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And when the Lamb opened the second seal, I heard the second living creature say, “Come!” Then another horse went forth. It was bright red, and its rider was granted permission to take peace from the earth and to make men slay one another. And he was given a great sword.




Revelation 6:3-4







  Prologue



April 26th, 1945.
Deputy Mayor’s Office. Leipzig, Germany.




US Army intelligence officer Wes Helms ran a finger down the edge of the manila folder to sharpen the crease. He opened it up, revealing the first page of his “Operation Paperclip” file. An operation run by the Office of Strategic Services, or OSS. His top target had been Dr Wernher Reisser, the head of the secret Nazi weapons programmes. Doctor Reisser had been overseeing some of Germany’s biggest technological breakthroughs, including the design and build of the V2 rockets that had been terrorising citizens in London since the beginning of the year.

The Western Allies’ intelligence agencies had all been tracking Hitler’s secret programmes since the beginning of the war. Now the war was almost over, and the race was on to secure these valuable Nazi assets, but also a record of the personnel involved. Helms was determined that it would be the US that got the booty.

Helms had arrived in Nordhausen a few weeks earlier, just after the US 3rd Armored Division and 104th Infantry Division had liberated the city. They had also found the horrors of the Boelcke Kaserne work camp, which had made more than one soldier retch from the conditions discovered there.

Thousands of workers, Polish, French, Slavic and many others had been forced to work on the V2 programme. The US soldiers found piles of bodies when they arrived, too many to count, and only a handful of survivors.

Helms had been given a quick tour by a Major. Although the scenes initially repulsed him, he felt impressed by the German efficiency of the operation. After, he inspected the V2 facilities and began overseeing the US army as they prepared to take the remaining rocket parts and equipment back to the States. The information from the top Nazi rocket scientist Dr Von Braun led them to a mine shaft where they found related documents for the project.

They had to move fast as the area was due to become part of the Russian zone, and those in the know of Operation Paperclip intended to leave as little as possible for the Russians.

Now, Helms had been lured to Leipzig following in the slipstream of the US advance. The news came that one of his top targets, Wernher Reisser, was there to escape the Soviets and had given himself up to the Americans.

A guard brought in Reisser, a tall, lean man with a gaunt look as though the skin had been stretched over his skull, and he looked much older than his thirty-two years.

“Dr Reisser, please sit down.”

The man did so, nervously adjusting his grey cloth suit and settling into the chair. Inexpensive attire thought Helms. A suit that perhaps a low-level official might wear. This was a man hoping to keep a low profile. It was not a great time to be a Nazi, after all.

“We’ve verified who you are finally,” said Helms with a thin smile, looking up from Reisser’s identification papers. “Let me begin with a question. Are you happy to be on our side of the line, or would you have preferred to be talking to the Russians?”

Reisser barely suppressed a chortle, waving a dismissive hand.

“I hope you don’t think I would ever have any desire to work for Stalin? If that’s what you’re implying, then you’re well wide of the mark.”

Helms leaned back and smiled again more genuine this time.

“Just asking the question. I’m interested.”

Helms pushed over his pack of Lucky Strikes that Reisser had been glancing at and gestured for him to help himself.

“We should have joined forces and fought the Russians,” said Reisser, lighting up and inhaling with satisfaction. “Germany always wanted to seek peace with the West. Hitler told me that when I received the Knight’s Cross in Berlin. Churchill didn’t want to know. But the Fuhrer always thought it was possible.”

Reisser paused and added, “Stalin is your real enemy, Mr Helms. The Russians are your enemy now.”

“Did you hear? The US 1st met and shook hands with the Red Army at the Elbe yesterday,” he said with satisfaction.

Reisser pursed his lips slightly. “Yes, I overheard the guards mention it. Trust me, that’s a friendship that will be short-lived.”

Helms sighed and picked up the phone.

“Private, can you get more coffee in here?”

He replaced the receiver and focused on the files again.

“The Red Army will soon have control of this area. Is there anything else you can give us, Doctor? Before it all falls into Stalin’s hands?” Helms asked.

Reisser considered the question for a moment. “The bases still have a lot of equipment. The documents on how to use that equipment and the rest of the personnel are another matter. I would like assurances.”

Helms jotted down a note on the file.

“We want to have everything, Dr Reisser. This is not a negotiation.”

Reisser leaned back, unbuttoning his suit, and grinned.

“Yes, there is something. Something that your intelligence and Government have little idea about, and I’m not talking about the V2 project. This is something different.” He looked at Helms. “Again, I would like assurances.”

“You realise high-level Nazis are going to be hung after their trials. There was another concentration camp found this week. The world is appalled and horrified at the Nazi regime.”

“I know nothing about that,” Reisser said quickly.

“Maybe so, but that hardly gives you much to bargain with.”

Reisser glared at Helms.

“Do you want the programme? Do you want the superior German technology and expertise that will take the American war machine to the next level? That is the question you should be concerned with, Colonel Helms.”

Helms leaned back in his chair and stared out of the window across the ghostly bombed-out shells of buildings. Leipzig had taken the brunt of repeated Allied bombing campaigns in the previous months before the US army entered the city, leaving it a virtual wasteland. The suicide rate across Germany had spiralled out of control as the inevitable collapse of the Nazi regime came to a head.

Helms stroked the wooden desk. Indeed, the Major, who had been the former resident of this very room, had killed himself in it only days before.

There was a rapid knock at the door, and an orderly brought in a tin jug of coffee before leaving.

Helms offered another cigarette, lit them and then poured coffee for them both.

“It’s not the best coffee but all we could find around here,” he said.

Helms took a gulp and took a pull on the Lucky Strike.

“I can arrange your safe passage, Reisser, and new identity and accommodations. I have the authority to do almost anything I please. So, tell me about your secrets.”

Reisser smiled, tilting his head slightly at Helms.

“Very well, where are your maps of the country?”




***




The Sergeant came into the major’s office with the rolled-up maps and handed them over to Helms. “Get me, Captain Richards. Ask him to come here immediately,” ordered Helms.

The Sergeant saluted. “Yes, Sir!”

Helms stood up and unrolled the first map and flattened it on the large oak desk, helped by Reisser, who focused his eyes on the Sowie mountain region in Southern Germany near the border with the Czech Republic.

He pointed a bony finger at the map.

“This area here,” Reisser said, circling an area in Southern Germany near the Czechoslovakian border, “there is a vast network of underground bases and factories that have been working on the Fuhrer’s most secret projects. Which, of course, I was in charge of until three days ago.”

“There are over two hundred thousand square metres of tunnels, sixty kilometres of roads, bridges and one hundred kilometres of pipeline,” he continued.

“Built under the mountains?” asked Helms.

“Yes, and there are others in Germany, but I don’t know the exact locations. My orders were to help construct and run the entire ‘Riese.’”

“Riese?”

“It means ‘Giant.’ The name for the whole complex.”

“Is it completed?”

Reisser shook his head. “No. There are countless tunnels, and some areas are unfinished. Some have caved in.”

Helms rubbed his short greying curly hair and leaned over the map.

“I want to see it or at least get an idea, a taste of it. What was the situation there when you left?”

“The whole complex was under the command of an SS unit. They guarded all of them, but they were pulling out at the same time I was leaving so I believe them to be empty.”

He paused before continuing. “But I cannot discount that there might still be some SS or even WerWolf units in the area.”

Helms nodded. He knew all about the WerWolf SS divisions. A force of fanatics, well-armed and highly trained, who were ready to cause chaos even after the defeat of Germany. But recently, there had been no clear evidence they were any real threat. His real worry was the approaching Russians. They weren’t that far away, and he would need to move fast before the whole area was overrun.

He couldn’t forget his primary mission, the V2 programme in Noshausan. Someone else could handle that, he thought. He knew plenty of competent and trusted Colonels in the US Army in that area who were more than capable of carrying off all the equipment and documents.

“So, these facilities have been abandoned by the SS? Then they should be empty?”

“As I said, that is what I saw at Książ Castle with my own eyes. Everyone was pulling out, and as far as I’m aware, it was the same for the whole area.”

“Thank you, Doctor. You can return to your quarters. But be ready for a little trip.”

Reisser went to leave.

“And Doctor,” Helms added. Reisser turned around to face him.

“If you’re not truthful with me, I’ll personally shoot you in the back of the head.”




***




Two German army trucks emblazoned with Red Cross insignia followed a winding forest road set deep in lower Silesia. Tall canopies of fir trees obstructed the blue sky. Helms and Reisser were sitting in the front of the second truck. The very best soldiers had been picked from the 272 Regiment of the 69th Infantry Division, who had helped take Leipzig only days before. All of them wore civilian clothing but were heavily armed. They also had brought along an army photographer to record anything of interest.

Everyone had been briefed that this was a covert operation. If they were captured in that area by Germans, Russians or Polish alike, they would almost certainly be treated as spies. Wearing US army uniforms would be hard to explain to Soviet troops so far from the Allied lines. It was a tense time between the Allies as the defeat of Germany grew closer.

Helms had complete authority and decided to keep the operation low-key, making them all wear civilian clothing but with army-issued kit and weapons.

Leipzig airfield, now occupied by the 60th Armored Infantry Battalion, had mostly been bombed by the Allied forces or burned out by the retreating Germans. Helms was looking at the option of having to drive the 270 km or give up the idea of trying to get to see project “Riese” altogether. However, a few calls to military command and he was able to get the use of a C-47 Skytrain, a widely used US transport plane flown down from Nuremberg. The high importance of this mission in the eyes of the US Government gave him plenty of clout.

Helms placed Colonel Wilson in charge of military planning to be based in Leipzig.

After five kilometres, the forest began to thin out and opened up into a plateau of grassy meadows; the grey mounds of the Owl Mountains dominated the horizon to their left.

Helms took out a silver box of cigarettes and offered one to Reisser.

“Beautiful views, aren’t they?” Reisser said.

“Absolutely. Shame they’re going to be in Russian hands soon.”

Reisser looked at him with a frown, pausing the lighting of his cigarette.

“Are the Americans not going to advance any further?”

“They’ll be no American occupation of the lower Silesia. According to the ‘occupation directive 1067’, the US army will be required to withdraw back to pre-defined lines and hand the area over to the Soviets. The top priority is getting as much information about the V2 programme in Nordhausen and whatever you’re showing me now. These territories are soon to be in Soviet control.”

Reisser lit his cigarette at last and blew a column of smoke into the passing wind.

“We’d better hurry then.”

After another hour’s drive Reisser directed the convoy towards the Owl mountains that dominated the skyline, and the vehicles slowly made their way upwards on a track surrounded by woodland.

“The Sorna complex is ten kilometres ahead. I suggest we be careful from this point on,” Reisser said. Helms nodded and leaned forward to ask the driver to pull over. He beeped his horn three times and stopped. The truck ahead came to a halt a few metres ahead. Helms walked up and spoke briefly to the Captain in the front, who then got out and banged on the side.

“Take a break,” he shouted to the soldiers inside.

A column of relieved US marines clambered out to smoke and stretch their legs. A couple ran into the woods to relieve themselves. Reisser joined the captain and Helms as they stood behind the truck.

“Captain Richards. Reisser tells us the complex is ten kilometres up this road.”

Helms looked to Reisser, indicating him to elaborate.

“Originally, it was guarded by the SS units. I honestly do not know if there are any still around.”

The captain, a heavyset man with rugged features, looked from Reisser to Helms, concern creasing his face.

“You didn’t mention taking on any SS units—Sir.”

“They shouldn’t be there. I’m certain there were orders for them to pull out at least a month ago. At least that’s what I heard,” Reisser said.

“But you’re not certain?” asked the Captain.

Dr Reisser shook his head.

The Captain sighed and looked around at his men. “Great,” he muttered.

Helms took the Captain aside.

“Captain. This is of the highest priority to the US Army and Washington. Do you understand?” Helms, despite his shorter height, fixed the Captain with a furrowed stare.

“Yes, Sir. I just like to know what we’re up against.”

The US vehicles moved closer to the compound and, on finding no resistance, pulled off the road once again. Two groups of three soldiers made their way on foot through the trees towards a round pill box set on a hill just ahead of them. They crawled around it, and two gave the signal to the others that it was empty.

Ahead was a clearing, with a large cave-like entrance, ten metres high and just as wide, set into the side of the mountain. Two more German pillboxes stood on either side. Cautiously, the two groups of marines approached. When they were certain the entrance area was free of the enemy, they signalled Reisser, Helms and the rest of the convoy to drive up.

The groups of figures entered the cave-like entrance, finding it still lit by a series of lights by cables attached to the stone walls and followed the tunnel along for around twenty metres. The man-made structure was formidable. They passed abandoned MG42 machine gun posts and other defences before the area opened up into a high archway of reinforced steel and concrete that reached up into the darkness.

They continued walking through the elaborate, tunnelled complex that never seemed to end. Finally, they came to a long platform built from concrete and set into the side of the rock with rails running along into another tunnel ahead of them.

“How big is this place?” asked the captain.

“About thirty-five square kilometres, in total. It connects to a vast network of tunnels and areas, living quarters, and communications. There are also around five more levels below us, but much more was planned.”

“And the exact purpose?” asked Helms.

“It was set up to serve many different functions. Advanced weapons research, a possible hiding place for top officials and other experimental programmes.”

They moved along a new set of tunnels that were square with thick power cables, around a foot in width, running along the walls.

“This looks like enough power to run a city,” said Helms, catching a glimpse of the German smiling in the little light.

“The power station is ahead,” Reisser said.

They reached a set of steel doors that opened up into a vast industrial space, lit by spotlights around the stark walls. Helms looked up in amazement. It looked to him as if the height of the space could be as high as the Washington Monument. Several cranes hung overhead, still and silent, their claws hanging like dead hands in a state of rigor mortis. Away to their right side, a train track disappeared into another dark tunnel mouth. Above them, an arched ceiling, around three hundred metres high, stretched into what seemed like a deathly black sky. Pulleys hung loosely from rails that crisscrossed overhead.

Helms could only imagine the activity that would have happened here. Probably only weeks or days before. Now, it was akin to a ghost town. Abandoned and discarded.

In the central area, a circular silo constructed from steel reached up into the roof; the curved metal disappeared into the rock above them.

All around them were massive machines, engines from aircraft, and parts from what looked to Helms like rockets. Helms recognised an aircraft engine, although it was like nothing he had seen before.

“Jesus,” Helms muttered, looking around in amazement. “What is this? A manufacturing plant?”

“This is the central testing area and the construction site for advanced military prototypes. Just one of the Reich’s top-secret projects,” replied Reisser. Helms could detect a hint of pride in his tone as the German strolled ahead, waving an arm across the floor.

“The track is for bringing in heavy materials from the Eastern side of the mountains. The engine is part of the new Luftwaffe aircraft,” Reisser hesitated and corrected himself, “—was—for a new Messerschmitt; the 163. It’s rocket-powered.”

“Rocket-powered?” Helms had walked over to it, rubbing his hand over the smooth steel.

“Yes, indeed, like the V2s. Capable of reaching one thousand kilometres per hour. All work on the 262 engine systems took place here. I dare say if the Allies had delayed the invasion, even by a few months, you might have been looking at a different outcome of the war.”

Helms gave a short laugh. “You sound disappointed.”

Reisser sighed. “Only in that the capabilities of all this might not be realised.”

“I wouldn’t worry about that, Doctor.”

Helms turned to the soldiers who had taken up positions around the space.

“Where’s the photographer?”

One of the soldiers jogged across and saluted Helms.

“Private Damato, Sir.”

The private then gestured to the photographer and pointed at the engine. “Get shooting, some pictures—get everything!”

The photographer quickly walked across. “Yes, sir!” He adjusted his large camera, and a simultaneous series of clicks and eruptions of light echoed at their backs.

Reisser turned and threw both arms into the air at the strange black circular silo that stood in the centre of the space as if worshipping a great god. “And this! This is a testing space for ‘anti-gravity propulsion.’ If we’d had a few more years, well, the mind can only imagine.”

Helms joined Reisser at his side, looking up at the sleek tube.

“What do you mean by that?”

Reisser paused, savouring the moment.

“This was for creating a place or machine that is free from the force of gravity. Can you imagine? But this is a whole other project. The last device was taken away months ago.”

Helms nodded, clearly impressed as he took it all in, if not fully understanding what he was looking at. He felt excitement rising within himself like a child discovering a fantastic new box of toys. Toys no other kid had access to or had seen. The significance of what this German engineer was showing him almost made him tremble. What it could mean; Helms was almost shaking at the thought of a million possibilities. This was gold in the real sense of the word.

“Did you have much success?”

“It was close—with more time—perhaps—?”

“You have the details of all these projects?” asked Helms.

“I can get some of the project documents, certainly,” Reisser replied.

“Good. And it was you who designed and built this facility? The architect?”

Reisser smiled. “That’s right.”

Helms nodded. A faint whisper of an idea, a vision forming.

“This way!” Reisser walked across the train track towards a set of double steel doors tucked away in the far wall.

“Something else you might be interested in…” he added, pushing open the doors.

Helms followed, the camera flashing behind him. The other soldiers had split up and moved cautiously to the other tunnels and doorways that made up the maze they were in, keeping alert.

Reisser flicked on some lights inside the room and turned to Helms, who saw a line of six dummies covered in a dark leathery material and heavy vests covering the chest area. The room was long.

“A shooting range,” Reisser said, answering his unasked question. “But the material on the dummies is prototype bullet-resistant material, up to 8mm for certain.”

They walked up to the dummies, and Helms felt material, nodding slowly.

“A stronger than steel fibre,” Reisser added. Helms turned his head. “Private Damato!”

The private and the photographer came into the room and breezed up to them.

“Get this lot,” ordered Helms with a sweep of his hand.

“Alright. What else have we got time for?” Helms asked, turning to Reisser.

They walked back into the main area, Reisser leading them across the far side of the space to a larger tunnel than they had entered. Their shadows moved with them, arching across the walls and pipes that spanned across the ceiling and arrived at another set of large doors that lay half open, leading to another tunnel.

They were at the beginning of a train track that stretched out ahead of them.

Their footsteps echoed through the tunnel as water streamed down the walls and dripped from the ceiling, collecting around in pools on the ground.

The soldiers stayed alert, uttering commands to each other. Two men stayed back behind Helms and Reisser, covering their rear while the others and Captain Richards formed the core central group. Up ahead, two marines led the way.

“What is up here, Doctor?”

Reisser sighed, looking around behind him.

“You’ll see.”

They followed the curve of the tunnel that ended abruptly with a concrete wall. Set in the wall was a steel door, slightly ajar.

“Rogers, take a look. Be cautious,” ordered the Captain. He nodded his head at two other marines who took position on either side of the door. One of the men swung open the door quickly. Private Rodgers moved into space, weapon raised.

The other two followed him in, in combat-ready mode.

After a few minutes, Rodgers came out and walked up to Captain Richards, Helms and Reisser as they stood away from the door.

“You better come and see this,” he said, his eyes wide with shock.

The three men followed Rodgers through the door into another big space. A strong smell of decomposition hit the back of their throats, and they all immediately put their hands covering their mouths. Inside, the light was dimmer than the tunnels, but there were enough striped lights to see the cages. Rows and rows of them spread out across the room like blocks in a city.

Rodgers and the other soldiers were standing around with handkerchiefs tied over their faces.

“Flashlight?” ordered Richards.

One of the men produced one from his backpack.

Helms grabbed it and pointed the light at the nearest cage. Dead children. No older than five or six. Five of them.

He looked closer.

All shot in the head.

He moved along the row and saw the same thing.

“What the hell?” someone gasped.

Helms had seen the reports of concentration camps that were being unearthed across Europe, but why would they keep their victims down here?

He continued walking. Behind him, someone had produced more torchlights and was checking the other rows in the grid.

“Hey, over here!” One of the marines. “We got some live ones.”

Helms and the others who had spread out converged on the spot.

When he got there, Helms looked down at the faces of two boys staring up at him.

Dirty faces.

Dead eyes as if any life had been squeezed out of them like pips from a lemon.

They stared at the soldiers, some covering their eyes at the light. Their cage had dirty blankets spread over the floor, and the children were virtually naked apart from dirty pyjama bottoms.

Next to the cage was a clipboard resting in a wooden holder. Helms picked it up and held a torch to it. He scanned down a column of three-digit numbers with information written next to each name.

“Sir?”

Helms looked up. Captain Richards was staring at him.

“Yes?” Helms replied.

“The children… shall we get them out of there? Give them water?”

Helms looked down at the children, the subjects.

“Yes,” he said finally. “We’ll need them.”

His eyes immediately fell back on the clipboard and the subject information. Columns of three-digit numbers and other information that looked coded. He flipped through pages of information that he didn’t yet understand, yet something told him it was important.

Richards turned to the private.

“Give ’em some water, for Christ’s sake,” he ordered.

One of the soldiers forced open the cage door and bent down on his knees.

“Hey, don’t be afraid. Don’t be afraid—” he said to one of the children.

He offered his water bottle to a boy who stared back vacantly.

“Look, it’s OK, kid.” The private took a sip of the water showing it was safe, and handed it through the gap. The child took a long look at the water bottle and slowly took it from the soldier.

Helms took Reisser aside, and they walked away from the other men.

“What is this place, and what has been going on?”

Reisser stared off into the distance.

“A unique programme. It started with Josef Mengele’s human experiments programme. However, this is a step further to physiological control. To control young minds, mould them to the Fuhrer’s will and use them as exceptional killers or servants for the regime.”

Helms stared at Reisser.

“Mind control?”

“Yes, mind control. Years of work. It started long before the war.”

Helms nodded slowly.

“Do you know where Mengele is now?” he asked. Reisser shook his head.

“No, I don’t. He was based at the Auschwitz camp, but I doubt he will be there now.”

Helms knew the Soviets had liberated the camp back in January. He was either long gone or in Russian hands.

Helms turned and walked over to the Captain. The men were helping the children out of the cage and giving them water and rations.

“Captain. We’ve been here long enough. I cannot risk our capture. Gather up all the clipboards.”

“Yes sir,” Richards replied. “The children? Sir?”

Helms looked down and noticed three numbers tattooed into one of the boy’s arms; 192. He looked back at the clipboard. The number was there in the column, along with ten others.

His eyes, somehow lacking pity but full of intrigue, fell on the boys who were looking back at him.

“Yes, bring them too.”
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04:36 AM, Present day.
Tehran, Iran.




Haleema slowly opened her eyes as the familiar calls of the dawn Fajr prayer drifted through her bedroom window. The haunting call had been her alarm clock ever since she had moved to the apartment five years before. Through the slatted blinds, the light from the street lamps six storeys below gave the room a yellow tinge.

She hadn’t been able to get the images out of her head and was sure they had played in her dreams, although she couldn’t remember clearly.

Grainy silent video footage of the young Mexican boy, not even in his teens, stepping into the building and proceeding to shoot anyone that got in his way, starting with the security guard. The way the boy carried himself with purpose was calm and efficient. He was chillingly accurate with the targets as if he had been training for years.

There seemed a desperate determination to perform in his mannerisms as if something personal was at stake as he jumped the turnstile at the security desk. He then cornered the chief executive of Cryostone, Harold Walters, as he desperately rapped the elevator button.

The boy reached the elevator doors and pointed his weapon inside.

How many shots did he fire?

She wondered who else had been inside. Who had died that day? The camera angle didn’t show it, just the report from the young man’s firearm, pumping bullets mercilessly into unseen victims.

Walters, she found out, had been killed. She had pulled the small news item up on a local Colorado website. Having searched using Goya, the global search engine, she found nothing. 

She lay in bed replaying the scene in her head for a moment longer. Without much enthusiasm, she sat up, swung her feet to the ground and padded over to the bathroom, the Fajr prayers following her across the open-plan studio. She showered and dried her short black hair in the mirror, looking at herself with brown eyes set against pale skin. Haleema thought herself striking but not beautiful, with an almost boyish look.

Twenty minutes later, she was sitting in front of her 40-inch screen, logging onto Icarus via the VPN. She watched the video again. The motion of death taking place in silence, the time ticking by on the bottom left.

Five times.

He had fired five times.

She dropped the video file link into a private message to Nightowl and typed out an accompanying note:

Something I think you’ll be interested in. I found it while at work. Haven’t had much time to research all the details but let me know if you want me to dig.

Sirus

Haleema then encrypted the message itself and hit send.
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6.10 PM
Natanz Uranium enrichment plant, Iran.




Ostad Karim Sheraz checked his clipboard papers one more time, making sure his tasks were all ticked off before he left for his long-awaited week’s break. Errors were not tolerated in the delicate world of Iranian nuclear physics, and he desperately wanted to have time with the family without worrying about his job and whether something had been missed. He moved slowly along the walkway that led to the main reactor control room, carefully checking for any red lights that might indicate any problems in the system flow paths. He was happy to see only a line of green ones.

The procedures were a lot more stringent following the Stuxnet attack in 2007. The virus, almost certainly created by the US or Israel, had somehow found its way into the facility, which had no external internet connection. Karim and many others knew it was most probably through a third-party software supplier to the plant who had no doubt acted as an unwitting trojan horse. 

That virus had destroyed around a thousand fuel-refining centrifuges that had to be quickly replaced. The attack had severely slowed down Iran’s nuclear programme, but it had not completely killed it.

One of the control room operators waved a hand from behind the glass that led to the exit and disappeared around the corner. Karim looked around, rechecking the list, making sure the many field operators that took care of the plant maintenance were on top of their tasks. Finally satisfied that everything was covered, Karim headed to the senior supervisor’s office, where Garshasp Shah, the senior technical manager, rifled through an old filing cabinet.

“Garshasp! You old devil, unless there’s anything else, I think it’s time for me to drive into the sunset and leave this hole,” said Karim, flashing him a cheeky grin.

Garshasp pulled out a paper folder and tossed it casually onto the desk as he snorted a laugh.

“No, Karim. I think you’re safe to take off in that old donkey cart of a car you drive.”

“At least that donkey cart will get me away from this place,” Karim said with mock satisfaction as he removed his white coat and hung it along with the others.

“So, everything has been powered down until I’m back. Just make sure that the temperature stays level.”

Garshasp nodded. “Don’t worry; you have a good time. What are you planning to do?”

Karim shrugged as he headed for the door. “See my wife. Perhaps my sons will be around. Hopefully, I can work on the olive and fruit groves. I still need to finish a wall to keep the goats out. Catch up with friends at the square and browse the markets. You know, just relax and forget about this place!”

He held up his arm as he left. “See you next week, Garshasp.”

“See you, Karim. Don’t work too hard.”

Karim took the stairs instead of the oversized lift. He was fast approaching fifty and felt it. Climbing the rusting stairwell to the ground level was probably the only exercise he did anymore. Whether any of his sons or Haleema would bother to visit was another question, but at least he didn’t have to work at the facility. He silently thanked Allah, pulling out his security swipe card. The body scanner bleeped as usual as Karim walked through and picked up his wallet and keys from the X-ray carousel.

“Good evening Mr Sheraz,” said a young security man who was checking a screen on the other side. Karim nodded and stepped out into the bracing night air and glanced briefly at the vast Karkas mountain chain that rose almost four thousand metres beyond the facility walls.

He walked over to his modest blue Peugeot 206, climbed inside and rubbed his hands briefly before starting up the engine.

Karim drove along a small road, past a row of sand-coloured buildings, and pulled up at the security box. Behind it stood a thirty-metre-high electric fence that surrounded the facility with guard towers dotted along the line. The guard sitting inside glanced at his card, and the barrier lifted up automatically to let him through onto a lone road. After a few metres, he passed through another ring of security and then turned west for the long drive home, the Karkas mountains filling the view in his rear mirror.

Glancing at his watch, Karim mentally prepared for a long stretch behind the wheel. Getting home to Shiraz was too far to drive in one go, so he usually stopped at a little hotel for the night. It was a few hours’ drive, and then he would set off early in the morning and hopefully be back in time for a tasty evening meal. One of the hardest parts of his job was being away from his wife and family. He missed them all, but he needed to put food on their table. A few more years and the family debts would be paid off, and he could consider retiring for good. 

Working and living in the secret nuclear facility for extended periods of time was beginning to take its toll on the ageing scientist. It was too far from his hometown, and pressure from the Iranian authorities had been intensifying by the week. His passion for science had long since evaporated, and now he just thought about his groves of olives and oranges that he tenderly cultivated. It was nothing much, just a way to spend time, to escape.

Karim headed across the barren landscape, passing through small villages and towns as the sky on the horizon faded from an intense pinkish hue to a darkened purple and then blackness fell. Karim fiddled with the radio dial. The melodic sound of the Santoor filled the car. He listened to a Persian music station for an hour before changing over to the official Iranian news. Of course, he didn’t take every word as gospel, but part of him worried deep down about his future and what was happening in his country.

Reports told of Iranian revolutionary guards fighting another UIS insurgency in Jiroft and Sirjan. That was getting closer and closer to Shiraz, thought Karim, turning up the volume. The news anchor finished by stating victory in Jiroft was imminent. Karim scoffed at the idea that there had been some easy victory. Propaganda. No doubt it was the reverse. The news finished, and he turned off the radio.

As he approached the outskirts of Najafabad, his stop-off town, Karim sighed as a farmer with a herd of sheep blocked the road, crossing from one side to another. Slowing down to a standstill, Karim tapped the horn. The old man held up his stick, acknowledging him, but the sheep did not move any faster.

Perhaps getting to the hotel before midnight was too ambitious.

He noticed a black Toyota pickup appearing in the rearview mirror on the shimmering crest of the hill behind him. His thoughts drifted as he waited for the sheep to clear the road. His sons were seemingly getting more radical in their thinking and outspoken about the government. They should keep their views to themselves, or they’d end up in one of the secret police prisons where no one ever got to leave. And Haleema. So smart and making use of her skills with technology. He hoped he could see them all soon. It had been so long.

The sheep were finally all across, and Karim moved off again, noting the vehicle behind looked brand new, which was unusual in these parts. Ahead, the first buildings of Najafabad; concrete boxes, whitewashed and appearing pinkish in the evening light. The dying sun jettisoned long shadows across the street, and locals went about their business, shutting up market stalls and talking amongst themselves. A group of men hung around a makeshift table at a tea stand, smoking and talking. A woman in a full burqa looked at him with bright green eyes and then quickly turned away as he slowed to make the turn for his hotel.

Karim had a strange, uneasy feeling yet couldn’t grasp what his senses were telling him.

As he pulled into the narrow road, he immediately hit the brakes, swearing under his breath at the sight of a van blocking the road. Karim honked the horn and drummed his fingers on the steering wheel for a few moments. Further down the street on the corner was the hotel car park. Deciding it would be quicker to drive around the block, he put the gearstick into reverse. Turning his head, he saw the new Toyota pickup pulling up and boxing him in. Immediately he realised it was a trap, even before the gunmen appeared out of the Toyota.

Panicking, he slammed onto the gas pedal, and his car lurched back towards the gunmen, who were running towards him, scarves covering their faces, weapons drawn.

A shadow appeared in the side mirror.

He shouted out and recoiled as the window smashed, covering him with shards of glass.

A hand reached in and turned off his engine, disappearing as quickly with the keys. The door opened, and he felt intense pressure on his temple.

A gun.

“Slowly get out of the car,” said a deep voice with calm confidence.

Karim felt his palms covered in sweat. His eyes were wide with fear. He looked to the side of his assailant and noticed an ammunition belt on the man’s waist. Karim froze; his muscles wouldn’t function.

Were they secret police? Who else could it be?

“Out!” The voice was louder, and before he could respond, a hand grabbed his shoulder, wrenching him from the car. There was a sudden blast of pain behind his head, and his vision tunnelled.

In a split second, his world darkened.
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Secret location, Tehran, Iran.


Haleema Sheraz tapped the keyboard function to kill the screen, swung around in her chair and stood up, yawning. She looked down at the row of desks where her colleagues all focused on their screens, working on their various tasks. Some chose to sit on bean bags in the corner with their laptops or lounge in a hammock that had been set up across one of the spaces.

The election had been the main topic of conversation. The news had just come through that the ruling party had won outright. The progressive opposition leader, Mehdi Yazdi, had not been heard from since.

Of course, it was no secret that he never had a chance of winning. It just would not be allowed. It was no surprise to Haleema, and as the conversation and murmurs died down, everyone focused on their work.

The Cyber Army was not officially part of the Iranian Government, but everyone who worked there knew where the funding came from. It comprised a group of IT specialists and professional hackers. Their primary task was simply to wage cyber warfare against the West’s governments and corporations and hack “enemy sites”.

Her particular project was a malware exploit virus that was near completion. She had been tasked with focusing on hacking into corporations working within the military-industrial complex in the United States.

The Iranian authorities had been pressuring her bosses to get results faster, as if hacking and decrypting was just something you needed to “sweat over”, and then it would happen. Their work was so complicated the mullahs would hardly comprehend it. Haleema smiled to herself as she logged off, imagining the looks on their faces as she explained it was “over their heads”.

It was home time, and she needed a change of scene; the long hours staring at the monitors took their toll. As she grabbed her handbag and said goodbye to a few remaining colleagues, her eyes briefly passed across the stencilled image of the supreme leader, Ali Khamenei, that dominated the wall. 

Her friend Ko looked up from his laptop and gave her a wave. To look at him anyone would think he was another one of those affluent kids from Elahieh, but he was one of the best code-breakers she knew.

She had endured a difficult few years since returning to Iran following her studies in England. Fitting back into Iranian society, with its rigid morality laws and demand for absolute service to the state, had been difficult, to say the least. Yet through her programming skills, she had come to the attention of her current employers. To do what she loved doing and get paid, she lowered her expectations after university and became a hacker, indirectly for the government.

The stuffy, windowless bunkered office, set on the basement floors of the Ministry, was a relief to escape from. Haleema buttoned up her dark green manteaux, adjusted her hijab and breathed in the night air. She glanced at
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