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The Story:

 

Is he a Russian defector or a double agent?

 

A bloodied Russian SRV operative crawls through the front doors of the Canadian embassy in Helsinki...

 

A Russian dissident is tapped for elimination...

 

An intercontinental ballistic missile disappears in Russia and surfaces in Ukraine...

 

What ties these events together? Can CIS spymaster Justin Hall trust the Russian defector and keep Europe from descending into an all-out war?
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Chapter One

 

 

Seven Blocks South of the Canadian Embassy 

Helsinki, Finland 

 

Never get in the trunk.

The first rule of survival as an SVR covert operative flashed through Sokolov’s mind. He heard and saw the gentle rap of a pistol’s barrel against the driver’s window of his Mercedes-Benz. He had dropped his eyes to his phone for hardly a moment, to check his email. Now he was staring at the muzzle of a gun inches away from his face.

What do I do?

The gray-suited gunman gave Sokolov a menacing look. He couldn’t hear the words, because his mind was on overdrive, planning escape scenarios. But he knew what the gunman was saying. Sokolov would have to come out, with his hands up, or the gunman would blow the SVR operative’s head off.

The threat gave him hope.

He looked to his right, feeling the adrenaline pumping through his body. A second gunman was standing near the front passenger door. He was dressed in a dark blue suit and was holding the pistol to his side, away from the eyes of curious passersby, but at such an angle that Sokolov could see it and understand its meaning.

He was surrounded, with nowhere to go.

No escape.

That’s what they’re thinking. They’re gravely mistaken…

He nodded at the gunman to his left and slowly placed his cellphone on the dashboard. Sokolov kept his hands in plain view of the gunman and reached for the button to lower the window’s glass.

“Get out. Out!” the gunman shouted.

“Yes, yes, give me a moment…”

The impatient gunman shoved his pistol inside the cabin, aiming it at Sokolov’s head.

He was expecting the move and was prepared for it.

He grabbed the gunman’s hand holding the pistol with his left hand and pushed it upward, as he slid down in his seat. The pistol went off, the bullet booming like a cannon shell. Sokolov’s ears erupted with a deafening peal, the sound of a thousand church bells reverberating through his head.

He locked his fingers around the gunman’s wrist and held his arm up. The gunman cursed and squeezed the trigger. Another bullet pierced the car’s roof, missing Sokolov’s head by mere inches. He flinched and ignored the pain shooting through his head because of his tortured eardrums. Sokolov held his grasp on the gunman’s arm and turned the pistol farther to the right, toward the second gunman.

A third round came out of the pistol. The bullet caught the second gunman in the chest, just as he had aimed his gun at Sokolov. The blue-suited gunman dropped against the silver Mercedes-Benz, without having a chance to fire a shot.

The operative twisted the wrist of the gunman and slammed his hand against the roof of the car. The gunman’s fingers were still wrapped around the weapon’s grip. He tried to grab Sokolov by the throat with his left hand, but Sokolov moved farther away inside the car. He fought to pry the pistol from the gunman’s hand, twisting and turning the wrist and the arm. The gunman groaned in pain and finally dropped the pistol.

Sokolov tried to grab it, but it fell underneath the driver’s seat. He groped for it for a long moment, but his fingers didn’t find it. He released the grip on the gunman’s arm and shoved open the door.

It hit the gunman hard on the side and bought Sokolov a couple of seconds. He jumped out of the car and punched the gunman in the face. The man leaned against the hood of the Mercedes-Benz for balance. Sokolov kicked him in the side, and the gunman returned a swift hook. It caught Sokolov across his face and split open his lip. He spat out blood and blocked the gunman’s next blow with his left forearm. 

The gunman—about ten years younger than Sokolov, who was pushing forty—lurched forward, with his arms in front of his face, like a boxer. Sokolov knew he had no chance of beating him in a fair fight.

“Come on, come on,” Sokolov lured the gunman closer.

When he was within arm’s reach, Sokolov fell to his knees. The gunman’s fist found only open air, while Sokolov threw a low blow to the gunman’s crotch. He screamed in pain and collapsed to the asphalt.

The operative drew in a sigh of relief and cast a sweeping gaze around him. A number of pedestrians were observing the scene. He didn’t know how much they had seen or how long they had been there. Enough. 

He looked behind and down Ratakatu Street. The neighborhood was quiet, without any suspicious cars. Just a couple of sedans and a van driving in the other direction. Maybe they’re working alone, he thought, but he doubted it. He knew how the SVR, Russia’s foreign intelligence agency, operated. If this is SVR. It has to be the SVR.

Sokolov sidestepped the groaning gunman and got into his Mercedes-Benz.

He started the car and shifted into gear, ignoring the questioning looks of the angst-filled spectators. He drove down Ratakatu Street for a couple of blocks and passed the Soho Nightclub and the Jules Verne French School, a four-story, white-façade building with brick masonry arched windows. He kept glancing over his shoulder, knowing there had to be surveillance. Even if there was no second team, by now the gunmen would have called for backup.

Sokolov turned to the right at the next corner and sped up Annankatu Street. He thought about his next moves. He had planned his defection, but he thought he had more time. He hadn’t expected to be discovered so early in his plans. He couldn’t drive toward his destination. Not yet. Not until he was certain he wasn’t being followed. And if he were, he’d have to lose the surveillance. Otherwise, he was just delaying his inevitable, gruesome end.

He sighed and adjusted his rearview mirror. A black, windowless van turned around the same corner that Sokolov had taken. A white coupe did the same about three seconds later. Both were vehicles he had never seen the SVR use. Maybe they’re resorting to something different, considering the situation… He shrugged, then a deep frown twisted his face. The GPS transmitter… He had planned to remove it the day he was going to switch sides. He shook his head. Too late for that now…

His eyes went back to the rearview mirror. Both vehicles were there and catching up to him. Sokolov unbuttoned his gray-striped suit and pulled out the HK45 tactical pistol from his shoulder holster. He cocked it and laid it on the front passenger seat. His plan hadn’t changed, but the gun would come in handy to slow down the surveillance.

Once he was fully convinced they were surveillance.

He slowed down and turned right on Uudenmaankatu Street. He could have gone straight, and then he could have made a left turn on Lönnrotinkatu Street. At this point, the direction in which he traveled didn’t matter much. As long as he stayed ahead of the pursuers for another minute or so…

The van turned onto Uudenmaankatu, but the coupe didn’t. Sokolov stretched his neck and moved further to the right, trying to see what had happened to the coupe, but the van blocked his view. So he kept driving for another block, then made a swift left turn.

It was a bad move.

This was a back alley, and a large delivery truck was parked up ahead, perhaps fifty yards away. Sokolov slammed his fist on the horn, which blared its ear-bleeding shrill. But he knew it was in vain. Even if the driver was inside the cabin and started the truck right away, Sokolov doubted he’d be able to evade the black van.

Unless it’s not following me.

He shrugged off the thought with a grin. You know that’s not true. So get ready.

He glanced at the sideview mirror, just as the van entered the alley.

Sokolov grabbed his gun, jumped out of the Mercedes-Benz, and sprinted toward the delivery truck. He looked over his shoulder. The van’s driver and the front passenger had stepped out. The driver was already pointing a pistol at Sokolov.

He stopped and fired his gun from the side. He hadn’t aimed it correctly, so, of course, it didn’t hit either the driver or the passenger. But it bought him precious seconds.

The driver fell back for cover behind the van’s door as the operative’s bullet pierced the metal, but missed the driver. He looked through the glass, then exchanged a knowing look with the front passenger, who had also retreated behind the safety of his door. “We need him alive,” the driver said.

“Even if he’s trying to kill us?”

“I don’t make the rules. Stay alive.”

The driver peeked through the glass. The SVR operative was running along the narrow alleyway toward the delivery truck. The driver aimed his pistol at the operative’s legs and fired a couple of rounds.

They missed, kicking up dirt from the potholed alley.

Sokolov slowed down and swung on his heels. He squeezed off a short burst. His rounds stitched a ribbon across the van’s windshield, but he didn’t hit the driver standing by the door. Sokolov cursed and re-aimed his pistol. He had to stop to steady his hand. He held the weapon with both hands, turning his body fully toward the target. He fired once, and his bullet bit into the van’s door about two inches away from the driver’s head. Metal slivers shot up toward the driver’s face, but he slid behind the door.

Sokolov turned his pistol toward the passenger, but a bullet stabbed his left arm just above the elbow. A cry escaped his lips, then he cursed the shooter. Sokolov fired another time at the passenger, but he disappeared behind the van’s door.

Sokolov glanced at his arm. Blood was gushing from the deep wound. He bit his lip as the excruciating pain shot through the upper part of his body. He turned and raced toward the delivery truck.

He reached it before the shooters fired again. A couple of bullets ricocheted off the truck’s metal sides. He ducked and doubled his speed. His left arm was hanging limp against his body.

As he came to the truck’s cab, he thought about climbing in and using it as his getaway vehicle. But the truck was too unwieldy in Helsinki’s narrow streets. Besides, it would be impossible for him to drive and fire with only one good arm.

He cursed again and ran in front of the truck. He had cover now from the volley of bullets. But it wasn’t going to last long.

Sokolov zipped toward the intersection up ahead, recalibrating his plans. He needed to disappear, but if he couldn’t drive… I’ll need to hijack a car and have them take me to—

The white coupe screeching to a halt at the right side of the intersection cut off his thoughts. It had also cut off his escape route.

Sokolov shrugged. If it has to be this way, I’ll go down fighting…

He ran toward the coupe as he squeezed off round after round. His aim was shaky, but his bullets still struck the vehicle, shattering the driver’s side window. Neither the driver nor the passenger sitting in the front returned fire. Instead, the driver pulled away from the intersection.

Sokolov stopped firing and turned his head. No shooters behind him. He nodded to himself and dashed toward the intersection. When he reached it, he aimed his gun at the coupe, which was about thirty yards away. Its driver and passenger didn’t have weapons pointed at him, so Sokolov wasted no time firing at them. He turned to the left and bolted down the street.

He began to cross it as soon as he saw a small gap in traffic. A neon green Smart car came to an abrupt halt a couple of feet away. Sokolov stopped and stepped to the side, his hands touching the small car. He raised his weapon and pointed it at the terrified driver.

Before the driver had a chance to react, the SVR operative threw open the door and scrambled in. “Go, go, go.” He waved the pistol in the driver’s face.

The young man was still frozen in place, so Sokolov reached over the steering wheel and blasted the horn. The sharp sound brought the driver back to his senses. He gave Sokolov a stunned look, then hit the gas.

“Straight, keep going straight, then turn left.”

“Where?”

“I’ll tell you when we get there…”

The driver gave Sokolov an almost imperceptible nod. The car picked up speed and shot along the mostly empty street. Sokolov shifted in his seat. Neither the van nor the coupe was following him. He held his pistol high, next to his face, then he pointed it at the back, expecting someone to appear at any moment.

No one did.

Still, Sokolov couldn’t shake the strange feeling washing all over his body. He knew the chase wasn’t over. The SVR wouldn’t let him get away so easily.

When the Smart car had covered about three blocks, a silver SUV appeared from one of the narrow alleyways. It fishtailed as it came onto the next street. That wasn’t someone late for work this early fall morning, and Sokolov knew that.

He shouted at the driver, “Turn right, right. Up ahead. Behind that Jeep.”

As he finished his words, one of the parked black taxis began to drive onto the road. The young man driving the Smart car was fast in his reflexes. He stepped on the brakes and avoided rear-ending the taxi.

​Sokolov spun in his seat and aimed his pistol at the nearing SUV. He could make out the driver’s face. She was a blonde woman wearing sunglasses. The front passenger seemed to be a bearded man. Sokolov thought about emptying the magazine at the pursuers, but he wanted to be absolutely certain he was being followed. There was still a slight chance that the woman had nothing to do with him, and he was not about to kill an innocent civilian.

The Smart car driver came to the turn, but he misjudged the speed and the turning radius. He drove fast into oncoming traffic, going straight for a head-on collision with a white truck barreling down the lane.

“Turn, turn,” Sokolov shouted and yanked at the wheel.

His move saved their lives.

The Smart car swung back into its lane, but not before the truck clipped the rear corner of the car. It was barely a fender bender, but because of the speed and the difference in size, the Smart car was tossed around as if it were a toy car.

Sokolov was thrown against the driver, whose head banged hard against the glass. Still, he tried to regain control of the vehicle and drive. He was able to straighten the wheels and stepped on the gas, but the car moved forward very slowly. One of the rear tires was blown out, and the undercarriage began to scrape the asphalt.

Sokolov said to the driver, “Stop the car.” He pointed to the right. “There.”

The driver nodded and steered in that direction.

Sokolov looked a last time in the rearview mirror. The silver SUV had just turned onto their street. It came to an abrupt stop, and the blonde woman opened the door and hopped out of the driver’s seat. She was dressed in a pair of black jeans and a dark brown jacket. A pistol was visible in her left hand.

Sokolov needed no more proof.

He opened the door and rolled onto the sidewalk. He crouched near the side of the car and looked at the woman. She was darting among the cars, but he didn’t have a clear shot. He aimed high and fired a round.

The woman dropped behind a taxi about thirty yards to Sokolov’s left.

He seized the moment and dashed across the square to his right. He needed to cover about a hundred yards, and he’d reach his destination, the Canadian Embassy to Finland.

Sokolov ran as fast as he could, dodging vehicles that sped toward him. He pointed the gun at a truck driver who didn’t seem likely to stop. The pistol didn’t faze him, and the driver didn’t even slow down.

Shaking his head, Sokolov rushed behind the truck. He crossed the last lane and was now in the park area of the square. A bullet whizzed past his head. He ducked and rolled onto the grass. He crawled to a bench on the side and looked over his shoulder. He didn’t see the woman and couldn’t make out any shooters. He waited there for a moment, but no one popped up.

He crawled backwards, then sprang to his feet and continued his dash. He zigzagged every few seconds, to make himself a harder target. No bullets zipped next to him, and he didn’t look over his shoulders.

When he came to Aleksanterinkatu Street, he aimed his gun at a nearing bus. The driver slowed down, the bus weaving to an abrupt stop. Sokolov stepped in front of the bus, then carefully looked around it.

A speeding motorcycle almost ran him over. Sokolov crossed the next lane, and, when he reached the sidewalk, ran to his left. He turned his head only once. The woman was halfway through the park, her gun pointed at Sokolov.

He slid behind a couple of parked vehicles and waited. He heard no gunshots, and when he looked through the vehicles’ windows, the blonde woman had disappeared. Where did she go? He glanced around for another moment. She wasn’t in the park.

He shrugged and turned his head to the left. The Canadian Embassy was now less than sixty yards away, down on Pohjoisesplanadi Street. So close, but yet so far.

Sokolov cursed under his breath and bolted toward the embassy. He kept his pistol low and close to his thigh. The last thing he wanted was to be shot by the embassy’s security.

He looked over his shoulder. 

The woman was gone. 

Is she really gone?

He slowed down as he came to the corner. He could see now the tall wrought-iron fence and the Maple Leaf flag proudly waving its red and white colors, fluttering in the gentle breeze. Sokolov smiled. He was so close to completing his mission.

He turned his head for a last time, and that’s when he saw her. The blonde woman had crossed the road and was staring at him. Her face was locked in a menacing glare, then she slowly lifted up a pistol equipped with a silencer.

Sokolov’s smile froze. He had barely had time to lower himself next to the nearest car when one of its windows exploded into a geyser of glass shards. He looked toward the embassy’s gate. No one had noticed the commotion.

He was still perhaps thirty yards away from the gate. Sokolov was confident he could cover the distance without being killed, but besides the woman assassin, he would have to deal with the guards, who were likely to overreact to a gunman approaching their station.

So he took the extreme approach.

He turned his pistol toward the embassy and fired through the fence at one of the empty parked cars inside the courtyard. One of his bullets activated the car alarm, and its shriek filled the street.

His gunshots drew the attention of the security guards. Four men armed with rifles poured onto the street and pointed them at Sokolov. Instinctively, he tossed the pistol to the ground and dropped to his knees.

“Get down, down!” one of the guards shouted at Sokolov.

“Yes, yes, but there’s a shooter, a blonde woman, across the street.” He pointed with his right hand. “Between the blue Peugeot and white Volkswagen.”

One of the guards looked in that direction. “There’s no one there.”

“Go check it. I swear I’m not lying.”

His face was so close to the sidewalk that he felt the air blowing against his face because of his heavy breathing.

“Stay there.” The guard who had first talked to Sokolov twisted his left arm behind his back. “The police will come and get you.”

“No, no, no. That would be a terrible mistake. My name is Oleg Sokolov, and I’m an SVR agent. I want to defect.”

“Really? Why?”

“I can’t tell you that.”

“Well, you’re not getting inside the embassy.”

Sokolov shook his head. “You don’t understand. I want to switch sides, give the Canadians secrets of the Russian intel service. But I won’t talk to you, or your supervisor.”

The guard hoisted Sokolov to his feet. A second guard grabbed him by the arm. “And who would you like to talk to, sir?” he asked in a voice dripping with ridicule.

“I’ll talk only to the acting chief of the CIS’s Europe Clandestine Section in Helsinki. His name is Justin Hall.”
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​Chapter Two

 

 

Outside the Canadian Embassy

Pohjoisesplanadi Street

Helsinki, Finland

 

“Sokolov has escaped,” Tiana Trifonova said slowly into her cellphone. “They’re dragging him inside the embassy.”

She was standing next to a silver SUV. Her attentive blue eyes were following the gestures of the armed guards. One of them seemed to be considering whether he should cross the street and check the area. He gestured to another guard, who gave him a stern headshake. The pair joined the others, who had taken the detainee beyond the fence perimeter and into the grounds under the jurisdiction of Canada.

“Just because he’s in their custody doesn’t mean he’s safe. Traitors are never safe, no matter where they are,” the ice-cold voice of Dmitry Kotov, her boss, rang in her ear.

Tiana felt a shiver traveling down her spine and goosebumps forming on her arms. Just a week ago, Kotov had eliminated—no, executed—a man suspected of betraying their Motherland. The man had pleaded, sworn on his mother’s grave, his innocence. It didn’t change anything. When Sokolov entered the Canadian embassy on his own terms and of his own will, he had signed his death warrant.

“Nothing will keep him alive, even an immediate admission of guilt, which, as we both know, is not going to happen.” Kotov’s voice turned sharper with every word. “He will leave the embassy in a body bag…”

“So our only option is to convince the Canadians to hand him over?”

“That’s the first option, but not the only one. The Canadians are meek and compliant, like puppy dogs following their master. They don’t bark, and they don’t bite. They wouldn’t want any bloodshed.”

Tiana frowned and looked at the phone. While she agreed with her boss’s sentiment, she feared he might have underestimated the situation. Kotov was stationed in Moscow, over a thousand kilometers away. The last time he had come to Helsinki had been five years ago, and he had stayed only two days. 

On the other hand, Tiana had spent the last two years in the country and had left the Finnish capital for less than a week over the last three months. She wondered whether she should bring up her concerns to her boss and weighed the pros and cons of not speaking up. Against her better judgment, she decided she couldn’t remain silent. “Mr. Kotov, there has been a recent development that perhaps you might be unaware of … The Canadians, they have a new ECS station chief … Well, new as in two months old.”

“And?”

“The man is not your common bureaucrat, or supervisor. He’s seen many years of combat in the most wretched corners of the world. Syria, Iraq, Iran, Somalia, Yemen. You say it, he’s seen it, done it. Not only done it, but done it extremely well, surviving against unbeatable odds and relentless enemies.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing, sir. It has no other meaning but that of factual information. I’m not inferring anything or coming to any conclusions. I just want our actions to be well-thought-out—”

“And they will be, as always.”

Tiana shook her head and looked at the embassy’s entrance. Two of the security guards had retreated to their initial positions beyond the fence. The other two, the ones who had been taking the SVR operative inside the courtyard, had entered the embassy building.

Kotov said, “And to make sure that … eh, these ‘recent developments’ are dealt with promptly and efficiently, you’ll be in charge of handling the … let’s call them ‘negotiations’ for the return of the turncoat.” His tone of voice was a combination of impatience and frustration.

“Thank you, sir. I’ll make sure it’s handled correctly.”

“Good. Should I dispatch a second team?”

Tiana felt as if Kotov had slapped her across the face. “To what purpose?”

“To handle any complications or blowback…”

“There will be neither.” Her voice turned stern and icy, which rivaled Kotov’s.

“Are you certain you can handle this … what’s the Canadian chief of station’s name?”

“Justin Hall.”

“Yes, so you’re certain you can handle Mr. Hall?”

“Absolutely,” Tiana replied without hesitation.

“So, it’s settled then. Make contact with Hall, if he’s the one in charge of dealing with this situation, which should be the case. If he refuses the soft option of handing back our traitor, we’ll move to something rough…”

Tiana nodded slowly as a frown spread across her face. Kotov didn’t just talk tough. She had seen Kotov’s operations in action. But the rough option—a complete assault against the Canadian embassy in an attempt to extract the traitor—would be stupid, even by Kotov’s or any other Russian standards. The diplomatic crisis that would ensue could have catastrophic consequences. But did Kotov care? Do I care?

“Tiana, are you still there?”

“Yes, yes, I’m just thinking of a plan of action.”

“Great. Have something on my desk in an hour, and I’ll approve it in the next. A note will go from our Ministry of Foreign Affairs to their Canadian counterparts, requesting the return of the traitor immediately. They’ll have a twenty-four-hour window. Your op will run on parallel tracks.”

“Understood.”

“Questions?”

“Not at the moment, but I’m sure I’ll have some while I’m putting the extraction plan in action…”

“Good. I’ll be in the office.” 

Kotov ended the call.

Tiana looked at her phone, then glanced at the Canadian embassy. The three-story, red-and-beige brick building was well-guarded. A well-executed plan would have to take place under the cover of darkness. She shrugged. I hope it doesn’t come to the rough option. Hall, I hope you and I can come to some sort of an agreement. But the rough option remains on the table. If Kotov is dead set on moving forward with a strike, I’ll have no choice but to execute it to perfection…
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Chapter Three

 

 

Helsinki Airport

Helsinki, Finland

 

Justin Hall stood from his crouched position as he took another picture of the landscape stretching outside the airport: sunrise over skyscrapers stabbing at the sky in the distance. Airports rarely had such views. And Justin had even fewer opportunities to enjoy such precious moments.

He took another shot, pretending to struggle to capture that elusive, perfect picture. He smiled to himself, in a clear sign of satisfaction. Then he looked to his left, in the direction of his target—a Syrian man in his early thirties—who was sitting outside the nearest gate, waiting for his departure flight.

Justin was also waiting, for his order, which wasn’t forthcoming, causing unnecessary frustration and complications to the snatch-and-grab operation. Justin’s team, composed of two other ECS operatives, had followed the target ever since he had left the safehouse, in the southern outskirts of the city. They had passed by many excellent opportunities to seize Farook Najjar, the confirmed member of an Islamic terrorist organization based in Germany and operating across Finland, Scandinavia, and northern Europe. There were many back alleys, empty stretches of roads, and even a situation when Najjar visited the washroom at a gas station, before continuing his drive to the airport.

The order never came.

The ECS operative fidgeted with his phone. He thought about calling Flavio Moretti, the chief of the Europe Clandestine Section, or ECS, of the Canadian Intelligence Service, stationed in Vienna. He was Justin’s boss, and Justin wanted to request, no, demand the authorization for them to spring into action. If the order was delayed for another ten, fifteen minutes at the most, the operation would be a complete write-off, if it wasn’t already. The waiting area was getting crowded with passengers dragging their luggage. There were a few toddlers running around, and a couple of old women in wheelchairs. Not the greatest place for close combat.

Justin ran his hand through the wavy hair that reached the nape of his neck. The hair had become ashen at the temples, since he was pushing thirty-eight. But he was trim and fit and could put a twenty-year-old to shame, especially when it came to endurance. He exercised every other day, unless he was running an operation, which was almost always the case.

Until that fateful day in Afghanistan.

During a covert operation near the border with Iran, a bullet had fractured Justin’s left femoral shaft. It had been his lucky day, as the round had missed all the main arteries and veins. It had cut through the biceps femoris, the thigh’s outermost muscle. Ten weeks had passed since it happened, and the recovery had been swift and continuous, but not complete. Justin walked fine, but when he ran, the injury had the potential of slowing him down.

It didn’t stop him from participating in field operations, but he wasn’t sure in the case of a long, arduous chase. It hadn’t happened yet, but the dreaded thought burned at the back of Justin’s mind. What if it did? What if it allowed a target to escape? Justin had suffered a couple of episodes when he had almost lost his balance, but he had been able to catch himself before falling. His doctor had concluded it was simply fatigue from overexertion and had asked Justin to take it easy.

Justin sighed and looked at the terrorist. He was typing on his phone, oblivious to the agents keeping him under tight, constant surveillance. He stopped and scratched his long beard for a brief moment. Then his large black eyes cast a sweeping glance around the waiting area. Is he looking for us? Is he wondering if he’s being followed? Justin shook his head. Even if he is, Najjar isn’t going anywhere. He’d already be in handcuffs, if it were up to me.

He glanced at his wristwatch, then at one of the screens near the gate. Ten minutes until Turkish Airlines started the boarding of Flight TK 1764 to Istanbul. Justin expected a short delay of perhaps ten, fifteen minutes, as was the case with all flights. They could pick up the chase in Istanbul. Justin and his team members had tickets to the same flight as the terrorist. But once on the ground, the operation would have to start from scratch.

When Justin looked at Najjar again, the Syrian had turned his head in Justin’s direction. The operative moved his gaze over the terrorist’s shoulders, but there was a flash of recognition on the Syrian’s face. He gave Justin a grin that was nothing but menacing and stood up. He looked around, and Justin knew what the militant was doing. If there was one surveillant, there had to be more.

“I’ve been made,” Justin said onto his throat mike. “Move on the target—”

“We don’t have the order yet,” replied Arian, one of the team members, standing at the opposite end of the waiting area.

“I am giving the order,” Justin said. “If we don’t act now, he’ll…”

His voice trailed off as Najjar reached inside his gray pinstriped jacket and pulled out a pistol. “Allahu Akbar! Allahu Akbar!” he shouted at the top of his lungs. God is the greatest.

The terrorist waved the pistol around for a moment, aiming it at random passengers, as they screamed in panic. One of the airline clerks manning a booth near the gate must have pressed some kind of alarm, because an ear-piercing ringing filled the area. Passengers began to scatter in all directions, climbing over seats in a stampede.

Najjar fired his pistol.

One of the bullets struck a young man in the back. He collapsed over one of the seats. Najjar aimed his pistol at another man and fired again. This time, the terrorist missed, even though the man was a mere ten yards away.

Justin could wait no longer.

Amidst the chaos, he aimed his trusted Sig Sauer P320 9mm pistol. The first bullet struck Najjar in his lower abdomen. Justin could have aimed for the terrorist’s head, but that would have been a harder shot. The operative hoped he could simply incapacitate Najjar and end his carnage. Then, they’d ask him questions about his group’s plans.

It didn’t work.

Najjar fell to his knees, but kept the pistol clenched in his hand. He realigned his aim with a young girl running along with her mother. They were almost behind the safety of one of the thick white columns when the bullet struck the little girl in the back. She fell into the outstretched arms of her mother, who screamed like a wounded animal.

Justin fired a quick burst. Najjar’s head exploded into gushes of blood as chunks of brain matter splattered the glass windows and the white walls.

Justin dashed toward the still-screaming mother. One look at the girl told him that she was still alive. “Arian, get us a doctor. Now!”

“Right away.”

“Erik,” Justin called the other team member. “Make sure the police don’t take us for the bad guys.”

“Got it, chief.”

Justin knelt over the girl. Her eyes were closed, and a pool of blood was forming around her tiny body. “No, no, don’t move her, don’t,” he said gently to the mother clutching her daughter’s body. “A doctor is coming. He’ll be here soon and
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