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The Story:

 

How far would you go to save the one you love? 

 

Spymaster Justin Hall is on a sanctioned assassination operation in Tunisia when his partner is captured by terrorists. With only a few hours to get her back alive, Justin frantically begins working with a CIA operative and attempts to activate a precarious old contact. Distraught and determined, Justin will go to any lengths to save her. Will he make it in time to save the one he loves?

​ 

An adrenaline-fueled spy thriller with emotionally-charged characters, electrifying action, and fast paced spycraft. If you’re a fan of Silva, Baldacci, Child, Clancy, DeMille, le Carré, Ludlum, Thor or Flynn, you’ll love Target Acquired.
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Chapter One

 

 

Seaside resort town of Sousse

Tunisia

 

Justin Hall could hardly believe the voice that came into his earpiece, giving him the bad news. He glanced through his binoculars at the target house and said into his throat mic, “Repeat your last.”

“The car dropped off a woman and two children, a boy and a girl. The woman went in; the children are playing in the yard. Age four, five at the most.”

Justin frowned and bit his lip. The development complicated their already difficult mission. The Canadian Intelligence Service operative was studying the back entrance to the target house, waiting for the opportune moment for the assault. His partner was covering the main entrance. According to the intelligence the team had received, there were supposed to be four to six men, all known jihadist fighters. Those odds were not in the team’s favor, but the arrival of the woman and children had made matters worse.

“Justin, come in,” the voice said.

“Yes, is the car gone?”

“It left, yes.”

“Was the woman armed?”

A brief pause. “No, not that I could see. She was dressed in the loose local garb, so anything is possible.”

Justin nodded and glanced at his watch. It was almost ten fifty. Faint lights lit the narrow, crooked back alley. The entrance led directly inside the house. The asset who had informed them about the terrorists’ safehouse had drawn its plans, and Justin had committed them to memory. There was a narrow hall with guest rooms on each side. Then, beyond the kitchen, there was a third, larger room the jihadists used as their headquarters. It was very likely that most of them would be in that room.

Justin drew in a deep breath and said, “Marco, we go on with the plan. Be extra careful.”

“Of course, Justin. Any movement on your side?”

“Negative. All quiet.”

“Okay. Let’s go.”

“May God bless us.”

“Yes, we will need that. Over and out.”

Justin tightened his fingers around the Russian-made GSh-18 9mm pistol and slung the AK-105 rifle over his shoulder. Both weapons were equipped with sound suppressors. He dashed toward the back entrance and unlocked the metal door in a swift move, as the asset had procured them a copy of the key. Justin pushed the door as slowly and gently as he could, but its hinges still made a low screech. He hoped no one inside the house had heard the noise.

He was wrong.

“Hafeez, is that you?” someone shouted in Arabic.

Justin flattened himself against the wall of the dimly lit hall and pointed the pistol to his right, in the direction of the voice. Somehow, he felt the voice was closer than it really was. It was the adrenaline rush through his body that heightened Justin’s senses. He could now be laser-focused. His heart pumped harder in his chest; his fingers felt natural around the pistol, making it an extension of his hands.

A man appeared at the other end of the hall.

It took Justin a split second to determine the man was not the main target of the team’s operation. So he pulled the trigger, planting a bullet in the man’s chest.

The gunshot made a small crackling sound, like someone opening a can of pop.

But the thud of the man’s body collapsing on the floor was louder.

The element of surprise was gone.

Loud curses and scrambling noises came from the headquarters room.

Justin dashed forward.

He reached the first door to the left and kicked it open while remaining out of the line of fire of anyone who could be inside.

No one returned fire from that room or from the hall.

As he came near the next room, the door was thrown open and a gunman rushed out. Before the gunman could turn his AK rifle toward Justin, the agent fired a couple of rounds. The first one struck the man in the right arm, causing him to drop the rifle. The second bullet found the man’s lower abdomen. He dropped back against one of the walls, then crumpled onto the cement floor.

“Two men down,” Justin whispered into his mic.

A loud, long barrage came from the kitchen.

Justin fell to one knee, looking for the shooter.

There was no one in the hall, but bullets ricocheted from the wall a few feet away from him. Whoever was firing was doing so blindly.

Justin took a couple of steps, staying away from the bullets kicking up dust around his feet. “Marco, come in.”

“Just getting in—”

Gunfire cut off his words.

“Marco, Marco?”

“Taking fire, but I’m all right. Inside the house now.”

“And the kids?”

“The girl came in. Watch out for her.”

Justin frowned. “Copy that.”

He remained in place and peered down the hall for the girl. He did not see her right away nor did he see Marco.

The gunfire ceased, and it was silent for a brief moment.

Then came a tiny sobbing and small footsteps thumping along the hall. A little girl ran toward the headquarters room. “Mommy, Mommy, I’m scared...”

Justin shouted. “No, go back, back...”

The girl did not look at him or pay attention to his words. She scurried toward the room. Just as she came to the door, a man stepped outside and scooped her up in his arms. Then he walked out into the hall and toward Justin.

His pistol was trained at the man’s head, but the little girl covered most of his body and a part of his face. She was shaking and squirming, and Justin did not have a clear shot.

The man held the girl with his left arm against his chest and pointed the pistol in his right hand at Justin. “Drop your gun. Now!”

Justin did not even flinch. He kept his pistol leveled with the gunman’s head. “Put her down, gently,” Justin said in a warm voice in Arabic.

The man cocked his head. “You don’t hear me? Drop your gun, or I’m going to kill her.” The gunman pressed the muzzle of his pistol against the girl’s temple.

Justin locked eyes with the gunman. “You don’t want to do that—”

“Now, or she dies,” the gunman shouted.

Marco’s voice came into Justin’s earpiece. “I have him, Justin.”

Justin began to lower his pistol and took a couple of steps closer to the gunman. “All right, all right. You got it. But don’t hurt her.”

“Stay back, back.” The gunman began to turn his gun on Justin.

“Now,” Marco whispered.

Justin darted forward as Marco’s gunshot echoed through the hall.

The bullet pierced the back of the gunman’s head. It came out through the forehead, spraying brain matter and blood. His body began to fall to the floor, along with the girl screaming at the top of her lungs.

Justin dove as far as he could. He grabbed the girl just as her head was going to hit the floor. He wrapped his arms around her softly and rolled away from the dead gunman.

Some of his blood had splattered the left side of her face, and she was terrified, but otherwise unharmed. “You’re going to be okay.” Justin smiled at her and spoke in a warm, low voice. “I’m going to take you to your—”

“No, Justin,” Marco said, standing at the end of the hall. Then he whispered into his mic, “Her mother is gone, man.”

“What?” Justin’s eyes met his.

“Yes. She fired at me from the kitchen...”

Justin cursed under his breath. “Is the kitchen clear?”

“Entering now.” He slipped inside.

Justin held the girl close to his chest. She was still sobbing and shivering, but her hands were around Justin’s neck. His right hand was still holding the pistol. He shifted his body slightly and turned the pistol toward the headquarters room, in case someone else burst out.

No one did.

“Marco, come in,” Justin said after a long moment.

“Yes, we got him. We got Khazri, but he’s wounded.”

Justin heaved a sigh of relief. “Can he walk?”

“I’ll make him.”

“All right. Let’s get out.”

“And the girl?”

Justin stroked her hair and felt her warm breath on his face. It seemed she was sobbing a little less, or perhaps Justin wanted that to be the case. “She ... she’s coming with us.”

“Bad idea, Justin.”

“After what happened, we can’t leave her here with—”

“And we also can’t take her. What are we going to do with her?”

“I ... I don’t know.” His voice turned firm and louder than necessary.

The girl glanced at Justin with her clear blue eyes. They were the same color as Karolin’s, Justin’s girlfriend and partner in the initial operation that had brought them to Tunisia. Shortly after their arrival, Karolin had been taken. It had been over forty-eight hours, and there had been no news from her. No ransom call, nothing, just dead silence.

Justin shook his head. “I’m not leaving her behind.”

Marco cursed out loud. “Fine, but let’s go. The gunshots will bring the hyenas around, if they’re not here already.”

Justin slowly lifted himself and the girl off the floor. “We’re going for a short trip now.”

“Is my brother coming?”

Justin shook his head.

“And Mommy?”

He bit his lip. “No. She’s not.” He turned and raced toward the door.

“I’m going to fall.” She grabbed a handful of Justin’s hair.

“I won’t let you.”

They came to the end of the hall. He turned slightly and glanced at Marco, who was covering their retreat.

Marco gave him a thumbs-up. “We’re good, Justin.”

“Oh, I heard a tiny voice...” The girl noticed Justin’s black earpiece, then reached for it and pulled the wire. “Who is that?”

“No, no, don’t...” His voice trailed off as the earpiece fell off his ear.

Justin shrugged and stopped as they came to the metal door. He unlocked it, pushed it open a crack with the tip of his boot, and listened for a moment. Hearing no strange noises but a dog howling in the distance, he stole a quick peek.

The back alley was empty.

“Good to go,” Justin said.

He shouldered the door and stepped outside, hurrying toward their car parked around the corner.

“Where are we going?” the girl asked.

“For a little trip. You like trips?”

The girl shook her head. “I want to go back home.”

“You will. Soon. What’s your name?”

“Alina.”

“That’s a beautiful name,” Justin said about it, which, indeed, meant “beautiful” in Arabic.

Alina nodded, and her face formed a tiny smile. “My mommy says I am her beautiful princess.”

Justin nodded. “My name is—”

Gunfire bursts came from behind him.

The girl cried out.

Justin did not look back. Marco was covering that direction. Still, Justin said, “You good?”

“Yes, but we’ve got company.”

“I hate nosy guests.”

“Me too.”

Justin’s fingers tightened around the pistol’s handle as he neared the corner. As he expected, a gunman was standing near their silver Peugeot sedan. The team should have had a third person in charge of their exit, who would have brought the car to the back entrance. But this snatch-and-grab operation was unauthorized. Justin could count only on himself and Marco, his old friend from the Agenzia Informazioni e Sicurezza Esterna, or AISE, the Italian foreign intelligence agency.

Justin stepped close to the wall before the gunman could see them. Justin’s left hand brought Alina closer to his chest. “Cover your ears.”

“Why?”

“There will be some loud noises. Cover them now.”

Alina nodded and brought her small hands to her head.

Justin raised his pistol and rounded the corner.

The gunman saw them and raised his rifle.

“Don’t do it,” Justin said.

The gunman’s rifle turned toward Justin.

He double-tapped his pistol.

Alina let out a shriek.

The gunman fell against the Peugeot, bleeding from his chest.

“Justin...” 

He thought he heard Marco’s voice, but the earpiece was dangling around Justin’s neck, so he could not be sure. But the throat mic was still in place, so Justin said, “Almost at the car, Marco.”

He held Alina’s head down and close to his chest, so she would not see the bleeding gunman. She had already seen more bloodshed in one day than most children saw in their entire life. Justin placed her gently into the backseat and buckled her seatbelt. “Stay there, okay?”

Alina nodded. “Okay.”

Justin looked at the corner.

Marco had just come around it half-dragging and half-carrying the wounded man, the senior jihadist leader who was the target of the operation. He would know where Karolin had been taken, and if he did not, he would be able to find that information. If he refused, Justin was prepared to extract that information out of him, by any means necessary.

Justin raised his pistol and kept it aimed at the corner, in case any gunman came from that direction, as Marco and the wounded leader reached the car. Marco noticed Alina in the backseat, so he shoved the leader into the front passenger seat. His hands were tied behind his back, and there was a black hood over his head.

Justin cast a last glance at the corner, then slipped into the car next to Alina and behind the jihadist. “Hit it,” Justin said to Marco who had already climbed behind the steering wheel.

As he stepped on the gas, the rear window erupted in a geyser of glass.

Justin leaned over Alina to protect her from the sharp pieces.

She glanced at him with her frightened eyes and began to sob quietly.

Justin said, “Don’t be afraid. I’ve got you.”

Alina nodded slowly but did not stop sobbing.

Justin placed his head over hers and brought her closer to him.

Alina rested her head against Justin’s chest and became quiet.

Marco eased up on the gas pedal as they came to an intersection, then took a sharp right turn. The rear wheel climbed over the edge of the sidewalk, then dropped back onto the potholed road.

Justin glanced through the window for a long moment. No gunmen or vehicles were coming in pursuit. “I don’t see them.

Marco nodded. “Yes, but let’s make sure we’ve lost them.”

He took the first left turn, then another right, and drove for two more blocks, before repeating the same maneuver. They were on Rue des Palmiers, east of Las Vegas Beach on the Mediterranean Sea and heading north, toward their safehouse. Justin and Marco had booked a room in the small Hannibal Inn, named after the well-known ancient Carthaginian leader who sowed fear in the hearts of so many Romans. Carthage, Hannibal’s birthplace, was less than a hundred miles north of Sousse.

Justin looked behind him. He was not expecting anyone to have followed them, but he wanted to make absolutely sure before they came close to the inn. After a long moment of observation, he said, “We’re clear now.”

“Good.” Marco nodded.

“Are all the bad people gone?” Alina asked without looking up.

Justin brushed her brown curly hair and looked at the jihadi fighter in the front seat. “No one is going to hurt you. I won’t let them,” he said in a warm tone to Alina and kept brushing her hair.

I wish I could do the same for Karolin. He sighed. Hold on, honey, I’m coming to get you.
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Chapter Two

 

 

Hannibal Inn

Sousse, Tunisia

 

Marco parked in a back alley, behind a mosque, three blocks away from the inn. He shifted in his seat to face Justin. “You and the girl go through the main entrance, while I bring him around. Buy me time, so we can slip in through the back door.” 

Justin nodded. The low-budget inn still had a clerk on-duty around the clock, but no security cameras, which was why Justin and Marco had chosen this particular establishment. Discretion was much more valuable in the activities of a covert operative than comfort or amenities. “Sure, we’ll do that. But let’s switch places.”

“Why?”

“I have an idea about how to distract the clerk. The broken window.”

Marco nodded. “I like that. He’ll have to come out.”

“Exactly.”

When Justin got behind the wheel, they drove for another block, then stopped to allow Marco and the captured jihadist to get out of the vehicle. Then he rounded the last two turns and parked outside the inn’s front door. He turned to Alina and said, “All right, we’ll go inside for a little bit.”

“Is Mommy coming there?”

“Eh ... no, but I’ll be with you. And you’ll be okay. I’ll get you some ice cream. You like ice cream?”

Alina gave Justin a look as if that was so obvious he need not ask.

“What flavor?” he asked.

“Chocolate, what else?”

“Chocolate is my favorite too. Now, when I talk to the clerk, I need you to wait for me at the couches, just inside the door. Just wait there quietly. Can you do that?”

“And then we’ll get the ice cream?”

“You got it.”

Alina nodded and her face formed a small smile. “But I want two scoops.”

“You drive a hard bargain.”

She gave him a surprised look.

Justin shook his head. “Two it is. Now, let’s go.”

When they entered the small lobby, Justin led Alina to the couches. She sat on one of them and gazed at the television screen mounted on the wall, which was playing some kind of talk show. “Stay here, okay?”

“All right.”

Justin approached the reception and nodded at the sleepy-eyed clerk. “How’s it going?”

The clerk stifled a yawn, then looked up from his book. “A long night.”

“It is. Do you mind switching that to some kid show for my niece?”

“At this hour?”

“There must be some cartoon reruns. I don’t want her to see something inappropriate.”

The clerk nodded. He found the remote in one of the drawers and pressed a couple of buttons. The screen changed to a cartoon show featuring a yellow sponge and a pink starfish. Alina smiled and clapped her hands.

“Thanks,” Justin said to the clerk. “She likes it.”

The clerk nodded. “Anything else?” His voice carried a tone of impatience, and he looked at his book.

“Yes, somebody broke my car’s rear window.”

“When did it happen?”

“Not too long ago. Come and have a look.” Justin gestured toward the door and took a step toward it.

The clerk reluctantly stood up. “I’ll call someone. Were you parked here?”

Justin did not reply, but kept walking toward the door.

The clerk followed him.

When they reached the silver Peugeot, Justin showed the damage to the clerk. He shook his head and argued that this was not their responsibility. Justin told him he had no problem paying for someone to replace it, but it would have to be early that morning. The clerk said that he could find someone, but it would be difficult and expensive at such short notice. Then Justin and the clerk began to haggle over the price of a new piece of rear window glass, and how it had to come from another Peugeot, so it would fit perfectly, and it had to be without any cracks, and so on.

When five minutes had passed, Justin felt there had been sufficient time for Marco to make his entrance. So Justin shook hands with the clerk and agreed to the repairman’s coming first thing in the morning. No time was established, so “first thing” could mean anything. It did not matter. Justin was planning to be long gone, before sunrise, especially if his plan worked.

Inside the lobby, Justin walked to the ice cream freezer opposite the reception desk. He picked up three Magnum double chocolate hazelnut sticks, then walked to Alina. “They don’t have the scoopy kind.” He offered her one of the sticks.

“These are fine.” Alina reached and took two of them.

Justin smiled at her, while she ripped the wrapping paper off the first one and took a small bite. He said, “Now, we need to go upstairs for a moment.”

“Why?”

“I need to talk to my friend. It will only take a moment.”

“Then we’ll go find Mommy?”

“Eh ... we’ll ask my friend about that.”

“Okay.”

Justin paid the clerk for the ice creams and gave him a small tip for the help with the car. Justin then took Alina and walked to the room near the end of the second floor, by the exit staircase. Justin knocked the established signal: two short knocks, followed by a long one, and Marco opened the door. “Hey, you took your time...”

“Wasn’t sure how long you needed.”

“I got ice cream.” Alina said and walked inside the spacious room.

“You did? And where is my ice cream!?” Marco walked behind her.

Justin closed the door. “Here, I got you one.”

Marco shrugged. “No, I’m all right. I was just saying...”

“You’re sure? It’s chocolate.”

“I should stay away from sugars.”

“Suit yourself.” Justin tore open the package and took a bite. Then he looked at Alina, who was standing by the window. “Where is he?”

“Locked in the bathroom. You’re ready to proceed?”

“Yes.” He nodded.

“And what if he doesn’t know anything?”

“We’ll see about that.”

Marco held Justin’s arm. “No, if he really doesn’t know about Karolin.”

Justin’s eyes burned in a menacing glare at the mention of her name. “His life for hers. A fair trade.”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“If he doesn’t know, he can find out. He’s not the leader for nothing.”

“One of the leaders.”

“Yes, but very high up. He’ll talk, or he’ll be in a lot of pain and talk.”

Marco nodded. “You know what you’re doing.”

“Right. Do you mind looking after Alina for a little bit?”

“Sure, no problem.”

“I’ll call you when I’m done.”

“When will that be?”

“Not sure. It will depend on how tough he thinks he is. Sooner or later, everybody breaks. I hope for everyone’s sake that it is sooner, rather than later.”
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Chapter Three

 

 

Hannibal Inn

Sousse, Tunisia

 

Soon after Marco and Alina left the room, Justin walked into the bathroom.

The detainee began to mumble and writhe as soon as he heard the sound of Justin’s steps. Marco had tied the detainee’s hands to the bathroom sink drain, and a black hood was still over his head. Justin crouched closer to the jihadist and gently removed the hood. 

The man gave Justin a defiant gaze and shook his head. He shouted something, but the face cloth stuffed in his mouth made his words indistinct. “I’m going to uncuff you now, remove the towel, and we’ll go into the room,” Justin said. “No screaming, not even a sound, or I’ll bring you back here. You got it?”

The man nodded.

“Good.”

Justin lifted the man to his feet and slowly brought him into the room. He sat him down next to the wall, where the carpet had been folded back, so that the detainee would not stain it with his blood. Then Justin handed the detainee a plastic water bottle. He brought it slowly to his mouth with his right hand, while the arm trembled. He had injured it during a scuffle with Marco as the Italian agent dragged the detainee out of the safehouse. He drank almost half of it in one long gulp, then looked at his wounded leg. Marco had already wrapped it in bandages to stop the bleeding.

“We’ll get you a doctor, as soon as we’re done here,” Justin said. “I just have a few questions.”

The detainee locked eyes with Justin. “You think because you gave me some water I will betray my cause of true jihad?”

Justin shook his head. “I’ll let you make that decision. You’re a smart man, Taha Khazri. You can understand the severity of your situation. You’ve been in this position before, right?”

Khazri did not reply right away. His small dark eyes studied Justin’s face for a long moment. “No, I’ve never been captured before.”

“Right, but you’ve interrogated prisoners, foreign fighters?”

“Yes, infidels who came to kill our children and rape our women...”

Justin found it pointless to correct Khazri. “And they told you what you wanted to know, right?”

Khazri’s bloodied lips formed a small smile. “Yes, each and every one of them.”

Justin nodded. “So we agree, then. Torture works.”

Khazri’s smile froze as he realized his mistake. He shook his head and said, “You’re wasting your time if you think I will tell you anything.”

Justin leaned closer to Khazri. “Here’s the thing about torture: everyone breaks, everyone. Some people take longer, days. For others, it’s a matter of minutes. It’s all in the process, what some call the art of torture.” He cocked his head toward a black duffel bag near the opposite corner of the room. “Do you want to know what’s in there?”

Khazri unlocked his jaw to say only, “Your threats don’t scare me.” The intimidating glare remained in his deep-set eyes.

“I’m not trying to scare you but convince you to work with me. See, I hate doing this as much as you do ... But it’s the cost of inaction ... People that work for you or are connected to you have kidnapped the love of my life. Now, if that happened to your wife or your daughter, what would you do to get her back?”

Khazri did not reply. His eyes lost some of the menace, and Justin thought he noticed a glint of unease.

A brief, tense pause hung in the air.

Justin’s gaze never left Khazri’s face. The Tunisian had a blank emotionless look.

Justin shrugged. “I disagree with torture, not on the principle, but on the practice. Most times, people are brought in, beaten up, forced to confess and sign anything shoved in their face. Your case is different, though. From other, credible sources, I know for certain that you are related to her kidnapping. And you just told me you’re unwilling to work with me, because you’re not afraid, and you’re not going to betray your cause. Did I understand that correctly?”

Khazri remained silent. He dropped his gaze to the floor for a moment, then shrugged. His eyes flitted back and forth, and it seemed like he wanted to say something. Then, he shook his head. “Go ahead. Torture me. I will not say a word.”

Justin frowned and returned the headshake. “Wrong answer, Khazri. You’re putting yourself through so much pain ... And for what? That woman means nothing to you, but she means the world to me.”

“She came to my country as an enemy, and she will pay for what she has done.” Khazri spat out his words.

Justin barely stopped himself from punching the daylights out of Khazri. The Canadian agent drew in a deep breath, then stood up and walked toward the duffel bag. He unzipped it slowly without saying a word and pulled out a regular-sized claw hammer and a box of four-inch-long framing nails. He placed them on the carpet, then took a large plastic tarp out of the bag and set it on the floor along the farthest wall from the window and the door. He picked up the hammer and a handful of nails and walked back to Khazri. “It’s time you pay for what you’ve done.”

Khazri opened his mouth to shout, but Justin silenced him with his strong hand. Khazri tried to push Justin’s hand away, but the jihadist’s arms were weak. Justin easily overpowered him, then pulled the face cloth from his back pocket. He stuffed Khazri’s mouth, as he kept struggling. Justin handcuffed the jihadist’s hands in the front and dragged him to the plastic tarp. “I’m not going to blindfold you, because I want you to see as well as feel the pain.”

Khazri shook his head, but his face showed no other sign of terror.

Justin thought, That’s going to change pretty soon.

He lifted Khazri up and set him in a sitting position against the wall. Justin waved the hammer in front of Khazri, then dragged the forked side along the right side of Khazri’s face. “This is brand new. Just got it last night. Can’t wait to try it.”

Khazri mumbled something indistinct.

Justin said, “It’s designed to extract nails, but it will work.” He shrugged and said, “You know much about history, Khazri?”

Khazri returned a headshake.

“No? That’s good, so maybe you’ll learn a thing or two. I’m a history buff, especially of the ancient times. Carthage, Rome, that sort of thing. So Carthage, well, Tunisia nowadays, your home country, was the place that invented crucifixion. You know what that is, right?”

Khazri tried to move his arms and body.

Justin’s strong hand seized Khazri by the throat. “Don’t trouble yourself. It’s of no use.” Then Justin grabbed Khazri’s cuffed hands and lifted them over the jihadist’s head. “I was saying the crucifixion is the nailing of the condemned man to a cross and leaving him there to die. We don’t have a cross, so the wall will do.”

Khazri attempted to writhe away from Justin’s hold, but it was a vise-like grip. He spread one of Khazri’s palms, then placed the tip of the nail against the skin. “Your last chance: Will you tell me where the girl is?”

Khazri hesitated for a moment, then shook his head.

“Wrong answer.” Justin brought down the hammer.
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Chapter Four

 

 

Two days earlier

Sliema, Malta

 

Carrie O’Connor was sitting on the veranda of the small café two blocks away from the Fortina Spa Resort, a five-star hotel, perhaps the best in the resort town. Her eyes could see across Marsamxett Harbour as she took in the view of Manoel Island and Valletta, the capital of the small island state. Earlier in the day, along with Justin and Karolin, they had visited the magnificent forts built in the Middle Ages, the main attractions on both locations. The sightseeing allowed them to kill some time and fit their cover as tourists. The truth was, they were not in Malta for its history but to meet an asset.

The Libyan asset was recruited and cultivated by the Central Intelligence Agency, or CIA, and the handler, Gabriel Patton, was sitting across from Carrie and sipping a club soda. Patton had just returned from Tripoli, the capital of Libya, where he had met with a few contacts. The asset in question, however, was coming from Benghazi, the second largest city in Libya. While Tripoli was in the hands of the United Nations-backed government, Benghazi and most of eastern Libya was ruled by various military groups, loosely gathered around the Free Libya Army. The government and the military had fought bitterly on many occasions, and the bloodshed continued. The situation had degenerated to such an extent that traveling across the division lines was extremely dangerous even for local politicians and militiamen.

Carrie sipped her iced tea and flicked back a lock of her auburn hair that a wind gust from the sea had blown across her face. Then she tipped her head toward Justin, her partner in the Canadian Intelligence Service, or CIS, who was typing on his smartphone. She waited until Justin looked up and their eyes met and said, “What do you think?”

“About Zuway? There’s a fifty-fifty chance he’ll make it.”

Patton leaned back in his plastic chair. “Oh, he’ll come, he’ll make it. I’m not worried about it.”

“Has he ever missed a meet?” Justin said.

“Of course. Most of the time he calls. But he’s out there at sea.” Patton gestured with his hand toward the Mediterranean. “There’s not much reception in some areas. Dead pockets.”

He ran his hand over his gray slicked-back hair. Whatever damage the receding line had done was compensated for by the overgrown salt-and-pepper stubble that covered not only his face but also his neck. Carrie thought it made him look a little like George Clooney, with the crow’s-feet around the eyes and two lines of deep wrinkles across his forehead. Patton was in his late forties, forty-eight to be exact, according to the redacted CIA file that Carrie had seen.

On the other hand, Justin was going to turn thirty-six next month. I should get him something for his birthday. But what? What would he like? She stole a glance as Justin returned his eyes to the phone. Unlike Patton, who had a pale skin, Justin had a true Mediterranean complexion—dark olive skin, big black eyes, and a large, thick nose—inherited from his Italian mother. Tufts of gray hair had formed around his temples, and he had grown a circle beard that accentuated his oval face. Carrie thought he resembled Brad Pitt, but that was probably because once she had been very deeply in love with Justin. They had dated for about four months shortly after Carrie had joined the CIS, after completing two tours of duty with Joint Task Force Two—the elite counter-terrorism unit of the Special Operations Forces—in Afghanistan. But work had gotten in the way, so they had decided to end their relationship while still remaining friends and teammates. While the history between the two of them at times had complicated things, it also brought out the best in them, especially in extreme situations. Sometimes, Carrie felt she was still in love with Justin.

However, he seemed to have moved on. Karolin, the third member of their team, was Justin’s girlfriend, and it seemed to be very serious. Karolin Bayer was of German origin and had joined CIS last year, shortly after receiving her Canadian citizenship. Initially, she had worked as a surveillant, where she had excelled, exceeding everyone’s expectations. In their last operations, Karolin had gathered intelligence that had proven crucial in the “Covert Assassin” operation in London. Their boss had promoted Karolin to field operative, working alongside Justin and Carrie, a mission that had brought them to Malta. At the moment, Karolin was sitting on the terrace of the Fortina Spa Resort—which provided her with a great vantage point—observing the sea, monitoring for the asset’s arrival.

Carrie took another sip of tea, then glanced again at Justin, who was now typing on his phone. “Anything new?”

Justin did not look up. “Writing to my brother. My dad’s going in for surgery this week.”

Patton leaned forward and closer to Justin. “How is he doing?”

Justin shrugged and glanced at Patton. “Cancer has its ups and downs, but over the last few weeks, it has mostly been downhill. He’s in California for this new procedure. Some kind of gene modification and DNA editing. I think it’s called CRISPR, which stands for Clustered Regularly Inter... I’m not sure.”

“Really? That sounds like it’s out of the pages of a sci-fi book.”

“It’s very new technology, some sort of genome engineering, and still in clinical stages. My dad is one of the first patients to try it.”

“How safe is it?” Patton asked.

“I don’t know. I read up on it, and I’m not convinced I’d want someone monkeying around with my genes, slicing and rearranging my DNA. Maybe it’s because I don’t understand it, but I can see so many ways this can go wrong. Complicated diseases like cancer are not
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