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The Story

 

An eye for an eye ... it's Mossad's way...

 

After a clandestine Canadian Intelligence Service operations team is ambushed in Syria, Justin Hall, a rogue CIS operative, is offered a next-to-impossible mission in exchange for his return to the agency ... find the man responsible. Carrie, Justin's trusted partner, volunteers for the operation, willing to do everything to bring home the former love of her life. 

 

However, because of failed promises, Justin finds himself in the crosshairs of Mossad that forces him to run an operation deemed too dangerous for its own agents…

 

As Justin and Carrie begin to prepare for both operations, they have to rely on smugglers and an Iranian nuclear scientist as shady allies. When a dramatic turn of events in Tehran leaves Justin and Carrie in the worst firefight of their lives, they have to find a way to escape not only the bullets, but the quagmire of lies and deception that is threatening to swallow them for good.

 

And, if they can escape the lion's den, they still have to face their original target: a relentless man who will stop at nothing…
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Chapter One

 

 

Five miles west of Ras Diyab, northern Syria

 

Damion flinched in disbelief as another high-caliber anti-material bullet pierced the side of the armored Jeep, leaving behind a fist-sized hole. Metallic slivers flew all around him. A couple struck the side of his helmet. Damion kept his head down, burying his body deeper into the sand groove by the Jeep’s front wheels.

His team was pinned down when it entered a small compound held by Islamic State in Iraq and Syria, or ISIS, affiliated militants. The intelligence gathered by local contacts of the Canadian Intelligence Service, or CIS, had estimated the ISIS fighters as a couple of dozen, armed with only assault weapons, machine guns, and old Russian-made rocket-propelled grenades. The run-of-the-mill arsenal of a disorganized ragtag militia. What the eight-member CIS team lacked in numbers, it made up for in superior training, combat experience, and state-of-the-art weaponry: sniper rifles, grenade launchers, and bulletproof vehicles designed to withstand the 7.62mm caliber rounds of the ubiquitous AK assault rifles and PKM machine guns.

But the team was met with an unexpected showdown of impressive firepower and battle tactics. First, sniper rifle fire had hamstrung the advance of their three-Jeep convoy. Heavy curtains of machine gun fire followed by a hail of RPG projectiles had put the lives of the team members in grave danger. Damion, the team lead, had been able to pull two men out of the convoy’s rear vehicle before an RPG round had engulfed it in flames. The team’s mission to kill or capture one of the local jihadist leaders had been overridden by the dire need to move to safety, out of the narrow killing alleys.

Damion glanced back at the second Jeep as a high-caliber round tore off another large chunk of his own Jeep barely a couple of feet away from his head. Damion cursed the shooter, then shouted at his teammate, Clint, who was stretched out next to him, “We’ve got to get out of here!”

“Aye, aye, sir,” Clint’s booming voice rang over the thumping bullets.

“All teams, we’re rolling out. I repeat, we’re rolling out!”

Damion heard a chorus of affirmative replies in his earpiece.

“All right, Clint, get on the second Jeep.”

“Roger that,” Clint said.

Damion reloaded his C8SFW assault rifle and squeezed off a couple of rounds at the shooters’ positions across the intersection about a hundred yards away. His bullets cut through one of the gunmen, who had been advancing to a new position. Damion fired again, this time a long barrage, laying down heavy suppressive fire to cover Clint’s retreat.

Another gunfire blast came from the other side of the Jeep. It was Wyatt, the third man on their team, who was covering the right side. Wyatt fired a few quick bursts, then shouted, “Reloading.”

Damion fired the rest of his magazine, then fell back behind the Jeep’s hood as another volley of bullets peppered the vehicle. He reloaded and glanced back at the second Jeep.

Clint had already climbed into the driver’s seat and was backing up slowly. He called to Damion, “You ready?”

Damion nodded. “Yeah, I’m ready. Wyatt, you’re good to go?”

“Yes, sir. As good as ever.”

Damion fired another few rounds, then waited for a couple of moments. No rounds hammered the Jeep, so he got up on one knee, using the open armored door of the Jeep for cover. He stole a quick peek through the bullet-ridden windshield. No shooters were visible.

He swung his rifle over the Jeep as he stood up. He covered the area over Wyatt’s head and back. The narrow alley was walled in by two-story cinderblock houses. No windows on this side, but shooters had popped up occasionally over the roof’s parapet, showering the CIS team with bullets. Fortunately, most had missed their mark, but a couple had struck Damion’s teammates as they were moving out of their vehicles to assume defensive positions. With one casualty and one gravely wounded, Damion’s main objective now was to save the lives of the rest of his team.

“Clear,” he whispered into his mike.

“Roger,” Wyatt said.

Damion turned his head toward the intersection. His eyes studied the rooftops and the windows from where shooters had continuously poured a torrent of fire on the team. He knew that his own blind side, right above his head, was being covered by Wyatt.

“Your side’s clear too,” Wyatt’s firm voice rang into Damion’s earpiece.

“Great. Let’s go.”

Damion swung his rifle at two shooters that had materialized behind the intersection’s right corner. One of them squeezed off a quick barrage. Bullets struck yards away from Damion, chipping the cinderblock wall. 

Damion did not even flinch. He double-tapped his trigger and sent two bullets into the first shooter’s chest and head.

The second shooter shouldered a rocket-propelled grenade launcher and aimed it at the Jeep.

Damion leveled his rifle at the shooter and pulled the trigger. His bullet found the chest of the shooter. That was enough to send the man onto his back. But he was able to fire his launcher.

The grenade screamed through the air. It left behind a grayish smoke trail and slammed into the wall across from the Jeep. The explosive charge blasted a man-sized hole through the wall. It sent a storm of debris in Damion’s direction. He barely had time to drop down behind the Jeep’s hood, which took most of the shrapnel. A couple of cinderblocks landed near Damion’s head.

“Cover fire,” Damion shouted into his mike.

Wyatt’s rifle began to rattle.

Damion slid into the Jeep and slammed the door shut. “Get in, Wyatt.”

Wyatt fired a few more rounds, then dove inside the front passenger’s seat.

Damion threw the Jeep in reverse and hit the gas. The vehicle roared to life and began to roll away from the shooters. But they had noticed Damion’s movement and were not giving up without a fierce fight.

Bullets pounded the front and sides of the Jeep. They shattered whatever was left of the cracked windows. Damion kept his head down, cursing at the shooters and trying to back out of the alley. There were a couple of turns, first left and then right, and the Jeep would be out of the ambush alley.

Wyatt squeezed off a few rounds.

A brief pause followed, and Damion took advantage of it. He glanced upwards, a few inches above the steering wheel. Then he spun his head back, to check behind the Jeep.

At that exact moment, the Jeep crashed against the hood of the third convoy vehicle engulfed in flames by the first RPG attack. Damion cursed and jerked the steering wheel. He stepped on the gas and the Jeep pushed the vehicle closer to the wall and out of their way.

Another barrage clobbered the front of the Jeep. Bullets whizzed over their heads. Damion sank low into his seat, while Wyatt returned fire. He aimed at a group of shooters who had appeared at the intersection and were opening up with assault rifles.

Damion turned the steering wheel so the Jeep would zigzag and become a harder target. A few more yards and we’re out of the kill zone. A few more yards.

A bang, like the noise of a rock hitting the Jeep’s roof came from over his head. He looked up and ahead as a round object bounced over the hood. “Grenade!”

Wyatt leaned forward and swept the grenade off the hood with his rifle’s barrel. It rolled away and fell to the ground.

Damion swore at the invisible shooter who had thrown the grenade, and flattened the gas pedal. He hoped they would cover the distance needed to survive the grenade blast.

One. 

Two.

Three seconds.

The grenade exploded.

The shrapnel struck the Jeep. The blast wave and the shock waves flung back the engine cover. The bulletproof steel plate protected the two agents from the burst of shrapnel and debris hurled against the Jeep. It also shielded them from the shooters’ torrent of bullets.

Damion swung the steering, and the Jeep rounded the corner. Bullets stopped pummeling the front and the sides of the vehicle. An RPG tore through the alley barely six feet in front of the Jeep. Damion held his breath. If they had not turned a moment ago, by now they would have met certain death.

His eyes found Wyatt, who nodded. Damion looked over his shoulder. The other Jeep was about twenty yards back. He eased up on the gas pedal, but only for a moment. As soon as the other Jeep disappeared behind the next corner, he hit the gas.

Before he could jerk the steering wheel, a barrage cut against the side and the rear of the Jeep. Thankfully, the armored doors withstood the battering. Damion cursed the shooter, then pulled on the wheel. The Jeep entered the next alley, and Wyatt turned his rifle in the shooters’ direction. Wyatt squeezed off a short burst at two silhouettes that had appeared on a rooftop.

Then they vanished.

The Jeep was now at the edge of the village. Damion took advantage of the wide clearing, and turned the Jeep around, to quicken their escape. Clint had done the same and was putting some distance between the two Jeeps.

Damion glanced at Wyatt, then behind them. The back window was cracked, but not shattered. “We’re almost out,” Damion said.

“Yeah, almost.”

A couple of rounds thumped against the back of the Jeep. The militants’ parting shots. A third bullet struck against the back window.

“I’ll take care of them,” Wyatt said.

He began to turn around in his seat.

A bullet pierced through the back window, punctured the seat, and stabbed into Wyatt’s side. He let out a low groan and dropped his head against the door.

“Wyatt, Wyatt!” Damion shouted.

Wyatt was gone.

Damion slammed his fist against the steering wheel. He cursed the sniper and howled like a wounded beast. Damion’s best friend was lying dead inches away from him.

A long barrage erupted from Clint’s Jeep. The rest of Damion’s team was providing cover fire for his retreat. He sighed and returned his eyes to the narrow dirt strip in front of him. A few rounds still banged against the Jeep’s rear, but none of them cut through the armor plates. Damion glanced again at Wyatt’s rugged face. He looked at peace, as if he were sleeping. A couple of his black untamed curls had escaped the side of the helmet. Damion sighed and shook his head. How am I going to tell Mary? And his mother?

He tapped on the brake pedal as his Jeep fell in line behind the other vehicle. A couple of Damion’s teammates hurried to the other Jeep and the convoy resumed its exit. They were making good progress and would soon be out of the effective range of RPGs and most sniper rifles.

“What happened?” Clint asked through his throat mike.

“Sniper fire through the back window. Wyatt’s gone.”

Clint cursed the shooter’s mother. Then he said, “Dragunovs can’t do that damage.”

Damion nodded. “Yeah, I’m thinking an OSV or another 12.7 cal rifle.”

“They shouldn’t have OSVs.”

“They shouldn’t have many things, but they do.”

As if to confirm his words, another bullet struck the side of Damion’s Jeep. He clenched his teeth and slammed his fist against the dashboard. He could do nothing else at this moment but hope and pray the sniper rounds would not pierce the Jeep and into his body. If the shooters were using the Russian-made OSV-96 heavy sniper rifle that chambered the 12.7 x 108mm round, the Jeep’s armor plates were of little protection.

The convoy advanced another hundred yards or so without any barrage of bullets striking the vehicles. Damion did not breathe any easier. They were still not completely out of danger.

An explosion tore up the ground to the left of the Jeep, about fifty yards away. It lifted a geyser of sand and debris, but it was of no immediate consequence to the Jeep.

“The savages,” Damion shouted.

“Yeah, mortar rounds,” Clint said.

We’ve gotten everything wrong about this op. The intel, the arsenal. Damion shook his head.

“What’s next, tanks?” Clint asked.

“Be careful what you ask for.” Damion’s voice dripped with cynicism. He hoped the jihadists did not have tanks. If they did, they would have used them by now.

Another mortar round erupted up ahead. It caused no damage to the vehicles. Still, shrapnel rained over the trail. If one of the Jeeps had been closer to the explosion, shrapnel might have struck Clint or Damion’s other teammates.

“Evasive maneuvers,” Damion said into his mike.

“Roger that,” Clint replied.

He turned the wheel to the right and peeled off the narrow trail. The Jeep bounced over the uneven terrain, sinking into the scrubland’s dips and climbing over the bumps. Clint drove into an ever-changing zigzag pattern, scattering a thick curtain of dust and smoke behind. The curtain soon veiled the Jeep from Damion’s view.

He repeated the same maneuver, but cut to the left. An explosion came from behind. It was closer than the previous ones. Damion glanced over his shoulder, but could not see much through the dense dust column. He kept his foot on the gas and hung on to the steering wheel. The Jeep’s shock absorbers took most of the brunt of the rough terrain. Still, Damion was thrown around the cabin like a sock in a dryer.

Two more explosions sounded in the distance. They were far back, away from his Jeep. What about Clint? “Status,” he asked into his mike.

“All good,” Clint replied.

Damion nodded. Mortars were very ineffective in destroying targets. But the militants had them and were going to use them until the convoy was out of range. Damion tried to calculate the distance they had already covered. If mortars are 120mm, their effective range is over four miles. Damion shook his head. He knew the accuracy dropped with every yard of distance. And if the enemy could not see through the smoke curtain, it could not spot the targets or the rounds’ point of impact. In the absence of such spotting, the jihadists could not make range corrections. They were shooting in the dark.

Damion nodded again. He spun the wheel, and the Jeep slid to the right. He glanced at Wyatt, whose head was now resting on his shoulder. I’m sorry, mate. Damion bit his lip and glanced around. The body of another teammate lay stretched over the back seats. He had been the first casualty of the mission.

Damion cursed the enemy and yanked the wheel. The Jeep changed direction again, turning left. He looked through the front passenger’s window, but did not see the other Jeep. “Clint, what’s your position?”

A moment of crackling static, then Clint said, “Coming up to the trail.”

“Roger that. Go ahead.”

“Where are you?”

“Bringing up the rear.”

Damion eased up on the gas, then drove to the right. The Jeep climbed over a steep mound, then became airborne for a couple of seconds. It landed hard and Damion struggled with the wheel. He regained control of the vehicle and stepped on the brakes. The Jeep drifted to the left, then to the right. Damion finally straightened it and came near the road. The other Jeep was maybe twenty yards up ahead, barely visible through the plume of dust.

“Right behind you,” Damion said.

“Got eyes on you,” Clint said.

Damion opened his mouth, but before he could say anything a couple of explosions came from the right. They were far away, considering the muffled noise and no visible point of impact. Those savages! He shook his head and kept his foot on the gas.

Clint had also accelerated, and the convoy drove through the meandering trail for the next couple of minutes. They left the mortar attacks behind, and there had been no sniper rounds striking either one of the Jeeps.

Still, Damion was tense and furious. Two of his teammates were dead because of those bloody jihadists. Where did they find those sniper rifles? They weren’t the Dragunovs or the rusty Iraqi imitations. Maybe it was an Istiglal. Yeah, it could have been an Istiglal. Damion nodded, thinking of the Azerbaijani anti-material sniper rifle chambering the mighty 14.5 x 114mm round. He had read reports of some of these weapons making their way into the hands of ISIS-affiliated militants. Or maybe it was an OSV. Damion returned to the first thought of a sniper rifle that had crossed his mind when Wyatt was killed. Whoever is supplying these rifles to ISIS butchers must be stopped. At any cost.

Damion bit his lip so hard he tasted blood in his mouth. 

I’ll see to it that it happens. Even if it’s the last thing I do on this earth.
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​Chapter Two

 

 

Ottawa, Canada

 

CIS Director James McClain shifted his body uncomfortably in the burgundy leather armchair and glanced across the desk at the Prime Minister, who was still studying the report in front of him. It was the authorization request for a fact-gathering mission in the border area between Egypt and the southern Gaza Strip. News of several Canadian “charity” Muslim organizations allegedly funneling close to a million dollars to finance the activities of Hamas—one of the organizations blacklisted as “terrorist and extremist” by Canada and numerous countries across the world—had been making the rounds of the national and international media over the last couple of weeks. CIS had presented the operational plan to insert four ground operatives to gather intelligence about the final destination of these donations as they followed the money trail.

It was supposed to be a done deal, since both the CIS Director General and the Minister of Public Safety had already signed on to the operation. But the Prime Minister’s National Security Advisor, Samuel Graham, had expressed his concerns and doubts about the operation’s effectiveness. Now Prime Minister Alexander Coburn was also dragging his feet. McClain had spent the last ten minutes going over the minutia of the mission, something unusual but not unheard of for top-level officials. Coburn seemed to focus more on the potential political backlash of such a decision, especially if the operatives were discovered or somehow news of this operation were leaked to the media. The newly minted Liberal minority government was weak and paying too much attention, in McClain’s view, to political sensitivities about the religious nature of this operation and how it might be interpreted by Muslim voters in Canada.

McClain turned his head toward Graham, who was sitting a couple of feet away. Graham was immersed in reviewing the report in a red folder spread across his lap. He was in his early sixties, with a head full of thinning silver hair. He wore thick gray glasses that kept sliding down his long nose. McClain wondered if Graham was over-perspiring or the frames were just too large for his small oval face. Then McClain’s eyes went up across the wood-paneled wall with elaborate designs and rested on a large portrait of Sir John A. Macdonald, the Father of the Canadian Confederation.

The meeting was taking place in room 307-S, the Prime Minister’s private office on the third floor in the Langevin Block. Completed in 1889 and sitting across from Parliament Hill in downtown Ottawa, the Langevin Block had been the home of Canada’s Prime Minister’s Office and the Privy Council Office since 1975. A sizable light mahogany desk was the centerpiece of the room, flanked by two large Canadian flags. An avalanche of folders and papers had covered every possible inch of the desk’s top, unlike in the photos of the meticulously clean workspace McClain had seen on the pages of newspapers. A corded phone—the Prime Minister’s secure line of communications—rested at the left side, almost buried under the documents.

Coburn was dressed in a white shirt and gray tie. He turned a couple of pages, then went back to the front. He underlined a couple of words and scribbled something in the margin.

McClain let out a low sigh and looked at the folder in his right hand. It was the one about the new operation he had thought was going to take most of this meeting, the operation to which McClain expected most of Graham’s and Coburn’s resistance. But if the two politicians were taking their time when deciding on a routine reconnaissance mission, how much resistance would they show about a sanctioned kill?

A moment later, McClain returned his gaze to Coburn, who just looked up and leaned back on his chair. He folded his hands and propped them under his chin. At forty-five years old, Coburn was one of the youngest Prime Ministers of the country. His thick wavy black hair was peppered with gray and flowed down to his neck. He squinted as his brown eyes first fell on Graham, then on McClain. Coburn loosened the knot of his tie, then said, “So, McClain, if our operatives are successful in getting to the bottom of this chain of money transfers, what’s our strategy to deal with the fallout?”

McClain nodded. “We will be dispatching our best agents, sir. Men who among themselves have over sixty years of training and experience operating in the Middle East and other volatile areas. If there is any truth to these media reports, our agents will find it, and the evidence that confirms such reports.” McClain gestured toward the folder resting on the Prime Minister’s desk. “Once the agents bring back the evidence, the RCMP can decide the best course of action.”

Coburn seemed unconvinced by the reply and McClain’s reference to the Royal Canadian Mounted Police. He cocked his head toward Graham. “What do you think?”

Graham looked up from his folder. “I tend to agree with Mr. McClain.”

McClain shrugged in amazement at Graham’s reply.

Graham continued, “Yes, our agents are the best, and I have no doubt they’ll bring in the evidence. The question, though, remains how useful this evidence will be in our greater war on terrorism.”

“Cutting off funds to a terrorist organization seems a positive outcome to me,” McClain said, trying to curb the frustration in his voice.

“Yes, yes, I don’t deny that.” Graham’s voice carried a slight tone of pretense. His dismissive hand wave left no doubt about how he truly felt about the operation. “But McClain, we’re not at war with Hamas. They’re not a danger to our country. They can potentially be our allies in the fight against ISIS and other terrorist groups that are threatening our citizens and our interests.”

McClain glanced at Coburn. “Has a decision been made on this issue?”

Coburn shook his head. “No.”

“That’s why I said ‘potentially’,” Graham said in a frustrated tone.

“All right, so why don’t we discuss this potential cooperation when we’re closer to considering that option?” McClain nodded toward Coburn. “And if Hamas is willing to be our ally, its authorities will have no problem with our agents operating in their territory. That is, if they even notice our agents’ presence.”

Graham opened his mouth, but Coburn silenced it with a raised hand gesture. “I’ve made a decision. Dispatch the team to operate in the Gaza Strip region for seventy-two hours. That should give them sufficient time to gather the evidence, right?”

McClain thought about his answer for a moment. “It will be quite tight, sir, but my men will make it work. A lot of prep work at the pre-deployment stage. Yes, it’s doable.”

“Great. So, that’s settled.” Coburn closed the folder and slid it to his left. He reached for another folder, which was about half an inch thick. He opened it and skimmed through the first page, then the second for a few long moments.

McClain flipped through his folder, an exact copy of the one lying on the Prime Minister’s desk. McClain had personally reviewed the file before it made its way up the chain of command. He had also fielded some of Graham’s questions and concerns.

Coburn looked up from the folder. He seemed unconvinced and had a slight frown and a look of uncertainty on his face. He leaned forward, planted his elbows on his desk, then said to McClain, “Break down this operation for me.”

The three-page authorization request had outlined the operation, its background, and the next steps in sufficient detail for the Prime Minister to make a decision. But if Coburn wanted to hear the succinct one-minute version, McClain was glad to give it to him. McClain nodded and said, “Sure. The need for this op comes from what took place two days ago. One of our teams running a kill-or-capture op in Syria was met with fierce resistance by fighters armed with modern high-caliber weapons.”

Coburn nodded. “The three losses.”

“Yes. We examined the intel we had received prior to the mission. It was faulty. The ISIS supporters were a larger number than anticipated. And they had 12.7mm sniper rifles, 120mm mortars, and the most modern rocket-propelled grenades, so they were able to inflict great damage on our small, lightly armed team.”

“And now the question is who’s providing these terrorists with such an arsenal?”

McClain stifled the frown that started to form on his face. The name of the gun dealer smuggling weapons to ISIS-related militants was highlighted in the report. McClain took a moment to find the right words, then said, “We’ve come into concrete, actionable intel about the source of this arsenal. The weapons come through the mediation of a notorious arms dealer from Bahrain. His name is Mohannad Aziz Darwish. He has been channeling sniper rifles from former Soviet republics and Gulf States to groups closely related to ISIS and its supporters.” McClain flipped a couple of pages. “On the third page, near the top, we’ve highlighted the source of this very trustworthy intel.” 

McClain paused for a moment, allowing for Coburn and Graham to turn to the right section in the report. “As you can see, there’s no doubt in our mind that Darwish furnished these weapons to ISIS fighters, who used them to kill our agents.”

Coburn nodded slowly.

McClain continued, “What’s worse is some troubling unconfirmed intel that Darwish is preparing a large shipment of Javelin and TOW-2B anti-tank weapon systems, along with Barrett 82A1 .50 caliber rifles. These US-manufactured weapons were delivered to Oman and Bahrain as part of a multi-million dollar deal, but were diverted and ended up in Darwish’s hands. The objective of this mission is to eliminate Darwish and to make sure these weapons do not end up in the ISIS fighters’ hands.” McClain finished by tapping the folder on his lap.

Coburn’s eyes were glued to the report’s pages. “Yes, yes, I see,” he said slowly. He leaned back in his seat and nodded toward Graham. “What’s your point of view?”

Graham turned slightly to face both Coburn and McClain and said, “I agree with the director on this one. We need to put Mr. Darwish away for two reasons: First and foremost, because this arms dealer is responsible for giving to ISIS state-of-the-art weapons that killed our agents. That act should not and will not go unpunished.”

McClain nodded. He liked the intensity in Graham’s voice and his unequivocal support.

Graham continued, “Secondly, with Darwish out of the game, other arms smugglers will understand the severity of their actions and the unavoidable consequences if they supply weapons to ISIS militants.”

Coburn nodded slowly. “But the assassination of Darwish will leave a gap, will create a vacuum in this smuggling network. Will other smugglers not rush to fill this void?”

The Prime Minister had looked at Graham while asking the question, expecting his answer. So Graham said, “That’s correct, sir. With the unimaginably lucrative profits, many smaller dealers will try to expand their operations. And, as I said earlier, it is crucial we show them that selling weapons to terrorists will sooner or later end in their early demise.”

Coburn’s eyes rested on McClain. He said, “Our strong response will make it clear to every potential replacement of Darwish that they’re playing a losing game.”

Coburn closed his eyes for a long moment, seemingly in deep thought and concentration.

McClain stole a glance at Graham, who gave him a reassuring nod.

When Coburn opened his eyes, they burned with fervor. “Yes, let’s take this smuggler out. But since his residences are mostly in friendly and ally countries, this assassination cannot, must not, be linked to us, your agency, this government.”

McClain nodded and a smile began to form on his face. Coburn was headed right where McClain wanted him to be. He said, “Yes, good point, sir. This hit will not be linked to us, even if things go sideways. And I have the right man for this job.” He turned a couple of pages in his folder and gestured toward Coburn’s desk.

He followed McClain’s clue and found the right page. After studying the photograph clipped to the page, Coburn tapped it and said, “This is the man?”

“Yes, sir. He has been fighting ISIS and other terrorist groups over the last couple of months. Very skilled. A great marksman. Endlessly resourceful. His wide network of allies, assets, and contacts stretches from North Africa to the Persian Gulf.”

Coburn removed the photograph from the folder and peered at it. A man in his late thirties peered back. He had a Mediterranean complexion, with dark olive skin, raven wavy hair, big black eyes, and a large thick nose. Coburn shrugged. He cast an unconvinced look at Graham and then at McClain. “Why did this agent of ours go rogue?”

McClain sighed. He had anticipated the Prime Minister’s question and was prepared for an answer. Still the words of the reply were easier to be put on paper than spoken out loud. “He didn’t exactly go rogue, sir. He was . . . hmmm, he was completing a mission.”

Coburn craned his head to the left. “An unsanctioned mission, right?”

McClain hesitated for a moment. “Yes, sir, the mission hadn’t been authorized at the time.”

“So he disobeyed a direct order, your direct order?”

McClain nodded, but did not say anything.

Coburn let out a deep sigh. “McClain, this man must be really dear to your heart, if you’re willing to overlook his insubordination and justify his actions.”

McClain shook his head. “I’m doing neither of those, sir. This agent, or former agent to be more precise, decided to take matters into his own hands. Yes, he disobeyed my direct order. And that was a mistake on his part. A big mistake. For which he’s paying dearly, by living as a fugitive, in a scorched land, hunted by enemies and allies alike.”

McClain looked at Graham for support, but all he got was a slight head nod. So McClain continued, “And the agent’s dangerous position presents us the optimum possibility of an enticing offer. He has been looking to return home and to the agency. And we’ll give him the chance. When he has successfully completed the hit on Darwish, then he has paid for his actions and can return to the agency.”

Coburn glanced at the photograph. “This agent is that good?”

McClain nodded. “One of our best if not the best.”

“And you’re confident he can take care of this assignment?”

“Absolutely. But, with your authorization, he will not operate completely on his own. We’ll provide him with a limited amount of support. Two of his former teammates. In this way, we also know exactly how and when he’s taking care of Darwish.”

Coburn processed the information for a moment. “It sounds like you don’t really trust this agent.”

“I trust him, but, as you know, sir, there’s no absolute trust in anyone in what we do. Besides, this is more a matter of appearance of control. This agent will be the contractor, so to speak, operating on the CIS’s behalf. The team will be the one issuing orders, ensuring the operation runs smoothly, and assisting in dealing with any potential backfire.”

Coburn turned his head toward Graham. “And we’ll make certain, a hundred percent certain, that this gives us, the government, complete, credible deniability?”

“That is a given, sir,” Graham said. “Absolutely. Even if our CIS agents are discovered, we’ll have complete deniability in place. Everyone will know the terms of this mission.”

Coburn glanced at Graham and shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m almost convinced to authorize this operation. But I’m having this gut feeling that it will not turn out for the best.”

McClain held Coburn’s eyes, but said nothing.

Coburn tapped the photograph in his hand again and waved it in front of his face. He shrugged again, then said, “But then I had the same feeling in the pit of my stomach before running for this office. And, here we are.” He leaned back in his seat and spread his arms around. Then he tossed the photograph back on his desk. “All right, McClain. Make this happen.”

McClain nodded and did not hide the small smile appearing at the corner of his lips. “Right away, sir.”

Coburn leaned forward and peered first at Graham, and then at McClain. “And let’s make absolutely sure this operation is carried out without a glitch.” He placed his right hand over the folder and double-tapped it. “Give this agent all the support he needs. From what you’ve described to me, this is going to be a tough operation even for someone of such a formidable reputation as Justin Hall.”
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Chapter Three

 

 

Al-Simalude, fifteen miles south of Ras Diyab, northern Syria

 

Justin jumped to his feet as the scuffle of boots coming from the back alley aroused him from his catnap. His hand instinctively went for his C8SFW carbine set against the coarse wall near his pillow. He shouldered it and quietly stepped near the tiny window of his small second-story room and listened. The faint sound of someone urinating came from below on the other side of the cinderblock wall. One of the Peshmerga fighters.

Justin glanced back at his bed. The narrow and thin single mattress lying on the rough concrete floor made for a very uncomfortable sleep—even with two carpets placed underneath the mattress. But he did not mind the broken sleep. After two months fighting alongside the Kurdish Peshmergas, he was getting used to waking up several times a night because of strange noises, vehicle engines’ rattle, gunfire, or mortar explosions. The disruptions kept him on high alert, always ready to respond to whatever situation was developing around him.

He sighed and shuffled slowly to his mattress. Park—a skinny, dirty puppy whose breed Justin found hard to determine—glanced at him from the foot of the bed. The look on Park’s grayish-white face was that of surprise. He lifted his head toward Justin and sniffed the warm muggy air of the room. Then he tipped his head toward the wall, as if to encourage Justin to return to his bed.

“Sure, why not?” Justin whispered.

He sat on his bed, as Park laid his head over his front paws. Justin patted Park’s scruffy fur over his shoulders, then ran his hand over the puppy’s back. Park let out a low happy growl and turned slightly to his side.

“You want me to rub your belly, eh?” Justin said.

Park responded by stretching out all his paws.

Justin moved his left hand to Park’s lower chest area. A sharp pain zipped through his shoulder. He winced and stopped. He glanced at his shoulder and his mind went to the highway shooting in Germany. That ambush had been the catalyst of the cascade of events that had led Justin to make the fateful decision of turning his back on his agency and joining the Peshmergas in their continual fight against ISIS-affiliated terrorists. And he thought about Carrie, his partner at the CIS, and last week’s offer to return home and to the agency.

Park grunted his objection about the stopped patting and pawed Justin’s hand. He smiled at the dog and stroked its head with his other hand. He sighed and his mind again went to Carrie and their conversation. She had pleaded with him, practically begged him to come back to the agency. But Justin would have to take a big risk in surrendering to the agency and submitting to his boss’s will. McClain was not a bad boss; he had always looked out for Justin and had overlooked more than one indiscretion on Justin’s part. But the last time, Justin had infuriated McClain, disobeying his direct order to stand down and return to HQ. Instead, Justin had gone ahead with his mission, putting the CIS’s reputation in great danger with his unsanctioned operation. And now Justin feared his relationship with his boss had been destroyed beyond repair.

Justin sighed again and gazed at Park. He seemed to smile at Justin, his large teeth bared as he was panting heavily. Oh, Park, sometimes I wish I had no worries, just like you. All you seem to want is food, drink, sleep, and a little love.

Park yawned and grunted, as if he could read Justin’s thoughts.

“Yes, it’s breakfast time, right?” Justin said and glanced at the window. The small sliver of dark sky was split in four tiny sections because of the thick bars. There were still about twenty minutes to sunrise, but Justin did not want to return to bed. The other Peshmergas were probably awake or in the process, since most days everyone was up and running by six-thirty.

He stood up and stretched. Park followed suit, giving Justin a sharp howling sound, which he interpreted as an I-am-hungry call.

He looked over at the small table underneath the window. A bottle of water and a couple of granola bars were lying next to his laptop. Then his eyes went to the small fridge. “Let’s see what we got here.”

He found a half-empty carton of milk, but no food he thought Park would enjoy. Justin drank the two fingers of water left in the bottle, then pulled out his KABAR knife from underneath his pillow. He cut down the bottle and poured all the milk into the bottom. He took the makeshift bowl to Park, who eagerly began to lap at it.

Justin smiled, then changed into his day clothes: tan desert camouflage fatigues, his Improved Outer Tactical Vest body armor and chest rig. He placed his Sig Sauer P229 pistol in his waistband holster, then strapped another pistol, a Beretta 92, around his right ankle. His KABAR knife found its place riding on his left hip. Justin tossed his laptop in his rucksack, then lowered his head for a quick prayer. He thanked God for giving him another day, a new chance to live and fight. He prayed for protection for himself, for Karolin—his close-to-girlfriend he had left behind in Germany after the fateful turn of events following the series of ambushes and gunfights—and Carrie. He took out a comb and a small mirror from his rucksack and tried to fix his scruffy hair. Then he ate his meager breakfast of the two stale chocolate-flavored, very chewy granola bars imported from Turkey.

He was just about finished when a loud knock came from the gray steel panel door. Justin swung his rifle toward the door, while Park slightly lifted his muzzle, but made no sound. He relaxed and called, “Give me a moment, Wissam.”

“How do you know it’s me?” Wissam said in a loud voice with a thick Arabic accent.

Justin smiled and glanced at Park. ’Cause you’re the only one Park doesn’t bark at. He patted the puppy on his head on the way to the door, then slid the deadbolt, which scraped with a metal-on-metal screech. “Hey, come in.” He opened the door and let Wissam in.

Wissam was a short stocky man a few years older than Justin, with long wavy black hair he kept hidden under his black bandana. They had grown close during one of Justin’s first operations in Syria. Wissam had been wounded and a group of jihadists had captured him. Were it not for Justin’s swift intervention, Wissam would have ended up beheaded in one of ISIS’s gruesome propaganda videos. Wissam had never forgotten the incident, and had pledged his loyalty and honor to Justin. “So, you can see through doors now?”

Justin nodded. “Yes, when they have peepholes.”

Wissam groaned. “Needs work.” He tapped Justin’s arm.

Park came near Wissam, and he crouched down and rubbed the puppy’s shoulders and chest. Park grunted and rubbed his head against Wissam’s large, calloused hand.

Justin asked, “So, what’s new?”

“Kiyan is assembling everyone at the other house. It seems we’re heading out right away.”

“News on the convoy?”

Wissam shrugged and hoisted his Steyr AUG assault rifle high over his shoulder. “I don’t know. Perhaps Kiyan has learned something about it during the night.”

“Did you have something to eat?”

“Yes, there’s omelet in the kitchen. Tomatoes, onions, peppers.”

“I’ve already had breakfast, but I’ll have a cup of coffee, if there’s some. And I may grab something for lunch before we roll out.”

“Yes, there’s plenty of coffee. Let’s go.”

Justin swung his assault rifle over his left shoulder, then picked up his rucksack. “You coming?” he asked Park.

The puppy made no move. He was sitting next to his bowl and gave Justin a hopeful look for more food. “Sorry, little buddy, I got nothing. But if you come out, you can rummage around and perhaps find some scraps.”

Park shook his head, then licked the tip of his muzzle and dropped down to the floor.

Justin shrugged. “As you wish.”

He cast a sweeping gaze around the room, making sure he had not forgotten anything. His eyes rested for a moment at the space near the wall underneath the window. Justin’s two roommates had lost their lives in a gun battle two nights ago. Kiyan, the commander of the Peshmerga unit, had not assigned anyone to share the room anew with Justin. The four-bedroom house had plenty of space on both levels for the remaining eight Peshmergas. Justin sighed, shook his head, and followed Wissam, who had already stepped outside in the hall.

They ran down a
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