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The Story

 

Betrayed by one of your own…

 

When the defection of an Iranian nuclear scientist is compromised, CIS spymaster Justin Hall suspects this was an inside job. Unsure who he can trust within his agency, he begins a dangerous game, and soon becomes ensnared in a web of lies and deceit.

 

When a piece of intelligence points to his former boss, Justin is left with no other choice but to go rogue, forging alliances with a sinister Russian oligarch and Yemeni insurgents. How will Justin find out who has put the entire agency in jeopardy and is working with the enemy, when they anticipate his every move?
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​Prologue

 

 

Afmadow

Southern Somalia

 

Bullets hammered the MH-60 Black Hawk. The Navy SEALs’ Team Leader Alex Roberts glanced at the instrument panel in front of him. The last mud-brick shacks of the village were falling behind, but the hail of bullets was relentless. It seemed like everyone on the ground was taking aim at their helicopter. People were shooting from the streets, the trucks, and the rooftops of this stronghold of al-Shabaab, al-Qaeda’s branch in southern Somalia. Rocket-propelled grenades ripped through the night sky with their amber streaks, missing their target by sheer luck. The Black Hawk could withstand small-arms fire, but not RPGs. Their warheads would disable the helicopter’s rotors and force a crash landing.

Roberts looked at two team members shattering the night with their M134 machine guns. The weapons were pouring out torrents of bullets at two thousand rounds per minute. He couldn’t see it, but he was sure some of those bullets were shredding al-Shabaab militants engaged in the firefight.

Seconds later, the Black Hawk veered to the right, and the Islamic bastion disappeared into the darkness. The hail-like sound of bullets died down. Roberts looked back at the gunners and at the other five members of his team, who were securing their “cargo,” the targets of this operation, in the back of the helicopter. Two high-ranking al-Shabaab leaders lay tied, gagged, and blindfolded on the cabin floor.

“What’s our status?” Roberts asked.

“We’re clean. All systems seem functional,” the pilot replied, glancing at Roberts in the co-pilot’s seat.

Roberts nodded. “You all did well down there. In and out in fifteen.”

The snatch-and-grab operation was executed with the assistance of Joint Task Force Two, the elite Canadian counter-terrorism unit of the Special Operations Forces. The Canadian Intelligence Service had obtained actionable intelligence on the targets, and the CIA had engaged one of their local assets. Their man on the ground had confirmed the target’s location thirty minutes before the start of the operation. 

The SEALs dropped into Afmadow’s outskirts, neutralized the guards, and plucked the two militant leaders out of their safehouse. The SEALs’ actions had drawn the terrorists’ fury, but their backlash was weak and easily counteracted. Hellfire missiles and machine gun fire had kept them at bay. The SEALs were now on their way to extract the CIA’s man, Mussad Weydow. Their meeting point was another village, twenty kilometers to the west. Then the team was to proceed to the safety of Dhobley, a village close to the border with Kenya, in the hands of African Union peacekeepers.

“Will we be late?” asked Roberts.

“Negative,” replied the pilot. “We’ll make up the lost time.”

One of the militants jerked, kicked up his feet, and rolled against the cabin door. Walker, one of the gunners, leaned over and lifted the man’s blindfold. “We said don’t move, so don’t you dare to move,” he shouted in Arabic.

The militant’s gray eyes burned against his dark face. He mumbled something, but the rag stuffed deep into his mouth made his words inaudible.

Walker pulled down the blindfold and pushed the man back to his place next to the other detainee. “What a jerk,” Walker spat out his words, “luring kids into this kind of horrendous life.”

“Chill out, man,” said Green, the other gunner. “They’ll pay for it soon enough.”

“Yeah, but how many innocents have they brainwashed so far?”

Green nodded with a sigh. Al-Shabaab had recently stepped up its aggressive recruitment campaign. US- and Canadian-born Somalis joined it in droves. The name al-Shabaab meant “the boys” in Arabic, and they lived up to it. The terrorist network kidnapped children as young as ten from all over Somalia and forced them to fight. Many foreign fighters from Afghanistan, Iran, Lebanon, Yemen, and Syria had also joined al-Shabaab’s army, which claimed around fifteen thousand troops.

“Green, is our contact in place?” Roberts asked.

“He should be. Last time I checked, he was two miles away from the exfil point. That was five minutes ago, give or take. I’ll call him to confirm his current position.”

Green dialed Weydow’s number on his phone. He talked for a few seconds, before hanging up. “Weydow’s waiting at the abandoned warehouse, a mile east of the village. Everything’s going according to plan.”

“We’ll be there in five,” the pilot said.

 

* * *

 

The warehouse was a one-story cinderblock building about the size of half a football field. It had a tin roof and was surrounded by a thatched fence with large holes and an open metal gate. Green switched on his night-vision goggles and looked down from the helicopter. Everything took on a greenish tinge and a grainy texture. He spotted a small acacia tree behind the warehouse, the hulk of a large truck, and other debris scattered around in the yard. Weydow’s white van was nowhere in sight. “Where’s Weydow?”

“Don’t see him,” Walker replied. He too was searching the warehouse and its surroundings.

“Maybe he’s inside,” Green said.

Roberts pondered their options. At the relatively safe altitude of five hundred meters, he could not observe the situation on the ground with accuracy. But he didn’t want to land until they had a visual on the CIA’s man. On the ground, the helicopter was a sitting duck. He didn’t want to put his men needlessly in harm’s way.

“Call him again,” he ordered Green.

Green dialed Weydow’s number. No answer. He tried again. Again, no answer.

“He’s not answering. Must have turned off his phone.”

“What? Why?” Roberts asked.

“No idea.”

“Is he afraid someone will trace him?” Walker said.

“Who? Al-Shabaab? It doesn’t have that kind of gear,” Green said.

Roberts shrugged. “You never know. Weydow didn’t last this long by being careless.”

“Are we landing?” Walker asked.

Before Roberts could reply, the warehouse’s metal doors swung open. 

“Wait. There’s movement,” he said.

A white van zoomed outside the warehouse. The driver swerved around the acacia tree and headed toward the gate. Something resembling a spare tire was strapped to the front of the van.

“What? Where’s he going?” Roberts asked.

“I’m sure he can see us. He knows we’re coming. What’s going on?” said Walker.

An RPG warhead rushed toward them. 

Roberts saw it at the last moment, too late for evasive maneuvers. 

The warhead flew past them. It missed the Black Hawk’s main rotor by about two meters. A plume of gray smoke engulfed the helicopter.

“Ambush,” Walker shouted.

The pilot tilted the helicopter to the left, dropping out of the smoke cloud. 

Another RPG tore up the dark sky. This one widely missed its mark.

Walker pushed the cabin door to the side and rushed into position behind his M134 machine gun. Muzzle flashes lit up the left side of the warehouse. He focused his firepower at that target and kept his finger on the trigger. The bullets tore chunks out of the cinderblock walls.

The pilot turned the helicopter around. Two shooters came into Green’s line of fire, and their muzzle flashes soon died. “Got the shooters by the acacia.”

“Nailed the three on the left,” Walker replied.

Roberts looked at the white van. It was quickly disappearing in the distance. He made a swift decision. “We’re going after them. Green, advise the command. Tell them we’ll be late.”

“Right away, sir.”

“How did they know we were coming?” asked one of the SEALs from the back.

“They’ve gotten to Weydow and made him talk,” Roberts said in a tense voice.

“Do you think he’s in the van?” asked Walker.

“Not sure—”

A loud bang rattled the back of the helicopter, almost jolting Roberts out of his seat. A moment later, the instrument panel beeped a sharp sound of an alarm.

“We’re hit,” the pilot said. He studied the panel. “An RPG clipped our rear rotor.”

“Are we going down?” Roberts asked.

“We’re going down,” the pilot replied.

The Black Hawk overtook the white van. Roberts squinted but couldn’t make out the driver. The ground sped toward them fast and hard. The pilot tried to seal the helicopter’s fuel lines to avoid an explosion on impact. Roberts braced for the crash landing, a sick feeling forming in the pit of his stomach. His team was going down on his watch. He muttered a short prayer.

The helicopter swerved in a large circle. It tilted to the left and began another turn. The pilot struggled with the controls. He tried to level the helicopter and execute a somewhat controlled crash landing. The main rotor stopped turning. The Black Hawk fell into gravity’s clutches. It completed another three-hundred-and-sixty-degree turn.

Then it crashed on its starboard side.

The impact rolled the helicopter over. The main rotor blades crumpled as if made of tinfoil, the metal crunching, and the glass shattering all around them. The cabin walls closed in. Everything not fastened to the Black Hawk’s airframe was hurled around the cabin like balls in a bingo blower. The pilot’s crashworthy seat protected him from the direct impact, but the windshield folded in as it hit the ground, killing the pilot and Roberts instantly.

A moment later, the Black Hawk exploded into a million fiery fragments.


​ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

​Chapter One

 

 

Twenty kilometers east of Khan Giran

Northeast Iran

 

Justin Hall glanced through his binoculars at the dirt road down in the valley, expecting to see the silver Toyota of the Iranian defector. His eyes took in the vast semi-desert, the scrub and the gas pipeline along the road, the hot air sizzling over the ground, but no sign of the car. He wondered if the nuclear physicist had changed his mind. Or worse: The Islamic Revolutionary Guard or one of the Iranian intelligence services had caught him.

He sighed, blowing at the sand in front of his face. He was on his stomach, observing from a vantage point atop one of the jagged hills in this remote part of northeast Iran. The sun had been baking the land for the last two hours at a constant thirty degrees Celsius. Justin wiped the sweat off his brow with his tan headscarf. He took a few sips from his canteen. The warm water did nothing to quench his parched throat. 

​He glanced at the road again, this time through the scope of his C8 carbine. Something moved on the side of the road. A flock of goats, seven—no, eight—and a young boy, perhaps no older than eleven, driving them toward the road. Justin smiled as the boy looked both ways for traffic before taking the livelihood of his family to the other side. One of the stubborn goats decided to relieve itself in the middle of the road. The boy ran and shooed it away, back to the flock.

There had been no sighting of a car, not even a motorcycle or a bicycle, for more than an hour. Along with Nathan Smyth, his partner in this clandestine operation of the Canadian Intelligence Service, or CIS, Justin had traveled early in the morning from Turkmenistan up north. The team had crossed through the porous border with the help of two Turkmen drug runners familiar with the broken terrain. This area had been a theater of war during most of its five thousand years of history. It remained a lawless haven and a preferred route for traffickers smuggling Afghan opium to Russian and European markets. Persians, Pashtuns, Uzbeks, Turkmens, and Arabs lived in a state of a delicate balance of power shared among tribal leaders and clansmen.

“What are we going to do?” asked Nathan, stretched next to Justin.

Nathan leaned back against a boulder, seeking shelter from the scorching sun.

“We’ll wait,” Justin replied.

“Our guides are growing restless.”

“They’ll have to wait, like we have to wait.”

Justin hung his binoculars around his neck and crawled back. Once he was behind the boulder, he got to his feet and shook the dirt off his desert camouflage fatigues. He took another sip of warm water and used it to wash his dried mouth. He headed toward the battered Nissan Pathfinder of the drug runners. They were supposed to keep watch on the other side of the hill overlooking the steep trail leading to the top. Justin found them sheltered away from the heat, enjoying the air conditioning in the SUV’s cabin, glancing occasionally at the trail through the windshield.

One of the guides, the younger one sitting in the driver’s seat, rolled down the window. “Your man isn’t coming,” he said in English with a heavy accent. “We should go back.”

Justin shook his head. “No. He’ll come. We’ll wait.”

Ruslan, the older guide, rolled down his window as well. He gave Justin a deep frown and a stern headshake. “This isn’t the deal we had. We brought you here two hours ago. You were meeting someone at ten. It’s now eleven-thirty. We must go back,” he said in Arabic.

Justin stepped closer to Ruslan and locked eyes with him. He replied to him in Arabic, “I made no deal with you. You have a deal with Colonel Garryev. Your deal with him is to bring us here and take us back once we’ve finished our job. As you can see, we haven’t.”

Ruslan seemed unfazed by Justin’s words. “Every minute we stay here, we risk being discovered. I know government troops patrol this area. Do you know that they hang drug traffickers in this country?” He rubbed his thick neck to emphasize his point.

And do you know what they do to foreign secret agents derailing their nuclear program? 

​The thought brought back bitter memories to Justin. Five years ago. The deepest, darkest cells of Tehran’s Evin Prison. He spent a long week in solitary confinement. The jailers fed him moldy bread and foul water but put him on a healthy diet of daily beatings. It took the intervention of the prime minister of Canada, complicated negotiations, and an exchange of favors before Justin was allowed to go home.

Justin nodded. “I know what they do. You’re not going to lose your necks. Another day perhaps. Not today.”

Ruslan grinned. “You have thirty minutes. If he’s not here, we’re driving back, with or without you.”

Justin shrugged and walked to the edge of the trail. A light breeze toyed with the loose flap of his headscarf. He took a deep breath, enjoying the temporary relief from the dry air. He lifted the binoculars to his eyes and searched the bottom of the hill and the surrounding area. No sign of human or animal life. Just patches of scraggly brush, rock boulders, and sand. A lot of sand.

He turned around. 

Ruslan gave him a frown and tapped the gold Rolex on his wrist. “Another thirty minutes, Mohammed,” he said.

​Colonel Garryev from Turkmenistan’s Ministry of National Security had introduced the two agents to Ruslan as Mohammed and Mehmet—Nathan’s idea, since he loved M&Ms chocolates. They were pretending to be liaison officers of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party, better known as the PKK, a group waging war against Turkey and seeking the creation of an independent Kurdistan. The two officers were to obtain information from a reliable source about operations of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard. One of the PKK’s largest bases in northern Iraq had been attacked by a joint Turkish and Iranian force, giving credibility to the Canadian secret agents’ cover story. Colonel Garryev knew the true identities of Justin and Nathan, but he was in the dark about the nature of their operation inside Iran.

Nuclear physicist Massoud Safavi had first made contact with the CIS three months ago. He had promised his vast knowledge of Iran’s uranium enrichment program and its plans to build a nuclear bomb. In exchange, Safavi wanted a new life in the Western world.

The CIS had checked, double-checked, and triple-checked Safavi’s credentials and his story, his motives, and his reasons for the defection. He worked as a chief physicist at the secret, heavily fortified Fordo Plant near Qom, in northern Iran. He was not married and had very few friends. He lived with his elderly mother and a younger brother but was always away because of work. Safavi was a devoted Muslim but moderate in his beliefs. Afraid of a new wave of killings of nuclear scientists all over Iran—the most recent a month ago in the heart of the capital, Tehran—Safavi had decided to get out while he still could.

A defection scenario was one of the most difficult of operations, dreaded by all clandestine operatives. It was a ticking bomb waiting to explode at any second. No matter how hard one tried to cover all the angles, there were too many variables that could not be identified, let alone controlled. Was Safavi really defecting or simply luring the agents into an ambush? Was his intelligence going to be any good? Useful? Actionable? Was he a double agent, sent by the Iranians to spy on the CIS and their partner agencies and give them bogus information? 

These and many other questions ran through Justin’s mind. He had no answers to most of them. The potential of securing a highly valued defector and top-secret intelligence had convinced him to set foot again on Iranian soil. He had picked this remote meeting point—fifteen kilometers south of the Turkmenistan-Iran border—and had set up every detail of the operation. And now here they were, a kilometer away from the meeting point, almost two hours past the appointed time, and the defector was nowhere to be seen.

“Anything new?” Justin asked Nathan, who was keeping an eye on the road.

“No, nothing. What did Ruslan say?”

“He threatened to leave us here. He’s not gonna do it.”

​Justin looked at Nathan’s calm face. He was twenty-seven, five years younger than Justin, but already a great field operative. In the absence of his regular partner Carrie O’Connor—who was searching for her father’s grave—Justin and Nathan had worked together in a reconnaissance mission in Mali. Nathan’s orienteering skills had saved their lives after their local contacts were shot dead. Even if the drug runners left them behind, Nathan would be able to find his way through the dry river beds and over the hills and back to Turkmenistan.

Nathan raised his binoculars. “I see some movement. A silver Toyota.”

Justin fell to the ground and stared at the road through his binoculars. The Toyota was traveling very fast for the dirt road, bouncing over natural speed bumps and dipping into shallow potholes. A long tail of gray dust clouded the view behind the car.

“Is that our man?” Nathan asked.

“Not sure. The Toyota matches the description, but I can’t make out his face.”

“Can’t tell if he’s being followed.”

“We stay put until we have a visual.”

Justin crawled forward and followed the car through his carbine scope. It would be practically impossible for the driver and any passengers in the Toyota to spot Justin’s and Nathan’s position from that distance. Even if the car stopped and someone searched the hilltop, the chances of finding the carbine muzzle were extremely slim. Justin had picked their vantage point keeping in mind counter-surveillance tactics. A few shrubs, some rocks jutting out of the ground, and two heaps of sand formed a natural cover in front of their position.

The Toyota followed the curved road, slowed down, and stopped. Justin had given Safavi the GPS coordinates of their meeting point, and the car was right on the designated spot. The driver rolled down his window, as per Justin’s instructions.

“That’s Safavi,” Justin said. 

His features matched those of the pictures Justin had seen, except for the curtain of sweat on the man’s forehead. Safavi’s eyes had dark circles around them. He ran his hands through his receding gray hair and adjusted his black-rimmed glasses. Then he looked out the window.

Justin moved the sight of his scope to view the backseat. It seemed there was no one else in the Toyota, but he had no way of being completely sure. He reached for his phone and dialed Safavi’s number. “You’re late,” Justin said in English. “What happened?”

“Traffic, I ran into heavy traffic.” Safavi’s voice was weak, and he was huffing as if trying to catch his breath. 

Justin looked through the carbine’s scope. Safavi’s hands were shaking, and he almost dropped his phone. “There was also an accident. Not me. A truck.”

“Anyone else with you in the car?”

“No. I’m alone.”

“Anyone follow you?”

“No. I don’t think so.”

“You’re not sure?”

“I didn’t see anyone following me.”

The cloud of dust had started to thin out. Justin surveyed the road for the next two, three, four kilometers behind Safavi’s car. No trace of a tail. He raised his binoculars and scanned the horizon. No sign of any helicopter or airplane. It seemed everything was going according to the plan.

“You see anything strange?” he asked Nathan, who had been mimicking Justin’s reconnaissance actions.

“No, but that doesn’t mean they’re not there.”

“Uh-huh.” Justin grunted. He spoke to Safavi over the phone: “Turn off the car but leave the key in. Take everything you need, and step out.”

Safavi followed Justin’s orders. A briefcase hung from his left hand. “Where are you?”

“We’ll meet you soon. Start walking toward the north. Stay on the road. Stop once five minutes have passed.”

“In the sun?”

Justin sighed. “Yes, in the sun. I’ll call you in five.”

“All right.”

Safavi began to walk slowly. He was wearing dress shoes, almost useless for the hike he had just started. The briefcase was not heavy. It was swinging back and forth as he took small steps.

“Keep an eye on him and on the car. I’m going to meet him. I’ll tell you when I know he’s clean.” Justin tapped his throat mike while looking at Nathan.

Nathan nodded. He placed his eye on his C8 carbine’s scope. His index finger caressed the trigger guard.

Justin crawled backward until he reached the boulder and jumped to his feet. “Our contact’s here,” he told Ruslan when he got to the Nissan. “I’m going to meet with him. Mehmet will let you know when I’ve gotten what I need. At that time, bring the SUV around. Meet me down at the road, and we’ll get out of here. Is that clear?”

Ruslan nodded and showed Justin his crooked teeth. “Yes,” he muttered and lit up a cigar.

 

* * *

 

Justin skirted the hill, watching his step for loose rocks. His feet sank ankle-deep into the sand as he slithered downhill, hidden from Safavi’s line of sight. The Canadian operative advanced fast, moving toward the next hill to his right, always keeping Safavi’s car in his peripheral vision. At the same time, he checked farther away on both sides of the road, as well as the peaks of surrounding hills and the horizon. The operation seemed to be running without further glitches.

He popped out in the open at the bottom of the hill, about two hundred meters away from Safavi. The scientist stopped and switched the briefcase from one hand to the other. Justin gestured for him to keep walking and come closer. At the same time, Justin pulled out his Sig Sauer P229 9mm pistol from the knapsack on his shoulders and pointed it at Safavi.

The Iranian continued to walk with unsteady steps, glancing at the hillside from where Justin had appeared. Safavi seemed to have quickened his pace. At some point, he raised his hand to protect his face and his head from the sun. When they were about thirty meters away from each other, Safavi shrugged and shook his head.

“Stop, stop,” Justin called out to him. “Put the briefcase on the ground, and open it slowly.”

“Why? Is this necessary?”

“Yes. As I explained to you, it’s our standard procedure.”

“I don’t understand…”

“You don’t have to. Just do it.”

Safavi opened the briefcase.

“Leave it there and keep walking toward me for another ten meters.”

Safavi shook his head again but followed Justin’s order.

“Now what?” he asked when he reached the spot.

“Get on your knees facing me, lock your hands behind your head, and do not, I repeat, do not look behind you. Got it?”

“Do we have to do this?”

“You agreed to these terms. Now keep your side of the deal.” Justin gestured with his gun at a point on the side of the road. “Right there.”

Safavi shuffled his feet and followed Justin’s orders to the dot. “Satisfied now?”

“Delighted. Don’t move.”

“This is too much. I’m here because I want to be here, not to kill you.”

Justin ignored his words and advanced carefully, keeping his pistol trained on Safavi at all times. Once he reached the man, he circled around him. Safavi’s jacket was open. He was wearing no suicide bomber vest or belt. Justin pulled out a pair of plastic handcuffs and snapped them on Safavi’s wrists. He offered no resistance. Justin patted him down and removed Safavi’s phone from one of his pants pockets. Once he was convinced the defector was clean, Justin spoke to Nathan, telling him to come out and meet them.

“Get up.” Justin helped Safavi to his feet. “We’re good. That was for your protection and for mine. Don’t turn around.”

“Do you not trust me?”

“I don’t trust anyone.”

Justin walked over to the briefcase. It contained only a thick folder with documents, pictures, sketches, and diagrams. He flipped through the pages. They were mostly in Farsi, but a few were in English. Justin recognized some formulas and sketches he was trained to look for and the universal chemical symbols Pu and U of plutonium and uranium, two elements used to make nuclear bombs. He picked up the folder and returned to Safavi.

Nathan was heading toward the Toyota. He inspected it from a distance, looking for any signs it might be explosive-rigged. Keeping his carbine in a two-handed position ready to fire, he stepped closer to the car. He looked through the windows and opened the doors. He searched the seats and underneath them, and popped the trunk. Once his search was complete, he flashed Justin the okay sign with his arm raised up. “It’s all good here. Car’s clean.”

“You can turn around now,” Justin said.

Safavi’s face was covered in sweat. He was panting. He did a double take when he saw a man in desert fatigues, armed with a rifle, coming toward them from the direction of his car.

Justin removed Safavi’s handcuffs. “Don’t worry. He’s Mehmet, my partner.”

“Okay, and you’re Mohammed, right?”

“Yes.” 

Justin showed Safavi his phone. “You won’t need this anymore.” He removed the SIM card and the battery. He broke the SIM card in half and threw the pieces on the ground, along with the battery. “You won’t need the Toyota either.”

“How are we getting away?” Safavi’s voice carried a hint of concern.

“We’ve got our own transport.”

“What will happen to the car?”

“One of the locals will snatch it. Authorities will never find it.”

“And my friend?”

“What about him?”

“It’s his car.”

“I hope he has insurance.”

Justin had worked out Safavi’s disappearance. He was to borrow a friend’s car for a short vacation in Rasht—an Iranian city on the Caspian Sea—to escape the stress of work. After being seen by many witnesses walking along the seashore, acting illogically, and rambling to himself, he was to get into the water with his clothes on and be seen no more. Then, he was to change into a different outfit and drive to their meeting point.

“Did you follow our plan to the letter?” Justin asked.

“Yes, I did.”

“And no one followed you?”

“I saw no one.”

Nathan was a few steps away when the Nissan SUV appeared on the side of the road. Ruslan had taken the scenic route.

“That’s our transport. Let’s go,” Justin said.

When they reached the SUV, Ruslan asked, “Who is this?”

“Our contact,” Justin replied.

“Did he give you the information?”

Justin raised the folder. “He did.”

“So, he’s not coming with us.”

“Of course he is.”

“Our deal was not—”

“Listen, I don’t have time for this nonsense.” Justin stood an inch away from Ruslan’s face. “He comes with us. You have a problem with that, talk to Colonel Garryev.”

Ruslan cursed through his teeth. “What are you looking at?” he barked at the driver. “Start the engine.”

Justin sat behind the driver, Safavi behind Ruslan. Nathan slid in the third row of seats and placed their carbines and knapsacks next to him. The driver started the SUV, and they continued along the dirt road.

Safavi was perched on the edge of the seat, his hands trembling. 

Justin offered him his canteen. “You made it,” he said, resting his hand on Safavi’s shoulder. “There’s nothing to fear now. We’ll be across the border in a few minutes.”

Safavi nodded but did not take a drink.

Justin passed the folder with Safavi’s intelligence to Nathan. He shuffled through the documents. “Is this all?”

“Yes. It’s plenty to convince any scientists that Iran is very, very close to having a nuclear weapon. The rest of the evidence is here, in my mind.” Safavi tapped his left temple. “I will tell you everything I know once—”

The explosion of the window glass and the bullet striking his head ended his sentence. Blood and brain matter sprayed Justin’s face. Safavi’s head slammed against his shoulder.

“What was that?” Ruslan shouted.

The driver panicked. He drove the Nissan toward a pile of rocks at the side of the road. Ruslan slapped him on the back of his head and reached to grab a hold of the steering wheel. Justin snapped his head to the side to look out the window for the shooter. He took in the entire landscape in a quick sweep. Everything was as peaceful as a moment ago. But the defector was dead, blood spurting from the bullet hole in his head.

“See anything?” Justin shouted at Nathan.

“No. Nothing. No shooter.”

“What was that?” Ruslan asked again.

The side window shattered, and Ruslan’s head exploded. His blood splattered the driver and the SUV’s interior.

“Who’s shooting? Who’s killing us?” shouted the driver. He stared at Ruslan’s blank eyes. 

“Sniper at nine o’clock. Two, three hundred meters,” Justin shouted, suppressing the anger rising in his voice. He had followed the angle of the shot and had discovered the shooter. He pointed with a sweaty, shaky hand to a tall ridge overlooking the road. They had searched that area earlier but had seen no traces of a sniper’s nest. He swore under his breath.

“No movement, but it looks like the perfect place,” Nathan said. He recalibrated his binoculars. “Yeah, he’s there. I see him.”

The Nissan veered off and headed for a ditch, the driver still staring at Ruslan. Another round slammed the side of the SUV.

“Watch the ditch. The ditch!” Justin shouted.

The driver snapped out of his trance and steered the SUV back to the road. It fell into a deep pothole that almost broke its shock absorbers. The driver pressed the gas pedal, and the Nissan bounced back onto the dirt road.

“Turn, turn, left, then right,” Justin ordered the driver. “Make it harder for the shooter. And get us off of this road.” 

Nathan reached for their carbines. He handed Justin his and swung his own carbine over his shoulder, rammed the barrel through the window glass, and began hammering away at the sniper’s nest.

Justin did the same. He blasted round after round until he emptied his magazine. He reloaded in a flash and continued firing. He had little hope their bullets were going to hit the sniper. Their enemy’s nest was within the carbines’ maximum fire range, but they were in a moving vehicle, and its driver was taking sharp turns. The suppressive fire was intended to keep the sniper down or reduce his efficiency. At least for a few more seconds.

The driver found a flat patch of barren land, clear of any boulders, and turned the steering wheel in that direction. He misjudged the distance, and the Nissan’s front tire hit a large rock. The SUV tilted to its right side as it climbed over the obstacle then sank at the edge of a sandbank. The driver hit the gas pedal. The Nissan groaned and jerked forward but went nowhere. A bullet pierced the back window.

Nathan let off a long volley, a full thirty-round magazine.

The driver swore and shifted gears. He gave the gas pedal a light touch. The tires spun. He steered to the left, toward the hard ground. The SUV inched forward with a rattle. He pressed the gas pedal again. The SUV responded, and they slid downhill. They took two more turns, rounded the hill, and were finally out of the line of fire.

Justin pressed his pistol against the driver’s head. “Stop the SUV.”

“What? What are you doing? Why?”

“Stop the SUV. Last time.”

The driver slammed the brakes. The Nissan came to an abrupt halt. He raised up his hands.

“How did they learn about us?” Justin asked. “Whom did you call? Whom did Ruslan call?”

“I don’t… I don’t know. Don’t kill me. I called… called nobody.”

“Did he call anyone?”

“No, no, he didn’t.”

Justin shoved his gun deeper into the back of the driver’s head. “Don’t lie to me.”

“I’m not lying. Check my phone and Ruslan’s phone. We had no idea where we were going. Remember, you only told us it was somewhere in Iran. You gave us directions as we drove. Don’t kill me. We didn’t betray you.”

“But who did? Who did this?” He nodded toward the dead bodies.

Nathan got out of the SUV and searched Ruslan for his phone. He reached into the driver’s shirt and got his as well. He searched quickly through their call logs.

“Get out,” Justin said. He kept his gun pointed at the driver as they both climbed out of the Nissan.

Nathan frowned. “He’s telling the truth. No phone calls since this morning, before we left.” He handed the driver back his phone.

Justin sighed. “Okay, so how did they know? They were waiting for us.”

Nathan glanced at the dead defector, then at Justin.

Justin narrowed his eyes. “No, it can’t be him. I gave him general directions and told him the exact coordinates only this morning. And a sniper doesn’t just happen. Not such a good sniper.”

Nathan took Justin to the side, away from the driver. He couldn’t hear their words, but they could still keep an eye on him.

“What if the defector was a double agent? Entices us with his story, then tells the Revolutionary Guard about our position,” Nathan said.

“But they killed him…”

“Perhaps that bullet wasn’t meant for him.”

“It was easier to target us when we were walking toward him. Why wait until we’re in the SUV?”

Nathan shrugged and looked over Justin’s shoulder at the driver, who was trying to light a cigarette. Justin turned around and saw the driver’s hands shaking so much he succeeded only on his fourth try.

“Maybe he wasn’t in position yet. Too little time to prepare.”

Justin shook his head. “No, it doesn’t make sense. The Guard—or whoever the sniper is—wouldn’t just send a man or two. They would send an army and attempt to take us alive.”

Nathan nodded.

Justin glanced around the area. “Something doesn’t fit quite right. But I can’t tell what it is.”

“That sniper is a great marksman. Maybe he thought a clear shot was too easy. He wanted to make the game interesting, challenging. That’s why he waited until we got into the SUV.”

Justin wiped some of Safavi’s blood from his forehead. “Whatever it is, we don’t have to figure it out now. Take the folder and everything else we need out of the Nissan. I’ll call for an exfil.”

“Got it.”

They returned to the SUV at a fast pace.

“Are we leaving now?” the driver asked.

“Yes. On foot. You’re welcome to join us.”

The driver frowned, looking down at his belly. He was in no shape to hike the rugged hills. “Why not take the Nissan?”

“Because it has a bull’s-eye painted on the back. The sniper will call for reinforcements. If they dispatch a helicopter, the Nissan will be your coffin. We have a better chance of survival if we ditch the SUV.”

The driver seemed to mull over Justin’s words. Justin loaded his knapsack on his shoulders and picked up his carbine. He walked over to Safavi and gave him a last glance. “I wish I could give you a proper burial,” he muttered, “especially if you had nothing to do with this.”

Nathan was ready, waiting for Justin.

“Are you coming?” Justin asked the driver.

He shook his head.

“Fine. If you make it, I’ll call you. We need to meet and figure out what exactly happened here and why.”

The driver nodded after a brief pause.

Nathan took a step forward. “This way,” he said, pointing toward a steep trail winding around the hill. “We’ll be safe soon enough.” He began marching.

Justin raised his phone to his ear and followed him. “Let’s hope the Guard’s helos don’t find us before our exfil team.”
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​Chapter Two

 

 

Fifteen kilometers south of the Turkmenistan-Iran border

 

“What do you mean ‘the area is too hot’? We’re ready for exfil. Send in the helo,” Justin said on the phone. He tried to keep his voice calm but found it hard under the circumstances. 

Colonel Garryev was refusing to dispatch the exfiltration team.

Justin listened for a few moments to Colonel’s Garryev’s explanation and said, “No, Colonel, that’s unacceptable. No, we’re not being followed.” Not yet, he wanted to add, but Colonel Garryev didn’t need that detail.

The voice on the other end of the call was scared, even terrified.

Justin shook his head and sighed. “Yes, we can make it to the border, but you agreed to give us an exfil team here, inside Iran. You’re going back on your word.”

He looked at Nathan. The man’s face remained stoic, but Justin could sense a hint of concern in his eyes.

Another useless ramble came from the colonel.

“So, you’re not going to lift a finger to help us, is that correct?” Justin’s tone had turned harsher than he wanted. They were wasting time arguing about their exit plan.

Colonel Garryev gave Justin the same negative response.

Justin cursed under his breath and ended the call. “He’s being a wimp. The coward is crapping his pants, thinking Iran will cause a diplomatic scandal. He’s not dispatching an exfil team.”

“We’re alone?” Nathan asked.

The hint of concern had turned into a dark look.

“We’ll rely on one another,” Justin replied. “And we’ll get out of here alive.”

They removed their camouflage fatigues and changed into local clothing: brown salwar kameez, the long robe and pants. They looked like most of the people living in the area, at least to anyone observing them from a distance. Dark-skinned, rugged, and unshaven, they could easily pass for locals.

Their weapons, bulletproof vests, and other gear secured in their knapsacks, Justin and Nathan began their long fifteen-kilometer trek to the border with Turkmenistan. The first few minutes were crucial to escaping Iranian Revolutionary Guard helicopters or any search patrols. They steered clear of dry riverbeds and obvious trails. Instead, they cut their own trail, using boulders and shrubs as natural cover from prying eyes in the sky or in the semi-desert.

Half an hour later, a low engine rumble caught their attention. Nathan was leading the way toward the opening of a narrow gorge puncturing the hills. He stopped as the rumble overtook them. “What’s that?”

Justin looked to their right. They had left behind the winding road, but a small stretch was still visible, perhaps three kilometers away. He fished out his binoculars from one of the robe’s pockets and observed the road for a few seconds. “I don’t see anything.”

The rumble echoed from the other side of the hill. Justin looked at the sky, his left arm protecting his eyes from the blinding sun. He struggled with the binoculars. “It’s a small airplane.”

The noise disappeared, but Justin continued to scan the horizon. He checked the road again.

“Did he miss us?” Nathan asked.

Justin nodded. “Or we were not what he was looking for.” 

“Do you think the plane’s picking up the sniper? Or carrying a shipment of opium?” Nathan resumed his fast pace.

“I don’t know. Something doesn’t make sense.” Justin lifted his knapsack higher over his shoulders.

“What is it?”

“This… this silence. No sign of the Guard.”

“It means we evaded them.” Nathan shrugged, tilting his head to the side.

“Maybe. For now.”

“Or maybe the sniper was working alone.”

“Working alone for whom?”

Nathan shook his head.

He entered the gorge, which was a little over a meter wide. Justin took another glance at the hills and followed Nathan.

“The sniper could be working for anyone,” Nathan said. “Drug lords, one of the Pashtun tribes. He sees two men in military fatigues, he gets nervous, he starts taking shots.”

“And it was a coincidence our defector appeared at that exact time?”

Nathan lost his footing on some loose rocks. He reached for one of the sandstone walls to keep his balance.

“You okay?” Justin asked.

“Yeah, I’m good. I don’t know whether it was a coincidence or not.”

Justin shook his head. “No, the sniper was waiting there for us.”

“I’m not sure if by us you mean specifically you and me or whoever was going to be there to meet the defector.”

“I mean the latter. The more I think about it, the more I suspect someone followed Safavi to our meeting place.”

“If they were tracing his calls, then it’d be child’s play to pinpoint his exact location at all times.”

Justin shrugged. “It’s possible.”

They marched for the next few minutes in silence. They left the gorge and the hills behind, and they entered a vast, open field. Justin kicked a few rocks with his boots when they came up to the shoulder of the road. A gas pipeline ran parallel to the road. Further in the distance, a turn led to what resembled a gas pipeline service station, almost two kilometers away. It was a small cinderblock building, surrounded by a wide array of pipes and steel structures. 

Nathan raised his binoculars. “One truck. Four workers in uniforms roaming around. Looks like a general inspection.”

“Let’s stay low.”

They continued in the other direction, on the other side of the field. A flock of dark vultures was pecking at a carcass in the middle of the road. One of the birds noticed the two operatives and let out a high-pitched screech. Another one hopped to the edge of the road, spread its large wings, and circled the roadkill in a defensive maneuver.

Justin smiled. 

The vulture screeched again. This time it was a different type of cry. It sounded more like an alarm call. The other vultures began to ruffle their feathers. Two of them cocked their heads to the south and took off. The rest joined the screeching chorus.

“What’s going on?” Nathan asked.

Justin saw the dust cloud before he heard the loud rattle. An SUV in a desert tan camouflage pattern came into sight, followed by a large army truck painted in a similar pattern. A second SUV brought up the rear. 

“The Guard,” Justin said in a hushed tone.

They hurried their steps, careful not to give away their position by kicking up sand or scattering rocks as they crawled behind a cluster of boulders, one of the tens dotting the hillside. They were spread over a dry patch of grass, not too far from the road.

“How did they get here so quickly?” Nathan peered through his binoculars. His chin rested an inch above the grass, and half of his head was hidden behind a large rock.

“The sniper must have called them in.”

“Still, they got here incredibly fast. They were waiting for their order.”

Justin nodded. “How far are we from the border?”

Nathan glanced at his dagger, the Defense Advanced GPS Receiver. Slightly larger than a phone, the receiver used the Global Positioning System to indicate their position in an intricate map grid of the area. Two days ago, Nathan had uploaded the details of the terrain, in case the drug runners were less than reliable as guides. He studied the dagger
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