me to tell you how I got this copy. Just know the files are real.”
Justin shook his head and bit his lip. “This explains so many things. How he got in and out of the US. His passport. Was he in deep cover inside al-Shabaab?”
“Yes. At least initially. But it seems things didn’t go as CIA planned. Instead of Yusuf turning militants to his cause, it seemed he began to trust in their cause. That’s when he began to channel weapons from US shipments to terrorists.”
Justin ran his hands through his hair. “Why didn’t Adams stop this? Why didn’t you do something?”
“Yusuf had Adams by the balls. He deceived him for an entire year, giving him bogus intelligence. Adams had too much to lose if he admitted his mistake. He gave in to Yusuf’s blackmail, believing a few shipments of weapons and a few million dollars would keep things quiet.”
“How… how did you learn this?”
Romanov grinned. “I like to know the market and my competitors. Money buys a lot of things. Information. Classified files. Secrets.”
Justin nodded.
“And I did something with this information. I gave it to my contacts in FSB, and they talked to their counterparts in CIA. Needless to say, Adams survived CIA’s internal investigation without a scratch. But Yusuf had become a liability. Adams needed to make sure he went away. For good.”
Justin’s eyes flashed with rage. “He sent me there to execute Yusuf. He knew about Yusuf being in that village at that time, or he drew him out there to put him within my reach. I was carrying out Adams’s revenge.”
“Yes, he used you.”
Romanov’s words cut very sharp. He did not have to say them, and Justin knew what he was doing: fanning the flames.
“I need the entire folder,” he said coldly.
Romanov pushed it across the table. “It’s all yours. I just need to warn you that—”
“No warning necessary. I know what to do with it.”
“Have it your way.”
Romanov crossed his hands over his chest.
“We’re not done,” said Justin. “This was for me. Now I need something for Carrie.”
Romanov replied with a deep frown. “Do I look like a fairy godmother?”
“No, but you owe her one. This will even out the score.”
“Hmmm, it doesn’t work that way. You can’t come here and make such requests.”
Justin simply looked at Romanov. “We have a business relationship. We deal in secrets, in information. A time will come when you’ll need my help, our help. A favor. Like when you lose something, say a shipment of missiles.”
“Oh, yes, and since you mentioned those missiles, they went up in a big explosion. I did not get them back.”
Justin nodded. “Once again, if I had all the information about that mission, things may have ended better for everyone.”
Romanov nodded, but said nothing. He stared straight at Justin.
Justin did not want to play Romanov’s stare down game. “Carrie’s still looking for her father’s grave. The intel you provided her has helped a lot. She identified the gravesite, but the remains were moved. She needs to know where.”
Romanov kept his eyes fixed on Justin’s face.
Justin continued, “And she can never find out the information came from you or that I asked for it. In return, I’ll owe you one.”
His last words broke Romanov’s stare. He smiled, but it was just a small twitch of his lips. “I’ll see what I can do. It will be difficult. Chechnya is a mess.”
Justin nodded. He knew Romanov would come through with the information. “We’re done here. I’m going to let you get back to your par—”
An explosion blast lit up the dark night. Justin hurried to the windows. Romanov followed him. A truck was on fire a hundred or so yards away, by the back wall surrounding the palace. Four or five human silhouettes moved at a rapid pace away from the leaping flames.
Two of Romanov’s guards burst into the room. One of them aimed his pistol at Justin.
“Out there you morons,” Romanov growled at them. “The explosion. Find out whoever they are and kill them.”
“They’re here for me,” Justin said.
Romanov did a double take. “Who? Al-Shabaab? Here?”
“Most likely their proxies.”
Justin headed for the door.
“Give him a gun,” Romanov said to one of the guards. “And follow his orders. All of you.”
Sergei and three other guards joined them in the hall. They were carrying newer model AKs.
“There’s a side door this way,” Sergei said.
They ran down the stairs, cut to the right, and were soon out in the backyard. Gunshots shattered a window above their heads. Justin hit the ground, rolling and seeking cover behind a stone pillar. Sergei was right behind him. The other guards spread out along the side of a fountain and behind a couple of thick pines.
“I saw four, maybe five people,” Justin said, “but there could be more.”
One of the guards fired his AK. A heavy machine gun returned fire, blowing away marble chunks from the statues in the fountain.
“We’ll flank them from the left,” Justin said. “Sergei, come with me.”
Sergei radioed their plan to the other guards.
They began a barrage of cover fire as Justin and Sergei ran bent at the waist. They drew some erratic fire before they fell behind a couple of BMWs about fifty yards closer to the gunmen.
A grenade exploded in front of them. One of the BMWs began to sound its sharp alarm. A few bullets thumped against the car doors.
The gunmen had secured their positions behind a stone gazebo and a few benches. Justin judged the distance to be about one hundred yards away from the BMW.
Sergei’s AK burst out in a long barrage. He stood on his feet, to the left of the first car. “Cover me,” he shouted while replacing his empty magazine and slipped into the BMW.
“Wait. Where are you goi—”
The car raced toward the gazebo. Justin got to his knees, closed his left eye, and tried to make out his targets. Gunshots came from the speeding BMW as Sergei was shooting his way to the gunmen. Justin saw two silhouettes pop up behind one of the benches. He shot them, then he began to shoot and run behind the BMW.
Gunshots hammered the car, but strangely it kept going. It jumped the curb and crossed through the lawns, ran over a flower patch and shrubs and came to a stop a few feet away from the gazebo’s stairs.
Justin dropped behind a thick pine tree. Two guards were running toward his position. A gunman stood from behind the gazebo and fired at them. One of the guards fell backwards. The other kept running, but slowly, limping on his left leg.
Justin glanced at the car. Sergei had not come out of the BMW. No one was shooting at the car, but a guard was firing single shots from his AK from across the lawn.
“Cease fire, cease fire,” Justin shouted in Russian. “They’re all dead.”
There was at least one gunman alive, but he hoped his words would draw him out.
Nothing happened in the first few seconds, then someone climbed over the gazebo’s wall and slid down the stairs. Before Justin could pull his trigger, the guard with the AK let off a short burst. Bullets cut the man down to the lawn.
Two guards moved forward from the other side of the yard. Justin came out from behind the tree. Taking careful steps, he swept the grounds for surviving gunmen. The cold night was silent, but for the crunching of guards boot on the grass.
Justin reached the BMW. Sergei was leaning over the steering wheel. Two gunshot wounds were visible in his back. Justin let out a deep sigh. He looked up at one of the guards standing by the car.
“He’s gone,” Justin said.
The guard cursed in Russian, then kicked the BMW’s door.
Justin marched toward the gazebo. A dead gunman was lying on the lawn. His was on his back, and his left arm was twisted underneath his body. He had a black thick beard and was wearing a military camouflage jacket and pants.
“Do you recognize him?” Justin asked one of the guards who just came up behind him.
The guard crouched and looked at the dead man’s face. He rummaged through the man’s pockets, came out empty, then nodded. “I think he’s a Chechen rebel.”
Do Chechen rebels have ties to al-Shabaab? Justin thought. Or is Johnson directly contacting these men, sending them to finish al-Shabaab’s job?
“Justin,” Carrie called at him.
He turned around and saw her standing a few feet away.
“I’m fine,” he said. “They’re not.”
She walked to the bench where the guards had placed the body of another dead gunman.
“He’s definitely a Chechen terrorist,” said a guard. “I’ve seen his face on television.”
Justin nodded. He pulled Carrie to the side. “Let’s check with McClain and see if this bait worked,” he said. “I’m pretty sure Johnson is behind this.”
“I think so too. How did it go with Romanov?”
“He completed our puzzle. I’ll tell you everything on our way out.”

Chapter Twenty-two

Walter E. Washington Convention Center
Washington D.C., United States of America
October 4, 8:45 a.m. local time
Initially, McClain had not liked Justin’s plan to take down Adams. It was true the man was a crook, but he was still the Deputy Director of NCS. It was not McClain’s job to straighten things out in CIA. This was not his problem. Adams was taught to erase, not cover, his tracks. An earlier CIA investigation of Adams, based upon the same evidence provided by Romanov, had turned out unsuccessful. The case against Adams was weak. The result of another investigation could prove to be the same. And McClain could not have that.
But Adams had misled him and his team, putting them in danger, using them as blind tools. Adams had convinced him Justin and Carrie were going after a terrorist, when he was, in fact, a rogue CIA agent. Documents obtained from Romanov showed Adams had lied to his face when McClain had asked him about the American weapons in al-Shabaab’s hands. Such actions could not be tolerated and would not go unpunished. So McClain had accepted Justin’s idea and had authorized the plan. McClain was prepared to deal with any fallout from this operation.
Justin arrived early at Walter E. Washington Convention Center. The conference on “Safety, Security, and Proliferation of Small Arms and Light Weapons (SALW) in the 21st Century” was taking place in one of the conference rooms in Level 2 of the center. It was hosted by one of United Nations programs addressing the issue of illegal light weapons in Africa, with the participation of various US government agencies. Ironically, Adams, was one of the keynote speakers. His presentation was going to give the audience — which included an unusually large number of journalists from reputable news networks — an update on US efforts to curb the illegal gun trade in war-ravaged areas of the world. The opportunity was too good for Justin to pass up.
The guards at the main entrance and throughout the halls glanced suspiciously at Justin’s media badge, but they did not stop him. A freelance journalist was just another body in the room they needed to keep an eye on. But they had nothing to worry about, since Justin was not plotting a direct confrontation with Adams or anyone else from NCS who may have come with him. Everything in his plan had already been set in motion over the weekend and earlier that morning. Justin was here to simply enjoy the show.
He followed the signs and found the large conference room. He picked up a few brochures from one of the tables in the hall outside the doors. A couple of guards in gray suits — whom he pegged as CIA agents — checked his credentials once again before they allowed him to get inside.
Justin threw a sweeping glance at the audience sitting around round tables, chatting or picking up coffee, tea, and cookies from a long table at the end of the room. Then his eyes fell on the glass enclosure hosting the multimedia equipment station. Behind a vast array of panels, cables, and other gadgets stood Ellis Dalton, one of the best technical experts of CIS and pretty much the executor of this operation. He was wearing the uniform of Media Logistics Incorporated, the multimedia company responsible for running the video and audio equipment for this conference. The man who was supposed to have worn that uniform was still in his house, sleeping off a couple of pills.
Ellis gave Justin a slight nod. Justin returned it, then found a table with a couple of empty seats, right across from Ellis, at the end of the room. He had a great view of two gigantic television screens on both sides of the podium. Two projector screens rigged from the ceiling showed the same picture as the television screens for the benefit of people sitting at the side tables. Justin sat with his back to the wall and buried his nose in the brochures, feigning deep interest in the conference topic.
Things got under way at exactly nine o’clock, with welcoming remarks by organizers. Justin suffered through a series of commendations and applauses, followed by a long report on the scope, reasons, and consequences of illegal gun trade in the world. The report was dry, boring, and overflowing with statistics. Justin doubted the speaker had ever set foot on any of the areas he was so expertly covering in his prolonged lecture. But he knew all motives why ten- and eleven-year olds in poor slums of Sudan and Somalia picked up AKs instead of textbooks.
Justin was tempted to raise his hand, interrupt the speaker and ask a few pointed questions. But he kept his mouth shut, his head down, nodding occasionally and taking notes on his notepad. A couple of women at his table had engaged him in conversation moments ago, and now he was getting frequent glances from them. He had to look busy and interested in the lecture.
A few simple questions followed the report, and the speaker sat down. It was time for Adams to take the floor. After his introduction and a calm round of applause, he stepped up to the podium.
Justin glanced toward Ellis. He was flicking switches and tapping buttons. Adams’s face appeared on one of the screens, the one on the left. He was smiling, enthusiastic, playing to the crowd. A copy of his presentation became visible in the other screens.
Adams began his presentation, speaking softly and clearly, in a well-practiced tone and manner of delivering public speeches. “The proliferation of SALW is a big problem and a big concern for everyone, not just the people living in these African countries, people who are affected directly by this illegal trade. The world cannot be safe and secure if millions of people live their lives under constant daily threats of robberies and rape, of being killed on their streets and in their homes.”
Justin tuned Adams out. He lay back on his chair and folded his arms across the chest. The punch line was coming soon.
Adams talked about US government programs and projects in general, then moved on to specific actions taken by NCS. When he began to talk about sharing intelligence obtained by CIA to help in the fight against illegal gun trade, a slide appeared in the screens. The slide was not in the original materials provided by Adams’s office to the conference organizers, but it was inserted in the presentation by Justin and Ellis.
It showed a picture of Adams and Yusuf, the one Romanov had given to Justin. The caption below the picture said “CIA is selling guns to al-Shabaab terrorists.”
The crowd exploded in a loud gasp. Adams had yet to turn his head and notice the picture, so he did not understand the reaction of the crowd. He continued to talk, but his voice did not come through the microphone. The screens moved to another picture of Yusuf’s CIA badge, followed by a small photo of Yusuf and his CIA file. A loud voiceover said, “Deputy Director Adams has been selling M16s, sniper rifles, and machine guns to rogue CIA agent Hassan Khalif Yusuf, helping al-Shabaab and other terrorist networks across the globe.” One of the screens showed a series of rifles, machine guns, and ammunition still in their boxes. The voiceover continued, “Adams is selling guns to terrorists, and they are using them to kill our sons and daughters who are fighting our war on terror.”
Adam’s face turned pale. His lips were moving furiously along with his arms. His eyes were bouncing through the tables in the audience.
Justin moved his chair further back, hiding behind a big man to his left. He could still see Adams standing on the podium, behind the lectern. The man could not understand what was going on and how it was even possible.
A few of the cameramen placed at the sides moved forward. Clicks of cameras snapping pictures filled the tense air. Two security guards entered the multimedia station, shouting and gesturing at Ellis to turn off the screens. Justin and Ellis had anticipated that move. They had arranged for an alternative source of backup power for the projectors and the screens, in case the guards unplugged the power cords. Ellis shrugged and began to tap buttons and switch keys, moving furiously inside the station.
The screens were now showing Adam’s sweating face and pictures of the eight Navy SEALs killed in Somalia. The voiceover continued, “Where do al-Shabaab terrorists get their American-made weapons? Why did Yusuf, a wanted terrorist, enter America freely a few weeks ago? Ask Adams about his connections to al-Shabaab, to Yusuf, about his plans to bury the truth and cover his lies.”
The first few hands shot up from the crowd. One or two people started talking. Justin looked at Ellis who had managed to turn off the voiceover, at the right time for reporters to take a stab at Adams.
“Do you deny these allegations?” came the first question from the closest table to the podium.
Adams had regained his composure. He mustered a smile, which ended up being just a grin, then shrugged and tried his mike. It was on, but microphones on the journalists’ tables were also on. Their questions were coming non-stop, and they were louder than Adams.
“Are these photos real?”
“Who is Mr. Yusuf?”
“Is it true CIA is selling weapons to al-Shabaab?”
The screens changed to other photos of Adams with Yusuf, of al-Shabaab fighters carrying M16s and sniper rifles, followed by a series of pictures of Yusuf’s American passport.
Adams had had enough. He threw up his arms, loosened his tie, and stormed down from the podium. A group of reporters swarmed him. Two security guards stepped up next to him to keep the reporters away.
The voiceover returned. “What are Adams’s connections to a well-known Qatari arms dealer by the name of Rashed bin Hussein Hamidi? Who are these people who are killing Americans?”
Adams was being whisked away, while reporters were still darting questions at him. Three guards were inside the multimedia station, pulling cords and removing gadgets, in a vain attempt to shut down the system. Ellis was standing a few feet away behind them.
Justin nodded at Ellis and gestured toward the door. It was time for their exit.
The screens changed to the name of a website. The voiceover said, “By now you will have received an e-mail containing all these files and much more, sufficient to prove these claims and to show that Adams is in bed with terrorists and rogue agents. All documents are also available on the website shown on the screens. Ask questions. Find the truth.”
Justin waited until Adams and his guards pushed their way through the small door. He met up with Ellis, and they both began to walk outside in the hall in the opposite direction.
“Good job, Ellis.”
“Thanks. Anytime you need something like that, let me know.”
Justin smiled at the pumped up young man. Technicians like Ellis rarely left their office stations for fieldwork. Not too many opportunities for multimedia ambushes in conference rooms in their line of work.
Justin reached for his cellphone inside his suit pocket and dialed a number from memory. The man at the other end picked up after the first ring.
“Hall, you prick. You think a stunt like that will hurt me? I’ve seen better men than you. Chewed their bones and spat them out.”
Justin grinned. “Adams, you’ve lost your cool. And what are you talking about?”
“Cut the crap, Hall. I know you’re behind this. But it’s not going to work.”
“Mr. Adams, things are only going to get worse for you. Those reporters are like piranhas. They’re not going to stop until you’re gone. And the information they got is only the tip of the iceberg. This will be greater than Wikileaks. You’ll see.”
A couple of curses, then Adams said, “No, you’ll see how I’ll turn this around. These are all lies, fabrications by Canadians and others trying to distract the public from their own traitors. You and others who want to undermine our war on terror.”
Justin laughed. “Adams, do yourself and everyone else a favor. Retire. Get out. Disappear. Save the CIA and the American people a lot of embarrassment, waste of energies and ti—”
“I will not go away. Not without a fight. Ever.”
Justin shook his head. He slowed his pace as they came to an exit. “The fight is over. You lost. It happened when you decided to cover your mistakes by betraying your country and your allies. When you lured Yusuf out and deceived us into planning a hit.”
“You think you know everything, huh?” Adams began his rant. “You think you know it all?”
“No, I don’t, but I know enough to realize when a man is drowning. You’re done for, Adams.”
Justin moved his cellphone away from his ear, ignoring Adams’s curses and shouts.

Chapter Twenty-three

Puerto Banus, southwest of Marbella, Spain
October 6, 8:45 a.m. local time
Costa del Sol or Sunny Coast in southern Spain was still quite pleasant, even in the fall, true to its name. The temperature was sixty-nine degrees, and a soft breeze came from the Mediterranean Sea. The warm waters had plenty of swimmers, the gentle waves splashing against the golden sandy beaches.
The area of Puerto Banus attracted mostly the rich and the famous, local and international celebrities. It was a place of money, power, and prestige. The place Claire Johnson had chosen to spend her holidays.
Justin raised his binoculars and looked at Lazy Affaires, the yacht Johnson had rented to sail along with her three girlfriends. It was a brand new seventy-five footer, which could do up to twenty-five knots. A true beauty.
CIS had traced all calls from Johnson’s four cellphones and had monitored her two laptops, concluding she was the source of the leak. She had used a number of anonymous Internet e-mail accounts and had left shadow messages — draft messages in an account shared with others — for al-Shabaab members. She had successfully hidden the location where the leaked intelligence was dropped until now.
Justin’s orders were simple and straightforward: detain Johnson and put her on a plane to Ottawa, so she can stand trial for treason. If she resisted, he was authorized to seek the cooperation of local police. He preferred to resolve this in-house, just him and Nathan.
Johnson and her girlfriends had partied hard last night in Marbella. Nathan had observed them stumbling back to their yacht around two-thirty in the morning. They had stayed inside until Justin had taken over the surveillance shift at six that morning. There had been no movement in the yacht during his first hour, then Johnson had climbed out on the deck. She was wrapped in a pink housecoat that fell down to her knees. She took in some fresh air, stretched, and paced around. She had reappeared again five minutes later with a mug in her hand, from which she sipped slowly while perched on the bow of the yacht. Then she had returned to her cabin.
Justin had followed all her moves from his white van, parked on Ribera Road across from the marina. Nathan was catching a couple of hours of sleep at their hotel a few blocks away. Justin hoped Johnson would not be on the move before Nathan’s return.
Must have read my mind, he thought, as Johnson came up again on the deck. She was dressed in a yellow-and-red sundress, had done her make-up and had fixed her hair. She glanced at the pier, then unlatched the yacht’s ramp. She swaggered proudly toward the parking lot.
Justin slid down in his passenger seat. His eyes followed Johnson, while his fingers dialed Nathan’s cellphone number. He was not answering. Come on, Nathan. Pick up the phone.
Johnson disappeared behind a cluster of palm trees and a Range Rover. Justin put the van in gear and drove forward a couple of feet, so he would not lose her. Johnson appeared on the other side of the SUV and stopped next to a scooter. A shiny red Vespa. She took a set of keys out of her small handbag and turned on the scooter. She produced a helmet from a compartment under the scooter’s seat.
Nathan said nothing about her ride. Nathan, where are you?
Johnson was already on her Vespa and zoomed across the parking lot. The streets were not very busy yet, so Justin put some distance between his van and her scooter. Johnson drove down Ribera Road, heading east.
The scooter made a left turn, and Justin slowed down, so he would not appear in Johnson’s side mirror. She was out of the Service, but thirty years of spy tradecraft did not just disappear at retirement. Johnson would figure it out right away a white van was on her tail.
Justin glanced at the red scooter. It stopped before turning right at Julio Iglesias Avenue. His eyes followed the zooming Vespa through the thin palms of the nearby park and alongside the avenue. It was an easy mark. He stepped on the gas pedal.
A traffic circle came up around a giant statue. The scooter rounded it a bit faster than necessary, while Justin kept the same speed. Johnson turned her head to check over her shoulder before changing lanes. The van was about a hundred feet behind her scooter, the only vehicle in that stretch of the road. Justin signaled right and began to park on the side of the road, so Johnson would not think the van was following her.
The scooter slowed down and did not change lanes. It seemed Johnson was observing his van. Justin kept his head down, hoping the windshield would shade him from Johnson’s gaze. He fiddled with the steering wheel.
The scooter finally began to move, but it was going fast. Justin recognized the Service’s tactic of speeding to draw out a suspected tail. His dilemma was to blow his cover and give chase or stay parked and lose Johnson. He picked the first option.
He slammed on the gas pedal. His van missed an incoming convertible Audi by inches as it entered the lane with a big swing. Fishtailing and wheels screeching, Justin turned the steering wheel. He straightened the wheels and raced behind his mark, now a small red dot in the distance.
Johnson had to be going at over seventy miles an hour, since Justin was up to sixty and still falling behind. The van was built for space, not speed. It groaned as Justin pressed his foot to the floor, but it slowly picked up its pace. The scooter was still a long way ahead, the shiny chrome reflecting the bright sun rays.
Then it disappeared.
Justin blinked rapidly, scanning both sides of the road. He found the Vespa on the pedestrian median, on the left side of the avenue. Johnson had used a crosswalk and had zigzagged her way onto the median. It was a simple feat for her small scooter. Justin began to look for a space large enough for his van between vehicles parked along the median. He would soon lose Johnson, especially if she decided to change direction, which is what she did at that same exact moment.
A small opening came up ahead behind a small Fiat, and Justin turned the steering wheel sharply to the left. The van responded a second too late. Its right side banged against the rear of the Fiat, breaking a window and triggering its alarm. Justin hit the brakes, and the van stopped with a big jolt.
He glanced at the scooter. Johnson was driving straight ahead on the median, dodging benches and palm trees. Justin’s foot found the gas pedal, and the van climbed onto the median. It began to regain speed. Justin kept it on a steady course. He tapped the brakes to avoid flattening an elderly couple still reeling from the shock of the scooter flying by too close to them. He swerved right, then left, as the van came to an island of shrubs and palm trees in the middle of the median. The van rattled, threatening to topple over. Justin eased on the gas.
The scooter cut a sharp turn to the right, crossing to the other side of the avenue. Justin had to force his way once again through parked vehicles and the flow of traffic. The front left side of the van destroyed the back end of a Smart car, pushing it away as if it were a toy. A jeep crashed into the back of the van, shattering a window. Justin lost control of the van, which spun around in a half circle.
He gripped the steering wheel and fought to steer the van in the right direction. The whiplash had caused him to lose his mark. He glanced around for the red Vespa and spotted it straight ahead. It’s still there? Like she’s teasing me. Why isn’t she on the sidewalk? Or disappearing into a back alley?
Justin had no time to fully analyze his situation. He felt something was wrong, but he had to continue the easy-looking chase. The scooter shot through the rest of the avenue, then returned to Ribera Road.
As Justin’s rattling van entered the same road, he realized his mistake.
Johnson had lured him into an ambush.
A black SUV backed up from a side alley, battering the van on the passenger’s side. The crash tossed Justin against the door. His head slammed against the window.
Before he could move, a volley of bullets from the SUV peppered the van. Luck was on his side as no bullets hit him, though plenty broke the windows and pierced the doors. Justin unbuckled his seat belt and threw his shoulder to the door. He hit the ground and rolled underneath a truck parked on the other side of the road.
More gunshots rang, thumping against the truck’s doors. Justin unholstered his pistol. He got to a crouching position behind the truck and took a peak at the SUV. A thick-built, young man was running toward him with a small submachine gun in his hands.
Justin aimed his pistol and fired a single shot. The bullet hit the man in the left thigh. He fell back for a second, but managed to stay on his feet. His submachine gun sprayed bullets, but they were off target. Justin slipped to the front of the truck, then raised his pistol again. This time the bullet found the man’s chest. The submachine gun flew out of his hands and fell next to his dead body on the road.
Only now Justin noticed the screams and the glares of bystanders. People got out of their stopped cars and stood on their balconies. A few were pointing at him. Others were looking to the left.
Justin stared in that direction. His eyes caught a glimpse of a red Vespa turning into a back alley. Now she really wants to get away. He tucked his pistol back into his shoulder holster and broke into a sprint.
Having no illusions he could keep up with the scooter, he cut through the nearest alley. He ran hard and fast, almost crashing a few times into pedestrians or vehicles. As he came to the other side of the building, the Vespa was nowhere in sight.
He took a moment to pause and think. Johnson had turned left, heading toward the marina. Her boat. Is she going there? Or is she tricking me? He had to make a fast decision. After drawing him into a trap, he decided Johnson was not returning to her yacht. But she was headed toward the marina.
Justin remembered the layout of that part of the city. The marina stretched for a few city blocks and Ribera Road ran parallel to the shore. She’s going for another yacht. Maybe a more powerful one. He remembered seeing a few one hundred-foot yachts anchored near the marina entrance. Yes, that must be her plan.
He began to run toward the marina. As he came to Ribera Road, he heard loud shouting coming from one of the marina piers. A woman’s voice was giving orders to a couple of men on a large yacht. She was threatening them with a pistol.
It was Johnson.
Justin hastened his pace, his feet hardly touching the ground.
Johnson turned her head around. She noticed him. A gunshot rang out. The front glass of a store in front of him exploded in a hail of sharp slivers. Justin fell behind a parked car. Two bullets banged against a wall, feet away from him.
Justin moved forward using parked cars as his cover. He glanced through the glass of one of them. The yacht was still there with the two men on board. Johnson was not on the pier.
“Where did she go? Where did she go?” Justin shouted at the men.
“She took the jet ski,” replied one of them.
He pointed to the right side of the yacht. The whine of a jet ski engine and the water spuming arch showed Justin his target’s location. Johnson had an advantage of about fifty yards.
Another jet ski was on a carrier tied to the pier.
“The keys,” Justin asked the men, “of that jet ski.”
One of them handed them over. Justin jumped on the carrier and pushed the jet ski into the water. He slipped the key in, punched the green start button, and pulled the throttle lever. The jet ski — a newer model Yamaha — jumped into action. Water spurted out of the back. Justin began to ride the waves.
His jet ski picked up speed, and the warm waters sprayed his face. Justin gripped the handles, his legs tight around the seat. He cranked up the engine, cutting through the gentle waves.
Johnson zipped over the surface of the water. She turned right, heading for a large catamaran sailing about a mile away from the shore. Justin fingered the throttle. The jet ski leaped forward, and Justin bounced on his seat.
Johnson must have noticed him trailing behind her. She slowed down and raised her right arm. Justin instinctively ducked on the jet ski, then made a sharp left turn. He clung to the handles as the jet ski almost tipped over.
If Johnson had fired a shot, she missed. Justin twisted on his seat, then pulled the throttle. The jet ski responded by climbing out of the whirlpool around him. He stared ahead.
Johnson was still waiting for him. Her right arm moved, but Justin did not feel the bite of the bullet. He leaned to the left, putting the jet ski between him and Johnson and eased on the throttle.
The water splashed his face and blinded him. He cleared his eyes with his left sleeve, which was also soaked.
Johnson was on the move.
Justin followed the line of foam trailing behind her jet ski. He steered clear of the waves formed by her, carving instead his own course, about six feet away from hers. His jet ski was leaping and bouncing as he kept his finger pressed on the throttle.
Johnson was almost at the large catamaran flying the Spanish flag. Justin kept his steady path, hoping to catch up to Johnson before she boarded the vessel and took hostages.
“C’mon, c’mon,” he shouted.
His finger hurt, the shape of the throttle lever cutting into his skin. The jet ski was going at its top speed, sixty miles per hour. His feet were planted hard on the jet ski’s rubber footwells, but the water had turned them slippery. He struggled to keep from falling off.
The rumble of Johnson’s jet ski died down. She was docking near the catamaran. A man appeared on the deck. Johnson was waving her arms, then pointed toward Justin. The man seemed to nod, then disappeared. A moment later, he tossed her a life ring. Johnson grabbed it, and the man began to pull her and the jet ski.
“No, no, no,” Justin shouted.
He was not sure if the man could hear him over the roar of his machine.
Johnson began to climb the ladder near the catamaran’s stern. As soon as she was on board, she turned toward Justin. She raised both arms in a shooting position. Justin eased his finger on the throttle and turned the handle just an inch. He plunged forward as the jet ski lost speed and responded to his command.
The first bullet struck the right side of the jet ski. Justin went for his pistol. Johnson recalibrated her aim and fired another shot. This one missed. Justin fired a quick burst. Johnson dove down. Justin waited for her to pop up, sweeping the entire side of the catamaran with his gun.
She stood up close to the bow. Justin fired a hurried shot and missed. Johnson fell back.
He gunned the engine and reached the catamaran. He put his left foot on the jet ski’s handles and leaped high. As he landed near the stern, a bullet bored a hole in a large cooler behind him, inches away from his shoulder.
Justin scurried for cover behind the cooler. He checked his gun. Locked and loaded. His shoulder was scrapped, probably by a sliver from the gunfire.
He crawled around the cooler and a few boxes, making his way to the other side of the catamaran.
“Justin,” he heard Johnson’s voice. “You relentless bastard. You never stop, do you?”
A gunshot punctuated her words. It came from the bridge deck cabin.
Justin moved closer to the cabin. He looked through one of the windows but could not see her. Her voice put her a few steps away on the port side. She must have just stepped out of the cabin.
“Justin, I know you can hear me, you coward.”
He resisted the urge to respond and give away his position. Instead, he stood up and took another quick peek through the window. He saw Johnson moving slowly on the walkway between the hull and the bridge deck cabin.
He waited until Johnson took another step. Her head came in full view of the window glass. She crossed through the doorway inside the galley and crouched low beside the stove.
“Drop the gun,” Justin shouted.
Johnson turned her head toward his voice and fired a quick shot. She missed. The bullet shattered the window. A sliver sliced through Justin’s left cheek, missing his eye by an inch. Blood gushed out of the wound.
He returned fire blindly through the window. A three-bullet burst. He smelled gas. A bullet must have pierced the stove’s propane tank.
“Gas leak,” he shouted. “Johnson, get out of there.”
Johnson stood up. Her gun was pointed at him.
Their eyes met for a second.
Justin hesitated, his finger on his pistol’s trigger.
“Drop the gun,” he shouted again.
“Or what? You’re going to kill me?”
Justin kept his eyes on Johnson.
Johnson blinked, then pulled the trigger.
The entire cabin exploded in a massive fireball. The blast threw Justin against the catamaran rail and overboard. He fell head first in the water six feet below.
The salt water flooded into his mouth. He was drowning, but his survival instinct kicked in. He pushed himself around and began to swim upwards, toward the surface. He came up above the water, almost out of breath. He spat and coughed, clearing his mouth and took a few deep breaths.
His face felt hot, very hot. The smell of smoke and burned flesh filled his nostrils. Floating debris from the explosion filled the water around him. Fire continued to eat away at the catamaran.
Justin began to swim toward the catamaran’s stern. He found it difficult to move his left arm, which slowed him down. His right leg also had developed a kink, right above the ankle. I must have injured it during the fall.
As he reached the stern, he clung to the ladder and struggled to climb up. Aboard the catamaran, it looked like a war zone. A pile of burning rubble stood in the place of the cabin. He saw a human leg sticking out from underneath the pile.
He heard water splashing on the other side. The man who had helped Johnson board the catamaran was struggling to stay above water.
“Help! Help!” he shouted.
Justin jumped into the water and swam fast to go to the man’s rescue.
“Relax, relax,” Justin said. “And breathe. I got you.”
The man’s head was bobbing in and out of the water.
“You’re gonna be OK. I got you.”
The man made eye contact with Justin and nodded. He stopped thrashing and began to dog paddle.
“I’m right behind you,” Justin said, approaching the man with caution. He was worried the drowning man would panic and drag them both under water. “Relax and swim. Yeah, like that.”
The man nodded. His head was staying above water, although he was breathing with difficulty.
Justin reached the man and placed his right arm under the man’s armpits. “Swim toward the boat. That way.”
A big wave covered them both. The man began to flail and kick. He slipped away from Justin’s arm and disappeared under water.
Justin dove in. He found the man three feet away and took hold of his arms, pulling him toward the surface. Once his head was above water, Justin let go.
The man spat out mouthfuls of water. He shouted and cried, beating his arms and kicking his feet.
Justin kept his distance, calling out to the man to calm down and swim.
Another wave splashed against them, but their heads stayed above water.
Justin drew near the man and attempted to rescue him again. The man was calmer this time. Justin locked his arms around the man’s body and slowly began to bring him toward the boat. The man almost slipped his grasp a couple of times, but Justin was able to hold on to him.
Five minutes later, Justin pulled the man aboard the catamaran. It took a big effort to climb each step of the ladder, but finally, they lay over the stern.
Justin leaned over the man still struggling with his breathing. His hair was singed, and his face and white shirt and shorts were blackened by the fiery explosion. Burnt marks marred his arms, and he was bleeding out of his left knee.
“How are you feeling?” Justin asked.
The man opened his eyes and looked around. He spat and coughed and spat again. “What… what happened here?” he asked between gasps.
“The cabin must have had the perfect mix of propane and oxygen. When she fired her pistol, a spark lit up the mixture.” Justin’s attention was glued to the human leg underneath the burning debris.
“I’ve… I called the police before the explosion,” the man said.
“I’ll call an ambulance and the firemen. We can still save your boat.” Justin gave him a tired look. “If there’s still a phone somewhere around here.”
The man’s breathing was calmer, more regular. He was going to make it.
Justin stood up and gazed at the shoreline. Then he walked over and looked at Johnson’s body buried under the rubble.
“I wish it ended differently,” was all he said.

Epilogue

Canadian Intelligence Service Headquarters, Ottawa, Canada
October 11, 6:30 p.m. local time
Justin was not sure if McClain had planned a scolding session about the gunfire in the famous Spanish tourist beach, the explosion aboard the catamaran, or both. He was bracing for a fierce lashing as he entered McClain’s office. The last time he was here, he got away with a light slap on the wrist. He feared he had played all his good cards with McClain.
He was surprised and pleased to find his boss in a cheerful mood. McClain invited him to sit on a comfortable chair across his large desk.
“You’re probably wondering about the Spanish investigation,” McClain said after they exchanged pleasantries. “You will be glad to hear they’ve decided to close the case.”
Justin nodded. The Spanish police had made him slightly nervous when they briefly arrested him, claiming they were going to keep him locked up until his trial. That was before they verified his credentials and his status as a Canadian diplomat.
“They chose to believe the version of self-defense,” McClain continued, his eyes focused on Justin’s face. “Though we both know it was far from it.”
“I’m not in the habit of shooting my bosses, former or current,” Justin replied, trying to lighten up the situation. “Well, unless they betray their country and unleash a horde of terrorists after me.”
McClain frowned. “The Spanish did us, well, you, a favor. These things can’t happen again on their soil. Unauthorized shootings and killings. I gave them my word. I’m not in the habit of breaking it.”
Justin nodded. “These will not happen again, sir,” he said, although they both knew he could not promise that would be the case.
“Was there another way to bring Johnson in?”
Justin hesitated. “Perhaps. But she left me with no options.” His voice turned low, his face grew dark. “I saw it in her eyes, just before the final shot. She knew what she was doing. She had decided she was not coming in alive. Even in her final act, she tried to kill us both.”
McClain nodded.
“She didn’t want a trial,” Justin continued, “the bad press, the shame, the humiliation of being convicted as a traitor. In this way, we have only allegations.”
“Yes. Her family and her friends will never learn the truth. But at least she’s no longer a threat. We’re no longer bleeding secrets to our enemies.”
Justin shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “Any intel she may have stolen and given to someone else?”
McClain shrugged. “Not as far as we know. But we can’t exclude the possibility.”
Justin bit his lip and did not say anything.
“What exactly happened to Nathan? In your report you said he was wounded and unable to take part in the chase.” McClain picked up a brown folder from his desk.
Justin smiled. “Yeah, didn’t want to embarrass him. Johnson’s bodyguard was waiting in our hotel suite. He knocked out Nathan when he realized he was not me. When he woke up, Nathan found himself handcuffed to his bed post.”
McClain flipped through the folder. “That’s nothing to be ashamed of. Falling into a trap happens to everyone.”
“Nathan thinks otherwise. He asked me to keep this out of the official report. He doesn’t want it on his record with the Service.”
“That’s fine by me.” McClain tossed the report back on the table. “And on the topic of things kept out of records and reports,” McClain said, “our friend at CIA has resigned for personal reasons.”
“Adams?”
McClain peered at Justin over his glasses. “You have other friends at CIA?”
“No, not really.”
“Mr. Adams resigned so he could spend more time with his family.”
“The same family he successfully ignored for the last twenty-five years?”
“Well, he’s on his third wife. Maybe he’ll make it work with this one. But don’t expect any gifts at the end of the year from CIA.”
“I didn’t get anything last year either. Did you?”
“Uh-uh. Nothing for Easter or Christmas. Seriously though, they’re quite pissed at our trick. They insisted we should have gone to them, and they would have handled the matter discreetly. Like they gave us intelligence about our traitor.”
“It was not the same. Adams was not our kind of traitor. He was still a part of the intelligence community, a vital part, but caved in to blackmail. He was doing everything to hide his mistakes at the expense of the US and her allies. Johnson wanted revenge. Adams wanted survival.”
McClain leaned back in his seat. “Survival which he got. CIA is not and will not admit anything. They’re sending Adams away to close this scandal.”
“I hope he truly goes away and doesn’t come back seeking revenge.”
“Yes, I hope not.”
McClain took a sip from his coffee mug. Justin had declined his offer to have someone bring him a drink.
“NYPD found the second man involved in the NY car bombing. He died in a shootout with police earlier today,” McClain said.
“I’m glad to hear that,” Justin replied.
“Have you heard from Carrie?” McClain asked. “She sent me an e-mail from Grozny, saying she was expecting some good news.”
“Yes. She came into some information about her father’s grave from one of the investigators she hired in Grozny. They’ve discovered some remains that could be her father’s. A witness testimony and some paperwork seems to indicate that much. She’s arranging for DNA tests.”
“I hope it’s a conclusive match. She needs closure.”
“Yeah. It would be good for her. Allow her to move forward with her life.”
“And Romanov?”
Justin tried to read McClain’s face. Unable to do so, he asked, “What about him?”
“Where do you two stand now?”
“We’re on good terms. He came through with information that helped us get rid of Adams. We’ve settled our differences.”
“That’s good. As much as I dislike saying this, we may need him, well, his influence, on another matter.”
McClain pulled open a drawer and retrieved a black folder.
“Is this it?” Justin asked.
“No, this is your next assignment. Unrelated to Romanov or this previous mission.”
“How urgent is it?”
“Utmost.”
“Where is it?”
“Somewhere hot, very hot.”
“When do I need to leave?”
“Right away.”
“Alone?”
“Yes.”
Justin smiled. “I’m ready,” he said and reached over for the file with his new assignment.
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