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      The rifle cracked and Suleman felt the blood spray his face as the kneeling individual beside him toppled like a discarded sandbag. Sanguine fluid trickled down the flagstones toward the river, joining the blood of those who had fallen before.

      Suleman was next in line.

      The Sunni militants had captured the lot of them an hour earlier. Waving the black standard of the Islamic State, they had stormed the village and caught the Iraqi army members stationed there at unawares. The militants had proceeded to divide the survivors into two groups by sect, Sunni and Shia. The Sunni were allowed to repent.

      The Shia were not.

      Suleman heard the balaclava-clad executioner shift behind him.

      "I'm Sunni!" he lied. "I repent!"

      But it was too late to switch sides.

      Allah help me.

      There came a moment of absolute stillness. He looked out at the wide river before him, at the reeds, at the blue sky. So peaceful. So beautiful. He would miss it. All of it.

      The report of the assault rifle thundered through the air, and Suleman experienced a sharp pain within his right ear. He let himself fall. The paving stones struck his face like a baseball bat but he gave no outward sign that he'd felt the impact. He didn't even flinch. Didn't dare.

      The executioner moved on to the next victim and fired. Suleman heard a thud beside him. It was a muffled sound, as his left ear was to the ground, and his right ear seemed deaf entirely. He opened his eyelids a sliver: the lifeless eyes of his friend stared into his own.

      Somehow, Suleman had survived. The rifle had missed. Or misfired. Whatever the case, Suleman was alive.

      Alive.

      Slowly receding in volume as the executioner moved down the line, the relentless crack of the assault rifle continued over the next half hour, with the occasional pause thrown in while the rifleman reloaded. Blood flowed down the flagstones continuously. A sickly, crimson river.

      Suleman didn't move the entire time. He lay there motionless. Waiting. Hoping.

      And then the rifle reports ceased.

      Suleman dared not get up. Not yet. He remained in place, lying beside his dead companions, baking beneath the hot Iraqi sun, ignoring the flies that dined upon him and the bodies of the dead in macabre swarms. He focused on the pain in his right ear, clung to that agony with all his being. The throbbing reminded him he was still alive.

      When darkness finally hid the massacre from watching eyes, Suleman weakly lifted his head. There was no movement around him. Hearing had returned to his right ear, though sound was still muffled on that side, and the ear pulsed with faint pain.

      Suleman scrambled to his knees, hardly able to believe he had survived the day. Why had Allah spared him and no one else?

      He turned around to observe the village in the distance and froze.

      In the moonlight he saw a man seated cross-legged on the flagstones behind him. An assault rifle rested over his legs. An American-made M16A4.

      "Salaam," the man said. "I am Abdullah. Your executioner."

      Suleman stared at him in horror.

      Abdullah's mouth peeled back in a fierce smile, teeth gleaming in the moonlight. "Is it true what you said earlier? You repent?" The man spoke Arabic with a strange accent, making him difficult to understand.

      Feeling a shred of hope, Suleman moved his cracked lips to answer but no sound came. He couldn't even grunt, his throat too parched from lying in the sun all day.

      "Nod your head. Yes or no."

      Suleman bobbed his chin up and down.

      "You are the sniper trained by the Americans?"

      Confused as to how the man knew this, again Suleman nodded in assent.

      A hard edge came to Abdullah's voice. "If you are lying, you understand what I will do to you, don't you?" His fingers caressed the rifle.

      Suleman bobbed his head a third time.

      Abdullah handed Suleman a water bottle and he drank greedily. The cool liquid burned his throat. He choked, coughing.

      When Suleman had recovered, he tried to speak. "I—" It hurt to talk. He cleared his throat and took another sip. "Repent."

      "Good," Abdullah said. "I knew you would. You have risen from the ashes and are reborn. From this moment forth you are no longer a Shia rejector. You no longer believe the successor to the prophet was his own son-in-law. You no longer believe the direct descendants of Muhammad were infallible manifestations of God. Do you understand?"

      Suleman nodded fervently. He would agree to anything in that moment.

      "Let it not be said that the Caliphate is unmerciful." Abdullah offered him a towel. "Clean yourself up, sniper."

      As he took the towel, Suleman suddenly understood the reason Allah had spared him.

      To serve that man.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The unexpected banging at the door startled Habib awake. He rubbed his eyes in the dark and rose from the soft bed.

      So far his hegira to the land of the great Caliphate was going very well. He had traversed passport control at Atatürk airport in Istanbul with ease, and had flown to Gaziantep unimpeded. Allah was with him.

      All that remained was to meet the smuggler who would take him across the border to Syria. Perhaps that was him at the door?

      As Habib reached the entrance, masked gunmen burst inside his hotel room.

      Everything happened so fast: before he knew what was happening they had dragged him to the main room and thrown him face down onto the table. While the others held him down, one of the gunmen proceeded to violate him.

      "No!" Habib shouted, but it was too late. "No no no."

      The pain was manageable, but the indignation, the humiliation...

      "You like it, don't you," his torturer said in Gulf Arabic. "You're a homosexual!"

      "I'm not!" Habib sobbed.

      Cellphone cameras flashed.

      "We know what you're planning, boy! We know!"

      He glanced at the large, decorative plate at the center of the table, hardly able to see through the tears. He blinked a few times until the image came into focus. The plate was held vertically by a wooden frame. Burnished to a shine, it acted like a mirror. Habib saw the reflection of the masked man who thrust against him repeatedly from behind. An awful sight.

      He was about to look away when something else caught his eye. Beyond the violator he saw another gunman dressed in black, standing apart from the others in the hallway.

      "I'm not going to be a part of this," the lone man declared in English.

      Everything suddenly became clear to Habib.

      Americans.

      The man in the hallway turned to go, but then made a mistake. Perhaps he didn't know he was standing in just the right location for Habib to see his reflection, or perhaps in his hubris he didn't think it mattered, because he pulled off his balaclava.

      In that instant those exposed features were forever seared into Habib's memory. Bronzed skin. Gaunt cheeks. Disjointed nose. Tightly-cropped beard. The American could have almost passed for a Gulf Arab.

      And then the man stormed from view and was gone.

      The terrible violation ended and Habib was thrown into a corner of the room, where he huddled on the floor. Blood trickled down his bare leg.

      "Sodomites go to hell, Habib," one of the masked infidels said in Arabic. "What do you think of that?"

      Habib could only weep. He was vaguely aware of a strange noise in the background. It sounded like... a printer of some kind?

      In a few moments the infidel threw photos on the floor in front of him. "We're going to send these to your family, post them online to the most popular jihad forums, and put them on your Facebook page for all to see. Everyone is going to know you're a sodomite. Everyone. You know what the punishment for homosexuality is where you're going? Or where you're from? You're screwed, boy. In more ways than one."

      Habib buried his face in his hands. Allah had abandoned him.

      "Of course, none of that has to happen," his masked torturer continued. "If you agree to do certain things for us once you reach Syria."

      As Habib listened to what the infidel expected of him, he felt a growing sense of repulsion. He wanted to die. How could Habib betray his beliefs? His brothers? There was no point in living, not if he had to do these things. But like the man had said, Habib would only go to hell when he died.

      He decided to do what the torturer asked, if only to defer those eternal fires a while longer. Perhaps someday Allah would grant him vengeance. And maybe, just maybe, Habib might even find a way to reopen the path to paradise.

      He thought of the face he had seen in the mirror and smiled. When the Americans least expected it, he would strike.
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      Ethan fingered the Kalashnikov slung over his shoulder. The rifle was a PK-10, an AK-47/AKM clone manufactured by the cottage gunsmiths of the region. Not as good as a factory-produced rifle but it served its purpose.

      Roughly two of every ten male passersby carried a gun. PK-10s. Chinese machine guns. Austrian Glock pistols. There was one weapon, however, that almost every man wore without fail, and that was a jambiyah: a large, curved ceremonial dagger tucked into the belt in front of the navel. The hilt was a sign of status. The more expensive hilts were made of ibex or rhino ivory, and depending on craftsmanship, could cost upwards of ten thousand US dollars. Most of the hilts Ethan saw today were of cheap plastic or cow horn.

      The men sported white shirts and wraparound sarongs, with black Western-style blazers on top to complete the look. They wore shawls around their heads or shoulders, wrapped and colored in a manner that varied by tribe. Mustaches were prevalent, though the more devout wore beards styled in the mustachless Abe Lincoln fashion.

      Men who traveled together frequently held hands in friendship. Almost everyone had golf-ball sized lumps of qat in their cheeks—it was past 3 PM, the end of the workday for many Yemenis, and time to start chewing the amphetamine-rich leaf.

      The women wore full veils, with a small slit for the eyes. That, combined with the long black robes draping them from head to foot made them seem like shadowy, roaming ghosts. Some of the older women draped colorful sheets around their existing clothing so that they appeared as strange parodies of the ringwraiths from Lord of the Rings.

      Ethan sported a light-green thawb—an ankle-length robe favored by the devout—and wrapped his shawl in the southern fashion. He fit right in with his tanned olive skin and Abe Lincoln beard: for all intents and purposes he was simply another villager who had moved to Sana'a to make a living. He drew the line at qat, however. Ethan had dipped tobacco back in the day, but that was a far more benign habit in his view, considering the dependency effects induced by cathinone, the amphetamine-like compound in qat. Ethan had quit dip cold turkey, and he wasn't about to get himself addicted to something nastier. He padded the inside of his cheek with a substitute made from paper instead.

      Even though the city of Sana'a was cloistered in a mountainous valley at an altitude of twenty-two hundred meters, the temperature proved a dry, scorching hundred degrees. Ethan kept to the shade, using the dilapidated stone wall of the Old City as a sunshade. Hawkers who sold wares beneath canopied booths accosted him in harsh, guttural Arabic.

      A grubby beggar sat against the wall near a pile of trash and held out a beseeching palm. Ethan placed a crisp pink and green banknote in the man's hand. It was a one thousand rials bill, worth five bucks.

      While the beggar thanked him profusely, Ethan pivoted slightly to look back the way he had come. Satisfied that no one was following, he moved on.

      He traveled beneath the thousand year old Yemen Gate. Only one vehicle at a time could fit the close-quartered streets, though most of the traffic was pedestrian. The blocky buildings rose as high as nine stories, with outer facades decorated in geometric patterns via strategically placed fired bricks; white gypsum outlined the arched doorways and windows. The upper windows had decorative wooden shutters that allowed unveiled women to look down upon the street without passersby seeing them. Minarets poked up beyond the rooftops, overlapping the yellow-brown mountains that provided backdrop.

      Political graffiti was scribbled in Arabic on a few buildings, with such cheerful slogans as "America is the mother of all terrorists" and "Death to Israel," alongside sketches of the Statue of Liberty with a fleet of—presumably hijacked—jumbo jetliners pointed at it.

      Ah Sana'a. A place where old and new abutted. Where one could find a bazaar with canopied booths and stalls standing incongruously beside a modern supermarket. Or pass street vendors selling goat kabobs a few doors down from the KFC.

      On cue, the call to afternoon prayer filled the air.

      "Allahhhhhahhhhhhhahhhhhhhhhoo akbar." The haunting voice of a muezzin drifted through the streets. "Allahu akbar."

      There were more than a hundred mosques in the Old City, and they all announced at the same time, using loudspeakers in their minarets to compete for attention, giving the call a strange echo.

      The dome of a white mosque, two streets away, poked above the sand-colored buildings. His destination. It was one of the more radical mosques in Sana'a, and its Friday sermons were legendary for their anti-Western rhetoric. Thankfully it wasn't Friday: he wasn't in the mood.

      Ethan reached the mosque. Several shoes formed a neat row outside the entrance, with the occasional rifle leaning against the marble wall beside the owner's footwear.

      Ethan removed his sandals and set his PK-10 against the wall. There was a tall vase near the entrance, where visitors spat their discarded qat. Ethan scooped the bolus of paper from his mouth with a curved finger and tossed it into the chewed detritus.

      He entered, taking his place among the rows of men in the carpeted prayer hall. Women prayed in a separate balcony—they were mildly encouraged to stay home.

      When prayers were done, Ethan retrieved his shoes and rifle, and then loitered outside as groups of men gathered for quick chats. He recognized some of the regulars.

      A black Land Cruiser abruptly pulled up and three masked gunmen rushed out. They closed on Ethan.

      "The rifle!" one of them shouted. "Give it to me!"

      Ethan complied.

      The others rudely shoved him into the SUV. Someone slid a black hood over his head.

      He was jerked back in his seat as the vehicle sped away, tires squealing.
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      The unseen man beside Ethan patted him down and discovered the smartphone. The window opened and closed. Ethan guessed the man had tossed out the device.

      A short while later the vehicle slowed and Ethan felt the barrel of a nine-millimeter press into his ribcage.

      "Say nothing," the gunman said.

      The hood was lifted and Ethan blinked several times while his eyes adjusted. The kidnappers had removed their balaclavas and hidden their weapons. They were tribal men. Tanned, weathered features. Abe Lincoln beards. Mid-twenties.

      The Land Cruiser was queued behind several other vehicles at a military checkpoint. The SUV reached the front. Two Yemeni soldiers stood on either side of the Cruiser, while a third kept watch from beside an old-style Soviet BTR-50 armored personnel carrier that blocked the other lane.

      "Visiting relatives," the driver told the guard.

      M60 machine gun looped over one shoulder, the soldier glanced in the backseat at Ethan and the others, then waved the vehicle forward. When the Land Cruiser was on its way, the kidnappers replaced Ethan's hood.

      Half an hour and two checkpoints later the SUV came to a final stop and Ethan was forcibly hauled from the vehicle. As the men escorted him up unseen steps, Ethan couldn't get the image of the recent journalist beheadings from his mind, and he wondered if a similar fate awaited him. He tripped, but the kidnappers caught him and led him onward.

      The stairs leveled out and his footsteps soon became muffled—he had passed indoors. The hood was removed.

      He stood in a large foyer, relatively austere for its size. Shelves lined the walls, overflowing with Islamic texts. There was a white, immaculate leather sofa near the door.

      The kidnappers brought Ethan to a spartan reception room. At the center, twelve young militants, most seeming no older than twenty-five, were gathered on the wooden floor around two individuals in their forties: one of the men was rather portly, while the other was gaunt, his face all bony angles. Seated cross-legged, both of them dressed nearly identically in long white thawbs and headgear, with devout beards. The hilt of the heavier man's jambiyah was crafted from ibex horn, while the lean one had a dagger with an intricate grip of black rhino ivory. Ethan recognized the latter man as Sheik Jasir Al-Khayr, though the big one was unknown to him—likely the owner of the house.

      In front of the sheik was a large bowl filled with chicken and saffron rice; a wide plastic sheet protected the floor underneath.

      Al-Khayr raised a hand, beckoning him forward.

      Ethan complied, passing several AK-47s and PK-10s placed in an orderly line against the wall. He did his best to portray a confidence he didn't feel. Most of the young men regarded him with suspicion, a few, outright contempt.

      "As salaamu alaykum." The sheik spoke the traditional welcome in the dialect of the Hadhrami, an eastern tribe. Despite his slight build, his eyes were crafty, intense.

      "Wa alaykuma salaam," Ethan answered. The uvular fricative in the word "alaykuma" came easily to him these days, though when he was first learning to speak the glottal sounds he often pretended to gargle water in the back of his throat.

      Al-Khayr gestured toward the rice bowl. "Partake, please. We eat early today."

      The young militants made room for Ethan. He joined them, grabbing a plate and shoveling rice and chicken into the dish with a cupped palm. Then he sat down and began to eat.

      There was a certain way to consume rice with the fingers in polite company. The right hand was used. Since the rice was cooked to a sticky consistency, one could readily grab clumps of it with the fingers. After doing so, one simply raised the hand and used the thumb to slide the grains into the mouth.

      "That is an interesting dagger," the sheik said, nodding at the weapon attached to Ethan's belt. "Where did you get it?"

      "My father gave it to me," Ethan said between bites.

      "May I see it?"

      The man was trying to get a feel for him, Ethan knew. Giving the dagger to Al-Khayr would be a tremendous show of trust, as most men never let anyone save immediate family members handle their jambiyah.

      Ethan thoroughly wiped his fingers on the provided paper towel and unsheathed the blade, handing it over.

      The sheik held the weapon up to the light and reverently studied the pure white ivory handle, which was hewn into the shape of a kneeling man at prayer. The blade scintillated in the light, obviously of high quality, too.

      "I will give you four million rials for it." That was roughly equivalent to twenty thousand US dollars.

      Ethan smiled inwardly. So Sam had been correct about his zeal for the daggers. Too bad the plan had changed.

      "It is not for sale."

      Al-Khayr regarded Ethan uncertainly. "Everything is for sale." Obviously he was a man who was used to getting what he wanted.

      "Not everything," Ethan said.

      The tension in the room increased a notch.

      Abruptly Al-Khayr broke into a smile.

      "You are right," the sheik agreed. "Some things cannot be bought. Loyalty, for example."

      Al-Khayr handed back the dagger and the tension dissipated. That he had returned the blade showed he trusted Ethan to a degree, especially since he must have realized the weapon was slightly more than ceremonial, with a blade like that.

      When they finished eating, the group members lounged Yemeni-style on their sides, elbows propped on cushions. They took care not to point the soles of their feet at anyone else.

      The sheik placed some bukhoor—incense made from woodchips soaked in scented oil—inside a vase-shaped burner. As the hot stone heated the woodchips, the fumes filled the air with the sweet, smoky smell of frankincense.

      "What do you think of what we do here?" Al-Khayr said into the silence.

      Every eye in the room turned toward Ethan.

      "Death to the Americans," he said.

      "Death to the Americans," the sheik agreed. He paused, then added: "Usama here tells me you have a way to defeat their drones." He nodded toward the young man Ethan had met at the mosque the Friday before.

      "I know a way, yes," Ethan said warily. He had expected more pleasantries.

      "Please tell us how you came by this knowledge."

      Ethan had rehearsed his story several times. If he made a mistake, and the sheik didn't believe him, he was dead. "I studied electronics in Britain. I built quadcopters and fixed-wings as a hobbyist, and also during an internship at a commercial drone company in London. I know precisely how they work."

      "Commercial drones are far different than military drones," the sheik said.

      "Not so different. The concepts are the same."

      Al-Khayr switched to English. "You say you studied in Britain? Which school?" His accent was distinctly British.

      "Sheffield." Ethan answered in English, himself laying on the British accent thickly.

      "Ah. I know of this university. It is famous. Though this begs the question: How could the family of a Taiz tribesman afford the fee?"

      "There was an academic scholarship: The Science International. I applied. I won. Barmy, isn't it?" Ethan purposely used the British slang for crazy.

      The sheik stroked his beard. "Interesting." He switched back to Arabic. "I would love to dissect your entire academic background someday, but for now, tell me, how do we defeat the drones? The short, layman version, please."

      Ethan glanced at those young faces. Some were still suspicious, but most seemed eager. Of course they would be. American drones were the biggest threat to their existence.

      "It's all about GPS," Ethan said. "When you jam the communications frequency of the drone by introducing signal noise, you cut it off from its remote operations center, activating its 'return to home' feature, which relies on GPS satellites to automatically fly the drone back to its home point. Military drones use an encrypted GPS receiver, so you have to jam that too, forcing it to use the unencrypted civilian signals. Now here's where things gets interesting. GPS is spoofable. The signals from the satellites are weak, and can easily be outpunched by transmissions from a television tower, or even a laptop, MP3 player or phone with the right equipment. So when the drone switches over to the unencrypted band, you outpunch the satellites, perfectly replicating and aligning their signals, then you send false data: report the drone's true position to start with, and gradually walk it to the location you desire."

      "You can make these jammers and GPS spoofers for us?" Al-Khayr said.

      Ethan nodded. "With the proper equipment, yes."

      The sheik pursed his lips. He glanced at the owner of the house, who shrugged noncommittally.

      "Welcome to Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula," Al-Khayr said. Smiling widely, he clambered to his feet and embraced Ethan.

      It seemed too easy. Though outwardly the man appeared pleased, Ethan had a feeling the sheik didn't entirely buy his story.

      What Al-Khayr said after sitting down only confirmed Ethan's suspicion.

      "We are planning a martyrdom operation tomorrow in Tahrir Square, during the Houthi rally. I would like you to be involved."

      Ethan didn't know what to say. He had come to the man offering a way to defeat the US drones, and now he wanted Ethan to be a suicide bomber?

      Sensing his shock, the sheik grinned derisively. "You will drive the martyr to the square and remotely detonate his vest. You will escape unharmed. Think of it as a rite of passage."

      Ethan shifted uneasily.

      "You oppose this attack?" Al-Khayr said. The others were passing around a bowl of qat, and it reached the sheik in that moment. He grabbed a small branch, breaking off several leaves and stuffing them into his mouth, and then handed the bowl to Ethan.

      "Not at all." Ethan stared at the leaves uncertainly, well aware that everyone was watching him. A true Yemeni would never refuse qat.

      Not Qat. Anything but Qat.

      Hell with it. He separated a couple of leaves and shoved them between his lips.

      "The attack is good," Ethan said. It was difficult not to grimace as the leafy, tannin flavor permeated his tongue. "Many Houthi will die." Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula particularly hated the Houthi, who were Shia.

      "If you are not comfortable with martyrdom operations, and the death of civilians, you should not have come."

      "I'm comfortable," Ethan said, but he was distracted, and not because of the qat or any qualms he might have had about the attack.

      The red dot of a laser sight had appeared on the sheik's reclining chest.
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      "Sheik!" Ethan hurled himself forward, pummeling the man. He used his momentum to drag Al-Khayr to the floor.

      A glass window shattered behind Ethan, and one of the young men who had been seated beside the sheik collapsed. Blood oozed from a quarter-sized hole in the youth's temple. The back of his head had exploded, and loose brain matter splattered the floor in clumps.

      Ethan spat out the bolus of qat. "We have to get out of here!" He told the sheik.

      Al-Khayr was apparently no stranger to violence—he quickly recovered his wits and rose easily in Ethan's arms.

      Usama hurried forward to screen the sheik from the shattered window, while another youth did the same for the homeowner beside them. The remainder of the group mobilized, grabbing the weapons leaning against the wall and racing toward the front of the house, where the intermittent, firecracker-like sound of gunfire echoed from outside.

      Ethan scooped up an AK-47, as did Usama and the sheik. The three of them started toward the back hall, but Al-Khayr paused when he realized the homeowner wasn't coming.

      "Muhammad, what are you doing?" the sheik said.

      The plump man shook his head. "I will not be forced from my home. Nor will I allow an esteemed guest to be taken captive or killed. It is an insult beyond comprehension. Go. May Allah protect you."

      Al-Khayr nodded sadly. "May Allah protect you as well my friend."

      Usama led the way toward the back hall, followed by the sheik, while Ethan brought up the rear.

      The trio reached a kitchen. There was a door on the far side that apparently led outside. Wide windows flanked the walls.

      Usama advanced at a crouch. Ethan and the sheik followed, warily making their way across the room.

      The far door slammed open. Two men wearing helmets and combat fatigues burst inside. They carried ballistic shields; from the notch in the upper left of each shield protruded the barrel of a Heckler and Koch G36C assault rifle. They looked like Yemeni soldiers with their tanned faces and scraggy beards.

      "Drop your weapons!" one of the men shouted, speaking Arabic with a Houthi accent.

      Usama and the sheik opened fire with their AKs.

      Knowing what was coming next, Ethan wrapped an arm around the sheik's chest and, wary of the spray from the man's AK, yanked him down behind the kitchen counter.

      "What are you doing?" Al-Khayr said.

      "Saving your life!"

      The loud report from a Heckler and Koch filled the air.

      Usama dropped, the back of his head cored in much the same manner as the earlier man.

      "We have to surrender!" Ethan said.

      The sheik ignored him and leaned past the counter, letting off a rifle burst.

      Idiot, Ethan thought.

      He spun his own rifle around so that he could use the butt as a weapon.

      "Sheik, behind you!" Ethan said. Before Al-Khayr could react, Ethan rammed the stock of the AK into the back of his head, knocking the sheik to the floor.

      "We surrender!" Ethan shouted. "We surrender!"

      "Drop your weapons and kick them where we can see them!" one of the soldiers answered.

      Ethan lowered his Kalashnikov to the floor and kicked it past the counter. He did the same with the sheik's. Al-Khayr was already starting to stir.

      The two figures rounded the corner. One watched Ethan and the sheik, while the other covered the rear. Another pair of soldiers came forward shortly, wielding G36Cs without the shields.

      The nearest man pointed the barrel of his HK at Ethan's face. "On the ground. Now! Hands behind your back!"

      Ethan did as he was told.

      The man flexicuffed him and rudely hoisted Ethan to his feet. Beside him, the other soldier cuffed the dazed sheik.

      Ethan was loaded into one of two black Toyota Fortuners that had pulled up behind the house. Al-Khayr was placed in the second SUV.

      Ethan sat against his bound hands, the flexicuffs digging into his wrists. Someone lowered a black hood over his head.

      Not again.

      He heard sporadic gunfire, and the fierce clatter as bullets raked the chassis. The vehicle rocked to and fro. The engine whirred as the Fortuner abruptly accelerated, and he heard what sounded like a gate breaking open.

      Ethan knew there would be no pursuit. Any other vehicles parked at the house would have had their tires shot out. These were professionals.

      About a minute later momentum yanked Ethan to the left as the vehicle navigated a tight bend; then he was dragged forward as the Fortuner came to an abrupt halt. From the sounds and movements around him, Ethan had the impression the men were removing their helmets and shoving them under the seats. He felt silk momentarily brush his face, and he thought the men were throwing robes over their clothing.

      "I think we're good," someone said from the front seat. English. American accent. "Will?"

      The hood slid from Ethan's face. He blinked a few times, letting his eyes accommodate to the light. He recognized the war-torn Al Hasaba district outside, which still bore signs of the clashes between the presidential guard and the opposition tribal forces from the Battle of Sana'a three years ago. Several of the residences lay in ruins, with the former occupants forced to live inside makeshift lean-tos.

      Rough fingers pulled his arms to the side and the cuffs binding Ethan's hands fell away. He brought his wrists forward, flexing the fingers to restore circulation.

      He glanced at the man who had cut his binds. Above that thick Abe Lincoln beard and tilted Roman nose, ironic eyes gazed from an olive face. He could have easily passed for a devout Yemeni, especially with the white thawb he wore then.

      The man was, in fact, American. A former SEAL named William Hest. A military contractor, he currently worked for JSOC, Task Force 78, one of the top hunter-killer teams in the region.

      "Damn it," William said with a thick Texan drawl, examining one of his fingers. "Think I broke a nail back there." The actual words came out "Thank I brack a nya-al."

      Ethan forced a smile. "Funny." His own accent was more West Coast. He unsheathed the ceremonial dagger and dropped it in William's lap.

      "Hey, I don't want that," William said. He tossed the tracking device into the cup holder.

      "What took you guys so long back there anyway?" Ethan asked.

      "The drone operator was having technical difficulties," William said.

      Doug, another member of Task Force 78 and also the spitting image of your typical Gulf Arab, was the driver. He glanced in the rearview mirror. "I should have brought along my custom QAV 400. Sometimes I wonder about the stuff the DIA gives us."

      "Glad to know I was in good hands," Ethan said sarcastically.

      "The best." Doug grinned. "Oh, and here's your money." He reached back, offering the one thousand rials bill Ethan had given him on the way to the mosque.

      "Keep it."

      "What did you think of my performance?" Doug said. "Wasn't I the best beggar you've ever seen?"

      "Definitely. Must feel good, knowing you have a job lined up for yourself when you're finished here."

      William patted Ethan on the shoulder. "Thank you for flying JSOC airlines. We hope you enjoyed your stay in beautiful, friendly Sana'a. Come fly with us again real soon now."

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          4

        

      

    
    
      Ethan reclined on a couch inside a house on the outskirts of the Old City. He was in a small guest room, seated before a coffee table. His handler, Sam, sat across from him. She wore a black abaya robe, and the full veil of her hijab was currently lifted so that her face was exposed. On the table in front of her lay the long black gloves that completed her outfit.

      She was a senior non-official cover case officer, or NOC, in the Defense Clandestine Service, clandestine arm of the Defense Intelligence Agency, or DIA. She'd originally been part of the Strategic Support Branch before it was absorbed into the DCS. Like the CIA, her agency had case officers, linguists, analysts, and so forth, but it was hampered by far fewer congressional reporting requirements. Sam had hinted that she answered directly to the Secretary of Defense and the President.

      Ethan's job description wasn't as clean cut. Officially, he didn't exist. Unofficially, he worked directly for Sam as an independent contractor. His work usually involved multiple roles, and blurred the lines between case officer, private investigator, kidnapper and assassin. The latter seemed to be the work he was involved with the most these days, though he was never actually allowed to use the word assassination in official reports—the DIA preferred the term "High Value Targeting."

      "Sheik Al-Khayr cracked yesterday," Sam said.

      The sheik would be at The Weave, an old textile factory just north of Sana'a. A DIA black site, it was used for discreet detentions and interrogations. To avoid any irksome congressional inquiries, the interrogators would likely be from the Political Security Organization, Yemen's foreign intelligence service.

      "Anything you can share?" Ethan said, only mildly curious. She wouldn't reveal anything that might affect operational security.

      He heard the subtle vibration of a cellphone; Sam reached into an inner pocket of her abaya and retrieved her smartphone. She read a message and began texting a response.

      "Well, first off," she said while typing on the touchscreen. "We prevented the martyrdom operation in Tahrir Square during the Houthi rally. Secondly, the sheik spilled the PIN for his cellphone, and from it we've recovered the numbers and email addresses of Al Qaeda members throughout the region. Arms dealers, oil smugglers, kidnappers, you name it. Even better, the sheik gave us the 'onion' addresses of two private dark web forums run by the militants, along with his username and password. The man is an intelligence gold mine. It's a good thing we moved when we did. He was literally the catch of the year. He could be the key to unraveling Al Qaeda in the region. You should get a medal for your involvement. But, you know how it is."

      "Yes," Ethan said. "Cue the unsung heroes theme."

      Sam had to move fast on the remaining targets, Ethan knew. That was another reason she had hired her own team. As news of the sheik's capture spread, emails and phone numbers would change, and the dark forums would die.

      Even so, Ethan doubted he would be involved in the next leg of operations in Yemen. "So what's next for me?"

      She finished texting, locked her phone, and looked up. "You."

      "Me. My cover is blown."

      She nodded slowly. Sam had been forced to launch the operation early. The sheik was only in town for those two days and any delay risked losing him. The original plan had been to sell or give Al-Khayr the bugged dagger and then capture him at a later date, but Sam had moved up the time frame when she caught wind of the suicide attack in Tahrir Square; also influencing her decision in the matter was the fact that the sheik was notorious for detecting and evading bugs.

      Although the DIA team had made an effort to downplay Ethan's involvement—making it look like he had saved the sheik's life, for example—it was inevitable the blame would fall upon him. His visit coincided with the kidnapping, after all; it would be fairly obvious to surviving Al Qaeda members that Ethan had played a part.

      "I'm reassigning you," Sam said simply. Her ambiguous response told him she didn't entirely believe his cover was blown, but she wanted him to stay under Al Qaeda's radar for a while anyway.

      "Reassigning me."

      She laughed. "Don't be so dour. You make it sound like I'm relegating you to a desk."

      Ethan felt a sudden dread in the pit of his stomach. "Are you?"

      "Hardly. An operative as valuable as yourself would be utterly wasted at a desk. Besides, if I did that, I think I'd be seeing your resignation. If I don't put you to use in one war or another, someone else will."

      Ethan shrugged. He couldn't disagree there.

      "Instead," Sam continued. "I'm reassigning you to one of the most target-rich environments in the Middle East. A place where we currently have a serious dearth of assets and intel. I've already got the legends made up."

      She tossed a passport and birth certificate onto the coffee table.

      "Are you going to tell me where this mystical target-rich land resides?" Ethan said, leaning forward to grab the legends. "Or are you going to leave me in suspense?"

      She smiled obligingly. "I believe it's time you made your hegira to the great Caliphate in Syria."

      "The great Caliphate." Ethan wasn't all that shocked. "Islamic State?" Ethan opened up the passport. His new identity was apparently that of a Saudi Arabian national.

      "The very same. Ever heard of the 'Selous Scouts?' A spec-ops regiment of the Rhodesia Army. They operated from 1973 to 1980."

      "Rhodesia."

      "Yes. A former British colony, it was an unrecognized successor state until the reconstitution of the country as Zimbabwe in 1980."

      Ethan raised an eyebrow. "Selous Scouts..."

      "Their mission was to infiltrate the terrorist cells of the guerrilla factions in the country. These guerrillas sought to end the white majority rule in Rhodesia through insurgency and terrorism, but the Selous Scouts applied asymmetric warfare tactics to destroy them from the inside out. Essentially, Rhodesian soldiers learned to act and talk like terrorists, then infiltrated the cells, gathered intelligence from behind enemy lines, and acted upon it directly. They obeyed the five D's: detect, deceive, disrupt, delay, destroy.

      "I want you to be one of my Selous Scouts. Go undercover as a foreign jihadi. Recruit local assets. Use insurgent tactics to attack Islamic State targets from within, and lay the blame at the feet of rival militant groups such as Al Qaeda." She paused. "If you think about it, everything you've done up until this moment has been part of your training, preparing you for this mission."

      "An operation of this scale, this complexity..." Ethan scratched his beard doubtfully. "I could be out there for years."

      "Foreign jihadists can leave whenever they want. It's an unwritten rule. The usual tenure seems to be about six months to a year."

      "Basically until they're injured or die. Am I right?"

      Sam pressed her lips together. "Look, if you don't want to do this, I'll understand."

      Ethan smiled grimly. He noticed she hadn't brought up compensation. Smart. Because it wasn't about the money. Doing something that no one else could do—going undercover, infiltrating enemy camps, and wreaking havoc in the name of freedom and justice—well, that was what Ethan lived for. The potential long term of the operation was what bothered him, but he smothered that concern. The thought of having to work behind a desk...

      "No, I'll do it. I'm your man. Like you said, this is what I've trained for my entire life. I'm a weapon. Use me."

      Sam folded her arms, seeming suddenly defensive. "I've also purchased William's contract. He's no longer a member of Task Force 78, and is now under my direct command. I'm sending him with you. You'll meet another operative in Turkey who'll join the two of you and arrange for transport into Syria. He'll brief you on the details."

      Ethan frowned. He understood why she had become defensive. "William and I are good friends, and we go way back, but I'm more of a lone wolf, you know that. And who's this third operative? Do I know him?"

      "You do. Aaron Berkley."

      Aaron was a former Army Ranger he'd fought with in Iraq. One of the few people who could do what Ethan and William did. Last time Ethan had seen him, Aaron had been working on some operation for Sam in the southern highlands of Yemen.

      "Sam, look—-" Ethan began.

      "The three of you will be working independently," Sam interrupted quickly. "You still get to be lone wolves, but you'll support each other as necessary. Trust me, when you're surrounded by brainwashed fanatics whose sole purpose in life is death by glorious jihad, it's good to have normal people to ground you."

      "Are you speaking from experience?" He knew she had done deep cover work of her own, but he wasn't familiar with the extent of it. He'd heard her speak two dialects of Arabic to contacts over the phone, but that was about it.

      Sam didn't blink. "You know I am."

      Against his better judgment, Ethan capitulated. "All right. Fine. They can come."

      "Good. You're our test group. If this operation is successful, we're going to expand, repurposing more units into Selous teams to infiltrate terrorist cells throughout the region."

      "Where are you going to find the people?" Ethan said doubtfully. "You know what I do is a very specialized job."

      "Oh I know," she said. "But we'll find them."

      Ethan frowned.

      "The goal is to eventually spread like a virus," Sam continued. "Ravaging the enemy from the inside."

      "Until they develop antibodies," Ethan said. "And stop accepting recruits so readily."

      "The openness of most terrorist groups to foreign fighters is their downfall. If our actions cause the Islamic State and other groups to stop accepting recruits, or require all newcomers to go through some complicated vetting process, then we slowly choke them of badly needed combatants. We win either way."

      Ethan set the passport down on the coffee table. "So I was thinking of spending a week in the Mediterranean."

      Sam smiled sadly. "No rest for the weary. Your flight leaves tomorrow. Better start brushing up on the Saudi accent you'll need for your new identity. Your mujahadeen brothers await."
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      Ethan stood in line at the passport control of Atatürk airport, Istanbul. He was in the "other nationalities" queue, a line that was a good hundred people long. There were eight service desks at the front of the queue, but only one of them was manned. The bored-looking official thumbed through the passports at what seemed a glacial pace.

      Ethan glanced over his shoulder and spotted William a few spots behind. He made eye contact with the other operative, but neither of them offered any further signs of recognition.

      Ethan took in the cornucopia of cultures around him. The Iranians in their dark blazers and white dress shirts with the collars open to the chests. The Omanis in their violet thawbs and cap-like mussah headdresses whose designs could have belonged on elaborate curtains. The southern Gulf Arabs with the pure white keffiyeh shawls held in place by tasseled black agal loops. And of course the Western-dressed Turks.

      Ethan was looking forward to infiltrating the Islamic State. He was given a tabula rasa: it was up to him to create his own leads and missions. Actually getting there, however, was the first big hurdle. As there were no international flights to Syria due to the fighting and sanctions, Ethan and William had to fly to Istanbul first, then board a domestic flight to Gaziantep near the Turkish border. From there they would make their way to Syria, following the conventional foreign jihadi route.

      As he neared the front of the queue Ethan retrieved his passport. He thumbed to the photo page and glanced at his details. His name was "Emad Al Zahrani," a Saudi Arabian national born in Riyadh.

      His turn came. Ethan stepped forward and presented his passport and the printout of the e-visa he'd purchased online to the man at the desk. The official took both items and said in bored, broken Arabic. "How long are you stay in Turkey?"

      "I am staying for seven days," Ethan answered in formal Arabic, using an accent appropriate to a speaker of the Urban Najdi dialect of Saudi Arabia. During the flight, he'd practiced the nuances of the language via the Arabic MP3s he'd downloaded into his phone. He had mastered the tongue in a previous op and only needed a quick refresher; it helped that he'd spent most of his time in Riyadh's King Khalid airport lounge chatting with the locals.

      "Where are you stay?" The mustached man flipped through the passport.

      "The Princess Hotel, Gaziantep." Ethan offered a printout of his hotel reservation.

      The official looked up and his eyes narrowed slightly. He didn't accept the printout. "Gaziantep? Near Syrian border?"

      "Yes. Here is my reservation."

      The official ignored the paper and waved over a nearby airport officer. He spoke to the man in hushed Turkish. Ethan caught the word "Gaziantep."

      The airport officer seized the passport and told Ethan, "Come."

      Exactly what he was hoping to avoid. Secondary screening.

      Ethan was strip-searched in a windowless, steel room that was much like a prison cell—it even had a toilet and sink. The experience was unpleasant, but at least the obese officer didn't take his fingerprints. Some countries, like Singapore, did that automatically when someone was transferred to secondary. It was only a matter of time before other countries started adopting similar biometric security measures. That would make traveling under aliases very difficult in the future. Airport entry would have to be avoided entirely. Ah, the ever-changing world of espionage.

      After the search he was led to a small questioning room. Ethan sat on one side of a steel desk, an airport official the other. The man possessed a handlebar mustache that made him look strikingly similar to Saddam Hussein. A laptop and landline phone rested on the desk in front of him, beside Ethan's travel documents and hotel reservation. Ethan's backpack lay on another table nearby, its contents rudely strewn across the surface.

      Another official, this one clean-shaven, leaned against the back wall, overseeing. Both of them wore white dress shirts with dark ties.

      "What is your reason for traveling to Turkey?" the seated official began in accented Arabic.

      "I am here for my cousin's wedding."

      "What is your cousin's name and where does he live?"

      "Aadil Al Zahrani. He lives in the city of Gaziantep."

      The official made Ethan supply an exact address.

      "Where is this wedding to take place?" the man asked.

      "Boyaci Mosque, Gaziantep."

      "Are you going to meet anyone else other than this cousin?"

      "No."

      "Is anyone picking you up at the airport?"

      "No. I'm taking a taxi."

      "Where was your passport issued?"

      "Saudi Arabia, of course."

      "When was your last visit to Turkey?" The official flipped through the blank pages of the passport.

      "This is my first time," Ethan said.

      "What kind of work do you do?"

      "Consulting. Information Technology."

      "Are you an employee, or do you own this business?"

      "It is my business."

      "Give me the website."

      "I don't have one."

      The official frowned. "You work in Information Technology and do not have a website?"

      Ethan shrugged. "Most of my business is word of mouth."

      "Where is the wedding taking place?" The official repeated the earlier question, trying to catch Ethan off guard.

      Ethan held back a smile. "Boyaci Mosque," he said.

      The man asked many of the previous questions again, and Ethan gave the same answers.

      "Are you going to Syria?" the official finally asked.

      "No."

      "Are you a terrorist? Are you affiliated with Al Qaeda or Islamic State? The PKK?"

      "No to all."

      He glanced at Ethan's meager rucksack on the table. "Do you always pack this light?"

      Ethan shrugged. "Is it illegal to bring a small bag?"

      "You pack like you don't expect to return."

      Ethan glanced at the printouts in front of the man, which included his flight information. "I have a return ticket."

      A flicker of a smile formed on the official's lips. "A return ticket." He shoved the landline phone toward Ethan. "Call your cousin."

      Ethan entered the number he had memorized.

      The official pressed the speakerphone button and Ethan set down the handset.

      "Allo?" came the voice over the line.

      "Salaam, Aadil, it is Emad," Ethan said in Arabic.

      "Ah, Emad, it is good to hear from you!"

      "Yes, well, I'm stuck in secondary screening at Atatürk. They wanted me to call you."

      The official lifted the handset, canceling speakerphone mode, and proceeded to grill "Aadil," asking the same questions. Ethan had complete confidence in his contact. Even so, because he was unable to hear the responses, he couldn't help the nervous sweat that trickled down his ribs. When the official switched to Turkish, which Ethan didn't understand, his discomfort only increased.

      The man abruptly hung up and shook his head. He looked angry, disgusted.

      Ethan held his breath. Had his contact contradicted any of his answers?

      "You guys are getting good," the official said in Arabic. "Too good." He folded his arms.

      "What do you mean?"

      "He corroborated your story perfectly."

      Ethan found it difficult to hide his sense of relief.

      "But let's cut the bullshit," the official continued. "The man is obviously your Islamic State contact. Someone you met over an online forum. If I try to call that number back tomorrow, I'll get a dead connection. It's a Burner number, isn't it?"

      Burner was a cellphone app anyone could install to get disposable phone numbers for texting and calling purposes. Ethan shook his head. "I don't know what you're talking about."

      "On the jihadist forum, your contact promised you that everything you were searching for, you would find in Syria. That the so-called Islamic State was a chance to be part of something new. Something big. A chance to find God. That Raqqa, the capital, was a city of pure Islamic Law, a place of prayers, peace, and hope."

      Ethan crossed his arms. "As I said, I don't know what you're talking about."

      "The jihadist is lying to you," the official said. "If you go to Syria, you will not find peace. Or hope. Or even God. You will find war and death. And do you know what you'll be fighting for? A repressive regime whose interpretation of sharia law is... brutal, to say the least. There are at least two beheadings a day in Raqqa, the capital. Stonings are a weekly occurrence—for the local populace, it's like going to the cinema. Women are whipped for dressing the wrong way. There's no music. No smiling. No laughter. It is a place of repression and sorrow. Is that really something you're looking forward to?"

      Ethan remained silent.

      The official sat back. "You seek purpose in your life. You think jihad will help you find it. You want to be a martyr, fighting to defend your fellow Muslims. But as you murder the so-called infidels in the villages you conquer, and watch your companions brutally rape their widows, eventually you'll realize that every word I spoke is true. That this so-called state is perverting everything you believe in, and that you have made a very grave mistake. But by then it will be too late to get out."

      Ethan stared at the official calmly. You're preaching to the choir, dude, he thought. Still, he had to give the man credit for trying. He likely gave the same speech to every suspected jihadi. Too bad it probably always fell on deaf ears.

      Ethan forced a smile. "I am here for a wedding."

      The official glanced at the man behind him with an exasperated expression that Ethan interpreted as, "Why do we bother?" He returned his attention to Ethan. "You're not even Saudi, are you?" He held up the passport. "This is a forgery. A good one, I admit, but you would have been wiser to use your real passport. We are going to arrest you."

      Ethan said nothing. He knew the travel document was perfect. Not some passport made in a seedy backroom somewhere, but issued by the Saudi government itself. The official was merely trying to rattle him in some last ditch attempt at extracting a confession. Either that or he was looking for a bribe.

      On cue the official snapped his fingers and the second man reached for the wallet that was laid out with the rest of Ethan's belongings on the side table. He handed it to the first official, who counted the money and removed a crisp purple bill: two hundred Turkish lire. "This is your jihad entry fee."

      A female aide entered the room, placing a shoebox on the table. Inside was Ethan's phone. He knew they hadn't found anything incriminating on the device—he'd issued a hard reset before landing and wiped all the data. Even so, they had probably imaged its contents anyway.

      The official exchanged a few words with the aide in Turkish, and then he sighed, switching to Arabic once more. "You are free to go."

      [image: ]
* * *

      Ethan took the shuttle to the domestic terminal and passed through security control. He picked up a chicken wrap from the Tadında Anadolu restaurant in the food court and met up with William, who was engaged in an animated discussion with a man who appeared to be Jordanian.

      There was no reason for him and William to pretend they were on individual journeys anymore—the Turkish officials didn't have the manpower to tail Ethan throughout the airport, and even if someone did confront him, he would simply claim he'd met William for the first time in the departures lounge of Riyadh's King Khalid airport.

      He took a seat and let William introduce him to the Jordanian, who apparently worked as an importer of ripoff goods from China. The newcomer excused himself a moment later, saying he had a flight to catch. William expressed interest in distributing the bogus goods, and he wouldn't let the Jordanian go until he'd obtained his contact details. When the man was gone William continued tapping at his cellphone screen, likely making notes about his new asset.

      Ethan retrieved his own phone while he ate the wrap. He issued a hard reset and wiped the data again, in case the airport officers had installed some trackerware app while he was in custody.

      "Well that was fun," Ethan said, putting the smartphone away.

      William looked up from his cell. "What?"

      "My little adventure in passport control."

      "Oh." William returned his attention to the smart device. "How much did they take?"

      Ethan shrugged. "Two hundred lire. You weren't detained?"

      "Nope. I slipped the deskman ten lire when I saw what happened to you. He didn't even glance at my passport."

      "Bastard."

      William arose. "I'm getting a snack."

      He returned a few minutes later with a kebab. "Ah, goat meat." William bit into a chunk. "I developed a taste for the stuff back in Iraq. Remember that game we used to play with the locals? What the hell was it called again? The game with the dead goat."

      "Buzkashi," Ethan said. "And that was Afghanistan, not Iraq."

      "That's right," William said. "It's all a blur these days. Anyway, who but Afghans could come up with a game that involves dragging around a dead goat from horseback and trying to get it between two goal posts? I mean come on. They must have been standing around playing soccer when someone unleashed their AK-47 at the ball in a fit of rage after a bad goal. And then they thought, well shit, how the hell are we going to play now? Then a goat bleated nearby, and all their heads turned toward the animal at the same time. 'Are you thinking what I'm thinking?' Joe Afghan said to his friends. Then they all leaped onto their horses and ran the goat down, cut the fucker's head off, and then started playing Buzkashi with its decapitated body. Brings new meaning to the phrase 'playing with your food.' Imagine what the game would be like with announcers. He goats, he scores!"

      Ethan finished his wrap. "It was certainly an... interesting game."

      William grinned; goat juices trickled down his chin. "You can't tell me you didn't enjoy bashing those Afghans from their horses while dragging that damn goat around. You were a badass out there."

      "Yeah, it was a real joyride," Ethan said sarcastically, though in truth he liked the game. It was surprisingly fun, mostly because of the novelty factor.

      William finished the last chunk of meat. "What the hell did they call the dead goats used in the game again? Cock something."

      "Kokpar," Ethan said.

      "That's right! Cock part. Gonna drag my cock part around the field and score myself a goal! Ahh, I miss the good old days. Still, you have to wonder about a society whose favorite pastime is dragging around dead goats."

      "You do indeed." Ethan stood, and the two of them proceeded toward the boarding gate for the next flight.
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      The domestic Pegasus Air flight landed in Gaziantep a few hours later. Ethan and William shoved their way past the pitchmen in the arrivals area and boarded a taxi. It smelled of vomit and sweat, but at least the air conditioning worked.

      Gaziantep was the center of pistachio production in Turkey, and in fact the latter syllables of the city's name were derived from the Turkish word for pistachio, antep fıstığı. With a population of over a million people, Gaziantep was a modern, clean city with well-maintained streets. The twin minarets of the Grand Mosque were the tallest structures in the city and jutted above the skyline like two gleaming swords ready to fight for the faith.

      As the foul-smelling vehicle moved into the town center, the buildings became crowded. The two-level structures were made of the more traditional calcareous stone, and their close proximity to one another reminded Ethan of the Old City in Sana'a, though the bland white-walled structures lacked the quaintness of the latter city.

      The call to prayer issued as the vehicle passed a mosque. The driver didn't react at all, nor did the other vehicles, or the pedestrians on the sidewalk. Perhaps their behavior wasn't all that surprising, considering how secular Turkey was. So much for fighting for the faith.

      The taxi arrived at the Princess Hotel in the downtown core. Ethan paid the fare and emerged into the steppe climate. After the air-conditioned car, it felt like an oven out there.

      Ethan checked them in. By the time he climbed the stairs and dropped off his backpack in the generously decorated suite, both he and William were covered in sweat. An air conditioner furnished the room—but when Ethan set the fan level to full, all the device did was recirculate the air at the same temperature. He opened the window but the heat from outside was worse so he closed it and pulled the shades shut.

      Fighting the weariness wrought of sixteen hours of traveling, he wedged a rubber doorstop from his backpack beneath the entrance. Then he grabbed the versatile radio-frequency detecting SK199 ink pen from his gear and proceeded to go over the place with William. As he worked, Ethan thought vaguely about Sheik Jasir Al-Khayr, who had likely used similar off-the-shelf equipment to find trackers.

      It took almost half an hour—and all his remaining energy—to search the room from top to bottom with William, and when they were both satisfied that there were no bugs, they flopped down on their respective beds for some well-deserved shut-eye.

      A knock at the door awakened Ethan a few hours later.

      "Open up you sons of camels!" someone shouted in Arabic from the hall outside. The accent was Yemeni.

      Ethan recognized the voice immediately. It belonged to the same man who had vouched for him over the phone during secondary screening at Atatürk airport. He groggily hauled himself upright and kicked aside the rubber wedge.

      A tanned, bearded individual stood in the entryway. He looked like a younger version of Al-Khayr. He was dressed in traditional Yemeni garb, with a lavender thawb matching his tribal headgear. He wore an ornate jambiyah dagger in front of his navel. On his back was a small rucksack, and tucked under one arm was a silvery MacBook Pro.

      Aaron.

      Ethan warmly clasped the hand of his friend and teammate, then led him inside.

      The smell of fried dough permeated the air, and the stains at the bottom of the brown paper bag Aaron carried beneath the MacBook promised greasy delights. Aaron dropped the bag on a nearby table. "Baklava?"

      Ethan grabbed an odd-looking bun from the bag and examined it. The top was sprinkled with the region's famous pistachios. "Baklava? Looks like a samosa gone bad." He bit into the honey-soaked, layered pastry. "Pretty good," he admitted.

      "Clean?" Aaron asked, gesturing at the walls. He was referring to eavesdropping devices.

      "It's clean," William answered, snatching a baklava from the bag.

      The three of them took seats around the table.

      "Last time I saw you," Ethan said between mouthfuls. "You were headed down to the Yemen highlands to team up with the Houthis."

      Aaron frowned. "I had a helluva time convincing them I wasn't an Al Qaeda spy. They never really brought me into their inner circle. Too bad, because they're going to be running the country soon. Long story short, Sam pulled me and sent me here."

      "You've filled out a bit since the last time I saw you," William said.

      Aaron shamelessly grabbed a baklava from the bag. "I figure I might as well stock up on the fat stores now while the getting's good. Once we cross the border, it's going to be lean times, baby."

      Ethan nodded at the jambiyah dagger at Aaron's waist. "Tracking device?"

      Aaron shook his head. "We're going in black. No trackers. Sam doesn't want to give the Islamic State a reason to chop off our heads."

      "Myself, I'm kind of glad we're going in black," William said. "I'd prefer not to have the DIA breathing down my throat."

      "That's not Sam's style," Ethan said. "Too bad about the trackers, though. If we could find a way to smuggle them in undetected, they could prove useful during an emergency extract scenario."

      "Yeah, except there will be no emergency extracts," Aaron said. "If you get in shit, you're looking at the quick reaction force."

      A buzz came from Aaron's robe. He fetched a cellphone from his pocket and read the on-screen message.

      That reminded Ethan of something.

      "Sam mentioned the cellular coverage in Syria might be nonexistent," he said.

      "You got that right," Aaron said, replacing his smartphone. "According to my contacts, there's no coverage at all these days. At least not in the areas we'll be operating in. But we do have this." He retrieved a small black object from his backpack. It had a thick, foldout antenna and a digital display.

      "Satellite Internet?" Ethan said.

      Aaron nodded. "Ground Control's Iridium Go model. It'll probably be confiscated at some point, though. Might be better to leave it behind."

      "What's the plan on maintaining contact with Sam, then?" William said.

      "The same way every other muj keeps in touch with his family: Internet cafes, which use their own satellite hotspots. We have reports that the Islamic State has seized hotspots from private owners to install in their own compounds, so we might not even have to leave home."

      "That's good, because I don't think there will be many Internet cafes where we're headed," Ethan said.

      "There are actually quite a few in the capital. Raqqa."

      "You're assuming we'll even be assigned to Raqqa," William interjected.

      "We will," Aaron said. "For a short time anyway. That seems to be the path most foreign jihadists take. After training, the militants bring the new recruits to the capital to show off what the Caliphate is capable of. Kind of a dog and pony show to make them feel good about their decision to join before the emirs ship them off to the war zones to serve as cannon fodder."

      "I'm really looking forward to that," William said sarcastically.

      "What about your MacBook?" Ethan nodded at the laptop. "Will they confiscate it?"

      "They might, but I doubt it. They usually let the foreign fighters keep their laptops and phones, though I'd be careful to delete any music, movies or photos. The muj sometimes get special treatment in regards to what sorts of media they're allowed on their devices, but best not to risk it."

      "So, when we use the local Internet services to keep in touch with Sam," Ethan said. "I'm assuming we'll have a way to encrypt our traffic?"

      "Of course." Aaron retrieved an envelope from his backpack and dumped three USB sticks on the table.

      "Amn al-Mujahid?" Ethan said, guessing at the contents of the USBs. That stood for "The Mujahid's Security."

      "Yup. Latest windows revision."

      The Al-Fajr Technical Committee was established by jihadis in September 2012. Affiliated with Al Qaeda, the group produced encryption software to help mujahadeen communicate "safely and effectively." The latest incarnations of the software could be installed on Windows desktops or Android phones and used to send and receive encrypted emails, texts, videos, and so forth. The nice thing about running the same software other jihadis did was that if the sticks were confiscated, no one would think twice about the contents—he loved the irony of using their own tools against them.

      "There's also software included on the USB to remove any stealth key loggers or screen recorders," Aaron continued. "And any other tracking malware the Islamic State or cafe owners may have installed on their computers. Plus, there's a little goodie called readme.txt.exe you may be familiar with."

      "Regin?"

      Aaron nodded.

      Ethan had used that specific malware before. All Windows computers were set to hide file extensions by default, so that particular executable would appear as readme.txt, a text file. Most people clicked on text files named readme without thinking, and once that nasty file was clicked, it would infect the target computer with a modular cyberespionage tool known as Regin, developed and maintained by two full-time teams working for the NSA and MI6.

      Remote operators could tailor the software to specific targets in real-time, as long as the target system had a working Internet connection. It could capture screenshots, take control of the mouse and keyboard, log keystrokes and passwords, monitor web activity, retrieve deleted files, and so forth. Regin made use of several state-of-the-art stealth techniques to stay under the radar, such as encrypted virtual file system containers and payloads, and it had the ability to infect and store parts of itself on other machines in the same network. It could even embed itself in the firmware of certain commercial hard drive brands. It also had an auto-update feature, facilitating long-term intelligence gathering—it's ever-evolving footprint allowed it to continually evade virus scanners.

      "Check it out." Aaron indicated a collapsible button on the topside of the USB that blended seamlessly with the black surface. "A hidden button that saves your current GPS location to a custom folder on the stick for later retrieval. Also includes a mini Laser Target Locater Module. Hold down the button and after a second it emits a visible spectrum laser. Use it like a laser pointer to identify any nearby target you want to acquire—hold it steady, and the built-in laser range finder will compute the GPS coordinates of the target and record them."

      "And who says we never get James Bond stuff?" William said.

      Ethan shrugged. "Repurposed cellphone technology."

      "Well, there's more," Aaron said.

      "Don't keep me in suspense," Ethan mocked.

      Aaron winked. "Squeeze the middle like this." He pinched the center portion. "And yank the top." He pulled the tip: the end telescoped outward. "And it becomes an RF antenna. When we connect it to our phones with the built-in adapter, we can use it to send encrypted texts and voice messages among ourselves, or any other agency embeds within typical RF radii—around one mile in cities, or up to fifty miles if we're standing on top of a mountain. Very useful for the areas of little to no cellular coverage we'll be working in."

      "That's great and everything," Ethan said. "But tell me how this is better than a two-way radio?"

      "Well, it's a lot less obvious, for one. Very under the radar. We come in carrying something like a military-grade PRC-153, that's going to scream 'spy' to the muj. Anyway, here, give me your phone and I'll install the app for the antenna. I'll also pop in the mobile version of Amn al-Mujahid and the other stuff we'll need to stay in touch with Sam, since I'm assuming you wiped your cell before landing."

      Aaron opened up his laptop and Ethan handed him his smartphone.

      While the other operative worked, Ethan examined the USB. He held it to eye level and depressed the laser. Sure enough, a small red dot appeared on the far wall. "This is great and all that, but you know it's useless for long range targets, right?"

      "That's why we have these," Aaron said, producing a small, binocular-like object from the backpack.

      Ethan regarded the item dubiously. "Looks like a hobbyist-grade range finder. Something a golfer might use."

      "More like a surveyor. It's the TruPulse 360 R laser range finder, except we've replaced the laser with a Class 4 to boost the range, and added in an anti-reflective coating to the lenses for glint reduction. Basically a GVS-5 in a consumer shell. It sends its data to the phone via Blueteeth and—"

      "Bluetooth," William corrected. "Really grates on the nerves when people mispronounce common words." He spoke it mis-prah-nance with his Texan drawl.

      Aaron cleared his throat. "As I was saying, it sends the data to an app I'm installing on your smartphone that determines the altitude, latitude and longitude of the target via GPS."

      "Well if we're going to carry these, why not just go with a LLDR 2H?" William said. That stood for the Lightweight Laser Designator Rangefinder, the compact 2H model, also known as AN/PED-1A.

      "You shitting me?" Aaron said. "That's just as bad as bringing military radios. Worse. We carry US Army target designators into the Islamic State, you can bet they'll take them away, then schedule our heads for the chopping block."

      "Point taken," William said. "But what's stopping them from taking away this surveyor crap, too?"

      "Nothing. But other foreign jihadis have successfully brought in golf and sports range finders, so we should be fine. Oh." Aaron grabbed a small leather case from the pack. "Also got this for you."

      Aaron handed the item to Ethan and returned his attention to the laptop.

      Inside the leather holder was the lockpick set Ethan had requested from Sam. He perused the selection of picks and bump keys. It would suit his purposes, and was low tech enough that the Islamic State definitely wouldn't bother him about it.

      "Sam told me you'd brief us on the plan to get into Syria," Ethan said. "So what's the deal? We simply drive across the border and swear allegiance to the Islamic State?"

      "Pretty much. I've been in touch with a people smuggler. He'll get us into Syria and drop us off at an IS checkpoint."

      "Where'd you find him?"

      "IS is very active on social media. I sent a text to a public Kik Messenger account, saying we were three men on hegira to Shaam." Syria.

      "You're sure the account wasn't an NSA honeypot?" Ethan interrupted. The NSA and other intelligence agencies often created fake Islamic State accounts and posted contact information in an effort to catch foreign jihadists.

      Aaron shrugged. "I passed the account Sam's way first, and she confirmed it wasn't NSA. But as I was saying, I messaged the dude and asked how we could join our brothers, and he returned the phone numbers of three local smugglers. So I called one and set us up. By the way, we're not supposed to dress too traditionally during the crossing. We draw less attention that way."

      "What about weapons?" Ethan said, glancing at Aaron's backpack.

      "Not allowed."

      "What do you mean? Not even pistols?"

      "We won't get through if we bring weapons of any kind," Aaron said. "According to the recruiter, IS will provide assault rifles anyway."

      "Assault rifles?" William asked suspiciously. "What kind of assault rifles?"

      "AK-47s."

      William threw up his hands. "I'm so sick of those damn things. I've never fired a more inaccurate rifle in my life. I'll take an M16 any day of the week over an AK."

      Aaron shrugged. "Hey, we're clandestine operatives now, not the pampered spec-ops soldiers we once were." He returned Ethan's smartphone.

      "You never know how good you have it until you give it up," William bemoaned.

      Ethan unlocked the phone, navigated to Apps, and swiped to the last screen. He saw the green, flamelike icon for Amn al-Mujahid but nothing else. The icons for the other new apps would be hidden, he knew.

      Aaron showed him how to use the hidden apps.

      "That leaves only one more question," Ethan said when they were done. He snatched the greasy bag from the table but it proved empty. "When do we get more baklavas?"
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      Aaron called the people smuggler shortly thereafter and arranged for transport early the next morning. Ethan spent the rest of that day exploring Gaziantep and eating the baklavas and pistachios the city was famous for. He slept well that night, the last good rest he would have for quite a while, and at five a.m. checked out.

      Like him, the other operatives were dressed in a T-shirt and jeans, with their keffiyehs stowed away. For Ethan, it was odd removing the headgear after all that time, and he felt almost naked without it. But the goal was to look like an ordinary Syrian or Turk at the border crossing, so the keffiyeh had to go.

      It was still dark out when a brand new supermini Renault Clio pulled into the loading area.

      "That's our ride," Aaron said.

      "Apparently smuggling pays off," William said.

      "If you knew how much I paid the man," Aaron grinned. "You'd quickly realize we were in the wrong business."

      A Turk got out, introducing himself as Maaz. He opened the Renault's rear hatch and the three of them stowed their backpacks inside.

      "Take these." Maaz distributed three travel documents.

      Ethan accepted his. It was a Syrian passport. He opened to the photo page. The same picture he had on his Saudi passport was on it, though the keffiyeh had been edited out.

      "Come here." Ethan angrily led Aaron away from the others. When he was out of earshot, he said, "You gave this man my photo?"

      Aaron shrugged. "He needed it to make the passports."

      "I don't want my picture in some terrorist computer network."

      Aaron shook his head. "These smugglers are disorganized as hell. Your picture won't be showing up on any terrorist networks anytime soon, trust me."

      Ethan was about to argue his point, but he let it go. Aaron was probably right.

      "Besides, he's just a people smuggler," Aaron continued. "Only loosely related to the Islamic State."

      "Yeah? Bet he's on the White House kill list somewhere."

      "Probably."

      Ethan returned to the vehicle and sat in the cramped passenger seat, nearly banging his head on the upper frame of the door in the process. William and Aaron took the backseats and the journey south began.

      "Where are you from?" Maaz said in a colloquial, difficult to understand Arabic.

      "Saudi Arabia," Ethan answered.

      Maaz nodded. "You will love it in Shaam."

      "You live there?" Ethan said.

      The smuggler chuckled. "No. My calling is here, in Turkey. To help men like you make their hegira. I am too old for the Caliphate."

      "You can't be more than forty," Ethan said.

      "My point exactly. They need young men. Men who can fight. All the administrative positions are already filled." He glanced at Ethan askance. "You are twenty-nine? Thirty?"

      "Twenty-eight," Ethan lied.

      "A good age." Maaz drove on in silence. A moment later: "You have brought weapons?"

      Ethan shook his head. "We were told not too."

      "Good. You will be given weapons in the Caliphate. Along with room and board. And a salary, of course."

      "What about wives?" Aaron said hopefully. From his tone, Ethan thought he was only half joking.

      "Oh yes, if that is what you want, you will all get wives." Features brightening, Maaz glanced at Aaron in the rearview mirror. "Beautiful wives. There are plenty of women to be had. Dawlah will provide." That mean the State.

      "Foreign wives?" Aaron said.

      Maaz pressed his lips together. "Perhaps. There are many foreign women in the Caliphate. I have smuggled women from Pakistan. Afghanistan. France and Britain even."

      The sun rose, and soon the streets of Gaziantep were behind them, replaced by pistachio farms. The verdure gave way to the dry steppe where only the occasional bushes clung to life amid the bedrock. Once in a while a decrepit village passed into view: rusting machinery, concrete houses clustered around a small mosque, grubby, half-naked children.

      A Turkish checkpoint blocked the highway shortly, but the police officer waved them through. According to Maaz the police were stopping only pickup trucks and semis that day. Looking for oil smugglers who fed the Islamic State war machine.

      In forty-five minutes they reached the city of Kilis, close to the Turkey-Syria border. In another ten minutes they were at the Oncupinar border gate, a steel trellis supporting an arched metal canopy over the highway. Flanking it, barbed wire fencing spanned the border from horizon to horizon.

      Maaz bribed the Turkish gendarmerie border guard with the equivalent of ten US dollars and they were on their way. On the Syrian side they were stopped almost immediately by armed men standing in front of an old eight-wheeled Soviet BTR-60 armored personnel carrier.

      "Free Syrian Army checkpoint," Maaz said underbreath.

      One of the guards approached the driver-side door. He carried an RPD light machine gun slung over one shoulder.

      Maaz rolled down the window.

      "Passports?" the guard said.

      Maaz collected the Syrian passports and handed them to the guard, who opened the documents to the photo pages in turn, checking that the faces matched.

      "Do you have any weapons?" the guard said.

      Maaz shook his head.

      The guarded leaned forward, as if scanning the area between seats for hidden arms, then he surveyed the occupants once more. "Where are you going?"

      "Family," Maaz said. "Aleppo."

      The guard handed the passports back to the driver, then furrowed his brow. "Haven't I seen you before?"

      Maaz shrugged. "It's possible. I have a big family."

      The guard hesitated and then finally waved them on.

      Maaz drove through. Glancing in the rear-view mirror, he laughed softly. "Idiots," he said smugly. "I've seen that one at least five times. Others even more often. They always let me pass."

      Maaz drove for about ten minutes and then veered onto an unmarked dirt road, heading east. Fifteen minutes later he turned south onto another paved highway and floored the accelerator.

      "Must be quick here," Maaz said. "In case they're following!"

      Ethan glanced in the passenger side mirror but didn't see any pursuers.

      The highway there, unlike the Turkish side, had plenty of potholes, and the Clio hit several of them along the way, jolting Ethan. He banged his head on the low ceiling every time.

      "Can we slow down, please," Wiliam said from the backseat.

      Finally Maaz eased off the accelerator. There were still a lot of potholes, but at least the Turk had a better chance of avoiding them.

      Ten minutes later Maaz reached another checkpoint: a mangled iron fence had been strewn across the road, with a Hyundai pickup parked in the lane beside it. The vehicle was a technical—a double-barreled ZU-2 was bolted to the truck bed. The black standard of the Islamic State waved beside the anti-aircraft gun.

      Two AK-47-toting mujahadeen in balaclavas manned the checkpoint; the closest militant approached the driver side.

      Maaz lowered the window.

      "Salaam, my brothers," the mujahid said, ignoring the driver to address Ethan. "You have come to join Dawlah?"

      Ethan leaned forward. "We have."

      The militant removed his mask. He was a teenager, maybe eighteen or nineteen years old, with a downy, cropped jihadist beard. "Welcome, my brothers. Welcome! You have made it!"
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      About an hour later Ethan found himself sitting beside Aaron and William in the bed of a different pickup truck, headed southeast along the dry steppe. The highway proved just as poorly maintained as the area near the border, and Ethan was jolted by a pothole every ten seconds or so.

      He had retrieved the red and white-patterned keffiyeh from his gear and was wearing it, though he was still dressed in a casual T-shirt and jeans. Twice he checked his phone for a cellular network during the ride, but never found a signal.

      The pickup stopped on the outskirts of a Syrian village. Two twenty-year-olds with AKM rifles greeted the teenaged driver. Ethan hopped down from the truck bed only to find himself the prompt recipient of a hug.

      "Salaam!" the militant who embraced him said. "I am so glad you have made your hegira! Come, I will take you to the emir. I am Abdul. What are your names?"

      "I am Emad Al'Saudi," Ethan said. Translated, that literally meant Emad the Saudi. It wasn't uncommon for foreign fighters to use an alias for their last names, especially one related to their country of origin.

      William introduced himself as Wafeeq Al'Saudi and Aaron as Aadil Al'Yemeni.

      "Most of our trainers are Saudis and Yemenis!" Abdul said excitedly. "You will fit right in."

      Ethan wasn't sure whether that was good or bad.

      Abdul threaded through the white-walled, flat-roofed houses, leading the way into the Islamic State border camp. Untilled wheat fields surrounded the concrete buildings of the former village; various structures had been erected in the withered pastures to support the training exercises. Large canvases patterned in digital desert camouflage had been raised over the more obvious constructions—when viewed from the air, those patterns would readily blend in with the dry yellow grass.

      In a field nearby, recruits of all ages shot at plastic bottles filled with dyed water. Everyone wore fatigues: there was desert digital, desert plain, and forest digital. Probably American-made.

      Abdul skirted the center of town, where some kind of urban combat exercise was taking place. Ethan spotted several armed recruits in fatigues and balaclavas, hunched outside a doorway. Two recruits ducked inside the concrete house at the same time, one going high, the other low. Another militant filmed the whole sequence on his cellphone, while two civilian children watched quietly from the second-floor balcony across the street.

      Abdul led them to an obstacle course, where a group of recruits surmounted hurdles such as barbed wire, wooden logs, and climbing nets. It looked like a playground compared to the obstacle course Ethan had experienced in his own SEAL training. Patterned tarps camouflaged much of the course.

      An instructor in a black turban was shouting encouragement at the recruits. Beside him a man maybe ten years older than Ethan watched with folded arms. He wore fatigues patterned in desert-digital, and his head was wrapped in the same red and white-checkered keffiyeh that Ethan wore. Acne scars pocked his lined face. He had an aura of command about him.

      "Emir Haadi," Abdul said in respectful tones.

      The pockmarked man looked over his shoulder questioningly.

      "New recruits." Abdul nodded at Ethan and the other operatives.

      Haadi broke into a fatherly grin. "Welcome home, brothers." His Rural Saudi accent was the Arabic equivalent of Appalachian English, so thick that Ethan barely understood it. "Come, let's get you processed."

      The emir led them inside one of the low-slung concrete houses and sat behind a steel desk. He offered each of them bottled water.

      "Your hegira went well?" Haadi said.

      "As well as could be expected," Ethan answered, sipping his water.

      "You are from Riyadh?"

      Ethan nodded.

      "I recognize the accent," Haadi said. "Tell me, how is the Euphrates River this time of year?"

      Ethan frowned. "There is no Euphrates in Riyadh."

      Haadi smiled. "No, there isn't."

      "There is a lake, though," Ethan continued. "In Al Sallam Park."

      Haadi's eyes became distant. "Ah, Al Sallam Park. It is beautiful this time of year." He abruptly pointed at their rucksacks. "Place your packs on the table, please."

      The emir rummaged through their belongings: Qurans, duct tape, flashlights, batteries, matches. He paid no attention whatsoever to the USB sticks, instead homing in on their passports, which he set down on the table in front of him.

      Haadi discovered the satellite hotspot and frowned. Ethan had elected to bring it along after all, in case the Islamic State was stupid enough to let them keep it.

      "What is this?" Haadi said.

      Ethan kept his cool. "Personal wifi."

      "Laptop, okay. Phone, okay. This, not okay." The man set it aside.

      Ethan glanced at Aaron, who shrugged in an I-told-you-so manner.

      Next Haadi had them spread their legs, palms on the wall, and patted them down.

      Haadi discovered their phones, which he didn't care about because there was no cellular network coverage. When he found the TruPulse 360s, he activated each device in turn and confirmed they were indeed range finders and nothing more. He also came across the lockpick kit Ethan had, and after a quick search through the picks and bump keys, he placed it alongside the other "allowed" items.

      Finished his search, Haadi returned to his desk, flipped open a laptop, and typed up the information from the passports. With the built-in webcam, he snapped a photo of each of their faces. Ethan had gotten angry with Aaron earlier for sharing his photo with Maaz, but that was nothing: now Ethan's picture was stored in a terrorist database for real.

      "Do you have a Dawlah tazkiyah?" Haadi asked. That meant a character reference from someone already part of the Islamic State.

      Ethan shook his head. "We know no one here." Sam had hinted other embedded assets were already in play, but she was loath to reveal their identities, as was only right.

      Haadi furrowed his brow. "As Saudis and Yemenis, I would have expected otherwise. There are many radical mosques that could have vouched for you. How did you get here?"

      Aaron repeated the story about how he'd gotten in touch with a public Kik Messenger account associated with the Islamic State.

      Haadi pressed his lips together. "So you didn't actually know your recruiter personally?"

      "No."

      "The route you took for hegira is more typical of Western holy warriors. And if you were Western fighters, I would be forced to run a security background check. We've caught their intelligence agents in our midst before. It won't happen again, not on my watch."

      Ethan thought about what Sam had told him about choking off recruits by forcing the Islamic State to perform more thorough vetting. So it was already starting. Good.

      Haadi tapped his lips. "But you're not Western fighters. So I will allow you to recite the pledge of bay'ah"—allegiance—"to the Islamic State. Raise your index fingers."

      Ethan clenched his right hand and lifted his index finger, forming that oft-mimicked gesture posted online by Islamic State supporters. Most Westerners had no idea of the symbolism behind the act, but it alluded to the belief that Allah was the only God, one of the five pillars of Islam and a component of the daily prayers. There is no God but Allah, Muhammad is the messenger of God. Those words, known as the Shahada, were written on the black standard of the Islamic State itself.

      The gesture also symbolized the wielder's willingness to die for Islam, the one true faith, and reaffirmed the group's dedication to wiping out all other inferior ideologies. They wanted one God, one religion, one state. Worldwide.

      "In the name of Allah the merciful we hereby swear allegiance," the emir said.

      "In the name of Allah the merciful we hereby swear allegiance," Ethan and his companions repeated.

      "To the Prince of the Faithful."

      "To the Prince of the Faithful."

      "And the Caliph of the Muslims."

      "And the Caliph of the Muslims."

      "Abu Bakr al-Qurashi." That was a name the leader of the Islamic State, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, used to claim descendance from the Prophet.

      "Abu Bakr al-Qurashi."

      "Allahu akbar!"

      "Allahu akbar!"

      Haadi returned their rucksacks and brought them to a supply house, where they picked out fatigues in their sizes, but did not put them on. Then he led them back toward the obstacle course.

      On the way, he said, "I am the emir of the camp, but I also personally run the orientation brigade, which you are now a part of. All new recruits start with me until the class-up to war training. You are at a bit of a disadvantage, because you have arrived near the end of orientation, and after this Sunday, day of rest, you will be assigned to the war brigade. But, Allah willing, you will quickly adapt."

      At the obstacle course, Haadi walked straight to a youth who had finished early and was waiting on the sidelines for the next round to begin.

      "Ibrahim," the emir said.

      A village boy just out of puberty, Ibrahim snapped to attention. He had the features of a Syrian. Probably conscripted from the locals.

      "Assign them to quarters and get them changed," Haadi said. "Then bring them back."

      "Any chance of breakfast?" Aaron asked hopefully.

      "The life of the mujahid is austere," the emir said.

      Ibrahim led them to a concrete house on the northern outskirts of the village. Inside, the blankets of other mujahadeen were strewn across the floor, with backpacks serving as pillows. Ibrahim found an open area near a crumbling wall and instructed the three of them to set down their rucksacks.

      "You will notice there are no locks," Ibrahim said with a wide smile. "You do not have to worry about thieves. No one will steal from you here."

      Ethan and the others changed into the fatigues Haadi had given them.

      "You are from Yemen?" Ibrahim said on the way back to the obstacle course.

      "Saudi Arabia," Ethan corrected him.

      "We have people from all nationalities here. Omani. Afghani. British. French. And you know, it is amazing. Without Islam to bind us all, we would probably be at each other's throats. But instead we love one another. We don't all speak the same language, but we don't have to. There is always someone to translate. We are all brothers."

      It sounded similar to the propaganda Ethan had heard spouted by recruits online.

      He was distracted by a faint buzzing in the sky, nearly identical to the sound of a small Cessna. He glanced skyward, squinting. Though he couldn't see it, he knew a drone, probably an MQ-1 Predator, was up there somewhere.

      "They don't bother us," Ibrahim said.

      "Not yet," Ethan countered.

      "They won't attack," Ibrahim insisted. "The mighty West is afraid of us."

      Ethan chuckled softly. "Which is exactly why they will attack, eventually."

      After a day of physical training, with pauses for prayers, they returned to their quarters and a cook prepared a supper of chicken and rice, which they ate with their hands in the dining room under candlelight.

      The atmosphere was almost festive. Without a doubt, everyone was overjoyed to be there. The fifteen other recruits introduced themselves, but Ethan forgot most of the names the instant he heard them, though he noted there were a proportionately high number of Osamas and Muhammads in the lot. If he ever needed to call someone by name, by guessing one or the other he had a good chance of getting it right.

      "I still can't believe I'm here," an Osama said in Arabic. A young militant beside him translated the words into English for some of the others. "We are achieving the dreams of our beaten down brothers, brothers who have been stepped on and humiliated for the last century, simply for what they believed in. We fight for a Caliphate, for what we believe in, defending our fellow Muslims.

      "Already the West has pledged resources and training to our enemy. And they promise airstrikes will come, soon. Let them do their worst, I say, because even if we lose, we win. We will drain the West of its resources, sending their economy into collapse. It costs them a trillion dollars to wage war against us. It costs us almost nothing. Only our lives. And that is no cost at all, but a gift. We end this war in paradise, but the infidel, he ends it in hell."

      "Takbir!" someone shouted. That literally meant, "the term for god is great." In the Islamic world, instead of applause, someone would shout "takbir" and the audience would respond with "Allahu akbar."

      "Allahu akbar," the group replied on cue.

      "Takbir," someone repeated.

      "Allahu akbar."

      "Takbir."

      "Allahu akbar."

      And so the evening went.

      Later, they dispersed throughout the house to relax in their assigned berthing areas. Most of the recruits studied the Quran in groups by candlelight or flashlight. Heated arguments erupted about the various hadiths, or traditions, therein. The name of Allah was bandied about in nearly every sentence.

      Splashing and scrubbing sounds came from the adjacent room. Ethan peered past the door and observed some of the recruits washing clothes in a basin. The water would be from the communal well, as there were no working sinks or taps.

      What sounded like a diesel motor abruptly started up outside.

      "Power's back," an Omani said. He was a Muhammad. He had a laptop plugged into the wall and the blue charging light on its side had activated.

      He produced a power bar, and those with phones plugged them into the available outlets. Ethan's own cellphone was almost fully charged, so he didn't bother charging it. However he did check to see if there was a carrier signal. Nope.

      Laptop in hand, Muhammad sidled over to Ethan. "Do you have FireChat?"

      Ethan shook his head. "What's that?"

      "Off-the-grid instant messaging. It uses wireless mesh networking to allow us to connect our phones without any cellphone coverage. We can use it to exchange messages in battle, or to plan operations. Here, I'll hook you up." Muhammad produced a cord and plugged it into his laptop. He looked at Ethan expectantly. "Your phone?"

      Ethan reluctantly handed his smartphone over, and watched very carefully as Muhammad launched an application called MobieGenie on the laptop.

      "It is okay, I'm not going to hack your phone," Muhammad joked.

      Ethan smiled politely.

      When the youth was finished, he disconnected the phone and showed Ethan how FireChat worked. Watching the scrolling messages, Ethan was underwhelmed to discover that the exact same debates occurring in the adjacent rooms regarding the Quran were taking place camp-wide via the texting app.

      Muhammad proceeded to install FireChat on the phones of Aaron and William. The two operatives scrutinized the installation process just as closely as Ethan had, and seemed similarly disappointed when they finally ran the app.

      The generator shut down half an hour later and the call for lights out came.

      As Ethan lay there in the dark, he heard the distant buzz of a Predator drone. The unmanned aerial vehicle was only performing surveillance. Still, when the approval for airstrikes came, the training camps would probably be among the first targets.

      Sam would lobby for a delay until she was certain where her operatives were. Even so, she was only a small player in a political board game whose participants spanned multiple countries, agencies and militaries. She had no guarantee of getting what she asked for.

      Selous Scouts, Ethan thought. Why the hell did I ever agree to this?

      He smiled grimly.

      Because it's my job.
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      The following days were a blur of PT (physical training), which included several four-mile jogs and obstacle course runs. Ethan had intended to act like the exercises were harder than they were, but he didn't have to do much pretending: the program was difficult. He was definitely feeling his age.

      The brotherhood and camaraderie among the young men was incredible, and helped him get through each day. Indeed, the esprit de corps was so infectious that Ethan had to constantly remind himself not to become attached to the youngsters. They were jihadis, he reminded himself. Single-minded fanatics willing to die for a cause they didn't truly understand.

      On the second day, during a rotation on the obstacle course, while climbing the rope net, Ethan closed on a militant named Hatam, a dark-skinned British-Pakistani whose eyes blazed with zeal. As Ethan approached, the man kicked him in the ribs; Ethan slipped and would have plunged the five meters to the ground had he not managed to grip a lower rung in time.

      Hatam continued over the top with a triumphant smile, and as he passed Ethan on the way down he called him a "pig fucker" through the net. So much for the camaraderie. It seemed even jihadist training camps had their share of dirtbags.

      Ethan confronted Hatam behind a house later, during a break. "You have a problem with me. Let's work it out."

      Fear flashed in Hatam's eyes for a moment, though the zealous flames quickly overwhelmed it. "There is no problem."

      "Good." Ethan slammed his fist into Hatam's abdominal region. The man doubled over, retching.

      Hatam didn't bother Ethan after that.

      There were classroom sessions, too. Some involved a few biased geopolitical topics, such as the "petrodollar system" that guided US foreign policy in the Middle East for the past several decades, and the Sykes-Picot agreement that drew the artificial borders of Iraq and Syria after World War I. However, the majority of the topics were religious in nature, such as the benefits of martyrdom and the requirement of jihad. The students recited phrases such as "dying in jihad is the greatest glory" and "killing infidels pleases Allah."

      A lot of class time was devoted to the Islamic State's rendition of sharia law. Insulting Allah, the Prophet, or Islam was punishable by death by beheading. As was spying, renouncing Islam, or engaging in homosexuality—though homosexuals were sometimes tossed off tall buildings for variety. Adultery: death by stoning. Thievery: amputation of the left hand. Armed robbery: amputation of the left hand and right foot. Masturbation: eighty lashes. Drawing graffiti, spreading slander, smoking cigarettes or drinking alcohol: eighty lashes plus a three-day jail sentence for the first offense, and one month for the second. Failure to obey the dress code: fifty lashes.

      Throughout everything, the students dropped whatever it was they were doing to pray at the required intervals, five times a day. A certain loud, pompous instructor gave the sermon after Friday prayer; he exhorted the youths to keep fighting, and to never give up in the face of the infidel. He reminded them that if they died in the service of Allah during their sacred jihad, they would wake up in jannah surrounded by nubile women. Sadly, judging from the gleaming eyes around Ethan, most of the recruits believed it.

      As the week wound down, an Islamic State minibus arrived, and those in the later phases of training boarded. After the bus left, Ethan and the others immediately classed-up to War Training I. All that meant was in addition to daily PT and obstacle course runs, they also low-crawled beneath live fire, engaged in hand-to-hand combat, and practiced target shooting. For the latter, the weapon of choice was an AK-47 assault rifle, though they also trained on Soviet-made Makarov pistols—Aaron sarcastically referred to them as macaroni pistols, and sometimes during practice, when he was out of earshot of other jihadists, he quietly sung, "he stuck a feather in his hat and called it macaroni."

      Their training was rounded out with a few sessions on PKM machine guns, M-37 mortars, and RPG-7 grenade launchers, though only a few students got to fire those because of supply limits.

      Ethan and the other two operatives pretended to have zero military training in the beginning, and purposely shifted their aim when practicing target shooting. As the days passed, they allowed themselves to "improve," so that soon they were near the top of the class in terms of marksmanship.

      The classroom sessions morphed during that time, covering practical topics such as the different ways to subdue and kill a man, interrogation resistance techniques, passport and ID forgery, and how to navigate by the stars and sun.

      The days were fairly regimented, and Ethan and the rest of the brigade fell into a regular pattern. Dawn prayer. Quran study. PT. Breakfast. Obstacle course or jogging. Target practice or classroom session. Mid-day prayer. Lunch. Target practice. Afternoon prayer. PT. Hand to hand combat training. Evening prayer. Dinner. Personal time. Sleep. Night prayer.

      The hand-to-hand combat drills were probably the least helpful. Ethan almost laughed when he saw the instructor flaunting his martial arts skills. It seemed to be some kind of Wushu, the most showy, useless martial art out there. Sure it had lots of flashy moves, but in hand-to-hand those moves were useless, as most close-up combat eventually degenerated into a wrestling free-for-all. Brazilian jujitsu was Ethan's martial art of choice, and that was something to be respected. Even so, he was a bit rusty, and the combat sessions helped him get his groove back.

      New men arrived at random hours every day, and were assigned to the orientation brigade. Sometimes existing recruits would stop what they were doing to greet the newcomers, at least until an instructor yelled at them.

      The Islamic State minibus arrived a couple of weeks later to pick up the latest graduates. Ethan and the others immediately classed-up to War Training II. They spent the next few weeks learning the intricacies of close-quarters battles. They performed drills on how to sweep buildings and secure a perimeter while under fire. They learned various patrolling techniques, and methods and tactics for engaging the enemy.

      There was limited sniper training for those who had demonstrated good marksmanship, and it involved Soviet Dragunov SVD sniper rifles. An instructor with a thick Saddam Hussein-like mustache who had served as a sniper in either the Syrian or Iraqi army led the course. While the urban sniping he taught was relatively straightforward—choose a hide and support other infantry—the rural sniping was the typical torture. The instructor took sadistic pleasure in making the recruits set up hides over cowpies or anthills. Ethan would wait for hours perched in the field, smelling like shit, having ants attempt to crawl up his nose, while he waited for another student to lift a paper target in a random window of a house.

      The last two weeks were a blur, as Ethan suffered from terrible dysentery. Hatam was uncharacteristically buoyant during that time. Ethan ignored the dirtbag and forced himself through each day; by the end of the War Training II he was almost back to himself.

      Part two wound down and the recruits sat through a graduation ceremony. At the conclusion of Haadi's speech, the emir said, with a yawn, "You are the best group of mujahadeen I have ever had the privilege of training."

      That night after midnight Ethan slipped away from the barracks and, avoiding the patrol, made his way to Emir Haadi's house. The front door was unlocked.

      Ethan searched the main office in the dark, using the dim light of his cellphone screen—he didn't dare use the flash, which he considered too bright. He found nothing useful, intel-wise, and the emir's laptop—his target—was nowhere in sight.

      He heard restful breathing in the next room but, deciding not to tempt fate, he turned back. The potential intelligence he could glean from the laptop was of limited value: he would probably find nothing more than the recruits' travel documentation. True, the data would help foreign governments arrest them when and if they returned home, but the DIA had plenty of operatives working on fighter identification already: a favorite tactic was to pose as Muslim women online and get into Skype conversations with Islamic State militants. The operatives would claim to be looking for husbands, and once they determined whether the victim was on a laptop or a phone, they'd send a photo with the appropriate viral payload—a variant of Regin, incidentally—that gave complete access to the device. They'd keep the militant talking while sifting through their storage for identifying documents and pictures. On the rare occasion they even found battle plans.

      The Islamic State minibus arrived a few days later, dropping off camp supplies and picking up Ethan and the other graduates of part two. On the side was written, in Arabic, Dawlah Islamiyah al Iraq wa Shaam. The Islamic State of Iraq and Syria.

      Three women cloistered together in the back of the bus. Wearing niqabs, or full black veils, none of the black ghosts said anything, nor would they during the whole trip. That was the first time Ethan had seen any women since leaving Syria, and he suspected they were foreigners on their own hegira. Ethan had heard rumors that women were billeted on the north side of the village, in an all-sisters house. The minibus must have made a stop there beforehand, giving the women a chance to board secretly.

      The minibus drove to the Islamic State stronghold of Al-Ra'i, where the passengers transferred onto a bigger bus, joining graduates from other border camps. There wasn't enough room for everyone, so the group was split. Ethan bid farewell to Ibrahim and those other graduates who were separated.

      Ethan, William and Aaron overnighted with the remaining recruits in a mosque guesthouse, then set out again in the morning. They headed southeast across land that alternated between dry steppe and desert, passing other Islamic State-controlled cities on their journey, including Al Bab and Manbij. The bus stopped several times to traverse mujahadeen checkpoints. At least the roads were decent, with only the occasional pothole. Highway traffic was minimal.

      At one point during the ride, a recruit excitedly announced that he'd connected with the phone network. Ethan turned on his smartphone and sure enough obtained a signal, albeit a very weak one. After dismissing the MTNSyria welcome message, which encouraged him to "feel at home while he roamed on the MTN network," Ethan emailed Sam an encrypted update. The weak signal faded shortly thereafter.

      The dry grassland became more prominent as they neared the Euphrates, and the scenery soon turned green, at least for a while. The bus crossed the river via the Tishrin Dam, passing another checkpoint, and then the desert consumed the countryside once more.

      The sandy landscape eventually gave way to bedrock, and bedrock to farmland as they approached the Euphrates again. The occasional abandoned village came into view—white-washed homes with blast-damaged walls and bullet-riddled windows. Burnt out pickup trucks and other vehicles sometimes strewed the roads. The small mosques Ethan saw weren't immune to the damage, and many were partially collapsed.

      Roughly four hours from Al-Ra'i the bus approached a city whose stooping buildings covered the landscape from horizon to horizon. Road traffic had picked up, though Ethan thought it was less than what it should have been, that close to a major city.

      When the bus reached the outskirts it slowed down, coming to a rolling stop as it neared another checkpoint.

      The two young mujahadeen on duty immediately waved them through.

      "Salaam my brothers!" one of them shouted. "Welcome to Al Raqqah! Welcome home!" He fired his AK-47 into the air.

      He was answered by a chorus of "Allahu akbars" from the passengers.

      Ethan had arrived at the de facto capital of the Islamic State.

      The heart of the enemy.

      Raqqa, Syria.
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      From his vantage point on the bus, the first thing Ethan noticed was how deceptively normal Raqqa appeared. Traffic was heavy, with vehicles and buses sometimes moving at a crawl. Bumper stickers proclaimed "I love jihad" and "Fight The Zionists"—much later Ethan discovered that cars owners were compelled to cover existing bumper stickers with jihadist slogans.

      Syria was the domain of the Korean car. Hyundai and Kia ruled the roost: on the packed streets Ethan picked out an array of compacts, SUVs, and trucks belonging to the Korean companies: Elantras, Accents, Tucsons, H100s, Cerato Fortes, Rios, Santa Fes, Bongo Frontiers. The German car manufacturer Opel deserved an honorable mention for the rusty Omegas and Vectras Ethan saw; he also spotted two Japanese pickups in the mix, a Mitsubishi L200 and a Toyota Hilux, plus a few Honda motorcycles, and the occasional groups of men riding Chinese electric bicycles and scooters.

      Everything would have seemed normal were it not for the garbage littering the roadside, with black bags sometimes piled to the height of three men on certain street corners. Then there were the Kia 4000S cab overs periodically parked at the intersections. These trucks sported Soviet ZU-2 double-barreled anti-aircraft guns in back, with masked mujahadeen standing watch beside them.

      Citizens walked to and fro on the sidewalks, carrying out their lives. Their paces seemed quick, and most people avoided looking at one another. The men wore ordinary t-shirts and slacks, without headgear, though the clothing was loose, and their hair short and unstyled. They were all unarmed. Many had beards—Ethan later learned the usual style was to go about cleanshaven or with a Saddam-style mustache, but apparently the morality police were less likely to hassle those with beards, who were considered more devout.

      Every girl over ten wore a black abaya and full niqab so that not even the eyes were visible. He saw a white billboard with the Islamic State banner in the upper left, depicting a fully veiled, wraithlike figure in the center. The Arabic text below read: "My niqab is my might and my glory." All the women had at least one male chaperon.

      The occasional jihadis in black robes or desert digital fatigues roved the streets, moving like royalty among the citizens. They wore AK-47s or AKMs slung over their shoulders. Their beards were well trimmed, and some wore black turbans or balaclavas. Several carried scarves—probably repurposed keffiyehs—around their necks, which could be raised to shield the lower halves of their faces.

      Sand-colored, boxlike buildings, two to three stories tall, crowded either side of the road. Shops dominated the lower levels, though only a few seemed open. He saw a clothing store with photos of male models dressed in business suits on the windows—the models' heads had been blotted out by big red circles. Islamic music and revolutionary anthems blared from some stores, always in male voices, and always unaccompanied by instruments. The upper levels were reserved for residents, and the balconies were invariably covered in sunblinds, partially to keep out the sun, but mostly to prevent outsiders from espying their women. Some of the rooftops had crenellations, the kind found at the tops of medieval castles. Those would make good sniper hides.

      Ethan glanced down a random side street and saw a city block that was completely devastated. Rebar jutted out of gutted, bomb-ravaged buildings like bronze bones. Smashed vehicles in the street below lay buried underneath chunks of concrete. The apocalyptic vision quickly receded, replaced by ordinary life again.

      Ethan checked his cellphone. No network carrier. He was able to use his offline map application to follow along with the driver, as GPS still functioned thanks to a few tweaks Aaron had applied to the mobile operating system on the phone. Ethan marked off obvious Islamic State buildings on the map as points of interest to report to Sam later.

      The driver soon turned onto a traffic circle with a clock tower at its center. The base of the rectangular tower was covered in the black standards of the Islamic State: at the top of each flag white text proclaimed the first part of the Shahada in Arabic. la ilaha illallah. "There is no God but Allah." In a white circle below it, black text completed the Islamic creed: Muhammadun rasul allah. "Muhammad is the messenger of God." Cresting the clock tower were the statues of two peasants, a man and a woman both dressed in traditional robes. The man held a torch to the heavens. The heads of both statues had been ominously decapitated.

      As the bus moved deeper into the city, the black flag of the Islamic State became more prevalent, showing up everywhere: on street corners, markets, electricity poles. The walls of markets were painted black, as were certain buildings guarded by jihadists. So much black. It was on their soldiers. Their women. Their flags. Buildings. Black. The color of the Islamic State. The color of fear.

      The bus driver spoke into his two-way radio, apparently asking for permission to drop off the recruits. The word "full!" echoed loudly from the speaker, followed by another location to try.

      The bus was waved through a security checkpoint manned by young militants, and then turned onto a traffic circle labeled Na'eem on the offline map. The word meant paradise. At the center of the circle was a wrought iron fence with heads mounted on its spikes. The decapitated bodies of the owners lay beneath each head.

      The bus circumnavigated the circle and turned south. In moments the vehicle arrived at a gated complex, stopping in front of a Soviet-era Ural-4320 6x6 military truck. Beyond the tall stone fence, Islamic State banners waved from the top of what appeared to be repurposed government buildings.

      Four mujahadeen with AK-47s stood guard at the main gate, and after a quick exchange with the driver, they opened the iron barrier. These men didn't bother to greet the passengers. When the gate shut behind the bus, Ethan had a hard time shaking the feeling he'd arrived at a prison.

      The driver opened the doors at the main building, a three-story, pillared monstrosity. There were about twenty arches held up by long piers, with a colonnade supported by six more pillars above the entrance. The roof was flat, and beyond the upper railings dark-clad mujahadeen patrolled with Kalashnikovs.

      A bored young jihadi greeted them at the entrance and led the twenty recruits to an office, where an older man, an administrator of some kind likely hired from the local Syrian populace, sat behind a desk with a larger model two-way radio. He wore a well-trimmed religious beard, and had no headgear of any kind.

      "Salaam, brothers," the man said in formal Arabic. He sounded... resigned. "I am Akeem al'Shaam, the administrator of barrack twelve. There is no one here to receive you now. Please, have a seat and rest." He repeated the word for sit in other languages, and the recruits settled in for what would prove a long wait.

      About three hours later Akeem's radio squawked to life; after a muted conversation, he spoke to the recruits again. "Please, Arabic speakers, stand on the right."

      Ethan and those others who spoke Arabic moved where Akeen indicated.

      "Speak English, stand here," Akeem said in broken English. Four British recruits strode to the center of the room.

      "Parlez Français, tenez ici," Akeem said. Four more men moved to the left.

      Two recruits remained. "Chechen?" Akeem said.

      Both men nodded.

      Akeem made a note on a pad of paper, then turned toward the Arabic speakers. "Are there any of you who would prefer to remain together?"

      Ethan exchanged a glance with William and Aaron, but neither of the operatives raised a hand.

      He remembered Sam's words. When you're surrounded by brainwashed fanatics whose sole purpose in life is death by glorious jihad, it's good to have normal people to ground you. Despite how she felt, he knew it would be better if they separated. The three of them were lone wolves, and they'd simply get more done if they were apart. It seemed as if they were going to be lodging in the same barracks anyway, so they could probably communicate in the cafeteria and so forth after hours. And if not, they always had their clandestine RF devices.

      Akeem repeated the question in the other languages, and the English, French, and Chechen recruits all raised their hands in turn, apparently wanting to stick together.

      The administrator spoke quietly into his two-way radio and a few minutes later a man with the look of a hardened general arrived. He was dressed in green-black fatigues with a camo baseball cap, and sported a trim Abe Lincoln beard. He carried an American M16A4 assault rifle over one shoulder—the weapon used NATO 5.56x45mm cartridges, a powerful round that should be scarce in Syria, but the militants probably had a steady supply courtesy of the munitions captured in Iraq.

      "I only need one recruit," the man snapped at Akeem in Arabic. Ethan knew he was an Afghan immediately by the accent.

      The administrator hurriedly pointed at Ethan.

      The Afghan glanced at him; those steely eyes studied him in appraisal. Then he waved curtly. "Come."

      Ethan followed the man out of the office.

      "I am Abdullah Hazir," the Afghan said. "Emir of Al-Dhi'b Suriya." Wolf Company. "And what are you called?"

      "My name is Emad," Ethan answered.

      "You have made your hegira from Saudi Arabia?" Abdullah said, guessing his accent.

      "Yes," Ethan said.

      Abdullah flashed him a wolfish grin. "I have fought side by side with many Saudis in my time. You are savage fighters."

      Ethan smiled, doing his best to appear proud of the compliment.

      Abdullah led him through the pristine government hallways. The floor was waxed to a polish, the walls seemed to have a fresh coat of paint, and every light fixture was in working order.

      The emir took him to a processing room of sorts, where a few laptops had been placed on desks. He sat down at one of them and powered up a laptop. "Belongings on the desk. Give me your passport."

      Glancing at the A4 slung over the man's shoulder, Ethan complied.

      The Afghan took a picture of Ethan's face with his built-in webcam and then keyed in his passport information, just as emir Haadi had done at the border camp. That the so-called state didn't have interconnected networks to share the information came as no surprise to Ethan.

      Abdullah paused to review the training scorecard Ethan had inside his passport. "An expert marksman?"

      Ethan nodded.

      The emir rifled through his belongings and didn't bat an eye at the USB stick or the lockpick set. He smirked when he discovered the TruPulse laser range finder, and peered through the eyepiece. "You came here well prepared. I admire the initiative." He made Ethan unlock his smartphone and proceeded to skim through the contacts, messages, and media.

      Apparently satisfied with what he had seen, Abdullah allowed Ethan to repack his stuff. He sent a job to the room's network printer and signed the resultant official-looking document. It specified Ethan's barracks location and emir. Abdullah told Ethan he was to present the document at the main gate whenever he wanted to leave or return.

      Abdullah brought Ethan to a supply room. Just inside, two desks joined at right angles blocked the entrance: beyond them a middle-aged man who looked like a Syrian civilian sat on duty. Several equally spaced racks divided the room into sections, and each rack overflowed with boxes of munitions and supplies.

      "Ah, emir, it is good to see you!" The clean-shaven Syrian hastily stood up and extended a palm.

      Abdullah made no effort to shake his hand. "Do you have any sniper rifles?" he asked brusquely.

      "We should be getting a shipment of M24s from Mosul this week. And I have a couple of Dragunovs slated to arrive tomorrow or the day after. Should I add you to the waiting list?"

      "Move me to the top of the list," Abdullah growled.

      "You know I can't—"

      Abdullah grabbed the weaselly man by the collar.

      "Done!" The Syrian quickly typed a note into a laptop beside him. "Anything else?"

      Abdullah released his collar and nodded toward Ethan. "He needs a weapon in the meantime. And gear."

      "Of course!" the Syrian said. "The typical rookie gear?"

      "What do you think?" Abdullah roared impatiently. He lifted the baseball cap to wipe the sweat from his forehead.

      The supply officer retreated among the racks and returned a moment later carrying an AKM rifle and its associated magazines, along with a sheathed combat knife and a chest harness.

      "No body armor?" Abdullah said, sounding exasperated.

      "We have a bunch on back order from Mosul," the Syrian said, cringing slightly as if he feared his words might invoke the wrath of the emir. "We should be getting them in a few weeks. You're at the top of the list."

      Ethan examined the harness. There was a two-way radio tucked inside a pouch in the center. He opened the quick release buckle, revealing the make and model: a Hytera TC-610. A standard off-the-shelf two-way; anyone within range who flipped to the same channel could eavesdrop. He closed the pouch and donned the harness over his fatigues.

      Ethan inserted a magazine into the AKM and tested the weight, then slid the sling over his shoulder. He shoved the spare magazines into his pockets. Next he withdrew the knife from its sheath, and recognized the make immediately: a Russian-made Kizlyar Voron-3. The black, 55-58 HRC stainless steel blade was as good as any Gerber out there. Ethan sheathed the weapon and threaded the leather holder into his belt.

      The supply officer meanwhile had gone back among the racks; he returned with a black balaclava and a headband. The latter contained the full Shahada. Ethan pocketed the balaclava, and while Abdullah watched he tied the headband over his keffiyeh.

      "Now you are a proper mujahid," the emir said approvingly.

      Abdullah led him toward Wolf Company's quarters. Along the way he showed Ethan the cafeteria on the first floor, which was already starting to fill with militants eager for supper, and the computer room on the second, which had its own satellite Internet hotspot.

      Emerging from the stairwell on the third floor, they passed a line of mujahadeen queued outside a door.

      "We must share this bathroom with the entire floor," Abdullah said. "Within, there are four toilet stalls, two sinks, and one shower."

      The men in line lowered their gazes deferentially as the emir passed. Though he bore no outward signs of rank, evidently they all knew who he was.

      Abdullah opened a door labeled three-ten and stepped inside. "Come, meet your brothers."
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      Ethan followed Abdullah and found himself in what appeared to be a former presentation room. Graduated floor levels littered with sleeping bags, backpacks and other belongings led to a far wall. Metal desks and chairs had been piled one atop the other in the top left corner.

      Militants were engaged in calisthenics in the main area in front of a whiteboard and projector screen. One of the participants counted out each pushup. Engrossed as they were in the exercise, no one noticed the arrival of the emir.

      Weapons leaned against the wall near the entrance. There were ten Kalashnikovs: five AK-47s and five AKMs. A Dragunov sniper rifle. Two general purpose Soviet PKM light machine guns.

      Abdullah led him up the graduated floor levels and pointed out a spot. "Your belongings go here."

      Ethan dropped his stuff in the space Abdullah indicated.

      When the militants finished the current round of pushups, Abdullah announced loudly, "Salaam, my wolves. We have another new member today. Meet Abu-Emad, who has come to us all the way from Saudi Arabia."

      Ethan was met with smiles and nods of greeting. He was expecting a few skeptical scowls, or even open hostility from some of the members—the kind of looks he would receive upon first joining a unit in any normal army—but these men seemed happy, to a man, that Ethan had come. And why wouldn't they be? Another martyr had come to join them in the long march to paradise.

      Ethan recognized Ibrahim and Osama Al'Jordani from the training camp; those two started forward, but Abdullah raised a hand.

      "We will handle the introductions over supper," Abdullah said with his typical Afghan brusqueness. "Come, we eat!"

      The men filed out the door, snatching up their weapons on the way. It seemed odd to bring a rifle to supper, but Ethan wasn't going to argue.

      While waiting in the food line at the cafeteria, Ethan reacquainted himself with Ibrahim and Osama.

      "It is good to see you again, Ibrahim."

      "Abu-Ibrahim, now," the sixteen-year-old beamed. "And he is Abu-Osama."

      Abu technically meant "father of." It was part of a kunya, or teknonym—the practice of referring to adults by the names of their eldest children as a sign of respect. Umm was the female equivalent, which meant "mother of." However, fictional kunyas were often used as noms de guerre among fighters, and they either chose the names themselves or bestowed them upon each other. The concept was similar to American callsigns. In this case, Abu implied "brother" more than anything else.

      "Well, I guess I'm Abu-Emad," Ethan said.

      Ibrahim smiled. "Yes, that's how the emir introduced you. But you know you can choose any kunya you want, right?"

      Ethan found Ibrahim's grin infectious. "Then why did you choose Abu-Ibrahim?"

      Ibrahim shrugged. "It's easier for me to remember. It is my name, after all."

      "And that's why I'm sticking with Emad." He patted the teen on the shoulder. "Never thought I'd see you again."

      "It is Allah's will," the youth said. "We were meant to be together."

      With a serving spoon, Ethan filled his plate from a communal bowl of chicken and rice, then broke off a piece from a flatbread loaf the size of a manhole cover. He joined the unit at a long table capable of seating ten per side.

      Abdullah proceeded to introduce Ethan to the members he didn't know.

      Harb, or "war," was the youngest at thirteen years old. He was a local, a graduate of one of the Islamic State's infamous child training camps. His father had apparently died in a bazaar suicide attack blamed on a rival group.

      Harb stood about three heads below Ethan's own height—about average for his age. He appeared somewhat malnourished, with deep-set eyes and hollow cheeks. Ethan would have expected a haunted look to the youth, given what had happened to his father, but he seemed content, his eyes glinting with the usual jihadist zeal.

      "When my father died," Harb said. "I wanted to join him in paradise. I almost volunteered for a martyrdom operation, but after I was drafted into the youth camp I realized that was not my path. This is my road." He patted his Kalashnikov. "I must do my duty for Allah and stay in this world for as long as He wills it, killing as many infidels along the way as I can. I will help my brothers free Syria from the chains of the oppressor, and solidify the gains made by our righteous state."

      Ethan thought back to what he himself had been doing when he was thirteen: chasing girls in the schoolyards and malls, not fighting for his life in a broken country for some war he didn't understand.

      Next Abdullah introduced Fida'a and Raheel. Both of them glanced up from their meals to give the fist and forefinger salute.

      "They are recent college graduates," Abdullah said. "Abu-Fida'a majored in the arts, Abu-Raheel the sciences."

      "I wanted to be a journalist," Fida'a said. The man had eyebrows so thick that Ethan wondered if they impinged on his vision and bestowed a hairy ceiling to the world. "But defending my brother Muslims in Syria from the Assad regime was far more important."

      Bashar Al-Assad, the official president of Syria, ruled from the southwest corner of the country in Damascus. In 2011, when the Arab Spring movement spread to Syria, with protesters demonstrating in favor of democracy and free elections, Assad squelched them with violence, causing civil war to break out. The air force bombed rebel-owned territory, often utilizing highly-inaccurate "barrel bombs" that resulted in massive collateral damage. Chemical weapons were employed. Civilians died by the truckload. The attacks rarely made the international news.

      It was an overtly sectarian war. Various Sunni rebel groups including the Free Syrian Army and the Islamic Front fought openly against the Shia government forces and militias. Initially the rebels seemed to be winning, and conquered large swaths of territory. Then in 2013 the Islamic State entered the war.

      At first the rebel groups cheered the arrival of the Islamic State, as they were fellow Sunnis, and they made plans to fight together. Unfortunately, suicide bombers from IS infiltrated their command structures and began assassinating their leaders. The rebels fought back, fighting a war on two fronts, but quickly lost territory, allowing the Islamic State to assume control of most of the country's oil and gas production.

      Ethan looked at Fida'a with pity. He and the others truly believed they were liberating the country from the Assad regime. Fida'a couldn't see that the Islamic State was a parasite organization that had moved in to take advantage of a destabilized nation. All the Islamic State had done so far was "liberate" the locals from the very people who had fought on their behalf.

      "Abu-Fida'a is Algerian," Abdullah continued. "While Abu-Raheel is Indian." The name meant fearless. "An Indian who speaks Arabic. Who would have thought? It is true our religion unites the world."

      Next Abdullah introduced two men in their early twenties. Beneath their fatigues were the bulges of toned muscles.

      "Abu-Jabal and Abu-Baghdadi are our heavy gunners," Abdullah said. "Both hail from Tunisia."

      Ethan didn't actually consider the bulky PKMs hanging from their shoulders heavy guns, but he nodded politely.

      "Greetings, fellow holy warrior." Jabal got up, shook Ethan's hand in a vise-like grip, and gave him a kiss on either cheek. His name meant mountain.

      Baghdadi merely nodded from where he sat. "Welcome, brother."

      Abdullah pointed out the men beside them. "Abu-Yasiri is our second youngest in the company, at fifteen. Like Abu-Harb, he's a local conscript." The indicated youth nodded. His kunya was derived from the family name of a descendant of the Prophet.

      "And Abu-Sab is our resident Qatari."

      "Salaam," a dark-skinned man said. He was too young to grow a beard, and wore a white keffiyeh tied with black cord. His name meant Lion.

      Abdullah gestured at the big man seated across from him. "And that is Abu-Zarar, a ferocious fighter from my native Afghanistan." Zarar appeared to be in his forties, and had shrapnel scars covering the right half of his face. He towered over everyone present, even while seated. His chest was at least twice as big as that of an ordinary man.

      "Abu-Zarar is one of my brothers from the days when we fought the Taliban," Abdullah said. "He is a formidable warrior. He once took three bullets in the chest and kept fighting long enough to shoot down five Taleb and carry a wounded man a mile to safety."

      Zarar inclined his head. "Allah was with me that day."

      "As he is everyday," Abdullah said warmly. He turned toward the last person at the table. "And finally we have Abu-Suleman. An Iraqi."

      Ethan recognized the bronze-skinned man who had led the physical training session. His face was gaunt, angular, with a wide jaw and broad brow. One of his cheeks was darker than the other, as if he had suffered some sort of blunt trauma that had never fully healed.

      But the feature that stood out most for Ethan were those eyes, which burned with a zeal far greater than any he had ever seen. Zeal and condescension. Those eyes seemed tortured somehow, too, as if Suleman had witnessed unspeakable things. Or committed them.

      "Abu-Suleman is our official sniper," Abdullah continued. "So with your arrival, Abu-Emad, we now have two." He gave Suleman a sly look. "He's not used to competition. He'll have to step up his game."

      Jealousy momentarily flashed in Suleman's eyes, but he lowered his gaze so that Ethan could no longer read him.

      "Allah-willing, no man will ever outgun me, emir," Suleman said, his voice sounding extremely subservient. "I will not fail you. I will fill ten pools with the blood of the kaffir before I am done." Kaffir meant infidel.

      Abdullah smiled grimly. "I know you will."

      Suleman glanced at Ethan. The fervent zeal shone brighter than ever in those eyes. "It is good that you have come to wage jihad, brother. We need more devout Muslims. People who understand what we are trying to build here. People who hate the kaffir as much as we do."

      "We will build something great," Ethan agreed, doing his best to sound enthusiastic, though the man made his skin crawl in that moment.

      "Abu-Suleman also serves as my second," Abdullah said. "I have never known a more loyal man."

      Suleman smiled appreciatively, like a dog petted by its master.

      Fida'a abruptly produced a smartphone and prepared to take a photo. Some of the militants retrieved balaclavas from their cargo pockets and covered their faces. Ethan thought it wise to hide his own features, so he wrapped the bottom part of his keffiyeh around his mouth and nose so that he looked like a bandit.

      When they were suitably attired, they all made the fist and forefinger gesture, and Fida'a snapped his picture.

      "We often take photos and videos of the brotherhood," Abdullah explained. "And post them on social media. You must do this, too."

      Ethan nodded. "I'll bring my phone next time." Of course he had no plans to abet the Islamic State's recruitment efforts.

      When the meal was done, Abdullah led the men from the cafeteria. On the way out Ethan passed near William, who had just finished eating with his own unit.

      "So, what do you think?" Ethan asked his friend quietly in Arabic. He didn't dare risk his cover by speaking English—even in hushed tones the language would be readily identifiable.

      "I think we're in for an... interesting operation," William replied.

      "The only easy day was yesterday," Ethan said, quoting a Navy SEAL motto. The slogan sounded wrong, somehow, in guttural Arabic.
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      The next morning after PT and breakfast Abdullah led the unit to the parking lot and told Ethan to ride with Suleman. Ethan hopped into the passenger side of a bright and shiny Mitsubishi L200 pickup. Harb jumped into the rear bed to babysit the modified ZU-23-2 anti-aircraft gun that squatted there.

      "Where are we going?" Ethan asked Suleman.

      "Checkpoint duty," Suleman answered, driving from the compound and pulling behind the four other vehicles of Wolf Company. Though it was early, the road traffic was already heavy.

      "So, what do you think?" Suleman asked.

      Ethan was slightly perturbed at hearing the exact same question he'd asked William the night before, and he wondered if Suleman had overheard. He studied the militant's profile and decided it was a coincidence.

      "It's everything I dreamed of," Ethan said, resorting to the stock responses expected of him. "Finally, I feel like I'm part of something bigger than myself. Like I'm making a difference. Like I truly belong."

      "You are from Saudi Arabia, yes?" Suleman said.

      "I am."

      "Our brothers there, they cannot make a difference in your country?"

      "Not as much as they could if they came here," Ethan said.

      "The brothers could plan a martyrdom operation against the embassies, and do their part to show their support for Dawlah. Urge them when you post on social media."

      Ethan shook his head. "I can tell them, but the security in Saudi Arabia is extremely tight, my friend."

      Suleman grunted in disappointment, as if he thought Ethan was somehow not radical enough, despite the fact he'd come all that way to wage jihad in the name of the Islamic State.

      Into the conversational gap that followed, Ethan said, "I'm surprised it's so busy this early."

      "Everyone rushes to get to work in the mornings, while the power is on," Suleman said. "At noon, when the electricity is cut, you won't find many shops open. At this time of year, when it is so hot, most close for siesta anyway. When the afternoon prayer is done, the roads quickly clear, so that by the time of evening prayer the city is dead. After dusk, the traffic picks up again as the night cools. Some shops re-open, using diesel generators for power, only to close again after ten so that everyone can get home by curfew."

      Ethan saw a band of a niqab-wearing women who flourished Kalashnikovs. They looked like black-clad stormtroopers from Star Wars. Suleman explained they were part of the Khansa'a Brigade, a group of thirty women enforcers who earned around two hundred US dollars a month patrolling the streets and ensuring other women obeyed the rules. Basically the female version of the Hisbah, or morality police.

      The lead pickup in the convoy lurched to an unexpected halt. Led by Abdullah, four AK-wielding militants leaped out of the bed and began setting up a checkpoint.

      "Put your radio on channel two." Suleman parked the Mitsubishi L200 behind the other pickups and got out.

      Ethan activated his radio and flipped to the pre-programmed channel, then joined Suleman, who had taken up a position on the sidewalk along with three others. The remaining militants handled the street traffic, conversing with each motorist individually before letting them through. A long queue of vehicles had already formed.

      "What exactly are they looking for?" Ethan said.

      "Weapons, mostly," Suleman said. "If a motorist has arms of any kind on board, we're going to impound the vehicle and imprison the driver and passengers, because they are most likely rebels. Also, no scandalous music must be playing on the radio."

      Ethan returned his attention to the sidewalk. "And what about us?" Pedestrian traffic was just starting to ramp up.

      "We perform random searches for weapons, cigarettes and cellphones. If we find a smartphone, we check that they do not have any obscene music, or any illegal photos of the city."

      "Okay," Ethan said.

      "We must also watch that the men and women are properly dressed and behaved. For the women, this means full veils and abayas. For the men, proper hairstyles, and no short pants. Both sexes must wear loose clothing. The women must not talk too loudly. And so forth."

      Ethan felt his brow furrow. "Sounds like we're doing the job of the Hisbah."

      "There is some overlap with their jobs, yes. We must all do our part to enforce sharia while we are here." Suleman formed a fist with his free hand and raised his index finger. "We are all Hisbah, in a sense. Just because you are not officially a member of the morality police, is it not your duty, as a devout Muslim, to ensure the law is obeyed? That Allah is pleased?"

      The day passed slowly. Ethan didn't see anyone improperly dressed, and those men he patted down had neither weapons nor smartphones. Suleman always looked inside the piles of flatbread people carried from a nearby bakery; apparently the craftier citizens tried to smuggle cigarettes that way.

      Suleman made a point of greeting veiled women and their chaperons, mostly to ensure the women answered with a feminine voice—he explained that rebels sometimes tried to sneak past in niqabs. He and Ethan often checked the IDs of the women and their chaperons to ensure the males were properly related: they were required to be either brother, father, or husband.

      "This is good," Suleman announced. "Every day fewer and fewer violate our laws. It is a sign that we are succeeding. Crime rates are almost nonexistent. We are creating a heaven on Earth here, Abu-Emad. We really are."

      About ten minutes before the call to prayer, shops started to close, and the flows through the checkpoint waned to nothing. One young man came jogging past about five minutes before the call, and Suleman scolded the youth. "Hurry up, you slow-footed fool!" He fired his rifle into the air, making the youth run faster.

      "Now you are showing the proper vigor!" Suleman said. "Allahu ahkbar!"

      "Allahu ahkbar!" the youth answered.

      The members of Wolf Company maneuvered their vehicles so that the empty road was blocked off completely, then they raced toward the nearest mosque as the call to prayer echoed through the air. By then the city had become a veritable ghost town as the last stragglers hurried into the mosque, and Ethan had the eerie sensation that the voice of the muezzin served as an air raid siren or some other herald of doom.

      The main prayer hall was full, so Ethan and the others were forced to use the overflow in the balcony, which was equally packed, though men made room for them. The overflow was ordinarily reserved for women, but since the female gender was relegated to non-entity status by the Islamic State, and no longer allowed to pray in the mosques, the men were happy to use it.

      When prayers were done, the group made its way down the stairs with the rest of the congregation.

      "Do you notice how many come to pray?" Suleman said fervently. "I told you we were succeeding here. Creating an Earthly heaven."

      Ethan's eyes drifted over the departing crowd and settled on a man dressed in a white thawb with a matching cap on his head. He wore an external harness with a pistol holstered on the side and a two-way radio secured to the front. Despite the close confines, the crowd managed to give him a respectful berth; he was like an oceangoing icebreaker—the densely packed men yielded before him like ice before the bow.

      "Who's that?" Ethan said.

      "One of the Hisbah." Suleman glanced at Ethan knowingly. "You envy him, don't you? Look at the respect other men show him. Greater even than they show us." His voice was filled with awe. All of a sudden he shoved Ethan forward. "Go ahead, join him in his rounds."

      "But—"

      "All of us should walk fully in the shoes of the Hisbah for at least one day." Suleman turned toward Abdullah, who was just behind. "Emir, may Abu-Emad join the Hisbah for the rest of his shift?"

      Abdullah regarded the receding figure of the Hisbah thoughtfully. "We have more than enough mujahadeen to man the checkpoint. By all means. It will be good for him." He turned toward Ethan. "Abu-Emad, go introduce yourself."

      Ethan reluctantly made his way toward the man. He told himself it wouldn't be so bad—he never knew when a good intel opportunity might present itself, after all.

      Ethan moved through the crowd and flagged down the Hisbah.

      The individual in question had a well-maintained Abe Lincoln beard, with placid features and gentle eyes. He smiled calmly at Ethan. "How can I help you, brother?" He spoke perfect formal Arabic, and there was a knowing twinkle to his eye, as if he thought himself privy to knowledge hidden from other men.

      "What is your name, brother?" Ethan said.

      "Abu-Kaleem," the man answered.

      "I am Abu-Emad. I would be honored to come with you during your shift today. If you would have me."

      Kaleem's grin deepened. "Of course, brother! Let me inform my deputy." Kaleem spoke quietly into his two-way radio, and then rested a hand on Ethan's shoulder and led him from the mosque.

      Together they toured the streets at a moderate pace, following what was apparently Kaleem's beat. They moved from shop to shop, inspecting the goods. Kaleem explained that it was his job to ensure everything sold was of good quality, and that the shopkeepers weren't overcharging people.

      Kaleem passed a pile of garbage bags on one street corner that reached chest high, and he conscripted several passersby to remove "that eyesore" immediately. Ethan suspected the conscripts would simply dump the trash in a nearby alley or ditch.

      Kaleem continued on his way, eventually stopping beside a clothing shop. He carefully scrutinized the windows before going inside.

      A fully veiled saleswoman stood in one corner like a black ghost. She bowed her head immediately. A male salesman, probably the shopkeeper, nervously approached. "Salaam, blessed Hisbah."

      Ethan thought the tanned, slightly overweight man was in his forties, though his full head of hair betrayed no gray—the unnatural sheen made Ethan think it was dyed. He had a lazy left eye, the half-closed lid making the other eye bulge in comparison. The absence of a beard was conspicuous.

      "Salaam," Kaleem answered distractedly.

      "What may I do for you today, blessed Hisbah?" the shopkeeper said. Ethan noticed he was trying very hard to use formal Arabic rather than colloquial Syrian.

      Kaleem grinned widely but didn't say a word. He moved about the shop imperiously, inspecting the clothing and price tags as suited his whims. He paused beside one particular item of clothing. "This one is too expensive. You are cheating the citizens of their hard-earned money. Lower the price."

      Ethan had the sense Kaleem was putting on a show for his benefit.

      "Yes, blessed Hisbah," the shopkeeper said.

      "Let me see your IDs," Kaleem said.

      He studied the documents the man and woman produced. "You are husband and wife?"

      "Yes, blessed Hisbah."

      Kaleem returned the IDs and approached the sales counter from the far side. Ethan had remained near the entrance, which afforded him a clear view of the counter's opposite flank. As Kaleem neared, a young man was flushed out from behind the counter, toward Ethan. The teen stayed low, trying to keep from Kaleem's sight. He obviously hadn't realized Ethan was there, because when the youth saw him standing by the entrance, his eyes widened in fear.

      Ethan glanced at the shopkeeper, who had gone very pale. The man was harboring a known rebel, apparently. Ethan returned his attention to the teen and shook his head ever so slightly.

      A puzzled expression appeared on the youth's face but he seemed to understand that Ethan wasn't going to turn him in.

      Kaleem spun about. "We're done here." He moved toward the door; the youth quickly dodged behind the counter and out of view.

      "Allah yusallmak!" the shopkeeper called to their backs as they left. God protect you. The relief was obvious in his voice.

      Ethan smiled inwardly. He had found his first asset. He inconspicuously noted the place on his offline map as he followed Kaleem.

      The Hisbah skirted a sprawling, block-long queue to enter a bakery. Ethan remained outside, keeping a watchful eye on the crowd. He had the sense it was the only food store open in the entire neighborhood.

      A man in line suddenly went ballistic and started pointing at Ethan and cursing.

      "You and your Caliphate are the reason none of us have any food!" the mustached man said. "Do you see the children scrounging for scraps in the gutter? The hawkers at the street corners selling whatever junk they find in the hopes they'll have enough money to afford the exorbitant food costs? And where is the promised garbage collection? The bags pile up, but no one collects them. And you call yourself a state. Shame on you."

      The two people with him, an elderly man and a fully veiled woman of undisclosed age, probably his parents, attempted to calm the individual and hold him back, but he broke free of their grasp and pointed accusingly at Ethan.

      "Your Caliphate is not a paradise, but a hell! You are the same as the Assad pig. Worse! You do not follow Allah, or Muhammad. You are followers of the devil!" He began cursing the Islamic State, Allah, and Muhammad. A crime punishable by beheading.

      Other people in line gave him room, not wanting to be close when the shit hit the fan.

      "Shut up you fool!" Ethan told the perpetrator, glancing over his shoulder.

      Kaleem was going to come out any moment, and when he did, the man was as good as dead.
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      The man wouldn't stop cursing.

      Ethan shook him. "I'm trying to save your life!"

      The perpetrator made a grab for Ethan's AKM, which still hung from his shoulder. Ethan deftly sidestepped, maneuvering behind the individual. He wrapped his forearms around the man's neck in a sleeper hold and squeezed.

      The man clawed at Ethan's arms with his nails. The mother cried out. The father wept, ripping hair from his beard. "Please!" the father shouted.

      The perpetrator went limp in his arms and Ethan released him, lowering him gently to the ground. The man began to stir immediately.

      "What is going on here?" Kaleem announced in an authoritative tone. He paused to take in the scene. The collapsed individual on the ground. The wailing mother. The weeping father who had pieces of his own beard in his hands.

      Ethan did his best to project calmness and authority. "This man fainted. Probably from heat exhaustion."

      The Hisbah glanced at the people in line, who held their tongues in complicit silence, and then he rushed inside the bakery and returned with a glass of water. He knelt, elevated the perpetrator, and held the cup to his lips. "Drink, brother. Drink."

      Ethan felt his insides knot up. He expected the man to start cursing again any moment, but thankfully the blackout seemed to have brought him to his senses, so to speak, and he remained silent.

      The Hisbah helped him stand, and the individual thanked him profusely. As did the mother and father. All three of them were careful not to meet Ethan's eye as they returned to their places in line.

      [image: ]
* * *

      That night found Ethan back in the cafeteria of the barracks, eating dinner with the other members of Wolf Company. Like the evening before, the overhead lamps remained powered, despite the nightly blackouts affecting the rest of the city. The militants were drawing electricity from the distribution grid at the expense of the common people, apparently.

      After supper, he lingered in the cafeteria, perspiring profusely: the place felt like an oven. Eventually William and Aaron finished eating with their own respective units and joined him.

      "So, what news?" Ethan said.

      "Only the first day and I'm already sick of chicken and rice," William said. "That's all they eat. Chicken and rice for breakfast. Chicken and rice for supper."

      "Bread for lunch," Aaron added.

      "Don't even get me started on the bread." William shook his head. "Whoever said variety was the spice of life forgot to mention it to these guys."

      "Any leads so far?" Ethan asked.

      "Too early," William answered. "I'm just getting operational."

      "You're on checkpoint duty, too?"

      "Ordinarily, but today my company handled crowd control during a public 'smash and burn' of haram goods in Clock Tower Square."

      "Haram goods?"

      "You know, cigarettes, shisha pipes, alcohol."

      "Ah." He turned toward Aaron. "And what about you?"

      The other operative shook his head. "Bomber watch."

      Ethan frowned. "Bomber watch?"

      "Yeah," Aaron said. "My guys pile into two technicals, then take up positions in random areas of Raqqa and sit there all day on the anti-aircraft guns, waiting for Assad to send his MiGs and L-39s on low altitude bombing runs."

      "You do know that the air force basically stopped using MiGs and other fighters months ago, right?" William said. "Too costly. I think Assad has lost what, half his fleet by now?"

      During the initial stages of the Syrian civil war, because of the few precision-guided weapons the air force possessed, the aircrafts were forced to fly low to release their payloads, placing them dangerously close to the rebel anti-aircraft artillery. William was right—those tactics had cost the air force dearly.

      "Oh I know," Aaron answered. "It's all about barrel bombs these days. But try telling that to the muj. They're all new guys. Anyway, so far it's been fairly monotonous, but let's just say as soon as I hear a passing helo, I'm ducking for cover. The other fools can martyr themselves."

      Barrel bombs, essentially airborne IEDs, were dropped by Mi-8 transport helicopters above ten thousand feet, beyond the range of most MANPADs and anti-aircraft guns. Made from components costing only a couple hundred dollars, the bombs were essentially oil barrels filled with chopped rebar, explosives, and jet fuel. Though the helicopters would hover in place before the drop, it was still impossible to aim with any reasonable accuracy from that height. As such, massive collateral damage was inflicted, usually resulting in severe civilian casualties. That a government would use such a weapon against its own people was morally reprehensible, to say the least. The IEDs were so heavy that sometimes they crashed straight through the roofs of buildings before detonation, taking down the entire structures and their occupants in one blow.

      "But as far as leads go," Aaron continued. "When I got back today I befriended one of the men on patrol duty outside. A fellow Yemeni."

      "And what did this fellow Yemeni tell you?" Ethan asked.

      Aaron rapped his fingers against the glass, as if deciding whether to divulge what he had learned or not. Finally: "The Yemeni let slip that foreign journalists are being held inside another building in the complex here. I'm not going to say which one, operational compartmentalization and all that, but man, apparently the journalists are being treated brutally by the British jihadis guarding them. They beat them multiple times a day. Waterboard them for no reason. It's like the Brits want payback for all the bigotry and contempt they faced back home or something."

      "You really should tell us what building they're in," Ethan said.

      Aaron shrugged, saying nothing.

      Ethan looked at him crossly. "You're going to try springing them on your own, aren't you?"

      Aaron shot him a Cheshire cat grin. "Nothing I like more than roughing up a few pompous bullies."

      As Ethan had mentioned, all three of them were lone wolves. But even so, there were times for teamwork. Was this one of them? He regarded Aaron uncertainly. The man was one of the best operatives in the field. If Aaron thought he could spring the journalists on his own, then he probably could.

      The three exchanged small talk for a while longer. As Sam had predicted, it was good to be in the company of men who were not religious radicals for once, men who wouldn't take offense and accuse him of being a kaffir for speaking his mind. He was getting tired, however, and soon bid his friends farewell.

      Ethan stopped by the computer room, intending to update Sam, but when he saw the long queue of militants waiting for a free system, he left.

      Back at room three-ten, he found most of the others reading the Quran, either alone or in groups. Ibrahim and Osama were playing Call of Duty on their laptops, taking advantage of the working electricity. Harb watched. Most video games were prohibited under the Islamic State's harsh brand of sharia, but no one in Wolf Company seemed to care. Everyone knew that sharia didn't apply as strictly to the foreign fighters, a double standard they were happy to exploit. Throughout history, those with the guns made the rules—and flaunted them.

      Raheel, Sab, and Jabal weren't present. When he asked Harb about the trio, the youth told him they didn't sleep there. "They are married."

      "Married?"

      "Yes. After dinner they return to their apartments to be with their wives, then come back in the morning."

      "So everyone here right now doesn't have a wife?" Ethan regarded the remaining militants under a new light.

      "Yes," Harb said. "Many left their wives behind in their home countries. Abu-Zarar and emir Abdullah, for example."

      "What about the rest?" Ethan said. "I thought the Caliphate provided wives? According to the smuggler who brought me here, every foreign fighter gets one."

      "Well he lied. There simply aren't enough to go around. And besides, not all of us want the burden and distraction of a wife while waging jihad."

      "You can't tell me you don't want to be with a woman before you die," Ethan said.

      "Why does it matter?" Harb said. "When I will have a limitless supply of women in the afterlife?"

      Ethan suppressed a sigh and left Harb to the computer game.

      He retrieved his charger and plugged his phone into a spare outlet on one of the power bars. He returned to his spot on the graduated floor and spread out his sleeping bag, intending to catch some Zs early. Though any of the other members would have readily welcomed his company, Ethan thought it best to continue maintaining his distance. On the one hand he had no desire to get too attached to anyone, and on the other he didn't want to risk saying something that might blow his cover.

      Nearby, Suleman was reading the Quran softly while the emir listened. Abdullah made eye contact with Ethan and waved him over.

      "Yes, emir?" Ethan said.

      "Sit with us."

      Ethan complied.

      Abdullah nodded at Suleman to continue. He read a passage related to jihad. "Kill the infidels wherever you find them. Capture them. Besiege them. Waylay them in ambush."

      That was the commonly quoted "sword verse" from the Quran used to justify violence against the infidel.

      "But if they should repent," Ethan said, completing the verse. "Let them go on their way. Allah is forgiving, and merciful."

      "Oh, but the West will not repent," Abdullah said. "It will not." Abdullah tapped his chin. "Life is one great jihad. We must all fight. We are all at war, if not with the kaffir, then ourselves."

      Ethan nodded slowly. "I can agree with that."

      Abdullah studied him. "You are not like the others. You don't have the same fire in your eyes. The same zeal."

      Ethan remained silent. Was it so obvious what he was?

      "I can see the conflict in you, Abu-Emad," Abdullah continued. "You are fighting a great battle with yourself. You want to be here, and yet you do not. You want to take up jihad, and yet you do not. But I tell you, be at peace with yourself, because you have done the right thing. It is your duty to defend Muslims wherever and whenever the kaffir assault them. Just as it is your duty to help establish the Caliphate. Someday, inshallah, you will come to understand that you have made the right choice."

      "Thank you," Ethan said.

      "But one thing I must warn you of." Abdullah's voice became stern. "If you ever let any of us down, or betray us in any way, I will kill you myself. Do you hear me, Abu-Emad?"

      Beside him, Suleman's eyes burned with their fanatical fire, as if he yearned to see Ethan die by Abdullah's hand.

      Ethan ignored that gaze and, mustering as much conviction into his voice as he could, he said, "I will not let you down, emir."

      "Allah yusallmak," Abdullah dismissed him.

      Covered in sweat, Ethan lay on top of his sleeping bag and closed his eyes, but repose did not come for many hours, even after lights out. The heat troubled him. As did Abdullah's words.

      If you ever let any of us down, I will kill you myself.

      He thought of Suleman's fierce gaze, and he knew that Abdullah wouldn't be the only one who'd want to kill Ethan should his identity ever become compromised.

      Even so, he resolved that tomorrow he would become fully operational.
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      The next morning during breakfast Ethan excused himself, claiming he had to use the washroom. He abandoned the militants and rushed upstairs, but instead of heading to the toilet he made a beeline to room three-ten.

      Ethan proceeded to rummage through the various belongings and backpacks of the company members. Whenever he found a passport, he set it down and snapped a picture of the photo page. Though the identities were of limited value, he wanted to start gathering at least some intel, and that was a good start.

      Sometimes he found a militant's smartphone tucked away. On the Android models, all he had to do was pop the case and look behind the batteries to expose the serial number. He'd take a snapshot and then quickly replace the battery, closing up the phone. For the iPhone 4 model he found, he used one of his lockpicks to eject the SIM and then photographed the serial number engraved on the tray.

      Those numbers would prove useful to any JSOC or DIA embeds in the country, who likely had Stingrays with them—devices that imitated the signature of cellphone repeaters. Basically laptops with GSM cards, the devices could trick phones into connecting and sending their serial number and geolocation. When actual network coverage was available, the Stingray could perform a man-in-the-middle attack, allowing the device to listen in on calls, texts and Internet packets while forwarding the data on to the real tower. Of course, with the encryption technology employed by jihadis today, most of that data was worthless, especially when Voice Over IP was used to send the encoded calls and texts. Even so, the geolocation data still allowed for tracking, as long as the serial number of the target was known.

      Again, not super valuable intelligence, but a good beginning.

      Ethan had just put away one of the phones and was about to replace the passport of the Tunisian who called himself Baghdadi when a voice arose from behind him.

      "What are you doing, Abu-Emad?"

      Ethan froze. He slowly returned the passport to the backpack, then retrieved his own cellphone from where he'd set it on the ground. He surreptitiously stuffed the device into his robe and turned around.

      Thirteen-year-old Harb stood at the doorway, AK slung over one shoulder.

      "Salaam, Abu-Harb," Ethan said.

      "Why are you rummaging through Abu-Baghdadi's belongings?"

      Ethan smiled sheepishly. "I saw him reading the Quran last night. I've misplaced my own, and I didn't think he'd mind if I checked a passage."

      Harb frowned. "You don't have it on your phone?"

      Ethan shook his head. "The search feature is broken."

      The thirteen-year-old beckoned Ethan toward his spot in the room.

      "You finished breakfast early?" Ethan said, trying to sound casual. "Or did Abdullah send you up to spy on me?"

      "Neither. I forgot my phone and wanted to take a group picture." Harb retrieved his cell. "What passage do you want?"

      Ethan told him and Harb opened his Quran app to the designated passage, the same one Abdullah and Suleman had been studying the night before.

      Harb read the first line aloud. "Kill the infidels wherever you find them." He was quiet a moment, and his eyes seemed distant. "A righteous passage. I only hope that when my time comes, I will face my death as bravely as those who have gone before me."

      "But this passage has nothing to do with martyrdom," Ethan declared.

      Harb regarded him curiously "Doesn't it? When killing infidels, isn't it inevitable that some of us must die at their hands?"

      Though he was only thirteen, sometimes the boy seemed far older.

      Ethan pretended to read the whole passage, then returned to the cafeteria with Harb. When the unit was finished breakfast, Abdullah intercepted him on the way to the parking lot. He was carrying a Soviet-made Dragunov SVD sniper rifle in one hand.

      "Look what arrived for you this morning." Abdullah tossed him the Dragunov.

      Two-piece wooden handguard and skeletonized wooden thumbhole stock. Detachable cheek rest. Semi free-floating, spring-loaded, chrome-lined barrel. 4x magnification PSO-1 scope. Ten-round curved box magazine containing double-stacked 7.62x54mmR rimmed cartridges, each loaded with a 9.8g projectile tipped by a sharp steel penetrator.

      Ethan would have preferred something like an M24 or TAC-338, but he'd take what he could get. It was a step up, anyway.

      "May Allah guide your aim," the emir said, taking Ethan's AKM in exchange.
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* * *

      Checkpoint duty passed swiftly that morning, and near noon Abdullah gathered the unit. "Who wants to buy lunch?"

      Raheel and Ibrahim immediately volunteered.

      "Let Abu-Emad go," Zarar said, grinning mischievously. "And do not give him money. The new recruit should pay for everyone as a gesture of goodwill and camaraderie. It is only right." The big Afghan playfully patted Ethan on the back. "Go on then."

      "I have no money," Ethan claimed. "I haven't been paid, yet."

      Zarar turned toward the others. "He has no money. What do you think of that?"

      "I say we send him back to Saudi Arabia," Fida'a joked. "He comes from an oil-rich country like that, and he has no money? Who does he think he is?"

      "We don't need money," Suleman said, entirely serious. "This is our town. We take what we please."

      "Now now," Abdullah came over, handing Ethan some Syrian pounds. "We are good Muslims. We pay for what we take. Ibrahim, go with him."

      Ethan and Ibrahim made their way down the street, searching for a bakery. Since the location of the checkpoints changed daily, Ethan had to pull out his smartphone and activate the offline map app to orient himself. He searched the nearby points of interest, and realized the nearest bakery was the same one Kaleem had taken him to yesterday. That afforded him an opportunity...

      "I'll meet you there," Ethan told Ibrahim, who had his own mapping app running. "I have to use the washroom." He passed the money to the teen.

      "Wait, where's the bakery?"

      Ethan pointed it out on the map.

      "What if it's not open?" Ibrahim said.

      "Then we'll find another one," Ethan said over his shoulder as he detoured down a side street.

      In a few minutes he reached the lingerie shop he had visited with Kaleem the day before. He doubled-back, taking a quick surveillance detection route, and when he was certain neither Ibrahim nor anyone else had followed, he entered the shop.

      The owner was the only one present that morning; he regarded Ethan uncertainly, his left eye seeming even lazier than usual, the lid barely open.

      "Salaam," the man said cautiously. His dyed hair gleamed in the shop light.

      "What is your name?"

      "Mufid."

      "Where is your son today?"

      Mufid dropped his gaze. "He is not my son."

      "The youth I saw hiding behind the counter? Don't lie to me. He has your features."

      The shopkeeper swallowed. "He's only fifteen."

      "He is a rebel," Ethan stated.

      Mufid shook his head emphatically. "No he's not. He just writes a blog. That's all. He's not harming anyone."

      "Blog?"

      Mufid realized he had made a mistake. "I meant something else."

      "What is the web address of this blog?"

      "Please, I beg you," the shopkeeper fell to his knees theatrically and clasped his hands. "Please. Please. Take me, not my son."

      Ethan sighed. "I'm not here to take you or your son."

      The shopkeeper seemed uncertain. "You're not?"

      "No." He helped Mufid to his feet.

      "Thank you!" the shopkeeper gave him a hug.

      "But there is something else you can do for me," Ethan said.

      Mufid released him warily. "There is always a price."

      "There is. I want you and your son to be my eyes and ears in this city."

      The shopkeeper's expression became puzzled. "What is it you want us to do?"

      "For starters, tag any municipal buildings with obvious ties to the Caliphate. I'm looking for government compounds, courthouses, repurposed schools, and the like. Be subtle while you're about it. Don't take pictures unless you're certain no one is watching you. Use wikimapia to look up the GPS coordinates. I'll come by in a week or so and retrieve the data. If you can put it on a memory stick, that would be perfect. Do you have something I can write on?"

      Mufid seemed dazed, but he retrieved a pad from behind the desk. Ethan wrote down the username and password to one of his gmail aliases.

      "We will use the draft folder of this account to communicate," Ethan said. "The messages must be encrypted. Do you have The Mujahid's Security?"

      "No, but my son uses this."

      "Good. He can teach you how it works. We'll exchange public keys in the draft folder eventually. Be aware of keyboard loggers when using the Internet cafes. Some of the computers might have screen recorders installed, too. Even The Mujahid's Security can't protect against those, which is why I don't want you sending me anything, not even your public key, until I hook you up with some anti-malware. Until then, if you must get in touch with me, use very vague generalizations."

      Mufid stared at Ethan, not saying anything for a long moment. When he finally spoke, his voice sounded incredulous: "You are a mujahid of the Caliphate. Surely you can acquire this knowledge on your own? Why do you need me and my son?"

      Ethan shook his head. "I'm just a grunt to them. You and your son are in a far better position. You can talk to the residents, ferret out those who have seen Caliphate activity. I can't. If I ask questions, I draw attention to myself."

      "Me and my son will draw attention to ourselves, too, if we're not careful," Mufid said. "The streets are full of locals paid to inform for the Islamic State."

      "Then be careful."

      Mufid crossed his arms. "What are you? MOIS? Al Mukhabarat Al A'amah?" The former was the Iranian intelligence agency, the latter Saudi Arabian.

      "Let's just say I'm an interested party. And I will pay you for your help. Very, very well. In Euros, American Dollars, whatever currency you prefer."

      "How much?"

      "The equivalent of fifty thousand US dollars."

      Mufid's eyes lit up, but he quickly hid his avarice and shook his head. "That is too low for what you ask. There is much risk involved. Now, five hundred thousand—"

      "Fifty thousand," Ethan interrupted. "Take it or leave it."

      "I could shut down my shop and leave town," Mufid said, the defiance thick in his tone. "You would never find me or my son again."

      "You could, but you won't. You're not impressed with this so-called Caliphate. You want to see the jihadis pushed from Raqqa. As does your son. Which is why he publishes that blog you mentioned." And you want the money.

      The shopkeeper seemed on the verge of some sharp retort but then he sighed instead. "All right. I will do this. For my son."

      "Thank you."

      Mufid's face hardened. "But when do I get the money?"

      "When you deliver the data."
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* * *

      Ethan hurried to the bakery, which had a long queue of people as usual. He found Ibrahim in line near the middle.

      "You don't have to wait like some commoner," Ethan scolded him. "Go to the front."

      "But it doesn't feel right."

      Ethan was fine with waiting, but he suspected Abdullah wouldn't share his sentiments, so he said, "Do it or we'll be here all day." Best to stay on the emir's good side.

      Ibrahim obeyed, and while he went inside, Ethan lingered by the entrance.

      He noticed a commotion across the street; a motorcade containing two Hyundai Tucsons and a Toyota Hilux stopped in front of an apartment building. AK-47s in hand, militants piled out of each vehicle, forming a defensive perimeter. Three of the mujahadeen went to the main door of the apartment and pressed a buzzer.

      Ethan surreptitiously removed his phone from his cargo pocket and pointed the camera at the motorcade. He doubled-checked that the smartphone's sound was turned off and took some shots.

      A moment later a Chinese man emerged from the lobby with two bodyguards, and the waiting militants enveloped them. He wore a white T-shirt and black slacks, with a blazer overtop. No headdress.

      Ethan snapped a few more quick photos, keeping the phone close to his chest as the militants escorted the Chinese national to the closest SUV. A jihadi happened to look his way the moment Ethan lowered the phone, and the man waved. Ethan returned the gesture calmly, donning his best fake smile, and pocketed the phone at the same time.

      Ibrahim joined him shortly afterward, carrying a pile of flatbread.

      Ethan's heart was still racing in his chest as he grabbed half the bread and began the trip back to the checkpoint. If that jihadi from the motorcade had stopped him and made him reveal the contents of his phone, Ethan would have found himself in a slight bit of trouble.

      There was nothing quite like intelligence gathering in the heart of enemy territory.

      He loved his job.
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      Ethan sat before an old Dell system in the computer room of the barracks. The place felt ovenlike, the fans of the computers pumping hot air into the cramped environment. Every last terminal was occupied by foreign fighters eager to use the building's lone satellite Internet. The hum of the fans was punctuated by the tap of keyboards and the occasional hushed voice attempting to speak over VOIP. Young men stood in a queue outside the door, waiting their turn.

      The militant immediately to his left was involved in a Skype call. Ethan heard a garbled, robotic voice come from the man's headset—audio artifacts induced by the high-latency, shared connection. Ethan wondered how anyone could communicate like that. Indeed, for the most part, the fighter typed rather than spoke.

      Ethan had plugged in his special USB stick, and was waiting for the anti-malware software to complete its cleanse. After several minutes the software reported that it had temporarily quarantined thirty-four threats, including a key logger, a screen tracker, and a sound recorder.

      He ran the customized versions of notepad and Google chrome installed on the USB, then browsed to wikimapia and recorded the exact latitude and longitude of all the Islamic State buildings he could remember, and those he had marked on his phone. Also, using the pictures he had taken earlier, he typed up the serial numbers of the phones he'd compromised.

      He logged into a shared gmail account he used to communicate with Sam and checked the draft folder. There were no messages. He loaded up The Mujahid's Security from the stick and encrypted all the text in the notepad instance. Creating a new draft message in gmail, he pasted the encrypted text.

      He connected his phone to the computer via another USB port and uploaded the best photo he'd taken of the Chinese national. He encrypted it and attached it to the message, then saved the draft and logged out of gmail.

      Next he installed the Regin malware. It would spread to all the other machines on the network, allowing the Agency to spy on everything the militants did in that room, and maybe elsewhere. He didn't have to worry about the DIA monitoring his own computer access when he came, because the anti-malware software he always ran at beginning of his sessions removed any local Regin instances. Not that it mattered if they monitored him—he had nothing to hide. Currently.

      He restored the previously quarantined executables, returning the system to its earlier state, then wiped all the pictures from his phone and left.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Ethan sat with William and Aaron in the cafeteria, which also served as a rec room of sorts outside meal hours. Other militants would come there to type on laptops or study Qurans when they wanted to get away from their units.

      "Any updates?" Ethan asked his fellow operatives.

      "Did you hear the alarm last night?" Aaron said.

      Ethan shook his head. "Slept like a baby." That wasn't entirely true, but he hadn't heard any alarms.

      "Well, the journalists are free."

      "Holy shit that was quick," William said.

      "When I see an opportunity, I take it," Aaron bragged. "I'm not one to dawdle. Unlike you guys."

      Ethan forced a smile. "Any problems?"

      "Nope. The operation went off without a hitch. I didn't even have to kill anyone." He frowned. "But fricking journalists, I tell ya... they were French, you know. Kept asking me where the hélicoptères were. And I was like, yeah, sure, I came rappelling in on an MH-60 Black Hawk just around the corner. Finally they got it into their thick skulls that no helos were coming, and that they'd have to go into hiding."

      "What did Sam say?" Ethan asked.

      Aaron shrugged. "Haven't told her yet."

      "Does she even know the journalists were here?"

      Aaron was silent a few seconds. "No."

      "I'll bet she'll be real happy when she finds out," Ethan said sarcastically.

      "Why wouldn't she be? I did my job. What I was sent to do."

      "I think she would've preferred that you had involved at least one of us," Ethan said.

      "Are you sure it's not you who would've preferred that, you who claim to be the biggest lone wolf of us all? Listen, I discovered an opportunity and acted upon it. Ask for forgiveness rather than permission, right? It's how we get things done around here. Speaking of which, what have you done since we arrived? Oh wait, you must be too busy asking for permission. I remember when I used to work for the CIA. It took forever to get shit approved. I had like ten bosses above me, and each one had to approve my op before I could get the go-ahead. All it took was one chickenshit manager above me to veto the whole thing. Eventually it got to the point where I'd had enough. I started doing the ops while I was waiting for approval. And if my bosses didn't grant their consent afterward, fuck 'em. I got a helluva lot done."

      "I'm guessing you had to ask for forgiveness often while working at the CIA."

      Aaron smiled wolfishly. "Let's just say there's a reason I'm not working there anymore."

      Ethan glanced at William. "Any news?"

      "I've managed to recruit a few locals to act as my eyes and ears," William said. "It's not difficult. The Caliphate isn't well-liked here. Sure, the citizens openly sing the praises of the Islamic State, but once you take off the muj fatigues and get them alone you'll hear a different tune. Amazing the intel a few packages of illicit cigarettes will buy you."

      Ethan thought of the fifty thousand dollars he'd promised Mufid and felt silly. Then again, he doubted William could acquire solid intel through the promise of cigarettes alone.

      "What about you," William said. "What are you working on?"

      "I've lined up a few locals," Ethan said. "And sent Sam the coordinates of some government compounds I've spotted. I should have more things lined up for her shortly."

      "That's code for I got jack shit," Aaron mocked.

      "I've also installed Regin in the computer lab," Ethan said.

      "I already did that the first night," Aaron said.

      Ethan stood. "Night guys."
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* * *

      Every morning, Wolf Company established a checkpoint at a different location. Ethan wanted to gather more intel on the Chinese national, but he had to wait until he was stationed a little closer. He could have potentially gone on a toilet break, and then commandeered a car at gunpoint, but the heavy road traffic prevented that from being any more feasible.

      Each night he checked the draft folder of the gmail account he shared with Sam, and two days later he decrypted a message that read:

      Identity of national: former Chinese nuclear scientist Shi Tou Mao. May be helping Islamic State construct a nuclear weapon. Can you prove the scientist's intent, and upon positive correlation, determine the fissile supplier and terminate the scientist?

      Ethan left a return message:

      Will prove intent and terminate upon positive correlation. If airstrikes are available, I have potential coordinates.

      He doubted any sort of airstrikes were forthcoming. The West had performed a few limited bombing runs in Iraq, but so far Syria seemed off limits. Although if Sam leaked the coordinates to the Assad regime, there would almost certainly be a strike of some kind. Hopefully not a wildly inaccurate barrel bomb. Even so, before there could be any airstrikes Ethan had to confirm that the scientist actually lived in the building.

      The next day Abdullah finally set up the checkpoint within a reasonable distance of the apartment. Ethan volunteered to retrieve lunch that afternoon from the bakery across the street from his target, but Abdullah made Zarar go with him.

      When he reached the bakery Ethan let the big Afghan enter by himself. Ethan waited on the pavement outside, studying the apartment. The three-story tall building spanned half the block, with a couple of decorative palm trees near the entrance. All the windows were canopied in the proper Muslim style.

      About a minute passed and he wondered where the motorcade was. He checked the time on his cellphone. It was almost noon. Either he'd missed the vehicles or they weren't coming that day. Maybe the pickup had been a one-time thing.

      The big Afghan emerged from the shop and he and Ethan started back toward the checkpoint. Right then three militant vehicles pulled up on the opposite side of the street. Ethan glanced over his shoulder and watched the mujahadeen form the familiar perimeter. When the Chinese national and his bodyguards emerged, the militants escorted them to one of the SUVs and sped off. The chances were high that the scientist indeed lived in the building.

      That night Ethan had a reply from Sam waiting in the draft folder of the gmail account.

      No approval for airstrikes from HQS forthcoming. Prove the scientist's intent, and upon positive correlation determine the fissile supplier and terminate the scientist.

      Ethan wrote back two words. The seemingly random characters of encrypted text spanned half a page, but when Sam decoded it the message would read: Will do.

      Proving the target's intent would be tricky. Just because the scientist lived in the Islamic State and had an armed motorcade escort him from his apartment around noon everyday didn't prove anything other than that he was important to the Caliphate. That may have been a reason to terminate the man in and of itself, but as mentioned in her message, Sam wanted proof of the man's intentions. Ethan did, too. Gone were the days when he blindly killed for JSOC. He had developed a conscience after going to work for Sam. Taking on deep cover operations would do that to anyone, he supposed. He understood the enemy, but more so he understood how readily the White House had added relatively benign targets to the kill list in the past. Sam did, too, and was trying to distance herself and her team from that trigger-happy mentality.

      Three days later when the checkpoint was finally situated close enough to the apartment once more, Ethan volunteered to retrieve lunch again.

      "No, my turn today," Sab insisted.

      "I have to use the toilet anyway. I'll pay!" Ethan raced off before Abdullah could make him take Sab with him.

      While jogging, Ethan retrieved his phone and oriented himself with the offline map. He paused beside a couple of street vendors to make certain none of the members of Wolf Company were following him, and when he finally reached the bakery, the motorcade was already speeding off.

      Ethan hadn't brought his balaclava with him, but he did have his Saudi headdress, which he had recently started to wear around his neck like a ceremonial scarf. He raised it, covering the lower half of his face, bandit-style. It wasn't a look uncommon to the mujahadeen of Raqqa.

      He hurried across the road and, with a quick glance in either direction to ensure no other militants were in the area, he approached the apartment entrance. He studied the labels beside the intercom buttons. There were no obvious Chinese names. There was, however, a name plate missing beside the apartment labeled 2B. He pressed the different buttons, starting with 2B, until someone answered.

      "Allo?" someone shouted over the speaker. "Mahmud?"

      "Yes!" Ethan lied.

      The lobby door buzzed open and Ethan entered. He climbed the stairs to the second floor and approached room 2B. He knocked, taking care to stand well away from the peephole.

      He heard the shuffle of feet within and then a female voice came from the other side.

      "Allo?" She sounded middle-aged. So the scientist had brought a wife with him. Either that, or he'd been given a woman. Her accent was indeterminable so far.

      "I have a message for the Chinaman," Ethan said. He wanted to confirm that he had the correct suite, first of all, and rather than using the scientist's name, which the man may have changed, Ethan chose a derogatory term just as one of the neighbors might have done.

      "You just missed him," the woman shouted through the door. Now that he'd heard more of her, Ethan noted the distinct lack of a Chinese accent in her Arabic, lending credence to the theory that Shi had been given a local woman. Probably part of his hegira promise.

      Ethan doubted she would open the door to a stranger, not while her husband was gone. As such, there was really only one other question he could ask in that moment without arousing suspicion.

      "When will he return?" Ethan demanded.

      "Eight o'clock tonight. Who should I say called?"

      "The neighbor."

      Ethan went back to the stairwell and, trying to decide upon his next course of action, lingered there on the steps.

      He heard a door open in the main hallway beside him. Peering past the edge of the stairwell, he saw a fully-veiled head poke out of room 2C, the adjacent apartment. The faceless woman glanced both ways, forcing Ethan to duck from view.

      The door shut softly and the pad of footfalls approached his position. It sounded like one person. She was leaving the apartment unchaperoned?

      Ethan hurried up the run of stairs, moving quietly. He glanced over his shoulder twice, worried the niqab-wearing woman would spot him before he reached the intermediary platform and rounded the bend.

      He waited there, halfway between the second and third floor, and listened as those footsteps quietly descended. He carefully returned to the second floor and caught a glimpse of a black abaya as the woman rounded the bend of the platform that led to the first floor. She was definitely alone.

      He paused, and considered breaking into the apartment she had vacated next to his target. But he realized he was being presented with a far better intelligence gathering opportunity.

      Conscious that the militants were still waiting for him at the checkpoint, Ethan followed the woman to the lobby, and watched as she hesitantly opened the front door and scanned both directions. Then she hurried outside.

      Ethan moved to the glass door and was about to pursue when he realized the black ghost was headed to the bakery. She went right to the front of the line: the baker knew about her transgression, then, and was complicit in it. Ethan wondered if he could use that somehow.

      "Abu-Emad, where are you?" Abdullah's voice crackled impatiently over the radio, startling him.

      "You're breaking up, emir," Ethan said, turning the radio off. It was a lame excuse, but given the low quality of the radios and the interference from all the buildings, Abdullah would likely believe it.

      A few moments later the woman emerged from the bakery with several loaves of bread the size of manhole covers balanced on her head, beneath a plastic container filled with milk.

      She hastened across the street, almost getting struck by a Kia Rio. The driver cursed her, telling her to find a chaperon or next time he'd run her over.

      Ethan retreated up the stairwell, momentarily hiding from view.

      He heard the front door open and close, followed by the soft pads of her approach. She appeared at the bottom of the stairs and climbed halfway up before she noticed him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          16

        

      

    
    
      The black ghost froze, her body flinching. Though he couldn't see her face beneath the niqab, he could almost sense her blanch. When she spoke, Ethan heard the cold terror in her voice.

      "Please, I was just buying milk and bread for my baby." Her words, a heartbreaking whimper, were slightly muffled by the niqab.

      Ethan still had the lower half of his face veiled by the keffiyeh so that he looked like a mujahid bandit. "Come." He gestured up the stairs.

      "Please—"

      "Come!" Ethan said more firmly.

      She approached. When she passed him, the milk container on her head slipped to one side, but she steadied it with shaking, black-gloved hands.

      "Don't hurt me," she said as he followed her up the stairs.

      Ethan purposely remained silent. He couldn't let the pity he felt interfere with his job.

      At room 2C she fumbled with her keys, struggling to open the door one-handed.

      Ethan, well-aware that Abdullah and the others would be wondering where he was, relieved her of her burden so that she could use both hands.

      He followed her inside the apartment, stepping onto an intricately-patterned Turkish carpet that had seen better times—the edges were frayed, the colors faded. Ethan could see the living room and a side hallway from where he stood. A green polyester accent chair with flared arms squatted in front of a small glass coffee table. A similar polyester couch was positioned across from it. The synthetic material appeared somewhat worn, and Ethan guessed both were hand-me-downs. A polished counter separated the living room from the foyer.

      Ethan placed the bread and milk on the counter. "Go feed your baby."

      She didn't move.

      "There is no baby, is there?" he said.

      No answer.

      "That's what I thought. Where is your husband? At work?"

      "Dead."

      "Look, I'm not going to hurt you." He hesitated, then lowered his veil.

      When he revealed his face her body language shifted subtly. Her shoulders relaxed almost imperceptibly. She was still afraid, but she trusted him for some reason. Him, this strange mujahid who had carried a Dragunov sniper rifle into her house.

      "What do you want?" she said.

      "Your neighbor," Ethan said. "Tell me everything you know about him. Quickly."

      Her head shifted subtly to the right, indicating she knew he was referring to the Chinese national in 2B.

      "He moved in over a month ago, after the previous occupants fled. He and his wife keep to themselves, mostly. He leaves around noon every day. For work, I guess."

      "You've seen the armed escort that accompanies him?"

      She nodded slowly. "It is hard not to. Sometimes they come to his door, making a loud racket in the halls. Most of the time he goes down to meet them with his bodyguards."

      Ethan glanced toward the door and its peephole, and then at the canopied window adjoining the family room. Confined as she was to her apartment most of the day, Ethan supposed she was well-acquainted with her only windows onto the world.

      "His bodyguards?" Ethan said.

      "Yes, two Chinese men. They are with him at all times. They room in the apartment."

      Ethan rubbed his chin. Interesting. That meant his wife was likely confined to the bedroom when the scientist and his bodyguards were home. "He leaves at noon every day? Bringing his bodyguards with him?"

      "Yes. Except Sundays."

      "And he comes back with the bodyguards in the evening?"

      "Yes. Around eight o'clock."

      "Does he go out regularly at other times?" Ethan said. "For prayers, maybe? A nightly walk, a morning stroll?"

      The voice behind that black-shrouded face became cold. "Do you believe I spend my days glued to the spyhole at my front door? I don't know."

      "How well do you know the wife?"

      "I don't."

      Ethan rubbed his chin. "Make friends with his wife. Develop a rapport. Gain her trust."

      "Why?" she said.

      "Other than for the obvious reason that if you don't do as I ask, I'll hand you over to the Khansa'a brigade?" He retrieved a handful of Syrian pounds from his pocket and let them land, clinking, onto the countertop.

      Her veiled head turned toward the coins. "I don't want your money."

      "Take it," Ethan said. "There's more where that came from. A lot more. As long as you do what you're told."

      She remained silent. He wished he could read her expression through that black veil.

      "If you won't help me, perhaps I'll turn in the baker across the street. Knowingly selling goods to an unchaperoned woman is a crime."

      "I'll help you," she said quickly.

      "Good." Blackmail was an unfortunate part of the job, and he used it when he had to. Didn't mean he liked it. "I'll send you more instructions in a few days. You have access to the Internet?"

      "There is an Internet cafe a block to the north. I go there once every few days."

      "By yourself?"

      Her head bobbed slightly. "Yes."

      "You have no one who can act as your chaperon?"

      "My brother," she said. "But he visits only once a week."

      "What about a chaperon service?"

      "The Caliphate does not allow them. All chaperons must be related."

      Ethan chuckled softly. "That doesn't stop people from offering the service."

      "It's risky," she said. "If a militant or Hisbah checks our IDs and discovers we're unrelated..."

      "It's less risky than going out on your own."

      She didn't have a response to that. Certainly a stubborn woman.

      Ethan rubbed his forehead. "All right. Check your email by yourself, when you can. Do you have The Mujahid's Security?"

      "I have this. My husband taught me how to use it."

      "Good." He wrote down the username and password to one of his gmail aliases. "I'll expect a message from you in the draft folder in a few days, if not sooner, containing your public key." He handed her a memory stick he'd bought from a street vendor. "Run the program on here before you send me any messages. It will delete any malware on the machines you use." He'd given Mufid a similar stick a few days ago.

      Ethan turned to go, then paused, remembering something she had said. "This brother of yours. What day does he visit?"

      "Wednesdays."

      That was tomorrow. "I'd like to meet him," Ethan said, never one to miss an opportunity to acquire another asset.

      She took a step back. "No. We should... we should leave him out of this." The fear was thick in her voice.

      Ethan was beginning to suspect her brother was a rebel of some kind. Even better.

      "I insist," Ethan said. "Tomorrow, tell him you wish to be chaperoned on a date."

      "And what do I say to explain how we met?"

      "Tell him a mujahid knocked on the wrong door. Tell him I was enamored when I saw you."

      "How do you know I'm not ugly behind this veil?" she asked, a hint of challenge in her tone.

      "Maybe you are. Tell him I was enamored anyway. How often do we mujahadeen get the chance to see a woman's face these days, after all? You could look like a donkey and I'd be in love."

      "But I never answer my door without the veil," she said.

      "Just say you washed all your niqabs and only had a hijab handy. It's not a crime to answer your door without a veil."

      "Isn't it?"

      "Not if you don't let the visitor in. Tell him the mujahid insisted, and you were afraid so you opened it, just a crack, keeping your door chain latched."

      She hesitated. "This is a bad idea."

      "I'm the father of bad ideas. Tomorrow at eight. Al Rashid restaurant. Just in front of Swan Garden beside the Municipal Stadium."

      "I know the place," she said.

      Ethan grinned. "They serve amazing fatteh."

      "I don't like fatteh."

      "Well you'll like the fatteh they serve. Eight o'clock. What was your name again?"

      She hesitated. "Alzena."

      He wasn't sure he believed her. Alzena was a generic name that literally meant "the woman."

      Ethan smiled and said: "And I am Alrajil." The man.

      [image: ]
* * *

      At the checkpoint Abdullah and the others gave him shit for taking so long to bring the bread. "We thought you ran off to join the infidels!" Zarar joked, though his accusation wasn't so far from the truth.

      That night Ethan left Mufid an encrypted message, sending the address of the target's apartment and the time the motorcade arrived. He asked if Mufid, his son or one of their associates could covertly tail the motorcade and relay the eventual destination to him. A photo of the final building would be good, too, but not required.

      The next evening Ethan left the compound after prayers and jogged to the restaurant where he was to meet Alzena. By the time he arrived he was covered in sweat.

      Though he'd cased the spot earlier, at night the area was a completely different beast, and at first he wasn't even sure he had the correct location, as the unpowered street lamps provided no light to read the sign, nor were there any windows on the otherwise nondescript building.

      When he stepped inside, he found himself in a dining room of burnt-brick walls decorated with abstract paintings. Cylindrical light casings hung from the ceiling; lightbulbs shone dimly from within, indicating that somewhere a diesel generator was operating. Small candles inside glass bowls provided additional ambiance at each table.

      The eyes of the male patrons turned toward him, and his gaze was met with either nonchalance or fear, and sometimes contempt. He wore a traditional white robe and checkered keffiyeh, but what made it obvious he was a militant was the Dragunov he sported over one shoulder. He had considered leaving the sniper rifle behind but in the end decided to bring it. The pros of being readily identifiable as a mujahid far outweighed the cons.

      The two women present had raised their niqabs to eat, and while their faces were readily exposed, their hijabs still hid their hair. Both women appeared middle-aged and relatively plain, and didn't allow their eyes to stray from their chaperones, who sat across from them. Neither of them could have been Alzena, because their tables had seating for two alone.

      The elderly proprietor immediately rushed forward to greet him. "Salaam, salaam. Welcome to Al Rashid!" He shook Ethan's hand enthusiastically.

      "Salaam," Ethan said, smiling lightly.

      "We welcome the fighters of our great Caliphate!" the proprietor said. "Welcome with open arms!"

      "Wonderful," Ethan said.

      The man led him to a table for four and Ethan took a seat in one of the wooden chairs. The red tablecloth had the words "Coca-Cola" on it.

      The elderly proprietor hurried to the kitchen, returning a moment later with a cool towelette. Ethan used it to wipe away the sweat on his forehead and neck.

      When the man had gone, Ethan watched the doorway for a minute, then glanced at the menu. Each Arabic entry had the English equivalent written beside it: Sorcki Salad (dry cheese with thyme, tomato, onion, parsley, olive oil), Kibeh Niye (raw lamb meat mixed with bulgur wheat and spices), Makdous (tangy eggplants stuffed with walnuts, olive oil and red peppers). The latest prices were printed on paper cutouts glued to the menu—the cost of each item had increased so many times that the cutouts formed small lumps.

      Ethan's attention was drawn back to the door as a woman and man entered. The woman's niqab was still down, so he couldn't see her face. It must have been difficult for her to navigate the dark streets outside with that on, though apparently in the low light of the restaurant she could see readily enough, because she gestured toward Ethan immediately.

      Upon seeing the man who accompanied her, he understood in that moment why Alzena hadn't wanted to have the meeting.

      Fool, he thought.

      The pair reached the table and Ethan stood.

      "As salaamu alaykum," the chaperon said in a cool voice.

      "Wa alaykuma salaam," Ethan returned with a calm he did not feel. He shook the man's hand.

      Her brother was not a rebel at all, but rather, judging from the radio harness worn over his white thawb, and the AK-47 slung over his shoulder, he was a young, strapping member of the Hisbah.

      He sat to Ethan's left, while the veiled woman took the seat across the table, also to his left so that she wouldn't reside directly across from him.

      Ethan was about to initiate small talk when the black ghost lifted her veil and his breath caught in his throat.

      A woman of her spectacular beauty was a rare, rare thing. She had it all. Perfectly symmetrical features. Prominent cheek bones. Strong, sharp nose. Flawless olive skin. Luscious, sensual lips. Almond-shaped eyes. He only wished he could see her hair, hidden as it was beneath the folds of her hijab.

      Alzena's head was lowered, but she glanced upward for a moment and when her gaze met his, Ethan felt his heart quicken. Those eyes were like two blue, brilliant sapphires, of an azure different from anything he had ever seen. They seemed fathomless, and he felt they could swallow him up if he stared for too long. And yet for all their depth, there was a sadness about them.

      The moment lasted maybe half a second before she lowered her gaze once more, her cheeks reddening slightly.

      "I am Raafe," her brother announced coldly, breaking Ethan's trance. "Alzena's brother. You are Alrajil?"

      Ethan glanced at Raafe. The Hisbah regarded him with open disdain.

      "Yes," Ethan said.

      The proprietor came over and lavished Raafe with praise. "What great works the Hisbah are doing for this city! What great changes have taken place. Allahu ahkbar!"

      "Allahu ahkbar," Raafe agreed.

      "Allahu ahkbar," Ethan echoed.

      The proprietor gave the new arrivals cool towelettes, then took the drink requests. Water for Ethan and Alzena, a coke for Raafe. Ethan also ordered the mains: chicken fatteh, kebab khashkhash, and a side of flatbread.

      "So you want to marry my sister?" Raafe said into the uncomfortable silence that followed the proprietor's departure.

      Ethan had almost forgotten: going on a date in a strictly Muslim country was tantamount to asking for a woman's hand in marriage.

      "I am considering this, yes," Ethan said. It wasn't even a lie. He couldn't resist glancing at her, though she refused to meet his gaze that time.

      "It is very unusual how you met," Raafe said.

      "It is," Ethan agreed, not exactly sure what Alzena had told her brother.

      "The Khansa'a Brigade typically arranges weddings for foreign fighters," Raafe said. "Making chaperoned meetings such as these unnecessary."

      "The women's brigade?" Ethan said. "I thought they were just sharia enforcers?"

      "They are." Raafe seemed slightly insulted, as if he thought Ethan hadn't shown the proper respect due the Khansa'a by calling them just sharia enforcers. "But they also hunt down eligible women."

      Ethan thought that was an interesting choice of words. Hunt down. "I didn't know."

      "We need to better educate the new fighters. It would avoid uncomfortable situations such as this." Raafe tapped his chin thoughtfully. "Speaking of the Khansa'a, I will have to have a talk with them. My sister's iddah ended weeks ago." That was the prescribed period of mourning a woman must observe after the death of a spouse: four lunar months and ten days. "I'm sure they will find someone perfect for her." Raafe spoke as if it were a foregone conclusion she would not marry Ethan. Which she wouldn't, of course.

      He studied Ethan for a moment. "There is something I would like to clarify. My sister says you knocked on her door. That you were at the wrong apartment."

      "That's right," Ethan said.

      "You did not go inside her apartment at any point?"

      Ethan didn't bat an eye. "No, I did not."

      "She did not unlatch the inner security chain?"

      "No she did not."

      Raafe tapped his lips skeptically. "You are one of the mujahadeen responsible for the Chinaman?"

      "No."

      "But you claimed to have knocked on the wrong door... or so my sister says. If you were not there to collect the Chinaman, then who were you visiting?"

      "A cousin."

      "Really. During the middle of the day? You are working for the Caliphate, aren't you?" He eyed Ethan's Dragunov.

      "I was in the neighborhood with my unit. I wanted to say hello."

      "In which room does this cousin of yours reside? 2D?"

      "That is none of your concern."

      "May I see your barrack papers?"

      "Again, that is none of your concern."

      Raafe smiled, though it did not reach his eyes. "Careful where you tread, Alrajil. You are balanced on a tightrope above the abyss. One misstep and you will fall. Very far."

      Thankfully the proprietor arrived right then with the non-alcoholic drinks.

      "So," Ethan said to Alzena when the proprietor had gone; he hoped to take control of the conversation and avoid any further uncomfortable questioning. "You are from Shaam?"

      Raafe was the one who answered. "Yes. She was born in Aleppo, like me. Our family moved to Raqqa when she was six."

      Ethan turned toward Alzena, trying to loop her into the discussion. "Tell me about your dearly departed husband."

      Raafe again spoke for her. "He was a mujahid from Jordan. My sister married him seven months ago. He was martyred two months later. A good man. A great one. He was the one who led me down the path of the Hisbah."

      "It must be hard for her," Ethan said.

      Raafe tilted his head, then glanced at Alzena. "Sister," Raafe prodded her. "Tell him what it is like to be the wife of a martyr. Go on."

      She looked at Raafe, then shyly transferred her gaze to Ethan. She couldn't hold his eyes for very long. "The wives of martyrs, we are admired by the other women. Respected." Her tone was neutral, her words guarded.

      Ethan waited, but she had nothing more to say.

      Thankfully the food arrived.

      "They are quick here," Raafe remarked.

      "When a Hisbah and his mujahid friend visit," Ethan muttered. "Of course they're going to be quick."

      "And what does that mean?" Raafe said.

      "Nothing. Only that they honor us." By then Ethan only wanted the awkward evening to end.

      He grabbed the tip of a lamb kebab and lifted the skewer from the khashkhash container; he bit off a chunk, tasting the parsley and pine nuts, though the flavor was almost overwhelmed by garlic and chili peppers.

      Raafe took a kebab for himself. Alzena meanwhile stared at her hands, which were folded in her lap.

      "Sister," Raafe said between bites. "Eat. Be polite."

      She looked up at Raafe, her gaze distant, blank.

      "Eat," her brother urged.

      A fire kindled in those sapphire eyes and for a moment Ethan thought she was going to defy her brother, but then she ripped away some flatbread and nibbled at the edge. Ethan realized she had been slouching forward the entire time, avoiding any contact with the backrest of her seat.

      "Which country did you say you made your hegira from again?" Raafe asked.

      "Saudi Arabia," Using the provided ladle, Ethan served himself a dollop of the fatteh. He made sure to scoop up several pieces of chicken along with the yogurt and chickpea mix, though he only took a small portion of the soggy bread at the bottom of the bowl.

      "And how did you originally contact the brothers in Shaam?"

      "Social media."

      Raafe smiled knowingly. "This is the first war that has been fought mainly over the social networks of the world. And so far, we are winning." He finished his kebab and then abruptly sat back, wiping his hands on the napkin. Ethan was expecting more grilling on his background, but instead Raafe turned toward Alzena and said, "So what do you say, sister? Will you marry him?"

      Ethan had finished his serving of fatteh and was in the process of chewing a spicy khashkhash meatball, but those words made him freeze on the spot. A part of him wanted her to say yes, though he knew it was a very bad idea.

      Alzena didn't look up. "I will ask Allah for guidance," she said emotionlessly. "But I believe my answer will be no."

      "There you have it," Raafe said smugly. "This meeting is over."

      He and his sister arose. Alzena seemed just as relieved as Ethan that the evening was finished. She lowered her veil and Raafe led her away without a word of goodbye. Ethan hadn't noticed earlier, but her walk seemed a little stiff.

      Raafe paused beside the two tables where the couples sat and asked for proof of relations. When he was satisfied that no immoral meetings were taking place, he reminded the women to lower their veils before leaving. "It is far better for women to eat at home," he told the couples. "Remember that, in the future."

      When Raafe was gone, Ethan stared at the uneaten food before him, not all that hungry anymore.
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      Ethan stopped by an Internet cafe on the way back to the compound. The owner told him no USB sticks or other adapters were allowed, but Ethan managed to connect his device unnoticed while another customer paid.

      He checked his three gmail accounts and found a message from Alzena waiting in one of the draft folders, dated earlier that day, before the ill-fated supper. He decrypted it.

      I have approached Shi's wife and we have had tea. We are on good terms.

      Shi's wife. Ethan hadn't told her the scientist's name. That meant she was telling the truth. Good girl. It also meant the scientist wasn't using an alias.

      In his response, Ethan laid out what Alzena was to do next. Hopefully the incident at supper hadn't affected her willingness to help him.

      Before he left the cafe, he executed the Regin payload. Nothing like installing a little self-replicating cyberespionage malware to boost one's mood.

      When he met with William and Aaron in the cafeteria later that night, at nine-thirty, his fellow operatives revealed that both of their units were headed to Kobane the next day. Apparently more holy warriors were needed to wage jihad against the city, as the Kurds were responding with heavier than expected resistance.

      "You have two options," Ethan said. "You can disappear, and deliver what intel you can from the shadows of Raqqa. Or—"

      "Or we can go to Kobane," William said. "And strike at the enemy from the heart of their front lines."

      "I like the disappear option, myself," Aaron said. "Seems to me, we're more useful alive than dead."

      "I don't plan on being a martyr," William said quickly. "I think I've laid down a good foundation here in Raqqa. Intel will trickle in from the assets I've farmed over the next six months. Some of it will be actionable, some not. If I go to Kobane, I'll have an opportunity to obtain immediate actionable intel, firsthand. Sam has already sent word, Doug is on his way to embed with the defending Kurds. I can help him with eyes behind enemy lines."

      "Sounds like you've already made up your mind."

      "I have," William agreed.

      Ethan glanced at Aaron. "You don't have to go."

      Aaron sighed. "Shit. If William's going, guess I will, too. If only to keep his ego in check."

      "But you're not even on the same unit," Ethan said.

      "I know. But when Doug hears I stayed behind while William went to the front, I'll never hear the end of it. From the both of them."

      William glanced at Ethan. "You think you can hold down the fort while we're away?"

      "Too much work," Ethan replied in mock resignation. "I'll never manage without you guys."

      "Are you planning any operations we should know about?"

      "Not really," Ethan replied. Which was true. There wasn't anything the two of them could do to help him, not when they were leaving the city. Ethan was on his own.

      "Don't start too many fires while we're gone," Aaron said, patting him on the back.

      William and Aaron left for Kobane the next morning.

      That same evening, when he checked his account in the computer room, he found a reply waiting from Alzena. She confirmed his plans, mentioning a possible date and location. He agreed to both, thanking her. He was just glad she was still a solid asset after what had happened.

      A few evenings later he found himself seated in a restaurant called Al Jamal Qawiyya, literally The Camel Is Strong. He was playing a Jordanian named Samuel that night. Dressed in his thawb, he wore a white keffiyeh held in place by a black headband. He'd purchased the latter two items earlier that day specifically for the alias. In the washroom of a nearby cafe he'd changed, then snipped off a small portion of his beard and glued the extra hair to his eyebrows, thickening them. It was a poor man's disguise, but it was good enough for what he intended.

      Drinking tea, Shi was already seated at the table when Ethan arrived. The scientist wore a well-fitting suit with a white dress shirt and red tie that night. The checkered keffiyeh covering his hair seemed somehow wrong when paired with those clothes. The whole getup couldn't be all that comfortable in the heat—indeed, a layer of sweat slicked the man's skin. But Ethan understood why he wore it: other than the suit he had nothing going for him. His features were unremarkable. His eyes were rather unfortunately close-set, and his cheeks were pocked with acne scars. His nose looked like a steamroller had gone over it. All in all a rather unpleasant and shady-looking individual.

      Ethan noticed Shi's bodyguards seated at another table a respectful distance away. They were Asian, much better looking than Shi, also dressed in suits but without the headgear. He wondered if they were supplied by the Chinese government. He wouldn't have been surprised to learn that China was using the Islamic State to fight a proxy war against the West, given the number of other countries using proxies in the region.

      Ethan shook the scientist's hand—the man's palm was cold and clammy. A little nervous, are we?

      Ethan sat down and ordered a black tea for himself. "This is a nice place." The decor was almost exactly the same as Al Rashid, replete with red Coca-Cola table cloths and abstract paintings.

      "Yes, it is very nice," Shi said. He spoke Arabic with a heavy Chinese accent. The nasal, high-pitched, fast-paced rendition was uncannily similar to how a Chinese person might speak English, with the ends of many words unceremoniously chopped off.

      "I am so glad to be here," Ethan said. "On this great jihad. Surrounded by brothers such as yourself." He wanted Shi to feel at ease with him, and he hoped evoking the sense of brotherhood that pervaded the mujahadeen ranks would help. He had purposely left behind his rifle for the same reason—though he did have a Makarov pistol secreted in his right boot, courtesy of the barracks supply officer.

      "Yes. It is good." The scientist sounded reserved, cautious.

      Ethan smiled, sipping his tea. "Thank you for agreeing to meet me."

      Shi nodded quickly. "My wife says you are Jordanian."

      "I am Jordanian," Ethan agreed. He wasn't overly concerned about his Saudi accent. He doubted Shi would even notice.

      "And how do you know my neighbor again?"

      "I don't. Not personally, anyway. I knew her husband. I sent him an email a few weeks ago letting him know I had joined the great Caliphate, and that I was currently stationed in Raqqa. His widow answered, and explained her husband had died. I expressed my condolences and we ended up in a dialog, mutually exhorting the love we felt for our lost brother. I explained the project I was involved with back in Jordan, and the widow told me her neighbor was the wife of a great scientist. She sent me your name and I looked up some of your papers online. They were in Chinese but I was able to understand parts of them with Google Translate."

      "But my wife told me she met the neighbor only a few days ago," Shi said.

      "Yes," Ethan agreed. "Your neighbor, the widow, only told me about you a few days ago as well."

      "You worked for the Jordan University for Science and Technology?" That was part of Ethan's cover story for the meeting, which he'd researched online. The wonders of open source intelligence.

      "As a fitness professional," Ethan said. "I trained people at the university gym. My father, however, serves on the board of the Jordan Research and Training Reactor project, sponsored by the university. He is an influential man. He can get you on the board. We need people like you. People with experience. We're making a difference, working to develop nuclear and renewable energy in Jordan. My country imports ninety-six percent of its energy. It's time to break free of our dependence on foreign sources."

      "What is the name of your father again?"

      Ethan gave him the real name of one of the men involved in the reactor project. He had asked Sam to place an asset in the University's IT department in case Shi decided to email him, but she had said no such placements were forthcoming, not for a few weeks anyway. It didn't really matter—Ethan planned to glean everything he needed from the one meeting, so that by the time the scientist discovered his lie, if ever, it would be too late.

      Shi pursed his lips. "Is it not strange," he said. "That the son of an obviously rich man would come to Syria to wage jihad? Most in your position would merely send money."

      "My father has sent money, this is true. But I'm not the first son of a rich man to fight for his fellow Muslims. Nor will I be the last. I'm here to do my duty and wage jihad for what I believe in."

      Shi frowned. "Your little father approves of this?"

      Ethan felt his artificially-thickened brows draw together. Little father. Was the man purposely trying to insult him? "Of course not. But what can he do? Disown me?"

      "Maybe he will," Shi smirked. "Imagine that. The spoiled rich boy, stuck in the Islamic State, unable to go running home to father when this is done."

      "Maybe I want to stay," Ethan said.

      "After what you said about your home country? I doubt it."

      Ethan considered refuting him, but decided to stick with the script. "You're right. I don't plan on staying. I will do my part to fight for my Muslim brothers, but if I survive I will go home."

      Shi nodded smugly. "Not a true holy warrior, then."

      "Just because I don't want to burn my passport and live in the Caliphate forever doesn't make me any less a holy warrior." Ethan let anger enter his voice. "I fight for Dawlah, but I also have another fight, in my own country. Look around you, and ask yourself, with so many in the world lining up against the Islamic State, will it really last more than five years, if that? Truly ask yourself this question. And when you come to the inescapable conclusion that most likely the Caliphate will not exist, at least not in its current form, then you will realize you have no future in this country. When it falls, and the locals round up the sympathizers like you and execute them, don't blame me. The fault for staying will be your own."

      "If you don't believe in them, why do you fight?"

      "As I said already, Muslims are dying, and I would be remiss if I didn't come here and defend them. I will do my duty and then I will go home. True, I don't believe the Caliphate will endure in the end, but that doesn't make my effort any less sincere. Or heroic."

      Shi sipped his tea for a long moment. "This board you mentioned, it pays well?"

      "Extremely."

      Shi pressed his lips together. "I will think about it."

      Score.

      Ethan finished his tea, and then, trying to keep his tone as casual and disinterested as possible, like he was merely making small talk, he said, "So what kind of work are you doing for the Caliphate?"

      The man stiffened slightly. "Many things. Too complex for a rich boy with your tiny brain to understand. For a fitness professional."

      Ethan smiled obligingly. "I know a little about nuclear science. Nuclear weapons, specifically. Take some Plutonium-239, some aircraft counterweights to use as shielding, a fishing cooler, packing foam, plastic explosives, blasting caps, firing circuits, and you have all the ingredients for a dirty bomb."

      Shi wore a sour expression. "The ingredients, yes," he said with disdain. "But it takes more than ingredients to make a bomb. And for a personal trainer, you know a suspicious amount about nuclear weapons."

      "Let's just say I've done my homework. If you procured some lead aprons and film badges to use as dosimeters, I could probably put together the aforementioned ingredients for you. It's really not that hard. That's what you're doing, isn't it? Building a bomb?"

      Shi shook his head angrily. "You are spouting words whose meaning you know nothing about. You have read something about nuclear weapons in an Al Qaeda or Islamic State propaganda magazine, alongside recipes for making homemade ricin from castor beans, but you could not design a nuclear bomb if your life depended on it. You have no idea how firing circuits work, nor how to time blasting caps. You are a moron."

      Ethan smiled politely. Perhaps it would have been better to bring his rifle after all. More intimidating that way. "You forget that my father serves on the board of a nuclear reactor project. I wonder, do you treat all of your prospective employers so poorly during the job interview?"

      Shi looked away. "I'm sorry. My mouth gets the better of me sometimes."

      "No, it's my fault," Ethan said. "I provoked you. I'm actually glad you're fighting for us. We need all the help we can get. You are a Muslim, aren't you?" He glanced at Shi's keffiyeh.

      The scientist bowed his head in acknowledgment. "I have converted, yes."

      "So you are waging jihad, too, in your own way."

      Shi's eyes gleamed, like he was privy to some secret knowledge. It was a look Ethan had seen often among the mujahadeen.

      "I am doing my part," Shi said. "While the foot soldiers fight in the trenches, I am at work designing something that will end this war decisively. Assad and the West are in for a very big surprise in the coming months. We're going to change history."

      Ethan felt a chill travel down his spine and he knew in that moment the scientist was absolutely guilty, and must die.

      Ethan lowered his voice conspiratorially and leaned across the table. "Do you need help acquiring nuclear materials? I know key personnel involved with the Jordanian reactor project. And certain smugglers..."

      Shi laughed disdainfully. "I have my own contacts, but I will keep your offer in mind."

      "Plutonium-239?" Ethan said.

      "Uranium-235," Shi corrected with a smug smile, apparently enjoying his display of insider knowledge.

      But then the grin left Shi's face as he realized he'd said too much. The scientist abruptly pushed his chair from the table. "I must go."

      "Wait, aren't you going to give me your email?"

      "No." Shi stood.

      "How am I supposed to keep in touch with you about the reactor project?"

      Shi scribbled something onto a napkin and tossed it on the table, then rejoined his bodyguards.

      Ethan considered doing the deed right then with the Makarov hidden in his boot, but decided there would be too many witnesses. Plus he would probably end up in a shootout with the bodyguards.

      He let Shi go, and instead glanced at the napkin. A Yahoo email address was written upon it.

      When Ethan got back to the compound he sent the account ID to Sam along with a monitor request. He mentioned he had proven the target's intent, and that the scientist was looking to smuggle Uranium-235 into the country. It wasn't the fissile supplier like Sam had wanted, but it was the next best thing.

      The following night he checked his email and found a courtesy message from Sam. Normally she divulged very little information regarding other operations, but on the rare occasion, probably when she felt he could use a morale boost, she told him the positive effects of intel he had sent.

      Apparently Yahoo had given her team access to the scientist's account. Most of his messages were innocuous, but a few encrypted emails drew her attention. Though her team hadn't been able to decipher them, the first batch were dated from a time before the scientist had come to Syria, and were likely from Islamic State recruiters. The later batch of encrypted messages had been sent from Syria to Chinese addresses. Sam had the owners of the destination email addresses traced, and determined most of them belonged to employees of a trading company in China that was currently under investigation for illegally shipping weapons components into Pakistan. It was very likely the fissile supplier.

      She signed her message with: Well done.

      It would be up to her and the Agency to intercept the fissile material. Meanwhile Ethan would do his part in Syria: since Sam hadn't mentioned any modifications to the termination objective, the hit was still a go.

      He logged out and left the compound. It was late evening, after the fifth prayer of the day, and he had some things to do before curfew.
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      Ethan made his way through the busy fashion district. Power had been made available to most of the city that night as a "gift" for good behavior, and the residents were out in force. Cars and taxis jockeyed for position on the road, honking almost constantly. Pedestrians moved to and fro among the sidewalks, the neon lights of the clothing stores vying for their attention alongside the street vendors with their greasy fares of falafel and shawarma.

      Ethan moved on to a quieter neighborhood near the old cemetery. The working street lamps made the area feel safer than on previous occasions. He passed two Islamic State checkpoints and reached his destination a few minutes later.

      He studied the apartment building, picking out Shi's balcony on the second floor. It was covered in a canopy like the other balconies—that ruled out sniping the scientist while he was home at night. The glow from within told him the man was still awake. Probably getting in some good laptop time while he could.

      Ethan's gaze drifted to the canopied balcony beside it. Alzena's. Perhaps he could use her apartment to abet the hit.

      He decided against it. For her safety, it was better to minimize her involvement from that point forward. Besides, she was a distraction. He had been thinking about her much too often these past few days.

      He returned his attention to Shi's balcony. Ethan could go inside and attempt to kill the man directly, but with the bodyguards present, he gauged his chances of success at around fifty percent. No, better to take the guaranteed shot. The sniper shot.

      He had two options, as far as the timing of the hit went. He could perform it at noon, when Shi left the apartment. Or at eight o'clock, when the scientist returned. The entrance was poorly lit compared to the rest of the street, so that even if the power was active the night of the operation, Ethan would need a night vision scope—which he didn't have. That ruled out the evening option. But even if he performed it in the day, he needed a proper sniping location...

      The closed bakery behind him was housed in the first floor of a three-story apartment building—the second and third floors were residential suites. Ethan walked to the main entrance and pressed a few of the intercom buttons. The ongoing power meant those buttons still worked.

      The initial person to answer, a mean-sounding lady, refused to let him in. Ethan pretended he had a delivery but she didn't believe him. The second voice that came over the intercom belonged to a grumpy old man who promptly told Ethan to stuff his dick in a camel.

      Ethan retrieved the credit-card sized leather case from his pocket. During his Afghan and Iraq deployments, lockpicking had become a hobby. There had been so much downtime between missions that he'd become a master—at one point he'd ordered almost every practice lock out there and could beat each of them in under thirty seconds.

      But he'd let the skill slide. His deep cover operations made it hard to acquire the locks he needed to practice. Still, like driving or skiing, it wasn't a skill you lost entirely.

      He took out the three bump keys that were supposedly designed for Syrian locks. He glanced in either direction, confirmed that no one was around, then tried all three.

      The first two wouldn't even enter the lock, while the third only partially fit. He used his phone as a mallet to tap the key anyway, applying a small amount of torque in an attempt to catch the pins outside the locking mechanism. No good.

      He could have made his own bump key by taking a picture of the keyhole and marking the depth of each pin with one of his picks, then sending a mockup to a 3D print service like Shapeways or KeyMe and getting the key couriered to Syria, but why bother when he had the skill to pick the lock?

      Ethan replaced the bump keys and chose one of the picks, basically a thin file with a hook on the end, and set to work. After a frustrating couple of minutes, he chose another pick and tried "raking" the lock by placing the tool all the way in, right to the back, and applying torque while slowly drawing it out. That did the trick.

      Inside, Ethan ignored the cramped, ancient elevator, worried that it might trap him between floors if the power went out, and he took the stairwell instead.

      The rooftop door proved locked. He tried the bump keys. The first was a perfect fit. A few taps of his cellphone later and Ethan was on the open terrace.

      He made his way between the blocky rooftop water tanks and television antennas. When he reached the ledge, he had a clear view of the apartment building across the street. The poorly lit main entrance was in plain view. The sun would be overhead and slightly behind him at noon. Basically the perfect spot to perform the hit.

      He lined up his scope with Shi's balcony, but as expected he couldn't see through the thick canopy. He set aside the Dragunov, grabbed his TruPulse 360 and did a quick range check on the lower entrance. It was difficult in the low light, but eventually he got the finder lined up with the lobby. Thirty-three meters. An extremely easy shot with the 4x scope.

      He crossed to the rear of the rooftop. There was a shared courtyard in back, hemmed in by neighboring apartment buildings. In the dim light he made out a shoulder-high cinder block fence, blocking off the far side. That courtyard would serve as a good exfil route, because he certainly wasn't going to leave by the front door after completing the hit. Too bad there was no fire escape. He returned downstairs—there was no way to get to the courtyard from the lobby, either. That complicated things, but not overly so.

      Ethan visited the supply room in the barracks the next morning to inquire about rope. The Syrian on duty explained there was none left, and no inventory was forthcoming for a few weeks. Since the man also ran the black market currency service, Ethan obtained the equivalent of five hundred US dollars in Syrian pounds. He wanted to exchange more, but the Syrian didn't have enough on him.

      When Ethan got back from checkpoint duty that night he left a quick encrypted message for Mufid telling the clothing store owner to secure him a static climbing rope, one centimeter in diameter, fifty meters in length, or, barring that, several vehicular tow ropes that could be strung together. He instructed the man to be at his shop at eight o'clock in the evening the next day to deliver them.

      Picking up some bike gloves from a street hawker along the way, Ethan met Mufid at the designated hour. The shopkeeper had managed to procure a static climbing rope, fifty meters in length, precisely as asked. He also gave Ethan the intel he had requested previously—the GPS coordinates of various Islamic State buildings, including the destination of the scientist's motorcade—on a memory stick.

      "Do I get my money now?" Mufid asked.

      "I do have a small amount for you, yes." Ethan paid Mufid the Syrian pounds he had obtained from the money changer.

      Mufid accepted the amount with a puzzled expression. "Where is my fifty thousand?"

      Ethan wrote an IOU in Arabic for the amount of fifty thousand US dollars, signing it with an alias Sam used in the Middle East. "Bring this to a US embassy."

      "But there are no US embassies in Syria!"

      "Then go to Turkey or Jordan. Or wait until the US embassy reopens in Damascus." The embassy had closed down in February 2012, and probably wouldn't reopen for some time.

      Mufid threw up his arms theatrically. "But that could be years from now! This is ridiculous. You promised me fifty thousand."

      "And so I did. You're holding it in your hands."

      Mufid fumed a moment longer, then pocketed the note. "American embassy, you say?" He stamped his foot loudly. "To hell with you and your American friends! What help have the Americans ever given us? While Assad was busy gassing us with his chemicals, the Americans watched idly, never coming to our aid. But now that the Islamic State has come, the Americans suddenly show an interest again. The West is full of two-faced, cynical, selfish liars concerned only with their own national welfare."

      "I won't disagree with you," Ethan said. "But are you done your little tirade? Good. Because here's what I want you to do for me in the coming days."

      He instructed the shopkeeper to buy a piece of flatbread from the bakery at eleven thirty in the morning each day, and then to wait at a nearby street corner until twelve thirty. He was to continue that daily routine until Ethan showed up to retrieve the bread.

      "Why should I do this?" Mufid demanded. "You have not paid me my due! You have given me a pittance, along with a useless piece of paper."

      "Do this," Ethan said. "And I'll give you the same pittance the next time we meet. And maybe another piece of paper."

      Greed flashed in Mufid's eyes, though he quickly hid it. The 'pittance' Ethan offered was likely the same or more than the clothing store pulled in after a month of sales. For a chance to earn double or triple that amount with very little work, of course Mufid would jump at the opportunity—it came as no surprise when the man eventually consented to the task.

      Ethan slid the coil of rope over his shoulder and hiked to the building across from his target. Once there, someone actually buzzed him inside that time. He had come earlier than the previous night, which may have had something to do with it.

      At the rooftop he surveyed the steel supports holding up the water tanks. Four bars held up each tank, though they were all fairly corroded. The television antennas were little better.

      Ethan looped one end of the rope around the steel support of the water tank closest to the courtyard anyway. He threaded roughly half the rope through the bar, then tossed both ends over the ledge. The dangling cords gathered into a pile on the dried grass of the courtyard below.

      Ethan placed the bike gloves beside the ledge and tested the rope, grabbing both sections and leaning back to put his weight on the anchor. When he was satisfied that it would hold, he let his body dangle entirely over the edge. Seemed good.

      He returned to the snipe position on the far side, dropped, and set down the Dragunov. He retrieved his phone and readied himself, taking a few deep breaths. Then he activated a timer on the cellphone and stuffed it in his pocket. He scooped up his rifle, dashed to the far side of the rooftop and yanked on the bike gloves. He grabbed the two sections of climbing rope and slid them between his legs and up across his right buttock, over his chest, about his left trapezius muscle, across his upper back, over his right deltoid muscle, along the outside of his right palm, finally looping the twin strands over his hand and gripping the ropes firmly between his fingers. The dulfersitz method.

      Ethan slid the rifle strap over his neck so that the weapon hung over his chest and wouldn't interfere with his descent, then he rappelled down, his right hand functioning as the lead, his left hand behind him serving as the brake. He eased the rope through his fingers, letting it slide over his body as he dropped. He twisted his torso slightly downward to ease the friction pain on his groin, and he pushed off from the wall with his boots as he went.

      When he reached the bottom of the three-story building, he extricated himself from the ropes and then pulled on one section, hand over hand, until the entire cord was free of the anchor and the far end dropped at his feet. Then he picked up the rope pile and sprinted through the dark courtyard.

      He temporarily stowed the rope behind a shrub and then grabbed the wide, flat rim of the cinder block fence and hauled himself up.

      The street below was quiet, the pavement clear of obstructions.

      Ethan lowered himself back inside the courtyard and stopped the timer on his cellphone.

      Forty-five seconds.

      Exfil route, good to go.
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      In the computer room of the barracks, Ethan loaded up the memory stick Mufid had given him. On it were the GPS coordinates of several government installations, including a local courthouse used to administer sharia law. He also found a photo to go along with the latitude and longitude of the building where the motorcade brought the scientist every day. It looked like a repurposed industrial complex, no doubt converted into a weapons research facility. Ethan forwarded all of the information along to Sam. She would probably leak the information to the Assad regime after he performed the hit—there would be a few barrel bombs dropped in the days after, no doubt. Whether they hit their targets or not was another story.

      Sleep proved difficult that night. It felt particularly hot and stuffy in room three-ten; Ethan lay atop his sleeping bag, his loose clothes drenched in perspiration, his flushed face throbbing in time to his heartbeat. It didn't help matters that he kept mentally reviewing the planned hit. When the time came, he felt confident he could carry out the assassination without a hitch, but there were many variables that could go wrong. There always were with something like that, which was why he had tried to keep the plan simple.

      He also dwelled on Alzena. When Shi was dead, the militants would almost certainly ask the scientist's wife if her husband had been in contact with any strangers lately. The wife would mention that the neighbor had arranged for Shi to meet a Jordanian only a few nights before. Members of the Khansa'a Brigade would visit Alzena. Ethan had coached her on what to say via their shared email account—she was to claim she had never personally met the Jordanian. If she was asked to reveal her email exchange with the man, she would tell the Khansa'a that it was her habit to delete messages from her inbox and sent folders, because she liked to "keep her account clean," and so she had no record of the correspondence. She had promised Ethan she would delete everything save for a select few emails from the last year, that way if the Khansa'a forced her to log in to her personal account, her story would appear true. Also, when they revealed that her Jordanian friend had assassinated the scientist, her shock would be real—Ethan had left out that small detail.

      He had considered urging her to go into hiding, but somehow he doubted she would. Besides, if she kept her wits about her she should be fine.

      At least, that was what he told himself. He only hoped that her brother wouldn't complicate things.

      A little after midnight he eventually found sleep, only to be awakened an hour and a half before sunrise for first prayer.

      Over the next couple of days the checkpoints proved too far to realistically make the hit site. Each morning as Wolf Company drove out to the latest random checkpoint, nerves always gripped Ethan, but when it became obvious that the militants were proceeding far past the necessary neighborhood, his stress quickly ceded to impatience.

      By the third wasted day Ethan had become extremely antsy. If any of his fellow mujahadeen asked him a pointless question, or a civilian looked at him the wrong way at the checkpoint, he was liable to explode. When one young passerby called Ethan a pig under his breath, Ethan nearly pulled his rifle on the character.

      He sensed his window of opportunity closing. The Caliphate was seeking to consolidate its hold on existing territory, and units were being vacated from the compound daily. Wolf Company might be reassigned to Kobane or another city any time. And even if he stayed, the longer he waited to complete the hit, the greater the chance of something going wrong. Someone might discover and remove the rope Ethan had left stashed on the rooftop. The scientist might relocate to another apartment, or change the hours he left for the research facility.

      If William or Aaron were still in the city, he would have involved them, because the operation was hanging by a thread as far as Ethan was concerned.

      Finally on the fourth day Abdullah situated the checkpoint within a workable distance of the apartment and Ethan could at last perform the hit.

      That morning's duty seemed longer than usual, and he couldn't shake the tenseness that permeated his body. He distractedly checked the IDs and cellphones of passersby. The day dragged on.

      Near noon, Ethan volunteered to buy bread for the unit. He hadn't asked for the privilege in more than a week, so he assumed Abdullah would allow it. And if not, Ethan would shortly excuse himself to the toilet.

      But Abdullah nodded in consent.

      "I go with you," Suleman announced. "You take too long, otherwise."

      Ethan smiled fatalistically. "Certainly." He had never expected the operation to be easy.

      About a block from the checkpoint, Ethan was about to feign intestinal cramping as a pretext for abandoning Suleman when he heard a commotion behind him.

      A young boy repeatedly shouted the word "lawbreaker" at the top of his lungs. He pointed at a chaperoned woman who wore a niqab; a small portion of her veil was absent around the eye area, revealing a thin slice of skin between her nose and forehead.

      Suleman turned back to deal with it. "Go!" he told Ethan over his shoulder.

      Finally fate had dealt him a favorable hand.

      Ethan hurried forward, feeding on the sudden adrenaline rush. When Suleman vanished from sight behind him, he ducked into a side alley and donned his balaclava. Around it he secured the headband containing the Shahada script. When he emerged, passersby readily made way before him, that masked, menacing mujahid with the sniper rifle.

      Proceeding thusly through the streets, he paused twice to make sure Suleman wasn't following, and he reached his destination about five minutes before noon. The motorcade hadn't arrived yet.

      He crossed the street to the apartment containing his hide. The long queue of people at the bakery snaked past the lobby, and he shoved through. At the entrance he pressed multiple intercom buttons, and for a moment feared no one would answer. He could feel the eyes of the people in line on his back.

      An old woman's voice finally came over the speaker. "Allo?" She was almost unintelligible for all the static that accompanied her voice.

      "I have a delivery," Ethan growled into the microphone.

      "A what?"

      "A delivery."

      "What kind of delivery?" came the answer.

      "A registered letter."

      The door latch didn't open.

      Ethan pressed more buttons. No one else answered. He didn't want to pick the lock, not with so many people watching. Still, he was an armed mujahid. What did it matter what the common people thought?

      He was about to retrieve his lockpick set when he noticed a blazer-wearing man standing nearby, away from the lineup. He appeared hesitant; he carried several piles of flatbread balanced in one hand, and a key in the other.

      Ethan pointed brusquely at the door. The man nervously stepped forward and opened it. Ethan was in.

      Fate, you are fickle indeed.

      At the top of the stairs, he produced his working bump key and inserted it into the lock of the rooftop door. He tapped the key with his phone and jiggled it, fumbling, wasting precious seconds. The lock ultimately opened and he burst onto the rooftop.

      He ran to the ledge and crouched to observe the street. No SUVs: either the motorcade hadn't arrived or he had already missed it. He would know soon enough.

      He set down his rifle and went to the opposite side of the terrace. The coil of rope and bike gloves were precisely where he'd stashed them. He threaded the rope through the water tank supports he'd picked out days before. Once the cord was properly anchored, he threw the loose ends into the rear courtyard.

      He tested the setup with his weight. The ropes held.

      Ethan taped a scathing note onto one of the water tanks, in full view of the doorway. The message was written in a local rhetorical style that was critical of the Islamic State, and implicated the regional Al Qaeda affiliated group, Jabhat al Nusra, in the kill. Mufid had helped craft the text.

      Ethan returned to the sniping position, low-crawling to the railless ledge. Still no motorcade.

      He retrieved the Dragunov, deployed the bipod, and rested it near the brink. He had considered naming the weapon—a throwback behavior from his SEAL days—but in the end decided that honor was reserved for American rifles alone.

      He turned off his radio and placed his right eye against the PSO-1 scope, leaving his left open for situational awareness. He extended the cylindrical sunshade at the end of the 4x magnification scope, then adjusted the focus ring.

      The PSO-1 was equipped with a stadiametric rangefinder, which he ignored—he didn't need it at that close range. Besides, he trusted the thirty-three meter measurement he had made with the TruPulse a few nights before.

      It was unnecessary to compensate for bullet drop at that range, and even if he wanted to the scope's elevation knob wasn't fine-grained enough—it operated in hundred meter increments. He didn't need to adjust for windage either: not even a breeze stirred the scorching air that day. Besides, at his current range he'd need a gale force wind to blow the rimmed 54mm bullet off target.

      He aimed the targeting reticule directly at the door. The three chevrons below the main crosshairs were for bullet drop compensation beyond one thousand meters, so he ignored those.

      With the scope set up, Ethan settled in for the wait.

      The seconds ticked past, becoming minutes. Ethan shifted impatiently. Surely it was long past noon, but he didn't dare check his smartphone: he had to keep his eye on that door. Doubts filled his mind, but he quashed them with the cold-hearted discipline of the sniper that had been dormant inside him for so long.

      And then the motorcade pulled up. Ethan steeled himself.

      The militants emerged and formed a perimeter around the SUVs. One of them calmly approached the entrance and pressed an intercom button.

      Ethan focused all of his being on that door. Most external reference points left him. There was only the trigger beneath his finger and the door within his reticule.

      The militants standing in front of the door moved away as it opened.

      The scientist and his bodyguards stepped into view.

      Ethan very slightly adjusted his aim and squeezed the trigger.
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      The recoil caused the stock of the sniper rifle to bite into his shoulder. The violent report echoed from the buildings. Bystanders ducked. Some screamed.

      Shi's body dropped like a ragdoll.

      Ethan rolled away from the ledge and out of sight of any militants below. He snapped the bipod closed on his rifle and scrambled to the exfil point. He heard shouts from the street behind him.

      He reached the far side of the terrace and wrapped the twin ropes about his body in the dulfersitz method. He slid the rifle strap over his neck, letting the Dragunov hang over his chest.

      He was about to leap backward into the courtyard when he realized he'd forgotten the bike gloves. He knelt, yanked the gloves on, then stepped off the edge.

      He eased himself down in wide spurts, successively kicking off from the apartment. He descended a little fast, and slowed when the burn in his groin became too intense, well-aware that if the militants reached the rooftop before he'd vacated the courtyard, he was dead.

      The rope abruptly grew slack and he fell five meters before jerking to a halt, the cord cutting into his groin. Had the mujahadeen from the motorcade already attained the rooftop? More likely the rusty steel bar he'd used for an anchor had given way and lodged somewhere else, maybe against a television antenna, saving him from the fall.

      He continued the rappel, but the rope gave once again a moment later and he plunged the final two meters to the courtyard, hitting fairly hard. He rolled, expecting a water tower or antenna to barrel down, but nothing came. He tried to stand and gasped in pain—he'd sprained his left ankle.

      He bit down the agony and forced himself upright. He unwrapped himself from the rope and yanked on one end, trying to take it down, but the cord had lodged against something else up there and refused to budge.

      Damn it. He'd have to leave the rope where it was.

      Half running and half limping, Ethan crossed the dry grass; he flinched at the jolts of pain every step inflicted. His buttocks throbbed, too, from the rope burn; he touched the fabric there with one hand but his cargo pants seemed intact, luckily.

      He tripped on a small rock hidden in the grass and fell. He crawled to his feet, fully expecting a rifle report to sound from the rooftop at any moment, and with it, his world to blink out.

      It seemed an eternity, but by the time Ethan reached the cinder block fence, only a minute had passed since he fired the shot. He hauled himself over the shoulder-high block and down the other side. He landed on the sidewalk beyond, ignoring the surprised looks of the passersby.

      He limped onward, continuing his half run, half limp gait. He crossed the busy street, nearly getting struck by a car, and then ducked into the planned alleyway. As he neared the other side he removed his balaclava and headband and stuffed them into a pocket. Then he turned on his radio and slowed to a walk, doing his best to hide the limp when he emerged. The ankle was growing numb, fortunately, lessening the pain. It would probably be swollen later.

      Ethan had done it. Still, the hit felt sloppy. He'd left behind a rope. He'd injured his leg. What else could go wrong?

      A call came over his two-way radio. "Abu-Emad, where are you?" It was Abdullah.

      Ethan pressed the send button and spoke into the device, which hung from his chest harness. "On my way back from the bakery. Why?"

      "Hurry up!"

      Ethan switched to a higher channel and listened in on the general chatter. The mujahadeen were searching for the assassin. They had no description of the perpetrator so far, other than that he might be a member of Jabhat al Nusra. They'd discovered the note, then. And probably the rope.

      Ethan retrieved the pile of flatbread from Mufid, who had been waiting at the designated street corner as instructed.

      "Thank you." Ethan turned away.

      "Wait!" Mufid said to his back. "Am I done now, or do I have to keep coming back here with bread every day?"

      "You're done!" Ethan increased his pace, biting down a flare-up of ankle pain.

      "What about my money?"

      "Later!" Ethan hissed.

      When he reached the checkpoint a few minutes later, a convoy of seven pickups raced past, truck beds packed with mujahadeen. They were headed in the direction of the apartment.

      Abdullah got off his two-way radio. "We're supposed to be on the lookout for a masked fighter," he said as Ethan distributed the bread. "A member of Al Nusra has assassinated a civilian, and may be impersonating one of our brothers. Did you see anyone?"

      Ethan shook his head.

      "But the crime took place at the apartment building across the street from the bakery," Abdullah persisted.

      "It must have happened after I left," Ethan said.

      Abdullah's eyes bored into his and for a moment Ethan thought the emir was going to arrest him. He felt each heartbeat distinctly in his throat.

      Zarar broke the tension by comically tearing into a piece of bread and exaggerating the difficulty of breaking it. "What the hell did you do to this bread?" The big Afghan took a bite. "Tastes as hard as an old woman's cunt."

      "Why am I not surprised you know what that tastes like?" Ethan said, doing his best to hide his nervousness.

      Zarar grinned toothily; portions of chewed bread covered his enamel so that it looked like half his mouth was rotten.

      Abdullah regarded Ethan a moment longer, then stepped aside to speak quietly into his two-way radio.

      The others finished their bread and returned to work. Suleman lingered, giving Ethan a suspicious look before he took his place on the checkpoint.

      Ethan tried hard to conceal the limp for the rest of that day. He kept expecting Abdullah to arrest him, but the emir never did.

      Suleman was driving Ethan back to the compound in the Mitsubishi L200 pickup when the militant said, "What happened to your leg?"

      Ethan casually thrummed his fingers on the passenger door rest. "What do you mean?"

      "I saw you hiding a limp back there."

      "Oh." Ethan cleared his throat, which suddenly felt dry. "I tripped on the way to the bakery. It's nothing serious."

      "You weren't involved in the shooting today?"

      Ethan pressed his lips together. "Of course not."

      "You were gone a suspicious amount of time the last time we were in this neighborhood."

      "Was I?"

      Suleman muttered something underbreath. Then: "Do you swear by Allah against the forfeiture of your immortal soul and its burning in hellfire forevermore that you did not kill the civilian?"

      "I swear by Allah and the Quran that I did not," Ethan said without batting an eye.

      Suleman nodded. "That's good enough for me." He glanced at Ethan and affected a smile that did not touch his eyes. "I apologize for doubting you, brother."

      Ethan shot him a soulless smile in kind, but Suleman had already returned his attention to the road.

      [image: ]
* * *

      A few days later, when it was apparent Ethan had gotten away scot-free with the hit, he left Sam an encrypted note. Target terminated.

      He also placed a message in the gmail account he shared with Alzena. Are you safe?

      He was relieved when he decrypted Alzena's single-word reply the next day. Yes.

      He stared at that word for several moments. Then he deleted the draft and navigated to the change password screen. He entered a new password and his finger hovered over the enter key. Once he submitted that change, Alzena would never be able to communicate with him again.

      Don't get involved with assets. Leave her alone.

      Ethan should have stayed away. He should have changed the password. But he felt compelled to repay her for what she had done. And he wanted to do that personally, rather than by courier, because deep down he yearned to see her again, if only one more time.

      He canceled the password change and left the following encrypted message instead:

      I have fifty thousand pounds for you. I will drop it off this Sunday evening at nine.

      Fifty thousand Syrian pounds was the equivalent of two hundred fifty US dollars. Ethan would have given more, but his stash was running low. He probably should have written her an IOU, but he didn't want to encourage her to leave Raqqa to cash it in—despite the repressive regime, it was far safer for her to remain in the city, at least for the moment.

      He wasn't sure she'd allow it, but the next day when he checked the account, he found a message from her agreeing to the rendezvous.

      By the time Sunday night rolled around, Ethan had cold feet. There were several reasons not to proceed with the rendezvous. She may have told the Khansa'a everything, either willingly or under duress, and visiting her could be a trap. Or perhaps she had told them nothing, but her apartment was under surveillance anyway.

      Then there were the personal reasons not to go. Mainly, he liked her far too much. Or rather, desired her. He didn't expect anything to happen when he met her, of course. Nor did he really want anything to. He would go to her door, give her the money, thank her, and leave. When she sent him on his way, he would never see her again.

      He set out at eight-thirty. His ankle had returned to normal over the past few days, so he was able to proceed at a good pace. He carried his Dragunov over one shoulder, and wore his balaclava with the Shahada headband. He ran a surveillance detection route on the way to the apartment and when he arrived he circled her block twice. None of the cars parked on the road were occupied. No one was lingering on the sidewalk. Someone may have been watching from one of the apartment windows or balconies across the street, but he'd never know because of the heavy canopies.

      He decided to risk it.

      Ethan proceeded to the apartment entrance. The door was slightly ajar, thanks to a doorstop someone had placed. Power was still on to most of the city that night, so he tried the intercom button corresponding to 2C anyway. No answer came. Troubling.

      He entered, closing the door silently behind him. As he climbed the stairs to the second floor, all his senses were alert for the potential trap that might be sprung against him.

      He skipped the second and third floor hallways, proceeding to the top of the stairwell. With his bump keys, he unlocked the rooftop door and left it open behind him as he cased the terrace. The north edge dropped to a shared courtyard, but there was no way to get down without a rope. To the left lay a neighboring rooftop, about a meter and a half away. A doable jump, but still risky. Well, if he was to properly secure his exfil route...

      He took a running leap and landed on the adjacent building. He felt a small stab of pain in his ankle, but thankfully the limb held. He explored the rooftop and found a fire escape in back. That would do. He studied the courtyard below, and when he had picked out a possible exfil, he crossed back to the other building.

      A few moments later he rapped warily on Alzena's door.

      It opened a crack. The security chain drooped just inside, still latched, preventing the door from opening any wider. Ethan almost didn't see the figure beyond at first, because she wore a niqab, face shrouded in darkness.

      "Alzena?" he said.

      "Give me the money and go," she said softly.

      He was relieved to hear her voice. Not a trap, then. At least not one she had set up. He was disappointed Alzena was wearing the full veil, however.

      Keeping his voice down, Ethan asked, "Why didn't you answer when I buzzed?"

      "I left the door open for you."

      Ethan should have given her the money then and walked out of that building, like she asked. But instead he found himself saying, "Let me in."

      She shook her head. "It is not decent. It is haram."

      "But that's never stopped you before, has it?" Ethan said.

      "What are you talking about?" She sounded astonished.

      "You were leaving me messages almost every day, there. Going down to the Internet cafe alone."

      Her tone became cold. "That's different."

      "Is it?" Ethan said. "Haram is haram."

      "Maybe I hired one of those chaperon services like you suggested."

      Ethan smiled widely. "But that is haram, too." He glanced at the other doors flanking the hallway behind him. "Come on, let me in before someone sees you talking to a strange man."

      She didn't comply.

      He hesitated, then removed his balaclava so that she could see his face. "Alzena. Please. There are things I want to tell you, things I can't speak of out here."

      Reluctantly she closed the door. He heard the click as the security chain unlatched, then she let him in, shutting the door behind him.

      He stood there on the Turkish carpet. Candles lit the foyer and the living room beside it. "What's with the candles?" he said. "The power's on, you know."

      "I can't afford the bill." She sounded bitter. "What is it you wish to say to me?"

      He calmly walked into the family room and relaxed in the green polyester accent chair. He slid the Dragunov from his shoulder and rested it on the floor beside him.

      The black ghost that was Alzena followed him into the room. She remained standing next to the counter, where three thick candles burned.

      He regarded her dubiously.

      "Isn't that a fire hazard?" Ethan nodded toward her veil. "Wouldn't take much to ignite the niqab. All you have to do is lean forward to grab a book or something and before you know it you're covered in flames."

      "The material is fire retardant," she said flatly.

      Ethan shrugged. "Doesn't mean it won't burn."

      She didn't answer.

      "Here." He retrieved an envelope from his pocket and tossed it onto the glass coffee table. Several crisp bills spilled out.

      Alzena made no move to take the money. "You killed him, didn't you?" she said.
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      It was Ethan's turn to stay quiet, though that was exactly what he wanted to talk to her about. The question was, how to do it without implicating himself?

      "I trusted you, but you betrayed that trust," she continued. "I arranged for you to meet my neighbor's husband, and you murdered him."

      Still Ethan didn't answer. Perhaps it was for the best that he couldn't see her face. The disappointment in her voice was painful enough.

      "Do you know why I originally agreed to help you?" she asked.

      "Because you had no choice?" Ethan said, feeling a rise of anger. "Because it was either help me or be reported to the morality police?"

      "I could have taken the whipping," Alzena said from behind her veil. "I could have. But I chose to help you."

      "Fine. Why did you help me?"

      Her voice softened. "Because I recognized you. I saw you save a man in front of the bakery the week before. Do you remember? I was watching from beyond the blinds of my apartment, as I often do, confined to this prison that is my own home. I saw you use a chokehold to knock the cussing man unconscious before the Hisbah could hear what he was saying." She took an almost imperceptible step forward. "That's why I helped you. I knew you were different. Or I thought you were, anyway." A sadness entered her voice. "I truly thought that you weren't like the others. That you were here to help my city. But I was wrong. You're just a killer like the rest of them."

      Ethan regarded her black form in silence. I could have taken the whipping. Those words reminded him of something. "Your brother beat you before we met at Al Rashid."

      She lowered her head but did not reply.

      "He did, didn't he?" Ethan pressed. "I saw how you sat in the restaurant, constantly trying to avoid the back of your seat. I saw how stiffly you walked."

      "Yes," she said bitterly. "He whipped me when I told him, at your suggestion, that I opened my apartment door without a veil."

      "A man who beats his own sister." Ethan shook his head. "Incredible."

      "He is Hisbah. He can do what he wants. Like the mujahadeen."

      Ethan considered his next words carefully. "I am here to help your city. But perhaps not in the way you might think."

      "You're with the Caliphate," Alzena said flatly.

      "Am I? Are you so certain?"

      She paused. "You know, before the foreign fighters came, my city was one of the most liberal in all of the Middle East. We were moderate Muslims, lovers of freedom. We smoked cigarettes and shisha, and drank alcohol. The women roamed the streets freely, unchaperoned and unveiled. We stayed out as late as we wanted. We had power and water all day, everyday. And now... this."

      "I'm here to help you," Ethan repeated. "The scientist? He was a very bad man. The world is a better place without him, believe me."

      "So you did kill him," Alzena said.

      Ethan still refused to incriminate himself. He didn't know how far he could trust her. She might even be wearing a wire beneath those heavy robes, though that was doubtful.

      "Why did you come tonight?" Alzena said.

      "To give you the money."

      She raised her veil.

      Ethan's breath caught. He couldn't take his eyes away from her face. Those high, chiseled cheekbones; that thin jawline, perfectly crafted nose, flawless skin. She could have been a fashion model in any other country, under better circumstances. But there, in that repressed land of no opportunity, she couldn't even show her face to strangers.

      Alzena smiled, but it was a sad one. "Why did you come?" she repeated.

      "I—" He couldn't break his gaze from those intoxicating features no matter how hard he tried; he found himself lost in the brilliant sapphires of her eyes.

      She took off her hijab then, and let her long, flowing black hair tumble free.

      "What are you doing?" Ethan finally managed, his voice rasping.

      "I told you," she said huskily. "We were once the most liberal of all Muslims in the Middle East."

      Don't get involved with assets, the voice of reason warned him, but it couldn't quench the unbridled fire of lust that burned inside him.

      Ethan got up and closed the distance between himself and Alzena. He mashed his lips against hers. She returned the kiss just as feverishly.

      He experienced a sharp pain in his mouth and pulled back in shock. He felt a wetness and touched the throbbing area; when he withdrew his fingers he found blood.

      Alzena bit her lower lip playfully.

      "You bitch." Ethan threw her onto the couch.

      She flinched, then spun herself around so that her back was to him. "Take me," she commanded over her shoulder.

      Ethan stripped off her abaya. Long, ugly welts marred the perfection of her back. He felt a moment of rage and swore he'd kill her brother if ever he crossed paths with the Hisbah again.

      He tore off her panties, slid down his cargo pants, and took her from behind. Incidentally, she wasn't wearing a wire.

      After he climaxed, he carried her to the bedroom, cupping her by the buttocks while she wrapped her arms and legs around his torso. His cargo pants and underwear dragged from one foot, and he nearly tripped in the darkness.

      When he reached the room, he threw her onto the bed and she gasped, maybe from the pain caused by her welts, maybe in anticipation. Ethan was beyond rational thought and simply didn't care either way—he doffed the remainder of his clothing and took her again. She moaned in pleasure, raking his back with her nails, drawing blood.

      Afterward they cuddled in her bed. She lay on her side, her breasts pressing into his ribcage, threatening to arouse him all over again.

      She had lit a candle on the nightstand, allowing him to see her face in the dimness. Such beauty. Wasted in that country.

      "How's your back?" he said.

      "How's yours?" she said mischievously.

      He groaned softly. The throbbing pain from her nails had almost subsided, but the scratches would probably take at least a week to heal.

      "I haven't been with a man since my husband died." She regarded him uncertainly a moment. "I hope you don't get the wrong idea. I slept with you mostly to defy my brother."

      "So I'm just a revenge fuck." Ethan said.

      She looked at him angrily. "Don't talk like that to me."

      Ethan laughed softly. "We did some pretty X-rated stuff back there, and now you're saying I can't swear?"

      She glared at him one more time but it was only pretend, because soon she was snuggling against his side again.

      "You surprised me," Ethan said. "Your passion. Everything about you. I never thought..."

      "Just because I'm Muslim doesn't mean I am not a woman," she said, sounding slightly offended. "Maybe you didn't notice, but those who seek to impose sharia are all men."

      "Oh I noticed," Ethan said.

      "And you are for sharia?" she asked.

      "Utterly against."

      "Good."

      The two rested for a time.

      Alzena abruptly broke the silence. "I was forced to marry him, you know. The mujahid." She swallowed with obvious discomfort at the memory. "A member of the Khansa'a Brigade visited my apartment. She offered a large mahr"—that was a payment made by the groom or his family—"and despite my objections, my brother accepted. He took the mahr. He also seized the money I was sent from the Caliphate—as the wife of a mujahid I was on their payroll. But I received only what my brother and my husband deigned to give me."

      "I'm sorry."

      "I didn't mind so much. I needed a husband. You see, most of my family and friends fled when the Islamic State arrived. Only my brother remained. I was very much alone, and a husband made things more bearable. Though I would have preferred one of my own choosing. A better lover would have been nice, too."

      Ethan looked at her in the dim light and couldn't resist joking, "When you've been with the best, the rest just can't measure up."

      She slapped his shoulder gently. "Silly."

      He was about to get up but Alzena, as if sensing his intention, wrapped an arm across his chest, pinning him. He supposed he could stay a little longer.

      He listened to her gentle breathing, felt the rise and fall of her bosom against him, the warmth of each exhale, the smell of her hair.

      He had to be very careful not to fall asleep, as he was wont to do after passionate lovemaking. He had to return to the government complex before curfew or questions would be asked.

      As much as he savored that small moment of unbridled love, that tiny microcosm of passion and joy in a sea of repression and hate, he knew it would not last. It was fleeting, like all moments, good or bad. To visit her again would be far too risky for the both of them. And even if he did return, and she let him in, there would come a time when eventually he must let her go. Better to experience that moment sooner rather than later, before he became too attached.

      He looked at her, knowing that he would probably never see her again, and at last shoved her arm aside. "I have to go."

      "I know."

      She brazenly watched him dress under the candlelight. He smiled sadly. Let her watch.

      He donned the last pieces of his outfit, the balaclava and headband, and left the room. She didn't say a word. Didn't even rise from the bed. She was probably feeling the same sense of loss, of what could have been, as him.

      He closed the door of her apartment behind him and it shut with a finality that made him pause.

      "Goodbye, Alzena," he said softly.

      He proceeded downstairs and didn't look back.
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      The days passed slowly. Ethan did his best to shut her out of his mind, with little success. He couldn't shake the memory of her and the night they had spent together no matter how hard he tried. He checked his email account daily, but there were never any messages from her.

      He went for walks sometimes after checkpoint duty was over, and he got as close as her neighborhood, but he couldn't bring himself to approach the apartment. He hoped his unit was assigned outside of Raqqa soon. It would make things easier.

      Four nights later he discovered a new message awaiting in the draft folder of the account he shared with her. There was no subject.

      He didn't open it. Instead, his first reaction was one of anger. He had said his goodbyes. He was trying to move on. And then she had to go and contact him again.

      It wasn't entirely her fault, he had to admit. He was the one who kept checking for messages. If he didn't want to hear from her, all he had to do was change the password, or never log in to that account again.

      Ethan stared at the unopened message.

      Don't read it. Don't read it.

      He ticked the checkbox to the left of the message and moved the cursor over the "delete selected" option. His fingered hovered over the mouse button...

      If he let that message go unread, he could continue his mission without guilt. He could carry on farming intelligence and eliminating high value targets as he came across them. Business as usual.

      But if he opened that message, all that could change.

      Don't read the message.

      He deleted it and logged off.

      He returned to room three-ten and tried to read the Quran on his cellphone but he couldn't concentrate. He kept thinking of the feel of Alzena's body against his. The softness of her kiss. The smell of her hair. It would be so easy to walk to her apartment and spend the next hour with her. So easy.

      No. He had moved on.

      He had.

      Finally Abdullah announced lights out. Ethan put away his smartphone and slept a troubled sleep.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The next morning Ethan scooped up his Dragunov, skipped breakfast and went directly to the computer room. Curiosity was tearing him apart inside.

      When a machine freed up, he logged in and moved Alzena's email from the trash to the draft folder. He stared at the unopened message for several indecisive seconds.

      He clicked on the blank subject and the message body opened up. He knew something was wrong immediately, because the text wasn't encrypted. It read, in Arabic script:

      I did not want to do this, but you forced my hand. Thanks to you, tomorrow I must watch my sister die under the executioner's ax.

      I hope you are happy.

      May Allah deny you for all eternity!

      His heart felt like it was going to beat out of his chest. It was from Alzena's brother, Ethan was certain. No one else could have known about the shared account, nor possessed the audacity to write something like that.

      Ethan double-checked the date on the message. The draft was saved yesterday afternoon. That meant Alzena was scheduled for execution today.

      Ethan turned toward the militant who used the computer beside him.

      "Brother," Ethan said. "Where do the executions take place?"

      "Clock Tower Square."

      "And at what time, usually?" Ethan pressed.

      "In the morning. Around now."

      Feeling a sudden stab in the pit of his gut, Ethan got up. "Thank you," he said stiffly.

      "Go with Allah." The smile the militant gave him seemed mocking somehow, though of course it wasn't intended it as such.

      Ethan grabbed his Dragunov and left the computer room, but hurried back because he'd forgotten the USB stick. When he retrieved it he went straight to the supply room.

      "Abu-Emad, good to see you!" the supply officer said. "What can I do for you this morning?"

      "I need free reign of the room." Ethan slapped down five hundred pounds.

      The Syrian stared at the money for a moment, then he scooped up the banknotes and separated the desks that blocked off the entrance, allowing Ethan to squeeze past.

      Apparently body armor had arrived from Mosul the day before; Ethan grabbed a Kevlar vest and donned it beneath his fatigues. He also took a couple of Soviet RGD-5 hand grenades, putting them in his harness. He procured a Makarov, as he had returned the previous pistol the supply officer had lent him for his meeting with the scientist. He attached a magazine preloaded with 9x18mm cartridges, chambered a bullet, engaged the safety, and tucked the Makarov into his belt. He stowed a spare magazine in his harness and filled the remainder of his pockets with Dragunov magazines. He checked if there were any US assault rifles or sniper variants in stock yet, but the supply officer told him the American weapons were always snatched up by the emirs the moment they arrived.

      He thanked the man and made his way toward the parking lot. Ethan wore his camo jacket low, concealing the pistol at his belt. There was no way to hide the grenades secured to his harness, but he doubted anyone would say anything.

      As he neared the exit, Ethan wondered if his cover was blown. Raafe hadn't mentioned him by name. Was it possible he didn't know who the gmail account belonged to? What did the man know?

      Suleman intercepted him on the way out of the compound. "You! Come."

      Suddenly feeling trapped, Ethan joined the militant. But Suleman merely led him to the Mitsubishi L200 pickup. Apparently his cover wasn't blown. Not yet, anyway. As usual, Harb babysat the anti-aircraft gun in the truck bed.

      The Mitsubishi brought up the rear of the motorcade. As Ethan sat there in the passenger seat on the way to the day's checkpoint, wherever that might be, he strove to invent some excuse to divert the truck. He barely recognized the blur of the passing buildings, locked as he was in his own mind.

      Maybe Raafe was lying? Surely her brother wouldn't send Alzena to the executioner's ax. Then again, a zealous Hisbah like him, a man who had whipped his own sister, would think nothing of ordering her death—he was drunk on power and his perceived righteousness. And perhaps Raafe truly didn't know who the gmail account belonged to; that message might have been a lure to draw out Ethan.

      A lone woman wasn't worth dying for, nor giving up access to intelligence that could potentially save thousands of lives. No one else would replace Ethan—that wasn't hubris talking, but the voice of cold, harsh reason. Very few people could do what he did and do it well. Maybe a handful in the entire world. Sam believed she could eventually repurpose other units to act as her Selous Scouts, but the other case officers, paramilitaries and spec-op types lacked one essential skill or the other. They didn't have the language skills. They didn't look Arabic. They didn't have the mental fortitude.

      And yet it was probably his fault Alzena was slated for execution. He was the one who had dragged her into all this. He was the one who had insisted on paying her a personal visit.

      He'd disobeyed key rules of tradecraft by going to her apartment that night. Don't visit an asset who is potentially under surveillance. Don't disobey local customs if doing so puts the asset's life further at risk.

      Don't get involved with assets.

      He owed Alzena her life in repayment for everything she had done, and if he didn't at least try to save her, he'd never forgive himself.

      But that was a selfish reason. It wasn't good enough, when weighed against the potential loss of intelligence. Because even if he did manage to somehow save her, what would he use as an alibi? Without one, his cover would be lost and he'd have to go into hiding.

      There has to be a way to save her while preserving my cover. There has to be!

      Then again, his cover might be lost already. What if Raafe knew everything and was on his way to inform Abdullah at that very moment of Ethan's involvement with Alzena and his role in the scientist's assassination?

      What a mess I've put myself in.

      Ethan pulled out his smartphone and activated the offline map. The convoy was headed southbound. Clock Tower Square was only a few blocks distant.

      Alzena was there. About to be beheaded at any moment.

      If I want to save her, I have to act now.

      Ethan fingered the Makarov at his belt. If he had to, he could kill Suleman without any misgivings, but what would he do about Harb in the truck bed? Ethan couldn't bring himself to hurt the thirteen year old.

      And then an opportunity abruptly presented itself.

      The passing buildings slowed, becoming stationary as the traffic ground to a halt.

      Suleman shifted impatiently in his seat. "There must be some beheadings scheduled for today." He activated his signal light and looked over his shoulder. "We should have taken the side street." He started to change lanes but slammed on the brakes as a random vehicle pulled up. More traffic arrived and in moments the Mitsubishi was hemmed in on all sides.

      "Where are we setting up the checkpoint today?" Ethan asked Suleman.

      "In front of the Raqqa Museum."

      Ethan regarded the map one last time and then put away his cellphone. He wrapped his hands around the door handle, but didn't open it. Instead, he closed his eyes and inhaled deeply, bracing himself. One last moment of calm before the storm.

      He hesitated. There was no time for any fancy planning and exfil routes. Everything would be seat-of-the-pants, and very risky. Did he really want to go through with it?

      He thought of Alzena kneeling on the headblock, her beautiful face contorted in terror as the blade descended...

      Ethan clenched his jaw and opened the door.

      "What are you doing?" Suleman said, a hint of anger in his voice.

      "I have to use the toilet badly," Ethan said.

      "Wait until we reach the checkpoint."

      "I can't hold it. See you at the museum!" Ethan slammed the door.

      Harb looked at him in surprise from his place on the truck bed.

      "What's up?" the thirteen-year-old asked.

      "Diarrhea!" Ethan said over his shoulder.

      He broke into a run, weaving between the stopped vehicles. His two-way radio chirped to life.

      "I will wait for you by the curb," came Suleman's voice. "Hurry up!"

      Ethan slid the volume knob way down, clicking the radio off. You can wait all day.

      He dashed into an alley and pulled on his balaclava. He lowered the Dragunov from his shoulder and detached the PSO-1 via the quick-release mounting bracket, pocketing it. The 4x scope wouldn't be all that useful in the firefight to come, not at the ranges he intended. Without the PSO-1, the rifle looked similar to an AK-47, though the smaller magazine box and longer barrel would give the weapon away to the discerning eye. Still, with luck the militants would report that the attacker carried an AK, not a sniper rifle. Something less to incriminate him.

      He emerged from the alley into another congested street. Ethan recognized the area—Clock Tower Square lay four blocks ahead. The problem was getting there in time through the backed up traffic. The road had been turned into a one-way today, apparently, judging from the southbound vehicles taking up both lanes. He considered jogging it, but when he arrived he would be winded—a bad way to enter a firefight. And it might be too late by then.

      He crossed the street and walked up to the driver-side window of a white Kia Rio stuck in the gridlock. He pointed the Dragunov at the occupant.

      "Out!"

      The thirtyish Syrian immediately opened the door and Ethan yanked him the rest of the way out. Taking his place, Ethan tossed the Dragunov into the empty passenger seat, then turned the wheel to the left and accelerated onto the sidewalk. Pedestrians scrambled away. A shawarma kiosk toppled and the huge skewer of goat meat rolled over the hood of the subcompact.

      Southbound, Ethan drove at thirty kilometers per hour along the sidewalk, his fingers constantly on the horn. Street vendors and pedestrians continued to scurry out of the way. He smashed through more food stands.

      He had chosen the sidewalk bordering the left side of the street because if Clock Tower Square was sealed off, traffic would soon be siphoned to the right onto the only available side street; by keeping to the left, no civilian cars would block his path.

      He could see the tower ahead, looming over the buildings and vehicles. The beheaded peasant statues on top ominously overlooked the city.

      He reached a roadblock of four black Toyota Hilux Vigos; the vehicles were lined up front to back, blocking traffic in and out of the square. Small gaps remained at either end of the roadblock for the sidewalks, allowing pedestrians to trickle inside. Eight militants stood guard.

      Ethan kept the Rio on the sidewalk, aiming for the gap between the leftmost pickup and the adjacent building. His subcompact would fit, but barely.

      Four of the militants on duty rushed toward him and waved him down. One approached the driver-side door while the others blocked his path, AK-47s raised.

      Ethan halted the vehicle and opened his window. "Let me through."

      "Idiot, we almost shot you!" The militant spoke Arabic with a French accent. "We thought you were a suicide bomber! You didn't answer your radio."

      "I said let me through!" Ethan revved the engine.

      "Go back you fool."

      "I have an important message for the executioner!" Ethan inched the Rio forward, threatening to mow down the fighters in front of the vehicle. They kept their weapons pointed at him.

      "From who?" the militant said.

      "The sheik!" That was what the Islamic State called the mayor of Raqqa.

      "The sheik?" the militant said dubiously. "Well, deliver your message if you must, but leave the vehicle. This square is packed with people. You might kill someone."

      Just like your executioner is about to do?

      Ethan needed the vehicle for what was to come, so he reached through the window and grabbed the fighter by the collar, dragging him close. "If you don't let me through right now, with the vehicle, you and your French friends will be the ones losing their heads here tomorrow! I guarantee you."

      He shoved the militant away, ducked behind the dashboard, and accelerated. The other mujahadeen blocking his path dove out of the way, but didn't fire. The flanks of his Kia scraped the bumper of the Hilux and the adjacent building. Pedestrians hurried from his path.

      In the right rearview mirror he saw the militants regroup to aim their AKs at his subcompact; he crouched lower in the seat. His window was still open, and he heard the French mujahid shouting at them to stand down. The men must have listened because no bullets came. Lucky.

      Ahead, the crowd was thick around the base of the clock tower. He didn't spot a single woman among them.

      Honking, Ethan slowed to ten kilometers an hour as he plowed his way through. The gathering parted to reveal the lower half of the tower, which was draped in the black standards of the Islamic State.

      He saw the chopping block next to the structure immediately. A decapitated torso lay against it, with a lifeless head at its base. A woman, dressed in black. Her head was still shrouded in its niqab.

      Ethan was too late.

      An overwhelming sense of defeat overcame him. He had driven all that way, prepared to do the worst to save her, and she was already gone. He felt suddenly nauseous.

      He slammed on the brakes and put his head down, remembering her touch, and her smile.

      Why do the most innocent among us always have to die? Why why why?

      He started accelerating again, intending to turn the subcompact around, but more of the crowd cleared ahead of him and he saw that two other headblocks were arranged near the base of the tower. Another woman knelt before the middle chopping block, also wearing a niqab so that her face was concealed. Her head was lowered onto the black stone. The rear portion of her veil and hijab had been lifted to reveal her neck.

      Long scimitar in hand, the dark-robed executioner stood over her. He seemed distracted by the Rio's arrival. Past him, at the final headblock, a mujahid restrained a final prisoner. Some random bearded man.

      Ethan drove in front of the middle headblock, partially shielding the kneeling woman from the crowd's view, and parked. Was it her? It had to be.

      It had to.

      Leaving the driver-side window open, he grabbed the Dragunov from the passenger seat, slung it over his shoulder and, still wearing his balaclava, stepped out.
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      He made a mental note of the crowd-control militants among the throng, easily identifiable by their AKs. Four on the right side. Three on the left, including the mujahid who held the male prisoner. There was no sign of Raafe. Couldn't stand to watch the beheading of his own sister in the end, apparently.

      One of the militants stepped forward, shouting, "What are you doing?" Another French accent.

      Moving slowly, imperiously, like he had every right to be there, Ethan raised a halting hand toward the foreign fighter.

      "Be silent, Frenchman," Ethan said in perfect Arabic. He had noticed that foreign jihadists were treated with disdain by the native-speaking emirs. He thought he'd try to play that up.

      The man froze.

      Good.

      None of them knew who he was, not while he wore the balaclava. Perhaps he could convince them he was some high-ranking emir. Perhaps he could get through this without firing a single shot.

      It was a nice thought.

      The executioner regarded Ethan with a mix of curiosity and indignation. A stern-featured, middle-aged man, he was dressed in a black, flowing robe with a chador-like hood rimming his face. His long gray beard reached his sternum. He looked like a deeply religious man. Maybe an imam.

      Ethan walked past him and gave the executioner a come hither gesture. He approached the clock tower; there was a metal post at each of its four corners, where guardrails once hung. Ethan stepped around the right-hand corner of the tower, out of the sightline of the three militants to his left but in full view of those on his right.

      Ethan peered past the edge. The executioner hadn't moved from his spot. Ethan beckoned again, more emphatically, and finally the gray-bearded man grudgingly came forward, sword dangling from his hand.

      He reached Ethan.

      "How dare—" the executioner began.

      Ethan decided instantly that no words would sway the man. Better to act while surprise was on his side.

      He withdrew the Makarov from his belt and shot the executioner in the thigh.

      Cries of fear and outrage erupted from the throng. Many people ducked.

      Ethan caught the executioner and swiveled toward the four crowd-control fighters on his right, placing the headman firmly between himself and them; the clock tower at his back shielded him from the remaining men.

      Though all four of the mujahadeen had raised their AKs, none of them fired for fear of harming the headman, who was obviously some important religious official.

      Ethan raised his pistol and let off three shots in rapid succession, adjusting his aim slightly to the right each time. Red blooms erupted from each militant's forehead in turn, and they toppled in place like marionettes whose strings had been cut.

      Before he got off the fourth shot, the last muj finally opened fire. Blood spurted from the executioner's chest as the bullets struck. Ethan felt the impacts as his Kevlar body armor deflected the reduced-energy ballistics that passed through the headman.

      Ethan squeezed the trigger and the last tango went down.

      The crowd was in full retreat by then.

      With all four militiamen on the right side down, Ethan tossed the executioner's bullet-riddled body aside like so much refuse.

      He peered past the clock tower's base. The crowd was dispersing to the far ends of the square, preventing the militants at the various roadblocks from reaching the structure.

      The woman remained kneeling before the headblock, as if oblivious to her surroundings, waiting for death to come. The other man slated for execution lay on the steps, blood seeping from a fresh bullet hole to his temple. After seeing that, Ethan did a double take on the woman, worried that she too had been shot by the militants, but he couldn't discern any blood on her niqab.

      There was no sign of the remaining three crowd-control fighters. Wait... on the opposite end of the structure, the barrel of a Kalashnikov abruptly protruded, along with the head and shoulders of the mujahid holding it.

      Ethan ducked just as the muzzle fired. Shards of black rock broke away from the tower beside him.

      Likely the other two militants were making their way around the back side to outflank him.

      Ethan removed one of the RGD-5 fragmentation grenades from his harness. He squeezed the lever, pulled the pin, crossed the two meters to the rear side of the tower, and without looking he tossed the grenade beyond the edge.

      He heard the loud "pop" as the fuze of the grenade ignited midflight, followed by a shout a moment later.

      Ethan retreated, hugging his side of the clock tower, keeping his Makarov pointed at the edge.

      One of the militants raced into view, trying to escape the grenade. Ethan shot him in the forehead.

      The ground shook as the one hundred and ten gram charge of TNT in the grenade detonated around the bend. The liner could produce over three hundred fragments, lethally shredding anything within a radius of three meters, and injuring up to fifteen meters out from the site of activation. Not bad for a grenade that sold for five US dollars.

      Fragments blurred the air ahead of him and Ethan instinctively looked away, though there was no chance the pieces could reach him where he stood.

      Pistol raised, he leaned past the rear rim. A militant lay on the ground near the base of the tower, quivering, covered in blood.

      Just then, the third militant peered past the far edge to check on his friends. Ethan adjusted his aim slightly and fired. A red dot appeared in the man's cheek and he crumpled.

      Ethan lowered his aim and put the second man out of his misery. The slide on the gun locked open—he'd fired all eight rounds.

      He replaced the spent magazine with the fresh one from his harness, then flicked the pistol's slide-stop lever downward with his thumb. The device returned to its forward closed position, chambering a fresh cartridge in the process.

      The square was quickly emptying. Ethan sprinted toward the faceless woman, who had sat up by that point, though she remained on her knees before the headblock.

      As he reached her, gunfire erupted from the northernmost section of the square. Apparently the crowd had thinned enough for the militants manning the roadblocks there to open fire.

      Ethan crouched beside her, using the white subcompact car as his shield. At that range the AK bullets wouldn't penetrate the vehicle.

      He hoped.

      "Alzena?" he said.

      That featureless black head turned toward him. "Yes?"

      He recognized her voice immediately. It was definitely Alzena, though she sounded dazed. Momentary relief washed over him, but he shoved it aside. He had to remain focused. A cold, emotionless killing machine.

      Keeping low, he helped Alzena to a crouch and brought her to the passenger door. He shoved the pistol into her hands.

      She bobbed her head to look at it; probably didn't know the first thing about firing a 9-mil.

      "Let me know if anyone comes at us from behind," Ethan said, referring to the southernmost roadblock, which was still obscured by fleeing civilians.

      He swung the Dragunov down from his shoulder and aimed past the subcompact's rear bumper, toward the line of trucks that blockaded the northwest section of the square. He aligned the metal sights over the head of a militant who peered past the truck bed of one of the Hilux Vigos. The range was about thirty meters.

      Ethan fired, ducking behind the Rio immediately afterward. Bullets ricocheted from the car's frame beside him in answer.

      Don't hit the tires. Don't hit the tires.

      "Is it really you?" Alzena said from beside him.

      Ethan refused to look at her. "Couldn't let you die because of me."

      "Oh Alrajil, what have you done?"

      "Ethan," he said.

      "What?"

      "Ethan." He finally glanced at her. "My real name." It was important to him that she knew in that moment. He opened the passenger door. "Get in. Stay low."

      Staying crouched, he maneuvered to the front of the Rio and aimed over the hood. He picked out the head and shoulders of another militant and let off a shot, then ducked. Behind him, the crowd on the southside of the square was thinning. The militants there would be able to join the fray shortly. Time to go.

      He returned to the passenger door. Alzena had obeyed him, and sat hunched in the seat.

      Ethan slung the Dragunov over his shoulder and snatched the Makarov from her. He hauled himself over her huddled form, firing through the open driver side window with the pistol as he did so. He aimed in the general direction of the northwest roadblock. It was a spray and pray tactic, with the emphasis on pray.

      He slid over the center console with its stick shift, cup holder and parking brake. When he reached the driver seat he immediately ducked beneath the window. Bullets zinged past.

      He put the vehicle in gear and peered over the dash to drive toward the northwest roadblock. He could've attempted one of the other barricades that sealed off the square instead, but decided it was better to deal with the devil he knew.

      As the Rio neared the roadblock, he leaned out the window and aimed at the tires of the nearest pickup. He fired a couple of shots, but missed. Shooting from a moving vehicle was never his forte. The slide on the Makarov abruptly locked open. Empty magazine.

      Return fire came, and Ethan ducked inside.

      He steered the Rio toward the gap between the rightmost pickup and the adjacent building, the same path he'd taken on the way in. Both sides of the vehicle received fire as the militants manning the other roadblocks engaged.

      "Stay down!" Ethan told Alzena, hoping the Rio would hold up to the battering.

      The windshield abruptly shattered in several places, leaving big, crater-like holes. A rocket-propelled-grenade exploded near the rear bumper and the blast momentarily tilted the subcompact.

      When all four wheels were on the ground again Ethan ripped past the rightmost Toyota Hilux, scraping his car against it. Bullets momentarily riddled the Rio's driver side as the militants crouching behind the Toyotas continued to fire; the shots cut out as he drove onward and the gridlocked traffic on the road obscured the subcompact.

      The sidewalk swarmed with pedestrians fleeing the square, and Ethan honked constantly, alternately braking and accelerating as the foot traffic dodged out of the way. It was difficult to see through the cratered windshield, but he planned on abandoning the subcompact shortly.

      In the rearview mirror he spotted a black Hilux Vigo racing down the sidewalk in pursuit. Following in the Rio's wake, the Toyota would soon overtake them since less pedestrian traffic hindered its advance.

      Still honking, Ethan scanned the avenue, trying to spot an exfil route. There, an alleyway across the street, about half a block distant.

      He slammed on the brakes. "Out!"

      He exited the subcompact and led Alzena by the hand, weaving between the densely packed vehicles.

      Gunfire erupted behind them. Ethan pulled Alzena low and continued toward the alleyway. He heard the characteristic screech of rapid braking; glancing over the hood of a nearby car, he saw that the pursuing Hilux had stopped behind the Rio.

      Eight militants leaped out of the truck bed and headed after them.
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      Ethan led Alzena forward, keeping low. Bullets occasionally ricocheted from the gridlocked vehicles around them.

      He reached the sidewalk and pulled her into the tight confines of the alley he'd spotted earlier. They raced beneath crowded clotheslines and over trash piles. The stench of cat urine was strong. Ahead, two street urchins were eating some bread, probably stolen; the pair scattered at Ethan's approach.

      As he and Alzena exited the far end, he grabbed the last RGD-5 fragmentation grenade from his harness. He squeezed the lever, pulled the pin, and waited beside the opening.

      He peered into the alleyway. The militants had only just entered.

      Ethan didn't throw the grenade immediately. When the group was about five meters into the alley, he tossed the bomb and ran.

      He heard the explosion and didn't look back.

      He led Alzena down a side street where the traffic was far less dense and he flagged down a passing Hyundai Elantra. He commandeered the white compact at gunpoint, forcing out a man in a business suit.

      Once Alzena was inside, Ethan performed a mid-street U-turn and accelerated north toward the Raqqa city limits. He set the Dragunov down on the dashboard and tore off his balaclava.

      Several Hilux pickups roared past on the left side of the road, packed with militants headed for Clock Tower Square.

      Ethan apprehensively watched the pickups in his rearview mirror. He saw the businessman trying to flag them down but the vehicles ignored him and sped away.

      Ethan exhaled in relief. He felt a little lightheaded, which he attributed to adrenaline hangover. Of course it didn't help that he'd skipped breakfast.

      "Are you okay?" he asked.

      His passenger grunted some quiet reply.

      "Alzena?"

      "I'm fine," she said, though she sounded far from it. "Where are we going? Where?"

      "Calm down. I don't know. Out of the city, maybe."

      "What about the checkpoints?" she said, a little hysterically. "They'll ask for our IDs. I don't have mine anymore. We'll be detained."

      "They'll let us pass." His eyes darted toward the Dragunov on the dashboard. "One way or another."

      "They're going to kill us," Alzena said. "We're going to die."

      "We're not going to die. Relax, Alzena."

      Ethan spotted a checkpoint up ahead and purposely detoured to another street. He wasn't ready to deal with the Islamic State and their ilk, not yet. And Alzena certainly wasn't.

      "How did you get arrested?" Ethan said, wanting to distract her. But the moment he asked the question he regretted it. He was certain the answer involved him, and he already blamed himself enough as it was.

      Alzena took a moment to respond. He could hear her taking deep breaths, a relaxation technique. "Sorry, I just—" Wait, those weren't breaths: she was sobbing.

      "Take your time," Ethan said.

      In about a minute she had recovered enough to talk. "I... I didn't realize it at the time, but when you came to my apartment that night, the neighbor's son observed everything."

      "The neighbor's son," Ethan said flatly.

      "Yes. Just a boy of eleven years. His door is across from mine. There is a spyhole."

      "Great."

      "When my brother visited on Wednesday, the son intercepted him and told him he had seen a strange man entering my apartment. My brother thanked him profusely and paid the child ten thousand pounds. I watched the entire transaction unfold from behind my door." She paused. "Is that how much my life is worth? Ten thousand pounds?" That was the equivalent of fifty bucks.

      Ethan tightened his grip on the steering wheel. Definitely his fault. Worse, if the child had told Raafe about Ethan, then his cover had indeed been blown the moment he woke up that morning. If he had remained on duty at the checkpoint, likely he would have been arrested at some point during the day. It was a good thing he had gone ahead with the rescue attempt—if he had held back under the pretense of preserving his cover, he would have never forgiven himself.

      "You don't have to come with me," Alzena said suddenly. The sorrow had left her voice, replaced by steel. A strong woman.

      "I'm a wanted man now," Ethan said.

      "But you wore your balaclava back there," Alzena countered.

      "It doesn't matter. Your brother knows what I look like."

      "Yes, but he thinks you're a different suitor," Alzena said.

      Ethan felt his brows draw together. "What do you mean?"

      "He doesn't know it was you who met me that night. In fact, he believes it was another man."

      "What are you talking about?"

      "The child didn't see your face," Alzena said. "So I told my brother a different mujahid had come that night."

      "But Raafe left a message in the draft folder of the email account we shared."

      "He did. I told him that was how I communicated with the man."

      "So who does he think he was contacting?"

      "Samuel Al Jordani, the fitness professional who knew my dearly departed husband. Not you, Alrajil... Ethan."

      "You told him it was Samuel?" Ethan said in disbelief. "The alias I used to meet the scientist?"

      "Yes."

      "And you're certain he believed you?" Ethan pressed.

      "I swore on the Quran."

      "Ah." Muslim's didn't take that oath lightly. "So there's still a chance for me, then."

      "But not me," Alzena added.

      "You're wrong." Ethan spun the wheel and did a U-turn, heading back toward the city center.

      "Where are we going?"

      "You'll see," Ethan said. "By the way, if I ever bump into that treacherous brother of yours again, I'm going to—"

      "You'll never meet him again," Alzena interrupted. "He volunteered for a martyrdom operation in Damascus against the Assad regime. He's already left the city. He'll be dead by the end of the week."

      Good riddance.

      Still, by sending that email to Ethan, maybe a small part of her brother, the part that loved his sister, hoped "Samuel" would somehow save her. That was the only explanation Ethan had for the message, since the trap theory had been disproved. Unless the email had been Raafe's twisted way of gloating.

      Ethan reached the neighborhood he was looking for and parked the stolen Hyundai against the curb. He opened the door. "This way!"

      Two blocks later Ethan arrived at Mufid's lingerie shop. When Ethan burst inside, the fifteen-year-old son of the owner started to duck behind the counter, but stopped himself when he realized who it was.

      Mufid was conversing with a local near the entrance; when he saw Ethan, the shopkeeper promptly escorted out the other Syrian and locked the door.

      "What do you want?" Mufid said curtly.

      "I need you to smuggle this woman out of the city."

      Mufid stared at him in disbelief, then laughed uproariously. "Incredible! Always you come here and make insane demands, expecting me to obey without question. But now you've really done it. This time, this demand..." He threw up his hands. "The camel's back is broken. I cannot do this. Taking pictures of buildings and buying bread is one thing, but smuggling people is an entirely different matter. It is too dangerous. And you know, to be honest I am tired—to the core—of being your dog." Mufid went to the counter and stood by his son. He placed a hand around the teenager's shoulder. "You would use my son against me? Threaten to turn him in if I disobey you? Well go ahead, I say. I won't stand for your threats anymore. In fact, I would rather turn him in myself and allow the executioner to take both our heads than continue being your lowly servant."

      "I never threatened to turn him in," Ethan said in exasperation. "Look, I don't have time for this. I know you want money." He approached the counter and threw down several thousand pounds. "This is all I have. Now can we do this?"

      Mufid's eyes lit up and he quickly collected the banknotes. After he pocketed the money he said, "It is not enough."

      "I''ll bring more," Ethan said. "And write more IOUs, too, if that's what you want."

      Mufid shook his head. "As I said, you can offer all the money in the world, but what you ask is too risky. I—"

      His voice trailed off as his gaze drifted over Ethan's shoulder. Beside him, his son stared at something behind Ethan with wide, mesmerized eyes.

      Ethan turned around.

      Alzena had lifted her niqab.

      "I know someone who can do it," the son said suddenly.

      "Abdo!" Mufid said.

      "My friend has done it before," Abdo said quickly, not taking his eyes from Alzena. "Trust me, he can get her out safely."

      "How?" Ethan said, forestalling any response from Mufid.

      "My friend has a truck," Abdo said.

      "A truck," Ethan deadpanned.

      "Yes. With a custom undercarriage. My friend uses it to smuggle oil into Turkey. The undercarriage can also hide a person, instead. My friend will need money to make the journey worthwhile, of course. And to pay the proper bribes."

      Ethan glanced at the shopkeeper. "Mufid..."

      The older Syrian shifted his gaze between Alzena and Abdo, obviously torn. Though whether it was the money he was concerned about or his son, Ethan didn't know.

      "Mufid," Ethan said more firmly.

      "He is my son," the shopkeeper said finally.

      "Yes, but he is not the one doing the smuggling."

      "But if his friend is caught, he will implicate my son," Mufid insisted.

      "He won't get caught," Abdo said.

      Ethan made his tone as intimidating as he could manage. "Give him the money. Or I'll take it from you."

      Reluctantly, Mufid retrieved several bills from his pocket and handed them to his son.

      Abdo frowned. "It's not enough, father."

      Mufid glowered at Abdo, then placed several more bills into his son's open palms.

      Ethan wrote IOUs for Mufid and Alzena, to be cashed in at some future date at the nearest American embassy. He folded up each note so that only the intended recipient could see the amount; for Mufid he allotted fifty thousand US dollars. For Alzena, two hundred thousand.

      "Pieces of paper," Mufid grumbled as he pocketed his note. "Probably worth nothing."

      Ethan ignored him and turned to Abdo. "I suggest your smuggler friend wait a few days before leaving the city. Undercarriage or no, the mujahadeen are going to be on high alert over the next little while, and they'll probably search everything that comes through their checkpoints. Even if you have bribes."

      "Why, what has happened?" Abdo said.

      "I'm sure you'll be hearing about it soon enough. In the meantime, is there a place you can take her?"

      "She can't stay with us," Mufid said adamantly.

      Abdo rubbed his chin in a thoughtful manner. "My cousin lives nearby. He is a rebel, too, and will harbor her if I ask."

      "All right, good." Ethan checked the time on his cellphone. It had been almost forty minutes since he'd abandoned Suleman. Did he dare risk returning to his unit? He had made it this far, and decided he might as well go through with the rest of his seat-of-the-pants plan. First, the alibi...

      He turned toward Mufid. "Do you have a car?"

      The man nodded warily. "Out back."

      "Show me."

      Mufid unlocked the front door and went out.

      Ethan glanced at Abdo. "Move her to your cousin's residence as soon as you can."

      Abdo nodded. "When father returns."

      Ethan was about to follow Mufid when Alzena spoke.

      "Alrajil." The urgency was obvious in her voice.

      Ethan glanced at her, glad that she had used his alias instead of his real name in front of the others.

      "Thank you." Her sapphire eyes shone with unshed tears.

      Ethan nodded slowly. He didn't trust himself to say anything, or to even embrace her. He hated goodbyes.

      Instead he turned to Abdo and said: "Take care of her." He hadn't meant his voice to catch with emotion, but it did. He felt his chin quiver.

      The youth nodded. "I will."

      Ethan quickly turned away, embarrassed by the display of emotion, and joined Mufid. He heard Abdo lock the door behind them.

      The shopkeeper led Ethan around the block to the back of the building, where a red Toyota Yaris was parked in a stall.

      "Yours?" Ethan said.

      Mufid nodded.

      Ethan went to the rear of the Yaris. "Show me the spare."

      Mufid opened the hatchback, moved a portable inflator and gym bag, lifted the rear deck board, and pointed out the extra tire.

      Ethan grabbed the tool bag and dropped his body to the pavement. With the flat edge of the wheel nut wrench, he removed the hubcap on the left rear tire, then took off two of the lug nuts and set them on the ground.

      He unlocked his smartphone and handed it to Mufid. "Record a video when I say."

      Ethan reattached the PSO-1 scope to his Dragunov and slung the sniper rifle over his shoulder.

      "Zoom in so you can't see where the car is," Ethan said. "And can't tell there's no jack. Then start the video."

      Ethan began putting on the lug nuts again. He heard the characteristic beep from the cellphone that indicated a video recording was in progress.

      Wearing a big grin, Ethan glanced over his shoulder toward the camera. "This is what we do in Dawlah. We help people in need. A man's car broke down. I saw him struggling to change the tire on his own and I stopped to offer assistance." Ethan finished re-tightening the two lug nuts, then turned to fully face the cellphone. "Come to the Caliphate. Help your brother Muslims in need. It is your duty to wage jihad. Life is jihad." Aware of how ridiculous he sounded, Ethan glanced at Mufid and made a "cut it" gesture.

      Ethan checked the recording after the shopkeeper returned the phone. It was impossible to tell where the Yaris was located.

      "When the mujahadeen come to you and ask where this footage was taken," he told Mufid. "You will tell them Shbat street. Understood?"

      "Again you put me in danger," Mufid said.

      Ethan stepped forward menacingly. "What street will you tell them?"

      "Shbat street!" Mufid raised his hands defensively.

      Ethan nodded. "Good. I will bring you thirty thousand pounds when next we meet. Now get in the car and give me a ride."

      He settled into the passenger seat, not entirely sure he would live long enough to make good on his monetary promise.
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      Ethan had Mufid drop him off two blocks from Raqqa Museum and then jogged the rest of the way. He slowed down as he approached, wiping the perspiration from his face using his scarf.

      Some of the militants had begun to notice him. He could tell from the somber faces that they suspected his involvement. He had listened to the two-way radio while in the Yaris, but had caught no specific mention of his name in the chatter. The overall impression seemed to be that the incident in Clock Tower Square was the work of rebels or a competing jihadist group like Al Nusra. Then again, maybe he had simply missed his name. He'd deactivated the radio since leaving the car, after all, as he needed it off for his alibi.

      Ethan steeled himself during those last few moments of his approach. He had to be ready for anything.

      All the members of Wolf Company were looking at him. Their faces were wary, distrustful, even among those he considered his friends such as Harb and Ibrahim. Several in the group fingered the triggers of their AKs.

      Abdullah said something inaudible into his two-way radio as Ethan closed the distance.

      Suleman intercepted him. "Where were you?" The anger was obvious in his voice. "I waited, but you did not return!"

      "Just filming some social media propaganda," Ethan said, doing his best to act casual. "Like you all told me to do. Here." He reached toward his pocket.

      Several of the men raised their assault rifles outright.

      Ethan lifted his hands, palms out. "What's going on?"

      "Step back," Abdullah said.

      Ethan retreated a few paces. Then it dawned on him. "You think I have a suicide bomb? Why? Whatever for?"

      None of them answered.

      "You all know me," Ethan entreated. "I wouldn't bomb you. You are my brothers. I'm one of you." He pointed toward his pocket. "Can I? I just want to get my phone."

      Abdullah nodded.

      Ethan slowly reached into his pocket and extracted the smartphone. He loaded up the tire-changing video and extended his hand toward the closest man—Suleman.

      The militant hesitantly advanced, and snatched the phone. He watched the video, frowning, then showed it to Abdullah.

      "Where did this take place?" Abdullah said.

      "Shbat street." Situated on a direct path between the current checkpoint and where Ethan had abandoned Suleman earlier, Shbat was far enough away from Clock Tower Square that Ethan could easily deny culpability for the incident. "The motorist I helped owns a shop. He gave me his address, and told me to drop by if I ever needed anything. We can talk to him if you want."

      Abdullah's two-way radio chirped to life. "Is he the one?"

      "I am confirming his alibi," Abdullah said into the two-way radio. He checked Ethan's phone for any incriminating evidence, but there was only the one video. To Suleman, he said: "Go with Abu-Emad to this shop the motorist owns. Confirm his story."

      Suleman glowered at Ethan, then walked to a nearby pickup.

      Ethan was about to follow him when Abdullah raised a halting hand.

      "Wait," Abdullah said. "Your weapons."

      Ethan handed over the Dragunov. He had already ditched the Makarov and had no more grenades.

      "The knife, too," the emir said.

      Ethan gave him the Voron-3 knife and then he jumped into the passenger side of the Mitsubishi L200.

      "Why didn't you answer your two-way radio?" Suleman said during the drive.

      Ethan was waiting for that question. He slid the two-way radio from his belt and pretended to inspect it. He rotated the volume knob to the right, activating the radio.

      "Apparently I forgot to turn it on," Ethan told him.

      Suleman shook his head angrily. "Did you not find it strange that none of your brothers were speaking over the airwaves this morning?"

      "I honestly didn't notice," Ethan said. "I was too busy helping the shopkeeper."

      Suleman curled his lip in contempt. "You are always conveniently absent when there is an attack."

      "I don't know what you're talking about," Ethan said.

      "First the assassination of a very important civilian, and now this."

      "What do you mean, this? What happened?"

      "There was an incident. In Clock Tower Square. A woman escaped with a man. Many of our brothers died."

      Ethan shook his head. "I swear on the Quran I was not involved."

      Suleman compressed his jaw. Ethan could almost see the man's internal turmoil as he struggled to believe him. On the one hand, no devout Muslim would ever make such an oath unless it were true. On the other, an infidel would readily say something to that effect without fear of consequences.

      Finally Suleman sighed, and Ethan guessed he had decided to believe him. For the moment.

      A few moments later the Mitsubishi parked in front of the lingerie store. Ethan dearly hoped Mufid and Abdo had smuggled Alzena out by then. Perhaps it wasn't such a good idea to come there...

      He approached the door with Suleman. The sign in the window read "closed."

      Ethan shrugged. "Guess he took a break."

      Suleman tried the handle anyway. Locked. "We will wait. And if he does not return, you have no alibi and will sleep in jail tonight."

      A bright red Toyota Yaris abruptly pulled up behind the Mitsubishi pickup.

      "There he is." Ethan wasn't sure whether to feel relieved or worried at Mufid's arrival. He was risking both their lives by bringing Suleman there. If the shopkeeper made any mistakes...

      But Mufid corroborated the story perfectly, claiming Ethan had helped him on Shbat street, as instructed.

      Suleman walked to the rear hatch of the Yaris. "Open it."

      Mufid gave him a confused look. "Why?"

      "Do it!" Suleman's fingers twitched toward the Dragunov that dangled from his shoulder.

      Mufid went to the hatch.

      So Ethan's alibi was about to fail after all. When Suleman searched the cargo area he would discover that Ethan had not replaced the tire with the spare.

      Ethan reviewed several jujitsu moves in his head, and selected the one he thought would best incapacitate the militant.

      Mufid opened the hatchback.

      Ethan was about to attack, but he held back because apparently Suleman wasn't familiar with the design of the Yaris.

      "You didn't keep the old tire?" the militant asked, rummaging through the gym bag in the cargo space, seemingly unaware that the spare tire was hidden underneath the rear deck board. The handle was concealed from view by a dirty rag.

      "No," Mufid answered quickly. "I threw it out. Completely blown. Useless."

      Suleman gave Ethan one last skeptical look, then shook his head, turning away.

      Ethan frantically tilted his eyes toward the vehicle while Suleman wasn't watching, indicating that Mufid should shut the rear hatch as soon as possible. The shopkeeper readily complied.

      Suleman clicked the send button on his two-way radio and hesitated. Finally: "His alibi is sound."
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* * *

      When Suleman drove Ethan back to the checkpoint, Abdullah returned his smartphone and weapons. "Never run off like that before your duty shift again."

      "I won't," Ethan promised.

      That afternoon the occupying army of Raqqa was mobilized, and the mujahadeen, Ethan's unit included, carried out a series of raids and arrests in the suburbs beside Clock Tower Square.

      The army cordoned off the area where the fugitives were last seen on foot. The militants formed a series of roadblocks on all sides: it was assumed that someone in the neighborhood was harboring the criminals, and no vehicle or pedestrian traffic was to be allowed through in either direction, not even trucks containing produce and other foodstuffs, until the fugitives were given up. The water and electricity to the area were unceremoniously shut off.

      It was the wrong neighborhood, of course, well away from where he had actually secreted Alzena. Apparently no one had discovered the stolen Hyundai Elantra, or interviewed the driver. Still, the roadblocks were a harsh reminder for Ethan that any operation he undertook, no matter how insignificant, could have serious repercussions. Operationally, he had done nothing wrong—by saving Alzena he had followed Sam's instructions to detect, deceive, disrupt, delay, and destroy—he just hoped the citizens didn't suffer overmuch for what he had done.

      Unfortunately, the roadblocks lasted five days and only ended when the overall emir of Raqqa, Abu Lukman, issued a statement blaming the Al Qaeda-affiliated Al Nusra Front for the "regrettable occurrence in Clock Tower Square." A Syrian citizen, probably chosen at random, was executed for the crime.
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* * *

      A few days later Ethan found himself aboard one of those familiar Islamic State buses with the words Dawlah Islamiyah al Iraq wa Shaam inscribed on the side. The Islamic State of Iraq and Syria.

      Yes, you want to be a state so badly, Ethan thought. You can write it on your buses. You can put it on your compounds. But all you really are is a loosely connected group of decentralized command and control hubs manned by zealous, murdering goons who call themselves emirs.

      His unit was headed to Kobane to reinforce the fighting there. Abdullah promised it would be an easy victory. They'd go in, slaughter the Kurds, and return in a few weeks. Somehow Ethan doubted the deployment would prove so simple. But he didn't mind really. He felt he'd overstayed his tenure in Raqqa. Also, it would be good to see William and Aaron again. Assuming the operatives were still in Kobane. And alive.

      The bus wasn't part of a convoy—the militants didn't dare travel in motorcades, not with Western drones potentially patrolling the skies. There were no women aboard, either. The wives and children of Wolf Company remained in Raqqa, waiting for their husbands and fathers to someday return. Making them stay behind probably served as a form of insurance, guaranteeing that none of the married fighters would ever defect or desert. That was the theory, anyway.

      Beyond the window, the low-slung buildings of Raqqa receded on his left. He had so many bittersweet memories of the place. It was a city of repression, and yet the people were resilient; he knew they would bounce back once the Islamic State was expelled. He only hoped that whoever replaced the militants proved a little more moderate.

      He wondered if Alzena had gotten out safely. He hadn't heard anything from her since that fateful day. He'd left messages in the accounts he shared with her and Mufid, but no reply had come from either of them. He hadn't had a chance to visit Mufid in person: when the neighborhood siege was lifted, Ethan's checkpoint duty hadn't brought him close enough to the lingerie shop during the day, and it was always closed at night. He still owed the man thirty thousand pounds, but Ethan supposed the IOUs he had written him were more than enough already.

      He had to assume Alzena got out. He wouldn't allow himself to consider any other possibility. Ethan had done what he could for her; she was a strong woman and could take care of herself.

      She'd have to.

      Because she, like him, was all alone now.

      The city faded from view, replaced by the dead, empty plain.
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      Four hours later, villages composed of boxy, one or two-story concrete homes began to encroach upon the road, like gray Lego blocks put together by the mad child of some giant. All of the buildings appeared deserted.

      Ethan noted that there were fires burning on the rooftops of several houses in each village, sending plumes of smoke skyward. He wasn't sure if those fires were an aftereffect of the invasion, or set purposefully in the hopes of hiding the villages or supply lines. The thermal imaging cameras on drones and other surveillance aircraft could readily penetrate the smoke, though it did make it difficult for laser-guided ordnance to maintain a lock. GPS-guided payloads still worked fine, but that wasn't good enough for moving targets.

      The small towns appeared with increasing frequency the further north the bus traveled, until the low-slung buildings flanked them at all times. The bus driver abruptly took a detour and Ethan began to see signs of activity. Soviet Ural-4320 6x6 military trucks. Weary fighters. Blast damaged buildings.

      The bus parked beside a ramshackle gas station. Mujahadeen darted forward and opened the baggage hold to retrieve the munitions and food supplies the vehicle had transported from Raqqa. Someone dropped a cage and live chickens flew out, whooping madly.

      "Good luck, brothers," the bus driver said, opening the doors. "I will see you all again in paradise." He gave them the fist with the raised index-finger salute.

      Ethan and the others unloaded; Abdullah spoke quietly into his two-way radio and a moment later a man joined them. He looked the typical mujahid: curly Abe Lincoln beard, camouflage baseball cap, green fatigues, AK-47 slung over one shoulder. He carried a clipboard in one hand.

      He and Abdullah shook hands and kissed each other on the cheeks, then Curly Beard led the unit deeper into the village. The militant conferred quietly with Abdullah the whole time.

      Black standards hung from the walls of some buildings, proudly proclaiming the Shahada. Some houses displayed additional flags, these containing emblems chosen by the units assigned there. Skulls, scimitars and AKs seemed the most prevalent.

      As in the outlying villages, there were large conflagrations on several rooftops, sheathing the sky in smoke; Ethan passed close to a few of them and realized tires fed the flames. The heat raised the already sweltering temperature by several degrees.

      The distant echo of gunfire and mortars occasionally floated on the air; it was like listening to Fourth of July firecrackers from the suburbs. Located somewhere outside Kobane, the village was obviously the equivalent of a forward operating base, though Ethan refused to label it a FOB in his head. The Islamic State didn't deserve that honor—they lacked the proper organization and foresight required to build a proper FOB. This was just a bunch of militants crammed helter-skelter into a backwater town.

      Weary-looking mujahadeen moved past with downcast eyes. Some walked with obvious limps. Others sat in doorways or on rooftops, cleaning rifles, reading Qurans, or texting. There weren't all that many—Ethan suspected most were fighting in the city proper.

      Out of curiosity, Ethan checked his own cellphone, wondering if coverage from TurkCell penetrated into the border region. Nope.

      But a glance at FireChat told him the offline mesh network brimmed with activity. Mostly the usual inane chatter regarding the intricacies of the Quran and its applicability to sharia, but there were also a few heated discussions regarding what should be done with civilians captured in Kobane. The participants seemed limited to the village, which made sense—the mujahadeen wouldn't string themselves out between here and Kobane just to form Bluetooth repeaters for their cellphones. Those situated on the front lines were probably having very different FireChat arguments, if they were even using the app, or their smartphones, at all.

      A decrepit Soviet-era T-55 ambled past. Ethan was a little relieved to see the tank—he was worried the militants might have Abrams and Bradleys, given all the other US military equipment purloined from Iraq. Taking US-made weapons and gear was one thing, but stealing our Abrams and Bradleys, too? Well that would've been sacrilege.

      Curly Beard halted beside a house, scribbled something on his clipboard, and turned to address the unit.

      "Mecca is there," Curly Beard said significantly, pointing to the northeast. "Understood?"

      The men nodded solemnly. Curly Beard seemed satisfied with the gravity of their response; he shook Abdullah's hand one last time and left.

      The house proved unoccupied, though it was strewn with all manners of personal belongings left behind in the rush by the former occupants to flee. Clothes, photos, newspaper clippings, magazines, furniture. Abandoned memories and lost hopes.

      Ethan paused beside a portrait on a desk—a young woman wearing a hijab. Oddly, she reminded him of Alzena.

      Suleman rudely knocked over the picture so that it lay facedown on the table; he seemed pissed off that he had been forced to look at a strange woman's face.

      Ethan moved deeper into the house and chose an inconspicuous, out of the way spot for himself in a hall outside one of the bedrooms.

      Shortly thereafter the call for prayer came over the two-way radio, sung by a dulcet-voiced muezzin plucked from the jihadist ranks. The call was sorrowful: it seemed almost as if the singer wept.

      Though the unit had passed a mosque on the way, Abdullah ordered everyone to pray in the house. Probably a good idea. Mosques were obvious targets for bombers.

      Twenty minutes later an announcement came over the two-way radio, indicating that supper was ready for the units residing in "Section C" of the camp.

      Abullah sent Yasiri to retrieve the food, and the youth returned with a canvas bag stuffed full of rice and chopped chicken.

      After eating, Ethan returned to the area he'd picked out for himself and sat down. In the bedroom beside him, he saw Harb in one corner, actively engaged on his smartphone, likely using FireChat. That was probably the only place where the thirteen-year-old really felt he belonged. There he had no age, and as far as the other participants knew, he was a seasoned jihadi.

      Ethan thought of the smartphone serial numbers he had sent Sam. JSOC was likely operating with the rebels in the area—before he left, William had hinted that Doug was embedded with the Kurds. And if Doug had those serial numbers, he would know precisely where the mujahadeen of Wolf Company were, courtesy of his Stingray. Though if Sam had indeed passed the serial numbers along, it would have been with the caveat that important operatives were still embedded with the owners of said phones. Doug wouldn't send those coordinates to the bombers.

      At least, Ethan hoped he wouldn't. Wolf Company was probably out of range of the cellphone-intercepting Stingray anyway.

      He turned to the side, shielding his own smartphone with his body, and retrieved the USB stick from his backpack. He placed his Quran on the floor nearby, open to a random page for show, then extended the RF antenna on the USB and plugged it into his phone with the adapter. He launched the DIA's encrypted messaging app.

      The "members online" screen showed neither William nor Aaron's aliases. Likely they had their phones turned off to save power, though it was also possible they were out of range in Kobane. He wanted to be sure.

      He stashed the phone and USB stick in his pocket, and then clambered to his feet, making his way through the house.

      Abdullah sat by the front door with Fida'a and Suleman. The latter scowled at Ethan's approach.

      "Where are you going?" Abdullah said.

      Ethan shrugged. "I need some fresh air."

      Abdullah laughed. "It is hardly fresh. But go. Return before curfew."

      Ethan bowed his head and left.
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      Ethan exchanged "salaams" with the jihadists he saw, and eventually he bumped into Curly Beard. He asked the man where he might find William's or Aaron's unit, giving the names of their respective emirs, and Curly Beard regarded his clipboard.

      "Yes, both units returned just today." He gave directions to the two houses and sent Ethan on his way.

      William's unit was the closer of the two, so Ethan proceeded to that location first. Inside the house he found the entire company asleep on the first floor.

      The stench of FAN—feet, ass, nuts—was nearly overwhelming. Wrinkling his nose, Ethan stepped over the militants, searching the faces for his friend. The men slept so deeply that no one stirred.

      He did a double take on one of the dozing fighters. Yes, it was William. Ethan barely recognized his friend. His face was steeped in grime and swollen in several places.

      Ethan hesitated. William was probably dead tired and needed the sleep. Still, he might have new orders from Sam. Besides, Ethan wanted to let him know he had arrived.

      Keeping his distance, Ethan prodded the operative with the butt of his Dragunov. No response. He tried again, harder.

      William sat up, scrabbling madly at the rifle.

      "Easy, brother," Ethan said in Arabic, conscious of the others in the room. He slid the rifle back over his shoulder.

      William blinked wildly a few times, then recognition dawned in his eyes. He exhaled loudly, lying back.

      "You look like a camel trod over your face," Ethan said.

      "Feels about right." William agreed.

      "Been in a few fistfights?"

      William appeared confused. Then: "Oh. The lumps on my face. That's from the flies. They're everywhere on the front lines. They breed on the corpses."

      Ethan wasn't eager to pursue that line of conversation. "Where's our comrade?"

      William gave him a look that could best be described as appraising. "You just arrived?"

      "I did."

      With a sigh, William arose. He stumbled slightly, and Ethan braced him with one arm.

      Outside, William walked stiffly through the streets, leading Ethan to a one-story house on an adjacent street.

      "Our one day off and you have to disturb us like this?" Aaron complained in Arabic when Ethan roused him in a similar manner.

      After the three of them had gathered in a small clearing near the house, Ethan said, "Update me."

      Aaron scratched the insect welts on his face. "You're lucky you found us. Both our units just got back from four-day rotations on the front. We're only in camp for the one night."

      "Four-day rotation?" William told Ethan. "Aaron had it easy. My unit was out there for six days. So you're doubly lucky to find the two of us in camp."

      "Not my fault your unit was pinned," Aaron said.

      "What's it like in the city?" Ethan asked.

      "Pretty grim," William replied. "Both sides aren't afraid to commit suicide attacks. It's like fighting kamikazes, alongside kamikazes. There's just no sanctity for human life whatsoever. And any kaffir, excuse me, civilians, that are caught, well, the Islamic State either shoots them in the back of the head, or if the lucky prisoner happens to be a woman, they distribute her among the troops and gang rape her until she bleeds to death."

      Ethan cringed. "What's the point of conquering Kobane if there's no one left for them to rule?"

      "That's the thing: they don't care. They'll use the city as a garrison once they take it. Mostly they want Kobane because of its proximity to the border. That and they really hate Kurds. The religion they follow—Yazidism—well, it makes them the infidels among the infidels, apparently. And then there's the political angle. The emirs thought it would be easy for their mujahadeen to take the city. The Kurds were ill-prepared and ill-equipped, they said. When it turned out that conquering Kobane was far from easy, the emirs should have turned back. The city isn't all that important strategically. But shortly after the attack, the Obama administration began its airstrikes against Kobane. So now the Islamic State wants to make the US look bad by showing that even with air dominance, the Americans can't stop IS from conquering this small, out-of-the-way city. And even if IS loses the city in the end, they're going to draw out the battle as long as possible, again to make the West look bad."

      "I tell ya," Aaron said. "This Selous Scout thing isn't all it's cracked up to be. I signed up for this job to get away from the way wars were traditionally fought, and here I am, struggling on the front lines again. I'm thinking we have to get out of here. It's ridiculously dangerous. You ask me, we should be doing what the Brit's are doing. They drop their SAS teams in eighty klicks from an Islamic State target, drive in on ATVs, execute the target, exfil on their ATVs to the extract location, then get the hell out. That last part is the key. Get the hell out. Classic hunter-killer style ops. Like we used to do. Remember those?" He shook his head. "I don't know why Sam ever thought this was a good idea. Place three highly trained operatives in the heart of house-to-house fighting to gather intel? It's insane."

      "In Sam's defense," William said. "It was my idea to come here."

      "Sam's defense?" Aaron said. "She green-lighted your damn idea. She's happy we're here. She didn't want us staying in some backwater city where the intelligence-gathering opportunities were few and far between. She wants us in the heart of the action, where the intelligence comes fast and furious, to better perform those five D's of hers: distend, distort, and disembowel, or whatever."

      "We're making a difference in the fighting," William said. "You can't deny it. Though you're right: it's probably about time we absconded."

      Ethan spoke up. "Listen, you guys can cross over to the Kurds whenever you want and go home. But I have to stay for at least one rotation on the front. I have to do what I came to do."

      Aaron shook his head. "You'll see, my friend. You're all gung-ho now, but when you get out there you'll be wishing you'd listened to your good friend Aaron's advice."

      Ethan shrugged. "We all fought in Fallujah. How bad can it be?"

      Aaron laughed. "It's bad. At least in Fallujah we had guys fighting by our side we could trust. Guys who actually understood that all there was standing between them and the enemy were the men in their unit; guys who knew that fucking up could cost not just their own life, but the lives of everybody with them. Here, everyone wants to get themselves blown up. They take stupid risks. Muj are constantly volunteering to open doors they know could be booby-trapped. Rather than taking the time to disarm the door, or to find another way in, they just go right up and kick it down. Then there's the muj who step into the line of fire to lay down suppressive cover. They could stay crouched where they are, but no, they have to stand up, offering their entire body as bait as if it's the bravest thing in the world. All they're doing is reducing their numbers, making it harder for the rest of the unit to survive."

      Ethan nodded slowly. "Just one rotation."

      Aaron sighed. "That's how it's going to be, is it?"

      "As I said, you're free to cross over to Kurdish lines whenever you want."

      "Easier said than done," William interjected. "Besides, we're not leaving until you do."

      "Hey, speak for yourself," Aaron said.

      "You should leave," Ethan said, entirely serious. "In fact, I insist you do. The two of you have done enough. It's far too dangerous. Besides, I'm a lone wolf, remember? I can take care of myself."

      William's eyes glinted like steel. "Never tell me I should leave when one of my brothers is staying behind in the line of fire."

      Aaron sighed. "Shit. You and your misguided sense of duty. And I'm talking about the both of you." That was Aaron's way of saying he was staying, too.

      Ethan felt he wasn't entirely grasping the gravity of the situation, but he refused to back down. He had to stay for at least one rotation. He wasn't kidding about what he'd said. He had come here to gather intel, and that was what he intended to do.

      He heard the roar of a fighter jet overhead, and glanced skyward, but the thick smoke obscured the stars. He wondered why the bombers didn't simply target the fires with their thermal imagers. Then again, with so many blazes out there in the outlying villages, they would have no idea as to the actual location of the camp.

      "Western jets?" Ethan said. "Or Assad's MiGs?"

      "Western," William said, rubbing his eyes in an obvious struggle to stay awake. "Assad's staying out of this one."

      "What about Doug, did we ever hear from him?"

      "Doug's embedded with the Kurds," William said. "You'll see him online when you deploy your RF antenna in Kobane. We've been getting excellent reception from the rooftops in the city. Aaron and I have been able to communicate up to three miles away. Doug probably has a slightly more powerful transmitter and receiver, of course, so he doesn't have to get too close to the Kurdish front to stay in contact. Or maybe he's placed a few repeaters here and there."

      "Knowing Doug, he's probably coming right to the front anyway," Ethan said. "You've been able to send him actionable intelligence, right? You said you were making a difference in the fighting."

      Aaron was the one who answered. "Sometimes the bombers accept the targets we send. Sometimes they don't. Depends on the moods of the pilots, I guess."

      "That means yes," William said. "We've sent a ton of actionable intelligence."

      "Good. You've been transmitting your own coordinates as no-fire zones, I assume?"

      "We have," William agreed. "And so far the B-1B Lancers and whatnot have actually obeyed those. But you never know with the Air Force. They've been known to confuse 'no-fire' with 'fire.'"

      "I'm just surprised you haven't targeted the forward camp here, yet," Ethan said.

      "Actually we did." Aaron scratched an ugly bite above his beard. "This is the new forward camp. The old one had the shit bombed out of it while we were on the front, thanks to our intel."

      "Good job."

      Aaron shrugged.

      Ethan figured he'd interrogated his fellow operatives enough for the night, so he walked his friends to their respective lodgings and bid them goodnight. Then he made his way back to his own barracks and lay down. He was lulled to sleep by the distant sounds of sporadic machine gun fire and mortar explosions.

      The next morning, after prayers and a breakfast of nuts and rice, Abdullah gave a short speech.

      "Today we go to the front lines, my wolves," the emir said. "By following the path of jihad, inshallah, you shall all be granted a place in the garden of paradise. A place as vast as the world itself. A place with pristine blue lakes and pure emerald fields lying between mountains of musk, with golden palaces in the sky grander than anything man could ever make. A place where there is no war, and the peace of Allah rules all." He shifted his gaze from face to face. "Remain pure of heart my wolves. Fight the infidels, the enemies of Allah, without fear, because what we do here is right and just." He patted his M16A4. "With these we will remove all tyrants. With these we will erase all borders. With these we will establish a worldwide Caliphate. Die well!"

      "Takbir!" Suleman shouted.

      "Allahu akbar!" the group responded.

      "Takbir!"

      "Allahu akbar!"

      "Takbir!"

      "Allahu akbar!"
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      Wolf Company marched through the streets toward the north side of the village. The smoke was billowing in full force from the rooftops, blotting out the sky.

      The unit arrived at what could best be described as a pre-staging area. Several Kia pickup trucks idled in a row along a wide street. The members of Wolf Company hopped into the beds of two of those trucks, while other mujahadeen loaded into the remaining vehicles.

      The leftmost pickup drove away, and the next vehicle in line waited half a minute before following. The succeeding pickups departed in turn after similar delays, until all of them were traveling en route to the city in a long, strung-out convoy. The vehicles had to circumnavigate several blast craters along the way. Potholes were prevalent, too, jolting the occupants almost constantly. The fires blazed on the rooftops around them.

      Eventually the convoy reached what could be termed a staging area. At the edge of a village, heavy artillery in the form of long-barreled Type 59-1 Field Guns were spread in a wide row, ready to lay down covering fire. There was scant protection beyond—according to Ethan's offline map, the border of Kobane lay about a mile ahead, and no buildings resided between the village and there. He could see the city up ahead, past that gap, sprawling ominously on the plains.

      The pickups lined up in pairs, grouped by unit. When the last set of vehicles arrived, the Field Guns began to fire. Their targets appeared to be near the center of Kobane, judging from the smoke and debris that spewed skyward from the city. More artillery launched into Kobane from a rocky knoll just south of the city, which the offline map labeled "Mistenur Hill."

      The two pickups in front suddenly accelerated, racing across that empty region between the village and the outskirts of Kobane. The next trucks in line advanced to fill the gap, halting at the village edge. The succeeding vehicles slid forward and revved their engines impatiently.

      The next pair took off about a minute later. And the subsequent group a minute after that.

      Wolf Company's turn finally came. Ethan's pickup broke free of the village and raced toward Kobane, competing with its twin to be the first into the city. The militants with him appeared eager. Excited. On the road, returning trucks raced past.

      He glanced uncertainly at the sky, which was open, and free of smoke. He knew a bomb could strike anytime. Indeed, he saw the crisscrossing exhaust left behind by several jets.

      And then they breached the eastern perimeter of the city. Low-lying concrete buildings similar to the ones in the outlying villages hemmed the pickup on all sides. Closely packed white brick exteriors, flat rooftops, broken windows. Notable was the absence of any burning tires—the militants were probably too busy getting shot at to set up rooftop blazes. Or maybe they'd simply run out of tires.

      The pickups abruptly pulled to a stop and Ethan and the others jumped out. Several militants waiting in a long queue by the side of the road immediately boarded the vacated truck beds and the vehicles turned around and accelerated back the way they had come. The exhausted-looking men who remained in the queue were probably returning from the front lines.

      Ethan watched as the emir of another freshly-arrived unit moved between his troops, pumping epinephrine directly into their hearts with a US-issue autoinjector. The epinephrine basically turned them into berserker units—it would take several shots to down those men until the effects wore off. One young fighter collapsed after the injection, probably suffering a cerebral hemorrhage from the sudden spike in blood pressure.

      Ethan couldn't help but smile at the hypocrisy of it. The Islamic State banned those under its rule from smoking or drinking alcohol, but injecting your heart with epinephrine was perfectly acceptable. Oh sure, some sheik had probably issued a fatwa permitting the hormone for jihad, but the irony wasn't lost on Ethan.

      Abdullah led the unit down a side street. A couple of technicals—Kia 4000s cab overs with Soviet ZU-2 anti-aircraft artilleries in their beds—sped past, heading west toward the front. Wolf Company piled behind a T-55 that was slowly advancing toward the city center. Ethan and the others crouched low, letting the tank guide them in.

      He spotted the odd sentinels perched on the rooftops alongside the black standards of the Islamic State, and the occasional technicals positioned at intersections, anti-aircraft guns pointed at the sky.

      Kobane. A city founded in the wake of suffering. After the Ottoman Empire's Armenian Genocide of 1915, refugees started a village near a train station on the Konya-Baghdad Railway. They named their city Kobane, or "company," after the German company that had built that portion of the railway. Kobane had grown to a population of forty-five thousand by 2004, though when combined with the population of the outlying villages, its citizens had numbered in the hundreds of thousands. Those numbers began to drop with the 2011 civil war, and when the Islamic State invaded, the population levels nosedived. Most of the inhabitants fled north across the border into Turkey.

      Ethan regarded the white brick buildings around him uncertainly. The damage alternated between moderate and extreme. In the moderate cases, the white-brick buildings bore machine gun marks and rocket cavities, with only the occasional collapsed structure among them. In the extreme examples, the damage was surreal. He'd be walking along a seemingly ordinary street when all of a sudden the buildings would recede, replaced by an avenue whose structures were completely torn open and gutted as far as the eye could see, the asphalt a jumble of concrete, rebar, mattresses, clothes, TVs and other personal belongings, with bodies burnt beyond recognition thrown into the mix.

      The frequency of ravaged buildings and blast-damaged roadways increased the farther into Kobane the unit went, bearing witness to the relentless mortar and artillery barrage the Islamic State had inflicted upon the city. That the defenders had yielded territory before such a horrendous assault was not surprising.

      The T-55 took a left, turning south, and Wolf Company abandoned it to proceed westward alone through the rubble. There were more fallen buildings than intact ones, there. The desolate landscape looked like something out of a post-apocalyptic nightmare. Blankets and tarps hung from cloth-lines looped between the few standing buildings, shielding the unit from enemy snipers. The sounds of shelling and impacts grew louder the further west the company traveled.

      The group reached an open area and dashed across the street. They should have used bounding overwatch, Ethan thought, where half the platoon stayed behind and provided overwatch while the others moved forward, but Ethan wasn't about to start making strategic suggestions, not unless his life was in imminent danger. He was embedded with the enemy, after all, and he wasn't sure yet how much he actually wanted to help them.

      Abdullah made Wolf Company hug the line of buildings as he headed northwest. In a reversal of the trend, most of the structures proved intact, there. Ahead, several platoons of mujahadeen were queued against the edge of an intersection. Artillery shells from the Field Guns outside of town were battering the neighborhood beyond. The rumble of exploding matter was almost deafening.

      Abdullah glanced over his shoulder at his unit and smiled widely. "They are softening up the Kurds for us!" he shouted. It seemed risky as hell to be that close to the barrage, but none of the militants seemed to mind.

      Upon the rooftops at either side, Ethan saw mortar men adding to the assault by repeatedly dropping 82mm shells into their Soviet M-37 mortars. He spotted DShK machine guns mounted behind sandbags on some of the buildings, and these fired randomly into the same general area.

      The main artillery bombardment abruptly ceased. The mortar men and machine gunners noticed a few moments later and stopped firing in turn.

      The front became eerily quiet.

      Ethan could feel the tension in the air. It was almost electric.

      "Go go go!" came the order over the two-way radios.

      The mujahadeen queued at the edge of the intersection diffused into the ravaged neighborhood like termites spreading over a burnt log.

      The house-sweeping had begun.

      Abdullah split the group into two squads and gave Suleman command of the second.

      Ethan was part of Abdullah's squad. The emir led them past the collapsed houses beyond the front, which he inspected only cursorily. He paused before an intact building sandwiched between two caved homes. The squad lined up on either side of the doorway, backs to the wall.

      Abdullah waved Baghdadi forward.

      The Tunisian slid in front of the door and kicked it open.

      The next thing he knew, Ethan was sitting on the ground about five feet away with a sudden pounding headache. Fida'a lay on top of him. Ibrahim, underneath.

      He shoved Fida'a off of him and helped Ibrahim stand. Everyone was accounted for save Baghdadi—the only sign of the Tunisian were the simmering boots still standing in the obliterated doorway.

      "Zarar, Sab," Abdullah pointed at the charred entrance.

      The two of them maneuvered inside. The big man went low, Sab high.

      "Clear!" Sab said, peering out the door. That was a mistake: the moment he spoke the word he shook violently, and chunks of gore spat from his chest in multiple places.

      Zarar unleashed his assault rifle at an unseen attacker inside the house as Sab collapsed.

      "Now it is clear." Zarar dragged the lifeless body of Sab out of the way.

      "Don't touch anything," Abdullah said. "Booby traps could be anywhere."

      The squad split up and cleared the remaining rooms. Ethan kept back, happy to let the others martyr themselves, but they encountered no further resistance.

      He heard an explosion in the next room, followed by, "I'm okay!"

      Ibrahim emerged, covered in soot. He was grinning sheepishly. "Found a booby trap."

      Ethan shook his head. The youth was lucky to be alive.

      In the main room lay a bricked up staircase.

      Fida'a rushed forward, sledgehammer in hand. In moments he'd broken through.

      Zarar went first, poking his head and upper body through the trapdoor in the ceiling. "Clear!" he shouted down.

      The others climbed the stairs onto the roof, where they crouched and fanned out.

      The eastern rim had small crenelations filed into the stone, probably by Kurdish snipers. The western rim, which faced the town center, didn't have any.

      "Sniper," Abdullah commanded.

      Ethan low-crawled to the emir, who lay prostrate on the northwest corner of the roof. The man was peering past the rim. Ethan followed his gaze; he had a clear view of the street from there.

      "Stay here," Abdullah told him. "Provide cover."

      Ethan nodded. He was just about to suggest the same thing. And not because he wanted to cover Wolf Company.

      The others absconded the roof.

      Ethan settled into an overwatch position. Below, he saw mortar men and machine gunners following the house-sweeping squads. Some of the DShK gunners set up at the intersections, while the mortar men joined the squads inside the buildings and took up residence on the cleared rooftops.

      Ethan was used to sniping in teams of three, taking turns with another sniper while a heavy gunner guarded the rear. While that setup worked well, Ethan was glad to be alone in that particular situation. It allowed him to perform certain clandestine duties.
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      Ethan plugged the USB stick into his smartphone via the adapter, extended the RF antenna, and activated the DIA messaging app. Death Adder and Constrictor were online. Like Ethan, William and Aaron were the designated snipers in their platoons, and had ample time alone to set up their smartphones.

      A third member was online. Black Mamba. Doug.

      Hey mambo man, Ethan sent. Ready to dance?

      Always, came the reply. Good to see you finally joined the party, Copperhead.

      Ethan sent his GPS coordinates to Doug. No fire zone, please.

      What's that? Fire zone? Transmitting to the Lancers now...

      Funny, Ethan sent back. Did Death Adder send the coords to the new forward camp yet?

      He did. But I'll need you to confirm your location.

      Ethan did so.

      The ground rumbled a few minutes later.

      Forward camp is no more, Doug sent.

      Ethan scanned the enemy lines through his 4x scope. Far to the west he saw a single Kurdish rebel hiding behind a concrete Jersey barrier beside the rubble of a collapsed building. Ethan had a clear shot but he didn't take it.

      He moved on to the Islamic State units. Militants breaking down doors, taking fire, dying. He felt no emotion for them. None whatsoever. They had come here to die in jihad. They were achieving that dream.

      He spotted a group of militants pinned down behind the rubble of a collapsed building. A Kurdish machine gunner shot at them from behind a hole hammered into the third floor of an apartment across from them. Ethan had somewhat of a shot, but again chose not to fire. He had resolved only to kill Kurds if his own life was at stake.

      He swept the scope to the left. There. He spotted what he was looking for. A cluster of Islamic State militants were rushing inside a municipal building in a nearby neighborhood. Several of them began to congregate on the rooftop, and used the strategic position to shoot down at the Kurdish lines. Mortars and DShKs were erected in force.

      Ethan grabbed the USB stick and was about to activate the laser pointer, but he paused first to check his flanks: a couple of mortar men lurked on the rooftops of an adjacent street, but that was it. There were probably a few Islamic State snipers that he couldn't see, though he doubted any of them were paying him any attention. Even if they did spot him, they would assume he was using some kind of laser range finder to aid with his sniping. They were used to the mishmash of foreign equipment, and certainly wouldn't be able to discern his target, not from their locations.

      He pointed the USB's laser toward the municipal building. Useless. He couldn't see the laser dot at all from that distance. He retrieved the modded TruPulse 360 laser range finder instead and peered through the eyepiece. Much better. He shaded the unit with his free hand, not wanting the sun glinting off the lenses; Aaron claimed the device had an anti-reflective coating, but Ethan wasn't all that trusting of it—most coatings still reflected at least some light.

      He recorded the target's position. The building was a little under six hundred meters away. Not the safest radius from an airstrike, but Ethan decided to transmit the coordinates to Doug anyway.

      Got some grub for you, Ethan sent Black Mamba. Recommend a thousand pounder.

      He wasn't familiar with the precise inventory of a B-1B Lancer, but he figured with that advice, the bomber would probably deliver something like a GBU-16, a laser-guided JDAM dropped in pairs or multiples.

      Send the grub. I'm forever hungry, came the reply.

      Ethan messaged William and Aaron and confirmed their positions first. Doug would perform the same location verification—it never hurt to double- or even triple-check, not when the lives of friendlies were on the line.

      When he was done, Ethan set down the smartphone and returned to scanning the fray.

      A few minutes later the high-pitched keen of two bombs pierced the air, followed by two near simultaneous explosions. The blastwave was deafening, and sent building fragments over his head. A piece of cement slammed into the ledge beside him about a meter from his head. Perhaps he had been located a little too close after all.

      The target had vanished in a cloud of dust and smoke, along with most of the surrounding buildings. The dust cloud overcame his own position, and he covered the lower half of his face with the scarf, trying to form an impromptu air filter. Didn't work very well.

      He suspected the Lancer had ignored his recommendation and dropped a couple of two-thousand pound GBU-31s instead.

      Damn it.

      When the smoke finally cleared about ten minutes later, he saw that the municipal building—and the militants on it—had been completely flattened, and although the surrounding buildings had suffered fragmentation and shrapnel damage the structures were relatively intact. Everything was coated in a fine layer of cement dust, including himself.

      He returned his attention to the front. Most of the Islamic State squads and fire teams had advanced to the next block by then. Ethan decided to move forward. He climbed down the stairs, slunk through the streets, and chose a new house whose cratered entrance was surrounded by body parts.

      "Abu-Emad, where are you?" Abdullah's voice came over the two-way after Ethan had settled in along the western edge of the new rooftop.

      "Just moved to a new forward position, emir," Ethan said, then described it. Abdullah detailed his own location, and Ethan picked him out with his scope. "I see you. Got you covered."

      Throughout the day Ethan sent along four more GPS coordinates. He'd learned his lesson after the first strike, and made sure the bigger targets were at least a thousand meters away. Even so, twice no bombs fell at all, once the strikes landed an hour too late, and the fourth time a couple of five-hundred pound GBUs actually dropped on cue, plinking two technicals placed conveniently close together. Other airstrikes fell in the surrounding neighborhoods, presumably guided by William and Aaron, or the Kurds.

      Ethan avoided targeting any positions near Wolf Company. It was one thing to kill men he didn't know, and another entirely to eliminate those he'd worked with, even if they were on the wrong side. He doubted Doug would target them, either, even if he had their serial numbers on his Stingray, because of Ethan's proximity to the company. Besides, they seemed eager enough to kill themselves on their own. Ethan wondered how many of them would be alive when he got back.

      Ethan turned off his phone between targeting opportunities to conserve battery power. When he eventually returned to the forward camp he would have to seek out a diesel generator.

      A DJI Phantom 2 flew over the city at one point. One of the foreign fighters had apparently smuggled the camera-carrying consumer drone into Syria. It flew dangerously close to the front lines; the Kurds must have picked it out shortly after Ethan had, because a few seconds later the off-the-shelf quadcopter scooted skyward, ostensibly to avoid gunfire. Or maybe it was one of the infamous flyaways the model was known for. Whatever the case, the Phantom must have been struck because it lost altitude shortly thereafter and plummeted to the streets below. Ethan never saw it again.

      When darkness fell he returned to his unit, which sheltered in one of the cleared homes. Without proper night vision clip-ons and infrared WeaponLights or AN/PEQ-2s they couldn't continue the house sweep until morning.

      There had been two other casualties that day. Fifteen-year-old Yasiri and big Zarar. Though the latter had been the emir's oldest friend, Abdullah seemed in good spirits. As did the others. Why shouldn't they be? The fallen were enjoying the well-deserved fruits of paradise.

      The men placed heavy blankets over the windows, then Abdullah activated a flashlight. He produced two pairs of AN/PVS-7 night vision goggles from his backpack. He gave one of them to Ibrahim, whom he ordered to the rooftop, and the other to Raheel, whom he dispatched to the front door.

      The rest of the unit prayed. There had been no time to do so during the day—a fatwa allowed them to skip prayer during the fighting, of course.

      Suleman assured them he knew the direction to Mecca. Ethan almost laughed—he was in a war zone, and praying to Allah in the proper orientation seemed the least of his concerns. Then again, God was potentially the only one protecting him from a random bullet or shrapnel fragment to the head.

      After prayer they sat back and ate cold rice with pieces of chicken chopped into it, stored in a canvas bag. Fida'a had apparently retrieved the meal at dusk, along with several canteens of water, traveling back to the eastern perimeter of Kobane to grab the food from one of the delivery vehicles.

      After dinner the militants found spots for themselves on the bare floor and prepared to sleep. Swatting flies, Ethan sat near Abdullah, and watched enviously as the emir produced an AN/PVS-22 Universal Clip-On Night Sight from his pack and attached it to the forward rail of his M16A4, in front of the ACOG 4x32mm fixed mag scope.

      Apparently noticing his jealous gaze in the dim light, Abdullah said, "What? I have given out night vision goggles for the watch to use."

      "But they can't shoot with them," Ethan complained. Not easily, anyway.

      Abdullah shrugged. "If the watch spots something, they will call me."

      Great plan.
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* * *

      Ibrahim awakened Ethan three hours later and he took his shift on the rooftop with the NV goggles. The time passed uneventfully. The streets were utterly quiet that night.

      Ethan's face felt itchy, and when he scratched he felt pain. He realized he'd received his first batch of fly bites while he slept. It took all his volition to resist scratching for the duration of his watch.

      When the three hours were up he went downstairs and chose Suleman as the next rooftop watchstander. Though flies buzzed around him, he fell asleep almost immediately.

      Morning came and Wolf Company headed west to queue up behind other Islamic State units, waiting for the latest artillery pre-assault to end. When the barrage on the adjacent neighborhood stopped, the units quickly fanned out.

      Ethan soon found himself in an overwatch position on a rooftop not all that different from his previous hides. His cheeks and forehead felt itchier than ever.

      Aaron didn't check in that morning. Ethan sincerely hoped he was all right. William assuaged his fears, telling him via the encrypted messenger that Aaron probably simply hadn't had a chance to leave his unit yet. Whatever the case, Ethan and William couldn't designate any targets until Aaron contacted them, because their friend might be among any militant positions marked for bombing.

      Around the middle of the day, right after Ethan had switched hides—and before he had a chance to update Doug with his position—the Islamic State lines were abruptly pushed back. Squads and fire teams fled on all sides. The Kurds were making a concerted sally forward: scores of them had been holed up within the nearby homes and apartment buildings, and swarmed onto the streets like fire ants from a disturbed nest.

      Before he knew what had happened, the Kurdish front had swept right past his hide, trapping him behind their lines.

      He watched Kurdish trucks roll forward, towing artillery. Mortar men set up and launched shells at the fleeing Islamic State militants. Kurdish fighters moved from building to building, performing their own house cleaning operations.

      Ethan's radio squawked to life. "Abu-Emad, what is your status?" It was Abdullah.

      He ducked beneath the rim of the building and turned down the volume of his two-way. "Trapped behind enemy lines. You?"

      "The same." Abdullah described the position of his squad.

      Ethan carefully peered past the rooftop edge and surveyed the area through his scope. He couldn't find the squad's location at first, but when the emir mentioned he was two homes away from a group of house-clearing Kurds, Ethan spotted the rundown place immediately.

      "I see it."

      The Kurds were quickly closing on Abdullah's location.

      "Can you help us?" the emir said over the radio.

      Ethan wasn't sure what to do. Should he let the Kurds assassinate his team? In theory the answer was yes. But what about Ibrahim and Harb? A sixteen-year-old and a thirteen-year-old. Just kids. Friends, even.

      Intending to contact Doug, Ethan grabbed his smartphone and USB stick, but as he distractedly telescoped the antenna the Kurds formed up in front of the house where the Wolf Company squad was hidden. There was no time to reach Doug.

      Ethan dropped the phone and lined up his targeting reticule over the Kurds. The men had taken places on either side of the front door, which was slightly ajar.

      The Kurd nearest the door kicked it open; bullets riddled his body from within the house.

      Ethan chose a Kurdish target. His finger twitched on the trigger, but he didn't fire.

      "Abu-Emad, can you help us?" Abdullah asked again, more urgently.

      The Kurds nearest the door unleashed covering fire into the foyer, while another Kurd dashed across the street. When he was opposite the home, the fighter lifted an M79 Osa rocket launcher.

      "Yes," Ethan whispered. He terminated the Kurdish rocketeer, and in rapid succession shot two more men by the doorway. The Dragunov reports echoed loudly from the surrounding buildings.

      He heard a shout from below. A Kurdish mortar man had spotted him.

      Ethan ducked beneath the building's edge. A soft thud drew his attention to the terrace immediately beside him.

      A grenade had landed on the rooftop.
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      Ethan snatched up his cellphone and USB stick and then rolled away from the grenade. He fell through the trapdoor and the bomb detonated as he passed inside.

      He landed on the stairs and slid down several steps, jarring his back and neck. He arose unsteadily, dismissing the friction burns to his exposed hands, and descended the rest of the way to the first floor. In the kitchen, he leaped over a table—cognizant that it might be booby trapped—and dove through a shattered window to land in the alley between the home and its neighbor.

      He slunk to the edge of the house and remembered to turn off his radio before he peered past. At the front of the building, two Kurds had assumed positions beside the entrance. He watched one of the rebels enter high, the other low.

      Ethan doubled-timed from the alley, heading north, hugging the line of houses. He heard the sudden belt-whip of incoming bullets—shards broke away from the bricks beside him.

      He dove into a nearby house, through a door hanging off its hinges. He moved away from the entrance and crouched beneath the broken front window. He lifted the barrel of his Dragunov experimentally, placing it slightly higher than the windowsill...

      The reports of an AK sounded from the street outside and wood splintered from the window frame above him. He pulled the Dragunov back down.

      Pinned.

      He slunk deeper into the house—a rocket propelled grenade detonated in the foyer behind him. The explosion hurled him into the hallway beyond.

      He hurried toward the rear of the home; the back door window revealed two Kurdish troops standing outside, about to break in. He raised his Dragunov to take them out when gunfire erupted from the fore of the house. Bullets zinged past.

      He leaped to the side, into the closest available room. A lavatory. The smell of raw sewage from the backed-up toilet was nearly overwhelming. Hopefully, any attackers coming into the room would flinch at the stench, giving him a half-second advantage.

      He splashed through the inch deep sewage and vaulted into the empty tub. He turned around so that he was lying on his back and then aimed his Dragunov at the entrance. The weapon was overkill at that range, but he had nothing else.

      He heard movement in the hall beyond. The shadow on the wall told him a rebel lurked immediately outside the room. Judging from the shifting of that shadow, his opponent was pieing the room—moving his body in an arc to slowly scan for aggressors, a technique prescribed by many urban tacticians.

      You should have just tossed a grenade, bro, Ethan thought.

      A sliver of his foe became visible in the doorway and Ethan fired.

      The piece of the man vanished from view and Ethan heard a wet thud. Glancing over the rim of the bathtub, he saw the dead Kurd bleeding out on the sewage-soaked carpet beside the entrance.

      Someone shouted unintelligibly in Kurdish nearby. Another shadow appeared on the wall, but before the next man could present himself, gunshots came from the far side of the house. The shadow retreated.

      More shouts. More gunfire. Screams of pain. Two final shots. Silence.

      He heard muted footfalls, and the harsh whisper of guttural Arabic.

      "Brothers?" Ethan shouted in the same tongue.

      "Yes," came the response.

      Ethan abandoned the tub and sloshed through the sewage. Warily, he peered past the doorway. Three Islamic State militants were spread out at different points in the hall. They wore balaclavas with the Shahada written on it. Their assault rifles were aimed at him, but they lowered the weapons almost immediately. Ethan was suddenly glad he was wearing his own Shahada headband.

      Behind the militants he saw the body of another Kurdish rebel. Glancing toward the front of the house, he spotted two more fallen Kurds.

      "Thank you, brothers," Ethan said. "They had me pinned."

      "Come, we retake the line!" the closest man said. He had a Tunisian accent.

      Ethan joined them, glad to leave that foul-smelling bathroom behind; together they cleared the home and then returned to the street.

      Outside, other Islamic State squads ducked from house to house, clearing out any trapped Kurds. He saw some mujahadeen set up a DShK in the middle of the street and open fire at a Kurdish position further to the west.

      He cleared another home with his new group and adopted a sniper position on the rooftop. As he scanned the road he spotted Kurdish rebels all over the place—trapped behind bullet-ridden pickups, Jersey barriers, piles of rubble, or inside doorways. Ethan resisted taking a potshot at any of them. Still, he made sure to keep a very low profile.

      He radioed Abdullah and discovered, incredibly, that both Wolf Company squads had held out, and suffered no casualties. The emir thanked Ethan for the aid he had rendered.

      The fighting continued all that day, proving intense at times, but as dusk approached the militants finally regained the territory lost to the Kurds.

      Aaron checked-in before Ethan was about to shut down for the day. Because of a shortage of men, Aaron had been corralled into the house clearing; when the line had collapsed, he was pinned with his unit, and couldn't activate his RF antenna without drawing attention.

      At that point Ethan realized William and Aaron's original assessments were correct: it was far too dangerous for operatives like themselves to function on the front lines. He decided that after his tenure on the front was done, he'd definitely get the hell out. His final gift to the Islamic State would be the bombing of their new forward camp, whose location he would discover when his unit rotated out of Kobane. He urged William and Aaron to leave sooner, but they refused to abandon him.

      That evening, after he rejoined Wolf Company, Ethan sat near Harb, who read the Quran on his cellphone while he waited for Raheel to fetch supper and water.

      "Salaam," Ethan said.

      "Salaam," the thirteen-year-old replied. Though he smiled, Ethan could sense the weariness in the boy.

      "How was your day?" Ethan said.

      Harb glanced at Abdullah, who lounged across the room, and lowered his voice. "Terrible. Abdullah won't let me fight. He always makes me stay back, guarding the rear."

      Ethan nodded in pretend commiseration. "How would you like to wage real jihad?"

      Harb's eyes widened. "What do you mean, Abu-Emad?"

      "I have been entrusted with a secret operation by the Caliph Baghdadi himself, Prince of the Faithful, and I want you to help me. Would you like that?"

      The youth's eyes widened naively. "Yes! Tell me what I must do."

      "First, you must swear to secrecy on the Quran. No one else can know of this."

      The youth held out his phone, which had the Quran app still active on it, and placed his right palm over the screen. "I swear, by Allah and the Quran, under threat of eternal damnation, that I will tell no one of this mission."

      "Good. I will let you know what to do in a few days."

      Harb's brow furrowed. "Can't you tell me now?" The impatience of youth.

      "No. I said in a few days."

      Harb sighed. "Okay. Thank you, I guess."

      Ethan had resolved to save Harb. The youth was far too young to die. Though how he would explain to the thirteen-year-old that they were going to travel among the infidels, Ethan had no idea.

      He noticed Suleman's suspicious gaze. Had the man been watching him the whole time? Best not to linger beside Harb too long; he didn't need Suleman questioning the youth later.

      Ethan was about to leave when Harb spoke again, his voice little more than a whisper.

      "This operation was entrusted to you by the Prince of the Faithful himself?"

      Ethan nodded gravely. He glanced at Suleman, but the man had returned his attention to the Quran in his lap. Good.

      Harb smiled, though it seemed touched by sadness. "We're going to be martyrs, aren't we?"

      Ethan hesitated, then gave the answer he thought the kid was looking for. "Yes."

      Harb's eyes assumed a distant look. He lay back contentedly. "When I die, all of my virgins are going to look like Brenda Locks."

      Ethan chuckled softly at the irony. "Brenda Locks? The kaffir Hollywood actress?"

      Harb grinned mischievously. "Yes."

      "How does a youth of your age, living here, even know about Brenda Locks?"

      "Oh I know, believe me." He had a sly look in his eye. Ethan suspected one of the older jihadis had been showing him videos on his phone. "Some of the virgins will be blond Brenda Locks'. Some will be brunette. Some black-haired. But they will all be her. Pearl eyes, white skin, supple breasts, forever wet vaginas."

      Ethan shook his head, unable to hide a smile.

      "Each time I bed her," Harb continued. "No matter what version I choose, I will always find her a virgin again. And I won't have to rest, because my erection will be eternal. Yes, that is quite literally paradise."

      Ethan grinned sadly, because the youth was completely serious. He ruffled Harb's hair and left him to his reading.
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* * *

      The third day proved slow. After two useless hides, Ethan decided to try something taller, and ended up at a mosque. He made his way through the burned-out insides, climbing the counter-clockwise spiral staircase of the minaret. When he reached the topmost balcony he found another sniper already using the location.

      The man was lying prostrate on his back, rifle barrel pointed at Ethan. "Salaam."

      "Salaam," Ethan answered warily.

      "What brigade are you part of?" the militant asked in a Lebanese accent.

      "Wolf. Under Emir Abdullah Hazir Al-Afghani."

      Apparently he believed Ethan, because he lowered the rifle.

      "What about you?" Ethan said.

      "Emir Haadi's Swords," the man replied proudly. He shoved the barrel through a gap in the stone banister and peered through the scope. For the first time, Ethan realized the weapon was an M24A2 sniper rifle.

      "I am Abu-Osama," the man added.

      Of course you are, Ethan thought. "Abu-Emad."

      Ethan stepped beneath the muqarnas decorating the roof-like canopy and sat down behind Osama. He didn't want to get too close to the rail in case some Kurdish sniper was milling the balcony.

      "Where are you from?" Ethan said, eying the man's weapon enviously.

      "Amrika." America.

      Ethan resisted the urge to answer in English. "Your Arabic is very good."

      "I was born to Lebanese immigrants in Detroit."

      Ah.

      "Jihad is our duty," Ethan said.

      "Jihad is our duty," Osama agreed. "I made my hegira last year. Traveled to Beirut to meet my two cousins. The three of us crossed into Syria. Operatives from Jabhat Al Nusra helped us through territory controlled by the Assad pig, as well as rebel-owned lands. We joined Al Nusra, but then our commander switched sides to the Islamic State."

      Ethan nodded. "Where are the two cousins who came with you?"

      "Paradise," Osama said proudly. "I will join them soon, Allah willing."

      Ethan debated whether to expedite the man's journey to paradise. It was his operational duty to disrupt and destroy Islamic State targets from within. That included targets from heads of state to snipers. No cog on the Islamic State terror machine was considered too small—the sniper might someday be responsible for the death of American citizens if the US ever decided to put boots on the ground. Besides, that M24 would fit nicely in Ethan's arsenal. And as an added bonus, he didn't know the man, so he wouldn't feel guilt.

      He quietly pointed his Dragunov at the back of Osama's head.

      "I sometimes dream of my home in Detroit," Osama said without looking at him. "The wife I left. The small child. I want to go back, but I am afraid the American government will arrest me. So I stay." He sighed. "My brothers in the Caliphate are all I have left now. Men like you. I am proud to have you at my side. Very proud. When I see you again when you are standing before the gates to paradise, I will tell Allah, that man fought beside me for what is right and good. That man fought for Islam."

      Feeling like a scumbag, Ethan lowered the rifle. He didn't need to brutally execute the man, and certainly not merely to assume ownership of some rifle he coveted. The chances Osama might someday kill a US soldier were minuscule anyway.

      Ethan bid the jihadi farewell and in twenty minutes he had attained another hide, a bedroom on the top floor of a three-story apartment.

      Over the secure chat application he once more asked William and Aaron to leave, but his fellow operatives refused to obey. Ethan told them it didn't make sense for them to stay, and he promised to join them as soon as he got the coordinates of the new forward camp for the bombers.

      Can't abandon you, bro, Aaron sent back as Constrictor. We're staying. We're in this together.

      He's right, Death Adder added. If something happened and you needed immediate exfil, having us on the other side makes getting to you a helluva lot more difficult.

      Half an hour before dusk, Ethan made his way back to his unit. He'd targeted just two buildings for Doug that day, and only one bomb had actually dropped.

      When he rejoined Wolf Company, he noticed three missing members.

      "Where's Ibrahim?" Ethan said, concerned for the sixteen-year-old.

      "Shot. Raheel brought him back for medical treatment."

      "What about Jabal?" Ethan asked.

      "Dead."

      An urgent notice came over the two-way radios. "The infidels are pushing forward near Forty-Eighth Street. All units in the area, attack! I repeat, all units in the area, attack!" The accent sounded very odd.

      "Up!" Abdullah said. "Up!"
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      Wolf Company dashed into the street, following the sounds of gunfire. It wasn't completely dark yet, but Ethan would have a hell of a time targeting anything, even with the PSO-1's illuminated reticule. Broken glass crunched underfoot as the unit hastened past the burnt-out husks of several buildings.

      They rounded an intersection and started to take incoming gunfire. Abdullah waved the unit back immediately.

      "It's a trap!" the emir said as they huddled against the house. "There are no brothers here. We have fallen for a Kurdish trick!"

      The sound of Kurdish DShKs raked air, and bricks at the edge of the house fell away in large shards.

      "Back!" Abdullah said.

      They fled the way they had come. Gunfire seemed to be going off all around them.

      Harb tripped.

      "Come on, kid!" Ethan tried to help him up, but as soon as the thirteen-year-old was on his feet again he collapsed. Ethan hauled the teen over one shoulder and carried him.

      The unit retreated, finally reaching the safety of the Islamic State lines again. Mortar men and machine gunners covered their rear.

      When they took shelter in a nearby abandoned house, Ethan lowered Harb to the floor. The thirteen-year-old coughed sickly.

      Ethan retrieved his smartphone and set the brightness to full, illuminating the kid. His mouth was wet with crimson fluid. Ethan directed the glow downward, toward his body. Harb's shirt was blood-soaked—he hadn't worn any body armor, as none of the Kevlar jackets fit his small size.

      Ethan lifted the bottom hem of the shirt and Harb moaned. Suddenly he squeezed Ethan's arm.

      "I failed Abu Baghdadi," Harb gasped.

      "You didn't fail." Ethan held the cellphone's screen over him, illuminating the multiple gunshot wounds the kid had taken. Ethan felt a sudden helplessness, and an overwhelming sense of sorrow. Why, out of all them, did Harb have to die? The youngest, most innocent of them all?

      "Failed," Harb repeated. "The... mission."

      "Stop saying that. You're the greatest martyr I've ever known."

      Harb coughed up blood. "Really?"

      "Yes. Allah has called you to his side."

      "Brenda... Locks," Harb managed.

      Ethan looked into Harb's face and did his best to hold it together. "That's right. Brenda Locks. She's waiting for you, brother. She's all yours."

      Harb smiled wistfully and then closed his eyes. His respirations became slower with each passing moment, until all breathing finally ceased.

      Ethan shut off the cellphone, welcoming the darkness. He took pride in being a big, tough man. Someone unaffected by emotion. He never cried—it was a sign of weakness.

      Yet his face was wet with sorrow then.

      "Why do you grieve?" It was Suleman's voice. "He is in paradise now, with our brothers. And his father. He is free now."

      Ethan didn't trust himself enough to answer Suleman. Instead he lay down and closed his eyes.
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* * *

      The next day the surviving militants helped move Harb to the backyard. They donated the rationed water from their canteens to bath his body, then wrapped him in a linen sheet purloined from one of the bedrooms. They prayed the Salat al-Janazah, the Islamic funeral prayer, and buried Harb with his head pointing toward Mecca. He wasn't the first member of Wolf Company they had buried, and probably not the last, but even so, Ethan felt his loss more keenly than any of the others.

      Goodbye, my brother. I hope you find the paradise you dreamed of.

      During the burial Ethan noticed Abdullah had been shot the previous night as well—he had a red tourniquet wrapped tightly around his right calf, and he walked with an obvious limp.

      The unit had only just finished burying Harb when heavy shelling erupted from the Kurdish lines and they were forced to hunker down in the house.

      The report soon came over the two-ways and FireChat that the Kurds had attained Tall Shair Hill to the west of the city, and were using it to bomb the Islamic State positions.

      At first, no one did much talking while the shells whistled in. They all knew that a bomb could easily land on the house. They were quite literally in the hands of Allah.

      The more zealous among the lot seemed almost happy about the predicament. Suleman's eyes, for example, shone with a particularly bright fervor, and whenever a shell landed too close, he was always the first to laugh it off.

      "This is real glory, my brothers," Suleman said. "This is what it means to fight jihad! The time of our promised martyrdom is at hand. Our whole lives have been but preparation for this moment. Bask in it, my brothers! Bask in it!"

      Suleman led them in some religious song, and the group crooned until hoarse.

      The shelling continued all that day and into the dark. It soon became obvious that no one would be eating supper that night.

      The main battle sheik broadcast a speech over the two-way radios about an hour after sunset. He identified himself as Abu Khattab Al-Kurdi—a Kurd. Ethan found it more than ironic that the Islamic State had chosen a Kurd to lead the extermination of his own people.

      Al-Kurdi paused after each sentence so that translators could convert what he was saying into the native tongues of the foreign fighters.

      "We are doing well, my brothers!" the sheik exclaimed. "And we will prevail, despite the enemy arrayed before us. We control sixty percent of Kobane. Sixty! From the hill of Mistenur, past the industrial district, to that area they call 'security square.' We are raining hell fire down upon them, and inflicting the wrath of Allah. We are conquering for Islam, my lions! Be strong now, during this time of trial, when Allah chooses to test us most. Be brave!"

      The rhetoric continued like that for a few minutes, but Ethan tuned out after the first few sentences. It was hard to feel enthusiastic for bombast when shells were raining down around him.

      About thirty minutes after the sheik finished his speech, the shelling abruptly ceased. Ethan and the others stayed awake the entire night, expecting the Kurdish house clearing squads to follow up the artillery bombardment.

      But the squads never came.

      In the morning, news came over the radios. The Islamic State had retaken Tall Shair Hill.

      Wolf Company erupted in exuberant, if weary, shouts of "Allahu akbar." Similar cries broke out over the two-way radios. Ethan yelled along with the best of them.

      They had served their four days. It was time to return to the forward camp.

      Wolf Company marched with slumped shoulders from the front. Suleman and Fida'a helped Abdullah walk, as the emir could no longer place much weight on the leg.

      Ethan was completely benumbed by that point. He considered turning around and making a run for the Kurdish lines right then.

      Just one more day, he told himself. Return to the new forward camp, record its position, then get the hell out when we come back to Kobane.

      The group passed the mosque Ethan had visited the day before. Glancing up, he saw the minaret. Was that... yes, the black tip of a muzzle protruded very slightly from the banisters of the upper balcony, pointing toward the Kurdish lines. Something seemed off about the angle of that muzzle. Maybe he was imagining, but it seemed pointed too high.

      On a whim Ethan decided to check it out. Though he was bone-weary, the potential reward was too great to ignore.

      "One second!" he told the others, then swerved into the mosque and bounded up the spiral stairs.

      At the balcony of the minaret he found Osama, glued to the same spot, his M24A2 jammed between the stone banisters. The skyward-angled muzzle definitely wasn't positioned for proper firing.

      Keeping low, Ethan approached. The first thing he noticed was the abhorrent stench, a mixture of rot and fecal matter.

      The mujahid had a large black exit wound in the back of his head, where the flies had gathered around the matted hair.

      Scrunching up his nose, Ethan grabbed the M24. It seemed undamaged. As he examined the weapon, his captivated mind no longer registered the smell of the corpse. H-S Precision PST-25 fiberglass and carbon-fiber reinforced polymer foam stock with adjustable length of pull and cheek height. 416R Stainless Steel barrel with 5-R rifling. Leupold Mark 4 LR/T 10x40mm fixed magnification scope with DiamondCoat 2 ion-assist lens coating for higher light transmission and greater ruggedness. Detachable ten-round magazine. Top and side Picatinny rails for accessory mounting. Fold-down Harris bipod with RBA-3 rotapod adapter, allowing for target tracking without bipod repositioning. Maximum effective range, eight-hundred to a thousand meters.

      He named the rifle Beast.

      He looked into the scope, peering through one of the banisters, being careful not to get too close to the balcony's edge. Built into the lens was the standard Mil-dot reticule, with beads placed at intervals along the cross-hairs to aid in range calculation. The 10x magnification was slightly high for urban combat, but he could always resort to the Dragunov as a backup.

      Beast had a "Quick Cuff" rifle sling specifically designed for the US army by Tactical Intervention Systems. It consisted of a cuff that was worn on the bicep, and a sling attached to the rifle. Most people thought of slings as merely something used to carry a rifle, but for the professional marksman, it was something far more. With the Quick Cuff sling, one could quickly assume an "unsupported" or freestanding firing position and shoot with reasonable accuracy. This was useful during ambush situations, when there wasn't time to fold down the legs of the bipod. Bipod-supported shooting was more precise, but nonetheless the Quick-Cuff improved accuracy in a bind, providing a more stable unsupported shooting platform. Some marksmen used both the bipod and Quick Cuff together.

      Ethan opened up the Velcro fasteners on the Quick Cuff and removed it from the corpse, sliding the contraption onto his own left bicep and adjusting it. He slung Beast over his right shoulder and the Dragunov over his left.

      He collected the spare ammunition from the corpse, securing it to his harness. A quick search of Osama's pack revealed a clip-on PVS-22 Night Vision scope. Ethan immediately pocketed it. Unfortunately, there wasn't an infrared WeaponLight or PEQ-2 illuminator to go with it.

      Can't win them all.

      Ethan returned downstairs and discovered the others hadn't waited for him. Ethan had to rush to catch up.

      "Nice find," Raheel said, looking with obvious envy at Beast.

      The survivors of Wolf Company reached the extract area, where they waited alongside those others who had completed their four-day shifts. He spotted William and Aaron standing a short distance away with their respective units; the two of them looked just as exhausted as Ethan felt.

      Pickup trucks came, offloading the mujahadeen who had come to relieve the front line fighters. In a few minutes Ethan found himself in the bed of one of those trucks with the remnants of Wolf Company. They no longer had enough members to necessitate two vehicles.

      The pickup drove into the empty area between the southeast of Kobane and the nearest town. Overhead, shells screamed past, launched from the Islamic State heavy artillery in the village to the southeast.

      He looked at the exhausted faces of the survivors and wondered if any of them were experiencing second thoughts about the jihad and its so-called glory. Even Suleman and Fida'a were too tired to meet his eyes, and like everyone else, stared at the floor of the truck bed.

      The pickup reached the shelter of the village, where the smoke from the rooftop blazes blotted out the sun. The truck continued onward, stopping half an hour later in a town that apparently served as the new forward camp. It looked almost exactly like the old one, but there were subtle differences in the placement of the buildings. Just to be sure Ethan checked his offline map. Definitely another village.

      Suleman and Fida'a carried Abdullah to the field hospital, while another mujahid arrived to show them to their quarters. It was Curly Beard. He'd survived the bombing of the old forward camp, then.

      He led them to a single-story home near the center of the village. Six fighters were already lodged there.

      "Meet the new members of your unit," Curly Beard said. The man revealed their names, but Ethan wasn't listening. In a daze, he proceeded to the closest corner, set down his belongings, closed his eyes and fell asleep.

      Ethan awoke four hours later at the call to prayer. Afterward, the company devoured a lunch of nuts and rice, which one of the new members had apparently retrieved. As they ate, Suleman explained that Abdullah had appointed him acting emir while he recovered from his injury. As proof, Suleman showed off Abdullah's US-made M16A4 assault rifle, replete with 4x32 RCO scope and PVS-22 NV clip-on.

      "You are the best group of mujahadeen I have ever served with," Suleman said. "It is truly an honor, an honor, to lead you in Allah's great war. I love you all." He actually seemed teary-eyed.

      Ethan could only shake his head.

      After eating, he wanted to check on William and Aaron, but the sudden influx of food only doubled his weariness, and it was all he could do to stumble back to his sleeping area and collapse. He understood then how William and Aaron must have felt that first day when Ethan had so rudely roused them.

      It was still daylight when he awoke three hours later for the next prayer call. Wolf Company groggily went through the motions, and when prayer was done, most of them went back to sleep. The new members stayed awake, talking quietly among themselves. Suleman was conspicuously absent.

      Though he wanted nothing more than to close his eyes and let the peaceful oblivion of sleep take him again, Ethan forced himself to stay awake. For one thing, he badly had to take a dump. For another, it was time to find his fellow operatives.

      The toilet and bathtub of the house were already filthy from those mujahadeen who had relieved themselves before him, so he used the backyard as a latrine instead. When he was done splattering the flowerbed with diarrhea, he pulled out the USB stick and recorded the position for the B-1B Lancers. The irony wasn't lost on him. When the bombers flew overhead tomorrow, that spot would serve as ground zero for the shitstorm.

      He went in search of William and Aaron. Eventually he tracked down Curly Beard and the man told him where to find their respective units.

      When he reached Aaron's barracks, he discovered most of the unit asleep. There were three who were awake, however. Likely new members. They seemed excited.

      "Is Abu-Aadil here?" Ethan asked, studying the sleepers. He didn't recognize his friend among the lot.

      "He has been captured," one of the awake fighters said eagerly. "Along with that Saudi associate of his. They are spies!"

      "What?" Ethan blinked in disbelief. "Where are they now?"

      "The sharia court, I would think." That was essentially the camp prison.

      "And where's that?"

      The fighter shrugged. "I don't know. They are friends of yours?"

      "No," Ethan lied. He thanked the man and left.

      He asked around for the sharia court and finally someone pointed him in the right direction. On a whim, he stowed the modified USB stick and TruPulse range finder behind a pile of rubble along the way, making sure no one saw him do so.

      Near the center of the village he came upon a large building. A wide, circular structure topped by a three-story pyramid. He thought the place might have been a Kurdish church at some point, but the bronze characters above the entrance had been chiseled away, leaving behind only a dark imprint.

      Two Kalashnikov-carrying guards stood on either side of the entrance. At his approach, the left sentinel raised a halting hand.

      "What do you want?" the fighter inquired.

      "Is this the courthouse?" Ethan said.

      "Yes. Why?"

      Just then the main doors banged open and Suleman, of all people, emerged.

      "There he is," Suleman said. "The final traitor. Arrest him."
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      FIVE HOURS EARLIER

      Habib had feared his American masters at first. For some reason he had thought their drones and satellites could observe his every movement. And he had half believed the Americans had implanted some sort of tracker in his body when they had violated him.

      But slowly, very slowly, he began to realize they really had no clue regarding his whereabouts and those he interacted with, or about anything at all, really. The Americans weren't all powerful.

      They were fools.

      He had fed them a constant stream of disinformation. He had lied about the number of brothers in the training camps, what the instruction involved, who the trainers were. He had lied about the electrical and power situation in Raqqa, about his whereabouts and duties therein, about the name of his emir. He had lied about everything. And they had believed it all.

      The Americans had given him a Facebook account to use. He was to post encrypted text to a private group that had the nonsensical name of Al Husseini. When he had told the Americans he was headed northwest to a city without Internet, Akhtarin, they had believed that, too. He almost wished the forward camp had Internet available so that he could continue feeding them misinformation.

      Habib had done well in Kobane. With Allah's help he had distinguished himself among the fighters, so that when his emir was gunned down Habib had been immediately promoted to commander of Bear Brigade. When Habib died in jihad, which of course he must, he hoped Allah might look back at his many valiant deeds and allow him to enter the bliss of paradise. It was a feeble hope, but he clung to it.

      His unit had completed another rotation on the front, and he sat with the survivors in the bed of a pickup truck on its way back to the forward camp. There were only two brothers from his original brigade there with him. The others had gone to jannah, replaced by new fighters.

      He was tired, like his men, but he wore a brave face. As their leader it was his job to boost morale in whatever ways he could. The airstrikes were demoralizing enough—without those, the yellow faces would have fallen long ago. In his heart he knew Allah was on their side, however, and in the end the city would cede. Even if the Islamic State had to blow every last building to hell.

      The pickup arrived at the forward camp and he jumped down from the truck bed with the others.

      Habib stopped dead in his tracks.

      Another pickup had arrived only moments before his own, and a different unit had unloaded. Treading along nonchalantly among the brothers was the man he could never forget.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Aaron was rudely awakened by three militants he didn't know. They disarmed him and dragged him from the house while the rest of his unit watched—those who were awake, anyway.

      "What's going on?" Aaron said.

      "Silence!" One of the militants jabbed him in the ribs.

      Another spoke into a two-way radio. "We got him."

      They brought him to the former Kurdish church that served as the sharia court and camp prison. He was searched; the cellphone, range finder and USB stick on his person were confiscated. He was brought to a small, white-painted room where five men awaited. Three of them were militants like Aaron. The other two, dressed in snowy robes and skull caps, were seated before a table with a Quran and a laptop on it.

      "That's him," one of the mujahadeen said.

      The man seemed familiar somehow, but Aaron couldn't place him.

      "He was carrying a USB stick, judge," one of the militants who had escorted Aaron said. "As well as a cellphone and a range finder. Abu-Osama is looking at them now. And we also found this among his personal belongings." He placed a fist-sized metal object on the table. "We're not sure, but we think it's some sort of communications device."

      The judge pushed up his eyeglasses and picked up the device to examine it. "Do you know who I am?"

      "No."

      "I am Judge Mohamed Al'Sharia. Everything you say from this moment forth will be used as evidence. Do you understand?"

      "What am I accused of?"

      Mohamed ignored him, his attention glued to the metallic artifact. "What is this?" He unfolded the black metal panels.

      It was a portable, solar-powered Internet hotspot. Military make. Aaron had acquired it after rendezvousing with a member of JSOC in Kobane a couple of days ago. He hadn't had a chance to properly hide it yet.

      Aaron shrugged. "I don't know, I found it on the streets of Kobane."

      The vaguely familiar mujahadeen stepped forward. "You lie, American." Such venom in his voice. Such hatred.

      Then it hit Aaron.

      Habib.

      The foreign jihadist the contractors had raped in Turkey. Aaron still hadn't gotten over the guilt he'd felt in that moment. He should have intervened. He wished he'd had the courage to stand up to those fools.

      At the time he'd been so angry at them and himself that he'd taken off his balaclava and stormed from the hotel room. Removing his mask had been an outward symbol of his defiance, almost an instinctive reaction to the repulsion he'd felt. It was a stupid thing to do, in hindsight, because although Habib had had his back to him, apparently the jihadi had seen his face somehow.

      "American!" Aaron sputtered in feigned outrage, struggling to recover. He felt slightly dizzy, and had to set a hand on the table to steady himself. He blinked a few times and then, realizing all eyes were upon him, he said, loudly, "How dare you call me by that name!"

      Habib smirked. "Do you see, judge, how he almost fainted at the accusation?"

      "It's because of the sheer rage I felt," Aaron said. "It took all my will to keep myself from smashing in your face. I'm not an American kaffir!"

      "Really?" Habib purred. "Then why do speak English so well?"

      "I don't know what he's talking about," Aaron told Mohamed. He kept his voice calm, measured. "I've never seen this man before in my life. You must believe me. He has confused me for someone else." Aaron placed his hand over the Quran on the table. "I swear by the sacred book."

      Habib slapped him in the face. "Don't touch the Quran, infidel! I have confused you for no one! I can never forget you, not after what you did!"

      Aaron feigned outrage, as would be expected of one so indignantly accused, and made a grab for Habib. The other militants intercepted him, restraining Aaron.

      He pretended to calm down. His mind was racing. His only hope was to poke holes in whatever fabricated story Habib might have come up with. And it was a fabrication—Habib would never admit to being on the receiving end of an act of sodomy. He would probably refuse to swear on the Quran. Aaron could use that.

      "What is it, exactly, you think I did?" Aaron asked sharply.

      Before Habib could answer, a commotion came from outside; William abruptly barged into the room. He didn't carry a weapon—it had likely been confiscated at the door.

      Bad move, Will, Aaron thought. Very bad move.

      He had hoped not to drag either of his fellow operatives into that mess.

      "What's going on?" William said. "I come looking for my friend, only to discover that he has been arrested. Do you know how many kaffir he has killed? Do you know—"

      "Your friend has been accused of being an American infidel and a spy," Mohamed interrupted.

      "Well, the accuser is wrong."

      "Your 'friend' was there when the Americans tried to recruit me during my hegira," Habib spat. "The pigs attempted to rape me in my hotel room in Turkey. Rape me! But I fought them off before they could do so, and I tore away this man's mask before he escaped. He is a homosexual in addition to an American and a spy."

      "I'll kill you for that." Aaron fought half-heartedly against the men who restrained him. At least he knew the fabricated story he was dealing with. "A homosexual, too!"

      Habib grinned. "It is common knowledge that all Americans are homosexuals."

      His lackeys laughed.

      It was time to start poking holes in Habib's story.

      "You say you resisted these Americans who broke into your hotel?" Aaron said. "How many were there?"

      "Three."

      "You fought off three men who caught you by surprise? Weren't they armed?"

      "I do not answer to you," Habib said. "I have already explained my case to Judge Mohamed."

      "If I am an infidel," Aaron persisted. "Why do I speak perfect Arabic? Why do I look and sound like I was born in Yemen? Why can I quote every passage in the Quran?"

      "The crafty ways of the kaffir know no bounds," Habib said. "The Americans are masters of deceit. Perhaps they surgically altered your face. Perhaps they made you live with a Yemeni boy so you could practice your Arabic every day—when you weren't raping him, that is."

      Aaron turned toward Mohamed. "You must believe me when I tell you I wasn't there."

      "The word of an emir carries more weight than the word of a common soldier," Mohamed said. "These are serious allegations, not made lightly, and we must treat them with the gravity they deserve."

      "Did he swear on the Quran that his testimony was true?" Aaron said, convinced that he was about to ensnare Habib.

      Mohamed bobbed his head. "He did."

      How was that possible? Such an oath was sacred to Muslims.

      Then Aaron had it. Habib believed he was doomed to hell for what had been done to him; if he was damned already, what did it matter if he lied while swearing on the Quran, especially if the lie allowed him to punish a perceived enemy?

      Aaron struggled to find a way out of the situation but he couldn't come up with anything. One thought repeated in his mind.

      Don't let them capture you.

      That path led only to beheading. He didn't want his family to remember him like that: dying on video while some jihadi chopped off his head. He could already see the headline. "Purported DIA contractor Aaron Berkley beheaded by Islamic State terrorists in new Youtube video released Sunday."

      A white-robed male aide entered the room, carrying Aaron's phone. "I need the PIN to unlock this."

      Mohamed looked at Aaron. "What is the code?"

      Aaron smiled grimly. There was a small problem with giving up access to his phone. Over the last few days, when he was in his sniper hide, he'd recorded video during the fighting, making snide comments regarding the buildings he'd targeted after they were blown to shit. "How's it feel to go to paradise, bitches?" "Enjoy your eternal erections." He'd wanted to feed his ego and show off to William and Ethan. Probably not the best idea, in retrospect.

      Also, on the offline map app he'd marked several possible locations where Sheik Abu Khattab Al-Kurdi, the battle commander, might be staying, based on bodyguards Aaron had seen around the houses. He'd also snapped surreptitious photos of the respective homes.

      He hadn't had a chance to wipe any of that data before his unexpected capture.

      "Your code?" Mohamed repeated.

      Aaron gave them a fake PIN number.

      "It's not working," the aide said.

      "Give him the proper code," Mohamed said.

      "I'm not really sure what it is," Aaron claimed. "I can't simply recite it from memory. It's an automatic thing. I need the phone in my hand to enter it."

      The aide glanced at Mohamed, who nodded, then he offered Aaron the cellphone.

      It would take too long to issue a hard reset to wipe the data: they'd realize what Aaron was doing immediately when they saw him holding down the three buttons, and then they'd pry it from his grip. Even if he succeeded, the act basically incriminated him.

      There had to be a way out. There had to be.

      Don't do anything reckless, he warned himself.

      Aaron calmly entered the fake PIN code. Three times.

      "It won't take my code," he lied. "I don't know why. Maybe I'm getting one of the digits wrong. I'm just too tired from my four days on the front. I need a good night's sleep, that's all."

      "And we're supposed to believe you?" Habib snarled.

      Aaron shrugged, then held out the cellphone to the aide, who took it back.

      "The fact that you refuse to unlock your phone doesn't help your case," Mohamed said. "In fact by not doing so, you implicate yourself."

      "It's not my fault," Aaron said. "I want to unlock it. I really do."

      "You are to be detained until you give up your PIN," Mohamed declared. "And if you won't talk, we have men who will make you."

      His greatest fear was finally coming true. Ma and pa would watch the beheading of their son online. No parents should ever have to witness such a thing. But what could he do?

      Many things.

      The militants who restrained him had loosened their hold slightly. So far, Aaron hadn't revealed his true strength, and he felt fairly certain he could break free with a series of sharp, explosive moves.

      He glanced at the nearest muj's holster.

      Don't let them capture you...

      Before Aaron could act, Habib drew his pistol and fired a shot directly into his thigh.

      Aaron sagged in the arms of the men who held him. The pain was unbearable. He was vaguely aware as other militants loyal to Mohamed switched to battle postures and spun their weapons toward Habib.

      "What are you doing?" Mohamed said.

      "Did you not see the infidel staring at the man's gun?" Habib cried. "I stopped the American pig before he could grab it. Besides, he deserves a little taste of his own medicine. How does it feel to be violated?"

      "Habib," Mohamed said. "I have to arrest you for this."

      "Well, in that case." Habib loosed another shot, striking Aaron in the shoulder.

      Any fight he might have had left was gone with that second bullet. If the militants weren't clutching him he would have collapsed. It would have been better if they let him go, because by holding him up by the arms like that, they prolonged his torture, stretching his freshly injured shoulder joint. Torn tendons rubbed against displaced cartilage and chipped bone. Such sheer, burning excruciation...

      "Habib, enough!" Aaron heard Mohamed say.

      He sensed motion to his right. The next thing he knew, Habib was lying on the floor with a gunshot wound to the temple, and William was beside him, subdued by the remaining militants in the room. A handgun, probably seized from another mujahid's holster, lay on the carpet in front of William.

      "What have you done?" Mohamed said.

      "A lucky shot, judge," William pleaded. "He was going to kill Abu-Aadil. I only intended to wound him."

      In a daze, Aaron stared at Habib. Blood pooled from the dead man's forehead onto the floor.

      "Do you know what this looks like?" Mohamed said. "You have murdered a witness—an emir—in cold blood to save the life of a suspected spy. You are now under suspicion of being a spy yourself." He nodded toward the men who restrained William. "Arrest him and prepare him for interrogation."

      "What about him?" one of the militants who gripped Aaron said.

      "Bind his wounds and take him to the interrogation ward as well." He glanced at Habib's bleeding corpse. "And someone clean that up!"

      "This is an outrage," William said as they hauled him away. "Abu-Aadil should be brought to the infirmary for proper treatment at the very least."

      "Hold your tongue, spy," Mohamed said.

      "I'm not a spy!" William shouted.

      "That remains to be seen. The interrogators will extract the truth either way. And even if you are not a spy, then you will be executed for the crime of murdering an emir."

      I'm sorry, William.

      Aaron's vision darkened as he descended into the sweet, painless embrace of unconsciousness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          33

        

      

    
    
      Ethan remained motionless.

      Neither of the guards obeyed Suleman's command to arrest him, so the man did the deed himself, taking Ethan's M24, Beast, along with his Dragunov, combat knife and radio. He also confiscated the bicep cuff that was part of Beast's sling system. Suleman searched him, but didn't find anything else of concern other than his cellphone. Ethan didn't say a word the whole time—it was best to keep his peace until he knew what was going on.

      Bringing one of the guards, Suleman led Ethan inside the foyer. Beyond it lay a tall, pyramidal chamber filled with rows of empty padded seats. Near a cleared central area, prisoners sat with their hands bound. Two AKM-wielding guards watched them. William and Aaron were not among the handcuffed group.

      Still in the foyer, Suleman steered Ethan to the left, into a wide overflow room populated with hardback chairs. He led him into a hallway, where another mujahid with an AK stood watch.

      Inside the hallway two closed doors resided on the left. He heard a shout from behind one of those doors.

      "I told you I don't know anything!"

      The Arabic voice belonged to Aaron.

      Ethan halted. All of his being called out at him to save his friend.

      Suleman shoved him onward. Ethan considered turning around and incapacitating the man and the guards right there, then breaking William and Aaron out in a blaze of ballistic glory, but he knew the chances of a daytime escape were extremely low. The whole camp would be mobilized against them within the first few minutes.

      Wait until dark, he told himself.

      Suleman placed him in a third room. A windowless, furniture-less affair.

      "Sit," Suleman told him.

      Ethan sat on the hard floor, near the wall.

      "Unlock your phone." Suleman handed him the smartphone he had previously confiscated.

      Ethan entered his PIN and unlocked the cellphone. He knew Suleman wouldn't find anything incriminating on it. Even if the zealous militant somehow discovered the hidden app, he'd be asked to enter another PIN. Ethan would simply claim the app was some sort of malware he didn't even know he had.

      Suleman retrieved the cellphone and performed a cursory check, obviously looking at the contacts, messages, and media. He probably disabled the lock mechanism.

      "Watch him," Suleman told the guard who had come with them, and then he withdrew from the room, closing the door. Ethan was left alone with the other man.

      He closed his eyes, doing his best to clear his mind, trying to pretend he wasn't confined to a windowless interrogation room with a militant ready to unload an AK into his chest.

      The door opened some time later; a man in a white robe and skull cap entered. He wore rimless glasses with rectangular lenses. Suleman stood at his side.

      The newcomer took a seat on the floor opposite Ethan, while Suleman remained standing.

      "I am Judge Mohamed Al'Sharia."

      Ethan nodded slowly. "It is an honor to meet you, judge. I am Abu-Emad."

      "I know who you are," Mohamed said. "Do you know what crime you are accused of?"

      "If fighting for Allah and doing His will is a crime, then I am guilty," Ethan declared.

      Mohamed pursed his lips. He exchanged a glance with Suleman, then returned his attention to Ethan. "You are accused of being an American spy."

      Ethan feigned complete disinterest. "Fascinating. And what evidence do you have against me to support this wrongful claim?"

      "We captured two spies this morning," Mohamed said. "Emir Suleman was passing the courthouse when I announced the capture later in the day, and he recognized the two captives bound before me as associates of yours."

      "Associates?" Ethan said. "I have many associates in this camp. I did not know it was a crime to befriend those we fight with. May I ask the names of these associates?"

      "Abu-Wafeeq and Abu-Aadil," Mohamed answered.

      Ethan feigned puzzlement.

      "Don't try to pretend you don't know them," Mohamed said. "Emir Suleman says you met with them in camp the first day of your arrival."

      Ethan glanced at Suleman. So the man had followed him. Ethan hadn't run a surveillance detection route that day, and looking back, he wished he had.

      "He says you often conferred with them in Raqqa as well," Mohamed continued.

      Suleman had been spying on him for a long time, then. He had probably been trailing William and Aaron, too, which is why he 'happened' to be passing by the courthouse earlier.

      Ethan let anger seep into his voice. "I convened with them, certainly, and considered them my friends at the time, but I swear to you, I thought they were foreign fighters like me, here to wage jihad for the Caliphate. I had no idea they were spies. I'm very disappointed in Abu-Wafeeq and Abu-Aadil, if what you say is true. My tongue has been too loose in their company. I trusted them. Trusted." He moved his gaze between Suleman and Mohamed. "Though what really hurts, what really stabs at my warrior's spirit, is that you suspect me of complicity. Me! I, who have come here to lend my Dragunov, and my life, to the cause! I, who have killed in the name of the Caliphate, and Baghdadi, Prince of the Faithful! I, who have saved the life of my fellow mujahadeen!" If necessary, he could call upon Abdullah to testify for him in regards to the latter.

      "Ask yourself," Ethan continued indignantly. "If I were truly a spy, would I do all of these things? Would I?"

      Mohamed reverently produced a cloth-bound book. "Would you swear to your innocence on the Quran?"

      Ethan pretended to hesitate, like any devout Muslim would when presented with the gravity of such an oath.

      Suleman's face darkened. "If he is an infidel, then swearing on the Quran means nothing to him."

      Ethan rested his palm on the sacred book. "I swear I am not an infidel."

      Mohamed nodded. "Do you swear you are not a spy of the Assad regime or the Americans?"

      "I swear I am neither."

      Mohamed swiveled toward Suleman. "You didn't find any evidence on his person? The USB stick? Range finder?"

      Ethan was suddenly relieved he'd stowed those items on the way to the sharia court.

      Suleman snarled at Ethan but didn't otherwise answer.

      "Emir!" Mohamed said.

      Suleman reluctantly shook his head. "There was no USB stick or range finder."

      "And what of his belongings in the barracks?" Mohamed said. "They have been searched?"

      "Just a moment." Suleman spun around, speaking into his two-way radio. When the muffled response came he faced Mohamed once more. "His belongings have been searched. There is no evidence." He sounded extremely disappointed.

      Mohamed regarded Ethan thoughtfully. "I am satisfied of his innocence."

      Suleman bit his lip and for a second Ethan thought the militant was going to contest the judge, but then he looked away.

      "May I go?" Ethan asked.

      Mohamed nodded. "Suleman will escort you to your unit. I apologize for the inconvenience."

      Ethan stood, but then paused. "May I make a request?"

      "You may, but whether I grant it is another matter entirely."

      "I feel that my honor has been sullied by these former friends of mine," Ethan said. "As a form of redress, when the time comes, may I be given the privilege of executing them?"

      "They will likely be executed in Raqqa," Mohamed said. "So your request is unfortunately impossible." He waved a dismissive hand. "Allah yusallmak."

      Ethan followed Suleman into the main camp. Before reaching the Wolf Company barracks, Suleman said over his shoulder, "The judge may have set you free, but I know in my heart that you are involved with the infidels. Though you swear on the Quran, your shifty eyes betray you. I will be watching you, Abu-Emad. And when you misstep, I will be there with my rifle to send you to hell."

      When they arrived at the house, Suleman gave back the combat knife, radio, and cellphone. Ethan made a mental note to perform a thorough malware check on the phone later.

      Suleman slid the Dragunov down from his shoulder and returned that too, along with the spare ammunition.

      "What about the M24?" Ethan said, eying the powerful sniper rifle resting over Suleman's other arm.

      "Mine now," Suleman said, turning away.

      Asshole.

      Almost everyone was still asleep. Ethan, feeling incredibly sapped himself, moved to his spot and lay down to catch more Z's. His belongings were shifted, he noted.

      He closed his eyes, feeling guilty because William and Aaron were likely being interrogated at that very moment, but there was nothing he could do until dark.

      He had difficulty falling asleep. He tried not to think about what was happening to his friends, but he couldn't quench the images. There would be some light torture performed at first, maybe some pulled nails or genital electrocutions. But when they were shipped back to Raqqa, the interrogations would begin in earnest. Broken bones. Chopped fingers. He shuddered at the thought.

      Ethan wondered how long it would be before they divulged his cover, along with the identities of the assets they'd collected since arriving in Syria. Several people would disappear throughout the region over the next few weeks if Ethan failed.

      No pressure or anything.

      He was awakened for prayers at sunset, and afterward ate the cold chicken and rice that Raheel had fetched for supper.

      There was a simmering tension to the air during the meal. Most of those he considered friends in the unit were either dead or in the infirmary. The newcomers didn't know him, and gave him wary looks while he ate. The others, firmly in Suleman's camp, regarded him with outright hostility.

      When he finished eating, the recriminations began, courtesy of Suleman's toadies.

      "Once the kaffir spies tell us everything they know," Fida'a announced. "They will be beheaded."

      "Good," Ethan said without enthusiasm.

      "They will wake up in hellfire every day," Fida'a said. "And burn with endless pain."

      "Good," Ethan repeated.

      "Suleman says you visited them almost every night when we were in Raqqa," Raheel interjected. "Is this true?"

      Ethan glanced at Suleman. The man wore a malicious grin. His eyes shone with that particular fervor of his, along with something new: Hatred.

      It was amazing how quick his fellow mujahadeen were to turn against him. Hard to believe he had once considered these men brothers.

      "I didn't know they were kaffir spies at the time." Ethan said. "I'm as angry about the whole thing as you are." He turned away. "Now if you will excuse me, I want to read the Quran."

      He returned to his designated spot, pulled out a flashlight, and put on a show of reading his clothbound copy of the sacred book. Surreptitiously, he prepared himself for his outing, wanting to minimize the noise he might make later: he grabbed the duct tape from his pack and slipped it into a cargo pocket. He stored his balaclava in another pocket. He placed the Dragunov within easy reach.

      Eventually the call for lights out came. He turned off the flashlight and stowed it in his harness.

      Ethan lay back and waited, biding his time. His mind was too active for any sleep, especially since he had slumbered throughout most of the day.

      He listened to the gentle pops of the M-37 mortars and the sluggish rat-a-tat of the DShK heavy caliber machine guns, audible despite the distance from Kobane.

      He occasionally checked the time on his smartphone, careful to block the illumination with his body, and when midnight came at long last, he shut off his cellphone for good.

      Clandestine time.

      He was about to arise when he sensed movement behind him. He spun around.

      A dark silhouette loomed above him.

      "Let's go for a walk," Suleman whispered menacingly.
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      Ethan grabbed his Dragunov and stood. He was already wearing his knife and radio, and otherwise had everything else he needed, so he calmly followed Suleman into the foyer.

      The man paused by the main entrance. "After you."

      Ethan reluctantly moved through the doorway ahead of Suleman. He braced himself, expecting a point-black bullet to the back of the head.

      But no slugs came. If Suleman had wanted to kill him, of course he wouldn't do it within sight of the unit.

      The militant took the lead in the street beyond. Rooftop blazes lit the way—the stink of burnt tires was particularly strong that night.

      Suleman followed a path that evaded the night patrols. As acting emir of the unit, he might have been able to explain away his defiance of the curfew. However, the fact he avoided the patrols spoke volumes as far as Ethan was concerned.

      Suleman entered an abandoned house and turned on his flashlight, illuminating the insides. He relaxed on a couch in the guest room, and beckoned for Ethan to sit across from him. He set the light source between them on the coffee table, positioning the flashlight so that it shone toward the wall, indirectly illuminating their faces.

      Suleman grinned widely and then, strangely, began disarming himself. He put the M24, Beast, on the floor, along with a Makarov, and a Glock hidden in his boot. He unsheathed his combat knife and set it down, too.

      Ethan merely watched, dumbfounded.

      "I was a soldier in the Iraqi army," Suleman began. "Stationed in a small town just to the east of Mosul. My village was invaded by Islamic State holy warriors. We were divided into two groups. Rafidites"—a derogatory term for Shia, which meant rejectors—"and Sunni. The Sunnis were spared, the Shia rejectors executed on the spot. I was with the Shia. I watched my friends die. But when my turn came, I was spared. Do you know why?"

      Ethan remained silent.

      "Because of Allah. He acted through Abdullah that day, and had the emir save me. Abdullah, the executioner, the savior. He brought me in when all others shunned me. He spared me when he could have easily taken my life. That day I realized everything I had believed in, everything I had followed, was a sham. Everything. So I threw it all aside and embraced Islam. True Islam. And I joined the Islamic State. Not just in body, but mind."

      "Why are you telling me this?" Ethan said.

      Suleman stared at him for a long moment, then strangely the fervent look faded from his eyes, replaced by sadness.

      "I am an officer of the MI6," Suleman said softly, switching to English.

      That got Ethan's attention. He sat straight up.

      "Surprised?" Suleman continued, speaking with a distinct British accent. "I have been embedded almost four years. So long that I've almost forgotten my former life. What I once was is but a memory. This role, it has consumed me. I never meant to lose myself. It just happened. Moments of absolutely clarity, such as now, where I remember who I was and what I stood for, are rare. Usually I dismiss these moments. Tell myself I've moved on. That I've found Allah and the true path. But not this time. Finally I've found someone who understands me. Someone who can set me free."

      Ethan shifted uncomfortably. When entering deep cover, there was always the chance of losing oneself in the role. It was why operatives underwent such extensive psychological screening. Even so, to keep up the charade for four years... Suleman was living proof of what could happen when a man was embedded for too long.

      Assuming, of course, that Suleman was telling the truth.

      Ethan waited for him to reveal more, but when the man remained silent, he spoke.

      "Why are you telling me this?" Ethan repeated in Arabic. He refused to give up his own cover so easily.

      "Isn't it obvious?" Suleman said simply, still in English.

      Ethan studied the man uncertainly, then he slowly slid the Dragunov from his shoulder. He aimed it at Suleman's chest.

      The supposed MI6 officer closed his eyes and began quietly reciting what sounded like a passage from the Quran.

      Ethan let the aim of the weapon drift toward Suleman's head. Killing him would solve several potential problems. But if he was telling the truth, and really was an embedded operative, that made him a fellow Selous Scout...

      He lowered the rifle. "I'm sorry. I can't do it."

      Those eyes shot open. The fervent look had returned, and that intense hatred burned stronger than ever.

      Suleman snarled. "Then you will die, kaffir." He reached down and grabbed the Makarov from the floor.

      Ethan vaulted across the coffee table and smashed away the pistol with the stock of his Dragunov.

      The man bolted upright, crashing into him. In moments Ethan found himself wrestling with Suleman on the floor. The flashlight shone from the rug beside him—one of them had knocked over the coffee table somewhere along the way.

      Ethan managed to get on top. Suleman wrapped his hands around the Dragunov, struggling to wrench it from him. Ethan released the rifle and slammed the heel of his palm into the underside of his opponent's nose.

      Suleman slumped instantly as the septal cartilage crunched against the nasal bone. Blood flowed from his nose onto his cheek, trickling onto the frayed rug in audible drips. His chest cavity raggedly heaved in and out.

      Ethan snatched up the Dragunov, and then grabbed the other weapons Suleman had laid on the floor, starting with Beast. He slid the Dragunov over his left shoulder, Beast his right, stuffed the spare Makarov down the back of his cargo pants, the Glock in his boot. He stowed the extra combat knife in his other boot.

      Ethan seized the man's ammo clips and tucked them into his harness. He discovered the PVS-22 Night Vision clip-on in one of Suleman's pockets, and mounted it to Beast's forward Picatinny. Finally he removed the quick cuff from Suleman's left bicep and attached it to his own, adjusting the tightness.

      Suleman had remained motionless the whole time, completely debilitated.

      "Kill me," Suleman finally gurgled. A small red bubble burst from his lips. Blood was evidently pouring down his throat from the mangled nose.

      "No," Ethan said.

      "If you let me live I'll hunt you down for the rest of your days, I swear it. I can't let you go. Not after what I told you."

      "You can certainly try to hunt me." Ethan took out his cellphone and snapped a photo of Suleman's face. He'd send it to Sam if he ever got the chance. He still wasn't entirely sure he believed Suleman's story, and Sam was the only one who could set the record straight.

      With the duct tape he'd stowed in a cargo pocket, Ethan bound and gagged the lethargic man, folding Suleman forward to secure his hands to his feet like a trussed pig. He left him there like that, lying on his side: if the militant worked hard, he should be able to wiggle outside by morning and someone would set him free.

      Ethan hurried across the street and hid behind a small house. Tires burned on the rooftop. He donned his balaclava, hauled himself over a cinder-block fence, slunk through the backyard, and crossed into a murky alley beyond.

      When he was about two blocks away from Suleman he ran a surveillance detection route, partially doubling back in case the acting emir had instructed one of the others to follow. But no one tailed him.

      With that, he dismissed Suleman from his mind entirely. Whether the man was truly an MI6 operative or not was irrelevant from that point forward.

      Finding a dark alleyway, he checked the offline map on his phone. He reoriented himself until he was facing the destination building, which he had marked earlier, then he memorized the route and put the phone away.

      He arrived at his target and retrieved the USB stick and TruPulse range finder he had stashed in the debris earlier. He plugged the USB into his smartphone on the off chance that Doug was in range, but as expected, the operative embedded among the Kurds appeared offline. Too bad. An airstrike would have proven quite a useful distraction.

      He crept onward, keeping close to the buildings. Shortly thereafter the makeshift sharia courthouse came into view.

      The two AKM-wielding guards of the night shift stood on either side of the entrance. The electric lamps over the twin doors shone brightly, no doubt thanks to a dedicated diesel generator somewhere inside.

      Keeping to the shadows, Ethan circumnavigated the building. There were no windows of any kind. He found another entry in the rear, though it too was well lit and watched by armed men.

      Ethan maneuvered to the unguarded eastern flank of the building. He climbed a nearby palm tree and swung himself onto the three-foot ledge that bordered the wide pyramid topping the structure.

      He skulked along the perimeter until he reached the front. He perched there, above and a little behind the two main guards. They stood roughly three paces apart. The perfect distance for what he planned.

      He stealthily lowered himself from the ledge until he was hanging there, his back to the men, his boots two and a half feet above the ground.

      Then he let go, letting his knees bend so that he landed in a crouch. He tried to touch down silently but a couple of the magazines in his harness rattled. He sensed the guards moving behind him.

      Ethan twisted, withdrawing the combat knife at his belt with one hand and the spare blade from his boot with the other. He stood up, stepping forward, spreading his arms, burying each knife into the necks of both men. Composed of 55-58 HRC stainless steel that tapered to a spear point, the almost pure black, six and half inch long Voron-3 blades slid easily into the flesh, the silver-tipped cutting edges meeting little resistance.

      The two militants gargled sickeningly. One fell, but the other struggled to bring about his AKM. Ethan yanked the knife forward, ripping the cartilage of the man's larynx open in a stream of gristle and gore. He collapsed.

      Ethan dragged both bodies, one after the other, into the foliage that grew along the base of the building. He turned off their two-way radios and washed the blood from his hands with water from their canteens. There was nothing he could do about the crimson stains he'd left behind on the pavement, however.

      Ethan opened the main doors and slipped into the foyer. Keeping close to the wall so that none of the guards in the central chamber beyond would see him, he proceeded into the overflow room with its hardback chairs. He approached the hallway on the other side of the room, knowing a mujahid awaited on watch within.

      He calmly removed his balaclava and entered.

      The militant on duty straightened instantly. A youth scarcely out of his teens, he sat in a chair near the closed door to the left, where Ethan had heard Aaron shouting earlier.

      The militant fingered the trigger on his AK, but otherwise kept the weapon lowered.

      "Salaam," Ethan said. "I am here to pick up the prisoners."

      [image: ]
* * *

      Suleman trembled in the guest room. Not from cold, as the air was warm. Nor from the pain he felt in his smashed nose. No, he trembled from sheer, unmitigated rage.

      He had given himself up to Emad, believing him a true brother. Believing Emad understood him. Suleman had revealed everything to him and made his peace.

      But Emad had humiliated Suleman. He had refused to grant his martyrdom request. For that, and for the knowledge of Suleman's true identity that he had obtained, Emad could not be allowed to live.

      Suleman fought against his binds but it was useless.

      Then he heard movement in the foyer. The silhouette of a man appeared.

      Beneath Suleman's gag, he smiled.
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      Ethan stared down the young guard.

      "I was not told there would be a pick up," the mujahid said.

      "They are to be transferred to Raqqa immediately," Ethan said authoritatively. "Radio your emir, you will see."

      "Judge Mohamed is my emir," the youth said. "He is asleep."

      "Then either wake him," Ethan insisted. "Or allow me through."

      The youth hesitated. "I will wake him. Come." He beckoned toward the hall, indicating that Ethan should walk in front of him.

      Ethan moved casually past the militant; when he was only slightly in front, he spun to the left and gave the youth a controlled knifehand strike to the neck. He hit the carotid sinus at just the right angle, with just the right pressure, to fool his brain into thinking his blood pressure had shot through the roof.

      The militant crumpled as his medulla oblongata hurried to compensate.

      Ethan disarmed the man and seized his two-way radio. He tried the door. Locked. A quick search of the militant's cargo pockets yielded a key ring.

      As he unlocked the door the militant stirred. Ethan grabbed the man by the wrists and dragged him inside.

      Aaron lay bound and gagged in one corner of the room, but when he saw Ethan he brightened visibly. One of his eyes was swollen shut. The right portion of his lower lip was a fat, purple mess. The big man still wore his fatigues, and likely had similar bruises over the rest of his body. He was barefooted. Gauze wrapped his left thigh and right shoulder—gunshot wounds? Smaller bandages covered his index fingers and big toes, likely where his nails had been forcibly removed.

      Ethan felt sick to his stomach. They'd all undergone torture training and knew what to expect, but still... at least in training they knew it was going to end. Real life didn't afford that luxury. And the worst the instructors had ever inflicted was a good water boarding, that or leaving them tied up naked and soaking wet in subzero temperatures.

      The momentarily forgotten youth was struggling in his arms. Ethan clocked him in the face, letting out his anger, and the mujahid went limp. Ethan duct-taped his mouth and then his wrists. By the time Ethan got to his feet, the youth was fighting again. Ethan sat on him and finished the job, securing his hands to his ankles just as he'd done with Suleman.

      He ripped the tape from Aaron's mouth.

      "Ow," Aaron complained. "You took away some of my beard, dammit."

      Ethan had to smile. The resiliency of the human spirit never ceased to amaze him. Even after all he'd been through that day, Aaron still had his sense of humor.

      Ethan cut away the rest of Aaron's bonds.

      His friend shifted, wincing. "Damn I'm stiff."

      "I know you're happy to see me, but come on."

      Aaron rolled his eyes. "I said stiff, not stiffy."

      Ethan helped him stand.

      "Gah!" Aaron exclaimed. "Man, that's pain."

      Ethan folded Aaron's uninjured arm over his neck. "You were shot?" He nodded toward the bandaged shoulder.

      "Yeah," Aaron said. "Leg and shoulder. That could be a new shampoo. Beats dandruff better than the leading brand."

      It wasn't funny. The shoulder was one of the worst body parts to take a bullet. Most of the time such a wound resulted in permanent disability, as the deltoid was simply too compact of a unit—with several highly specialized structures crowded into such a small space there was really no "safe" path for a bullet to travel. His friend would have to endure several reconstructive surgeries, and months, if not years, of rehabilitation.

      Ethan tried a few tentative steps. "You're heavier than you look."

      "That's what your wife always told me." Aaron's breath came in strained heaves.

      Ethan peered into the hall to make sure the way was clear, then he helped Aaron through the door and locked it behind him, sealing the militant within.

      Luckily, Ethan found William in the adjacent room. The other operative seemed better off than Aaron, though he had similar bruising on his face, and gauze also wrapped several of his fingertips and toes. He hadn't been shot, however, and that probably made all the difference.

      After Ethan freed him, William was able to help with Aaron—he wrapped one arm around the injured operative's waist, careful to avoid his damaged shoulder.

      "So what's the plan?" William said quietly, when they entered the hall.

      "We make our way to Kobane, fuck up the Islamic State on the way to the front lines, then surrender to the Kurds."

      "Sounds easy," William deadpanned.

      Outside, Ethan led them to where he had hidden the two bodies. William and Aaron pilfered the boots and weapons of the dead men.

      "Look at this." Aaron held up a harness in the dim light, revealing the five RGD-5 fragmentation grenades it contained. "I found me some Easter eggs."

      Sharing Aaron between them, Ethan and William hurried onward. They kept to the shadows, avoiding the night patrols, making their way toward the outskirts of town.

      The trio reached an intersection. Distant, muffled Arabic drifted to them from beyond the bend.

      Staying in cover behind the nearest home, Ethan released Aaron, leaned past the edge, and raised Beast's scope to eye level. The NV clip-on presented everything in a greenish-black hue. The reticule in the Leupold Mark 4 day optic was unaffected; the beaded cross hairs appeared as a black overlay.

      The dim glow provided by the rooftop blazes provided ample illumination for the NV, which auto-gated as the scope passed over brighter areas. He spotted a handful of militants two blocks to the north, guarding a checkpoint that led in and out of the village. The men lounged in front of a pair of Iraqi Army M1114 Up-Armored Humvees.

      Ethan and his fellow operatives had two options. Circumvent the checkpoint and continue toward Kobane on foot, which could take all night. Or steal a Humvee.

      He chose the latter option.
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* * *

      Suleman made his way back to the house where Wolf Company billeted. Beside him marched Fida'a. The loyal holy warrior had followed him at a distance as instructed, and kept watch on the building where Suleman had taken Emad. When the American spy had emerged alone, Fida'a had entered and cut Suleman free.

      His nose throbbed. The blood loss made him weak, dizzy. It was difficult to evade the night patrol in his condition, but somehow he managed. He had refused to allow Fida'a to help him walk—he was acting emir, and must appear strong. He supposed he should visit the infirmary, but he wanted to deal with Emad first. He had already decided he would execute the kaffir in the house, in front of the unit if need-be, consequences be damned.

      Assuming Emad was actually there.

      At the barracks Suleman took back the M16A4 he had given Fida'a earlier. He also yanked the knife from Fida'a's belt.

      His friend regarded him questioningly.

      "I only need it for a little while, brother," Suleman whispered.

      He went inside, the cold, black steel in hand. Suleman shone his flashlight from face to face as he roamed the house, but the kaffir was not present. No matter.

      He returned the knife to Fida'a but kept the A4. He went to his belongings and retrieved the laptop secreted there. It had a GSM card and was loaded with Stingray software, allowing Suleman to track nearby active cellphones. No one knew he had that ability, not even Abdullah, who believed Suleman carried an ordinary laptop.

      The offline map of the village appeared on screen. In the search field, Suleman entered the serial number he had recorded from Emad's Android-model phone earlier.

      There.

      Emad was on the north side of the village, close to the courthouse. He was moving northwest. Had he freed the other spies? It didn't matter. Suleman would terminate them, too.

      He closed the laptop, leaving it turned on, then went to the kitchen. When he had brought Abdullah to the field hospital earlier, Suleman had borrowed a US-made autoinjector along with a couple of vials of epinephrine. He retrieved them from the cupboards and considered injecting himself right there, but pocketed the device instead. It wouldn't do to die from cardiac arrest before he had Emad in his sights.

      Suleman started for the front door.

      "Where are you going?" Fida'a said.

      "I have a score to settle with our good friend Emad."

      "I go with you." Fida'a retrieved his AK. The man had no love for the infidel.

      Suleman considered bringing along additional members of the unit, but that would only make it more difficult to skirt the night patrol. Besides, he wanted Emad for himself. He glanced at Fida'a. His friend would be more than enough.

      "Come then, brother, we go hunting."
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* * *

      Ethan approached the checkpoint alone.

      One of the militants spotted him immediately and raised an AK. "Why are you out past curfew?" The man had a thick Roman nose.

      Ethan lifted his hands in surrender. "I am a courier."

      "A courier?"

      "Yes. I bring a message far too sensitive to be delivered over ordinary radio."

      Roman-Nose frowned. "Well let's hear it, then."

      One of the Humvees started up.

      "Hey!" another militant shouted.

      The Humvee sped away.

      Three of the fighters hurried inside the remaining Humvee and drove off in pursuit. Roman-Nose and another militant stayed behind.

      Roman-Nose narrowed his eyes at Ethan. "You did this."

      "I swear, I—" Ethan fell to his knees, clutching at his belly, though none of the fighters had touched him. Saliva spilled from his mouth. He collapsed, face-up, to stare unblinking into the smoke-covered sky.

      Roman-Nose kicked him in the ribs; Ethan flinched but didn't otherwise move. Roman-Nose glanced uncertainly at the other mujahid... a third figure emerged from the shadows behind them and a pistol report echoed twice into the night. Blood spurted from the heads of both militants and they crumpled.

      Ethan clambered to his feet, gripping his throbbing ribs.

      "Nice acting," William said.

      "Thanks." He glanced toward the village, worried the two shots would empty any nearby barracks or at the very least attract the night patrols, but the neighborhood remained lifeless. It helped that the firecracker-like shelling noises from Kobane were peaking at the moment.

      Ethan and William quickly dragged the corpses behind the nearest building and then sprinted out of the village.

      "Any trouble loading Aaron into the Humvee?" Ethan asked as he ran.

      "None whatsoever."

      Chatter erupted over the radio. "A Humvee has been stolen from checkpoint three. We are in pursuit. Requesting assistance!"

      He exchanged a worried glance with William and dashed on.

      Following the road, they soon came upon an interesting scene.

      A Humvee was situated in the middle of the street, with another Humvee parked behind it. The engines of both vehicles were off. Three militants warily approached the first vehicle. One of them carried a flashlight.

      Ethan and William dropped. Letting the darkness conceal him, Ethan aimed Beast at the tangos: the militants appeared as dark green smudges. He centered the crosshairs over the mujahid who carried the flashlight, and the NV clip-on auto-gated to compensate for the brightness.

      He fired.

      He worked the bolt, which ejected the spent shell casing and loaded another cartridge into the chamber, but before he could line up his next shot a pistol sounded twice—the muzzle flash came from the driver-side window of the farthest Humvee. Both of the remaining militants toppled.

      Ethan and William approached.

      Aaron abruptly sat up in the driver seat and waved a Makarov, singing, "He stuck a feather in his hat and called it macaroni."
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* * *

      Suleman was running. He held his laptop under one arm, trying to ignore the jolts of pain each footfall inflicted upon his smashed nose, but it was difficult. He was beginning to feel dizzy all over again.

      Moments ago he had heard an ominous report issue from the road beyond the checkpoint. It had sounded like a high-powered sniper rifle going off, the kind of crack an M24 might make. Two more quick pops had followed it in rapid succession.

      Emad.

      He strove to increase his pace, but the dizziness was starting to get to him. Fida'a pulled ahead.

      "Abu-Fida'a, slow down!" Suleman shouted, not wanting to lose his loyal holy warrior so early in the game. "Abu-Fida'a!"

      But the man ignored him.

      Suleman finally caught up to Fida'a. The man had stopped beside an abandoned Humvee. Three militants lay motionless in front of it, illuminated by a flashlight one of them had probably dropped.

      Suleman and Fida'a cleared the Humvee with their rifles, then Fida'a checked the bodies.

      "Dead," he said.

      Suleman placed the laptop on the hood of the M1114 and studied the display. Emad was moving away rapidly to the north.

      Suleman closed the device and plunked himself down in the Humvee's driver side while Fida'a took shotgun. He handed the portable computer across to Fida'a, who placed it on the passenger support between them. Usually the support was reserved for equipment such as SINCGARS radios and Blue Force trackers, but all of that had been gutted.

      Humvees didn't have keys. The last thing you wanted to worry about during the heat of battle was picking up the starter from a fallen brother. You turned a rotary switch through two positions, and the engine activated.

      Suleman stared at said switch suspiciously. Was it a trap?

      He returned his gaze to the road and the three dead bodies arrayed before him. He thought of Emad speeding away before him, and anger filled him.

      He was in Allah's hands.

      He moved the rotary switch to the RUN position. The wait-to-start lamp above it activated. He stared at it, sweating.

      The lamp went out. So far, so good. He glanced at the transmission indicator lamp above the gear shift. It was lit.

      Holding his breath, he turned the rotary switch to the START position.

      The vehicle rumbled to life.

      Slumping slightly, he released the rotary and it returned to the RUN position. Emad wasn't as good at the game as Suleman had believed—at the very least the fool should have disabled the Humvee.

      He shifted uncomfortably—there was something protruding from the base of his seat beneath him. Reaching back, he discovered an undetonated grenade. He tossed it out the window in fright, but the bomb was a dud. Allah truly was with him that night.

      Emad, you keep making mistakes.

      Smiling maliciously, Suleman set the topmost light switch on the lower left of the steering wheel to the Blackout Drive position, which activated the blackout lights. Then he shifted the vehicle into gear and accelerated over the three dead bodies.
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      Ethan kept checking his left and right rearview mirrors for signs of pursuit, but never spotted any other vehicles. That didn't mean they were safe. Not by a long shot.

      He regretted abandoning the second Humvee. He should have told William to drive it, but he had allowed his friend to drop a grenade in the vehicle instead. Before the bomb had gone off, frantic shouting had come from the south; Ethan had feared the arrival of reinforcements, so he had ordered William into the first Humvee and driven off. He should have waited to make sure the grenade had detonated, but he had simply wanted to get the hell out of there.

      I'm getting sloppy.

      He was driving with the blackout lights. That, combined with the ambient illumination from the blazes in the nearby villages was more than enough to see by.

      In the seat behind him, Aaron used the offline map in Ethan's smartphone to give directions. Ethan's only worry was that the battery would fail. The power levels were under twenty percent the last time he checked.

      "Tell me how you guys got caught," he told Aaron over his shoulder.

      "Someone recognized me in the forward camp."

      "Someone?"

      Aaron sighed. "Before you arrived in Turkey, Sam had me working with another group of DIA contractors. Apparently these guys had some of the highest success rates at turning foreign fighters."

      Ethan pressed his lips together. "I think I know where this is going."

      "Take a left up ahead," Aaron said. "And yeah, these guys were twisted." He hesitated. "Their methods were unorthodox, to say the least. We intercepted this one jihadi named Habib in Gaziantep who was on his way to Syria from Saudi Arabia. The contractors brutally raped him. I walked out on the thing, but I discovered later that they took pictures and threatened to show them to his family if he didn't become their asset. You know what the punishment for homosexuality in Saudi Arabia is, right?"

      Ethan shook his head. "Some of the contractors the DIA hires..."

      "Yeah, well, I told Sam to reassign me shortly after that. Maybe I'm too squeamish. The guy was on his way to join the Islamic State, after all, a group of radicals who cut people's heads off on YouTube and rape entire villages, so maybe I shouldn't have felt so strung up about it. But there's a certain standard of human decency I follow, even against my enemy. A code. Doing stuff like that DIA team did, well, it makes me feel... vile, you know?"

      "Worse shit was done in Guantanamo," William piped in.

      "Yeah well, I always like to tell myself that we're better than the terrorists," Aaron continued. "That we won't descend to their base level, but you know what, we're not better. We're not." He cleared his throat before continuing. "Anyway, this agent the DIA team supposedly recruited? Well he showed up in the camp back there."

      "Ah."

      "Yeah. Apparently Habib had worked his way up the Islamic State ranks since the last time we met. Had me arrested. William got wind of it and tried to vouch for me, but the judge arrested him after Habib went wacko and started shooting me."

      "Wait, what?" Ethan said. "The judge arrested William? Why? He should have arrested this Habib."

      "Yeah, except that William snatched a pistol from one of the nearby muj and popped Habib in the head."

      "Oh."

      William jumped in. "What was I supposed to do, stand by and watch the guy kill him?"

      "No," Ethan said. "You did the right thing."

      William laughed softly. "I probably should have capped him in the knee instead, but the bastard royally pissed me off. Thought he could mess with one of my friends and get away with it, did he? And truthfully, I wanted to shut him up. I figured without his testimony, Aaron would be safe. I was wrong. After I was arrested, the judge's lackeys found the USB stick and TruPulse range finder on me and they got all excited because Aaron had them, too. When they discovered the retractable RF antennas hidden within the USBs, we were basically screwed."

      "Didn't help matters when I gave up the PIN to my phone under duress," Aaron added. "And they found certain un-Islamic recordings on the phone."

      "Videos of you providing commentary in English during airstrikes?" Ethan asked.

      "Yup."

      "I warned you about doing that."

      "I know you did."

      "You're supposed to be one of the best operatives in the field," Ethan scolded his friend.

      "The best. Yeah. Doesn't mean I'm not human. I've paid for my mistakes, Ethan."

      We've all paid for your mistakes, he wanted to say, but figured his friend felt guilty enough as it was. The three of them were alive and free, at least for the moment, and that was all that mattered.

      The Humvee reached the final village before the wide tract to Kobane. He steered through the cement buildings, heading toward the heavy artillery at the outskirts. Under the blackout lights he spotted what he thought were a couple of militants on the guns, but none of them made any move to intercept the Humvee.

      His two-way radio crackled to life. "Incoming vehicle, identify yourself."

      The radio chatter from the forward camp wouldn't have reached these men, of course. Without radio towers and repeaters along the way, the distance was just too far.

      "I'm a courier," Ethan said into his radio. "I have a message for the battle emir."

      The militants waved him through.

      Ethan drove past the heavy artillery into the empty expanse of land beyond. The southeast edge of Kobane lay about a kilometer ahead.

      The sky cleared as the vehicle broke free of the tire smoke that choked the villages; the quarter moon cast its dim light down upon them. He hoped none of the passing jets or drones would mark his thermal signature for bombing.

      He breathed a soft sigh of relief when he reached the city's perimeter. At the entrance checkpoint he slowed to a halt, then slid the window locking bar from its hole and lowered the Humvee's ballistic glass.

      One of the fighters on duty shone a flashlight inside. Ethan was about to repeat his courier claim when a garbled voice came over the man's two-way radio. The fighter raised a hand in a "wait a moment" gesture.

      "Say again?" the man spoke into the two-way.

      The voice returned, but there was far too much static for it to be intelligible. Likely the speaker originated from the forward village, or a vehicle on the way to Kobane from there. Ethan did catch one ominous word: "Prisoners."

      The soldier shrugged, then returned his attention to the Humvee.

      "I am a courier—" Ethan began, but the fighter was already waving him through.

      Ethan stepped on the accelerator.

      Almost there.
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* * *

      Suleman crossed both checkpoints with relative ease. He simply told the lazy watchmen that he was in pursuit of escaped kaffir spies. At the second checkpoint, the soldier on duty hesitated when he spotted the bloody nose, but when the man looked into his eyes and saw the fires that burned there, he seemed to understand that Suleman was a true lion of Islam, fervently dedicated to the cause.

      Suleman's nose still throbbed slightly, and he experienced bouts of dizziness. Those were the least of his problems, however: traveling by vehicle through Kobane proper proved extremely difficult. The streets were a mess, and he had been forced to backtrack several times when his way was blocked by a collapsed building or blast crater. Worse, Emad's signal no longer showed up on the Stingray.

      Despite these difficulties, he had no doubt he would find Emad eventually. None whatsoever. Allah would guide him.

      He switched over the two-way radio to the common frequency and spoke. "All units, be on the lookout for a roaming Humvee. Report its position, but do not attack." The last was to ensure that any militants who spotted Suleman's Humvee wouldn't launch a rocket at him.

      "I've spotted the Humvee," a scratchy voice returned a moment later. It cut in and out with static. "It just turned off Forty-Eight Street and is heading south toward the outskirts of Kobane."

      Suleman grinned wickedly. He'd recognize that voice anywhere. It was Emad. The kaffir thought Suleman would fall for that, did he? Heading south toward the outskirts of Kobane. Bah. It was obvious he planned on crossing over to the Kurds. Suleman swore the kaffir would die before he reached the yellow-faces. And after he killed Emad, he planned to return home to Britain, where he would be hailed a hero for his dedicated undercover work above and beyond the call of duty. At the offices of MI6, he would detonate a suicide vest as he shook the Chief's hand. His courageous act of martyrdom would serve as a beacon of hope for all Muslims everywhere, and they would rise up against the infidel oppressors worldwide.

      Suleman continued making his way toward the front line, backtracking when the streets proved impassable. He began to despair of finding Emad in time. Had Allah abandoned him so soon?

      "Emir," Fida'a said.

      Suleman glanced at his loyal friend. Fida'a nodded at the open laptop.

      Emad's signal had returned.
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* * *

      "Which way, Aaron?" Ethan said.

      Seven meters ahead, the way forward was blocked by a severely damaged apartment building. The entire right side had been blown away, spilling huge piles of concrete and furniture onto the roadway.

      They had faced several such blockages during the flight—it was a rabbit's warren out there. Ethan had considered simply abandoning the Humvee, but with Aaron's injuries it was best to stay with the vehicle as long as possible.

      "You do realize your map is slightly outdated, right?" Aaron said from behind. "It's missing some key information, namely, which goddamn buildings have collapsed!"

      "Do what you can," Ethan said curtly.

      His thoughts drifted to the radio chatter he had answered earlier. That man who had asked the mujahadeen to report any Humvees... Ethan couldn't be sure because of the static, but he thought the voice belonged to Suleman. He'd left the man duct-taped in the forward camp. Had he broken free already? Whatever the case, someone was pursuing them, and that someone apparently wanted Ethan for himself.

      A few other radio calls had come in, questioning his intent, but he always answered in pristine Arabic, identifying himself as a courier. None of the brothers he talked to ever repeated his location over the radio for the pursuers, probably because they couldn't tell he drove a Humvee in the night.

      Ethan glanced in the left and right rearview mirrors. The road still seemed clear behind them. So far. "Come on, Aaron. Pick a direction. Or I'll do it for you."

      His fellow operative didn't answer.

      "Aaron!"

      "Go right," Aaron said.

      "Finally." Ethan took his foot off the brake and started the turn. "See if you can contact Black Mamba yet. I want—"

      He was cut off when something struck the front right side of the vehicle.
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      At first Ethan thought a mortar shell had impacted, but when the vehicle veered sharply to the left of its own accord, he saw another Humvee streak past, loudly scraping the outer hull. The other vehicle tore away, halting several meters to the left.

      Not trusting the ballistic glass, Ethan kept low. "You guys okay?"

      "Fine," Aaron said from the backseat.

      "Will?"

      "I'm good," William answered. His friend was similarly crouched. "It hit the engine, not me."

      The Humvee had stalled. The wait-to-start lamp was inactive, and so was the transmission indicator lamp. Staying as low as he could in his seat, Ethan tried the rotary switch regardless. The engine refused to cooperate. It was about time they left the vehicle anyway.

      He peered at the second Humvee through the windshield. Lit by the quarter moon, it lay almost parallel to their own vehicle, with its tailgate facing them. The subtle, shifting darkness of smoke billowed from its engine.

      Ethan opened the driver side door and stepped out, using the metal doorframe for cover. William did the same on the passenger side.

      Gunfire erupted from the opposing vehicle. He instinctively ducked, recognizing the triple report of an M16. It was intermixed with the semi-automatic bursts of an AK-47. Muzzle flashes filled the night.

      The other Humvee was far too close for him to practically use Beast. And the Dragunov wouldn't suffice either, not for what he intended. He needed something capable of laying down several rounds of covering fire.

      "Aaron," he shouted over his shoulder. "AK. Two RGDs."

      From the backseat Aaron handed over his AK and the requested fragmentation grenades.

      "William," Ethan said. "Get Aaron to those buildings." He nodded toward the intersection behind them. "Let me know when you're ready to make the dash."

      Ethan returned fire sporadically with the AK. Meanwhile William made his way around the rear of the vehicle to the left side passenger door and unloaded Aaron.

      "Ready!" William's voice came a few seconds later.

      Ethan moved to the backside of the vehicle—an enemy grenade detonated in the spot he had just vacated. He squeezed past William and Aaron, who had taken up a position near the rightmost brake light, and then he crouched behind the open passenger side door.

      He threw one of the RGD-5s. It detonated, filling the air between the two vehicles with black smoke.

      "Go!" He lay down suppression with the AK. The grenade smoke obscured the line of fire from the enemy Humvee's driver side flank, so he concentrated mostly on the passenger windows.

      "Clear!" William's Arabic voice carried from behind.

      Ethan stopped firing. He had expended almost all of the AK's thirty round magazine. He pulled the pin and threw the second RGD-5, then retreated to the back of the Humvee. Sporadic gunfire erupted from the opposing vehicle.

      He didn't need to tell William what to do.

      As soon as the grenade detonated, William immediately lay down covering fire with his AK. Ethan crossed the thirty meter gap at a sprint, diving for cover behind the building at the edge of the intersection.

      He returned the AK to Aaron. His friend was resting against the building, huffing, phone in hand.

      "Someone's out of shape," Ethan taunted him.

      Aaron ignored the jibe. "Black Mamba is still offline," he said between breaths, sliding the Kalashnikov over his shoulder. "I'm setting your phone to issue a notification when he comes on."

      "You can do that?" Ethan said.

      "Obviously." Aaron stuffed the phone and USB stick combination into Ethan's cargo pocket. "All set."

      Behind him, William remained by the building's edge, occasionally firing at the other Humvee.

      Ethan shrugged the sniper rifle down from his shoulder. He was about to leave his friends to find an outflanking position when two mujahadeen joined them from across the street. Perfect.

      "Brothers," Ethan said. "Two yellow-faces are pinned in the farthest Humvee around the corner. Hold this position while we go around the block and outflank them."

      The mujahadeen agreed.

      Ethan hoisted Aaron's arm over his neck and proceeded onward. William brought up the rear.

      "We're not really planning on outflanking them, are we?" Aaron said as Ethan led him through a ragged hole in a cinder block fence.

      "Nope. We're getting the hell out. We'll be long gone by the time our pursuers realize they've been shooting at ghosts."
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* * *

      Suleman stared through his scope at the dead bodies of his enemies. While Fida'a had held the Humvee, Suleman had made his way to an overwatch position across the street and then mown down both attackers. Afterward, unsure if Emad or another was lying in wait to snipe him, he had ordered Fida'a to leave cover and check the bodies. The man had blindly obeyed.

      "It's not them," Fida'a radioed. He sounded winded.

      "Are you certain?"

      "Yes."

      Suleman jogged over to him. Fida'a was right. Neither of the dead men were Emad or his companions. He felt cheated.

      Fida'a sat on the broken pavement, resting against the side of the building, his AK across his lap.

      Suleman set his laptop down and opened it. Emad's signal was relatively close.

      "Get up," he told Fida'a. "I don't want to lose him."

      His companion coughed terribly, and did not rise.

      "What's wrong?" Suleman went to him.

      Fida'a smiled in the moonlight. His teeth were black—covered in blood. "I'm sorry, my friend," he said, wheezing. "But I must take my leave of you."

      Suleman knelt beside him. Fida'a had taken an ugly gunshot wound in the chest. "Your place in jannah is guaranteed," Suleman told him.

      "I know. Good luck to you, my brother. I will see you again in paradise."

      His loyal friend closed his eyes and died.

      Suleman slumped, filled with sadness. True, moments ago he had ordered Fida'a into the line of fire of a potential sniper, willing to sacrifice him to reveal the marksman's position. But he hadn't really expected his friend to die. Allah was with them. And when no shot came, that had served only to confirm his belief.

      But he was wrong.

      He felt utterly sapped. His mangled nose throbbed worse than ever.

      Maybe I should just let Emad go.

      No. Emad represented all that was wrong with the world—the depravity, deceit, and dishonor of the West. If he killed Emad, he would prove to himself that good could triumph over evil in the end, and that he was right in his decision to forego his infidel masters.

      But he couldn't continue the hunt in his current state. He needed a little something extra.

      Nose throbbing, he weakly returned to the Humvee and retrieved the autoinjector kit. The epinephrine vials had survived the crash. He loaded one and placed the injector over his heart.

      He hesitated only a moment.

      "Allahu akbar," Suleman declared, and injected himself directly in the heart.

      He felt a stabbing pain in his chest and keeled over.

      I have killed myself, he thought.

      But the pain quickly subsided, replaced by an incredible surge of energy. He lived, and more importantly, he felt more alive than ever before.

      Allah was with him once more.

      He glanced at the laptop.

      I'm coming for you Emad.
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* * *

      Ethan followed the noise of heavy machine guns—the sporadic din of both sides exchanging fire, the sounds growing louder with each passing moment. He and his friends were nearing the front.

      Ethan and William helped Aaron in shifts. It was currently William's turn, so Ethan was leading the way, Beast in hand.

      As he crossed in front of a collapsed building, a feral dog looked up and growled before running off. He was surprised no one had eaten it yet.

      Ethan heard a high-pitched whistle as a Kurdish shell pierced the air. He cringed, knowing it could easily land on top of them. The keen descended in pitch, finally ending in an explosion some distance away. The Islamic State line responded with DShK fire.

      As he passed an upturned Hyundai van, Ethan's phone vibrated in his pocket. He paused, directing Aaron and William behind the vehicle, where all three of them crouched. He retrieved his phone and read the notification while William watched their flank. "Black Mamba is finally online."

      "Or at least in range," William said.

      Ethan keyed in a message.

      "What did you say?" Aaron asked.

      "Basically that we're coming over," Ethan replied. "And please don't shoot."

      "How did the Mamba respond?"

      "He didn't. Not yet. It'll vibrate when he does, right?"

      "You bet."

      Ethan pocketed the smartphone and was about to rise when a figure emerged from the darkness immediately beside him. Apparently the newcomer had been hiding in the van, or behind it, because he'd escaped William's notice.

      The man's assault rifle was pointed directly at Ethan's head.
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      Ethan lifted his hands slightly, palms up. Though he couldn't see William behind him, he knew the other operative would have swiveled his own weapon toward the man by then.

      "What unit do you belong to?" the newcomer said, speaking formal Arabic with a Tunisian accent.

      It wasn't a voice Ethan knew. It certainly didn't belong to Suleman.

      "Wolf Company," he answered tentatively.

      The newcomer came closer, emerging from the shadows beside the van so that the moonlight illuminated his features. Definitely wasn't Suleman or anyone Ethan knew.

      When the militant noticed the Shahada headband Ethan wore, he lowered his AK and crouched beside him. "My apologies, my brothers. I heard you speaking English, and believed for a moment you might be Americans come to help the yellow faces."

      "No, brother," Ethan told the militant. "Not American. We are holy warriors who have made hegira from England."

      "But your Arabic is so good," the man protested.

      "Thank you."

      "I was separated from my unit," the militant continued. "May I join you?"

      Ethan glanced at the others uncertainly. They didn't need a mujahid with them to stir up trouble at the Kurdish lines. But he said, "Of course, brother."

      The Tunisian extended a hand. "I am Abu-Ahmed."

      Ethan introduced himself and his companions.

      The militant noticed Aaron's condition. "Does he need to return to the infirmary?"

      "No," Ethan said. "We move forward, to the front lines."

      Ethan hoisted Aaron to his feet.

      The instant the four of them left the cover of the van, the triple crack of an M16A4 filled the air.
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* * *

      Suleman swept the weapon left after the initial burst, firing again, hoping to take down at least two of his targets, but the muzzle flash momentarily blinded his night vision device—the A4 didn't have a flash suppressor.

      Suleman stared through his scope at the quiet, green-black environment. The van was positioned perfectly, neatly fitting inside his field of view, but no further movement came from the vehicle. The kaffir scum knew they were pinned.

      He wondered if he'd struck Emad. It was possible. Any of the four could have been him. Well, there was only one way to be sure. And that was by killing the remainder.

      Suleman settled in for the long wait. He had all night.
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* * *

      Blood spurted in long streams from William's trapezius in time to his heartbeat as Ethan struggled to compress the wound with his hands. William remained motionless the whole time, his eyes closed, looking very pale, his forehead steeped in sweat.

      "Will," Ethan said in a hushed voice. "Come on!"

      William abruptly opened his eyes and groaned. "What the hell."

      "You're going to be fine, Will," Ethan said. "Just a scratch."

      William shifted slightly, and winced. Then he guffawed. "I think, I think I've been shot!" he said between bouts of laughter.

      Ethan was laughing too. "Yeah! You have, bro! Right through your trapezius!"

      "My traps!" William roared. "The mother skewered my traps!"

      Aaron shook his head in the moonlight. "Goddamn SEALs."

      Ethan let Aaron hold the compress, then he crawled to the fourth man. Ahmed lay lifeless on the pavement beside the van. He wasn't breathing. He had taken the brunt of the attack, with small holes punched into opposite sides of his back. That burst had sounded like it had come from an M16, and the steel-tipped, 5.56mm cartridges would have easily torn their way through the Kevlar body armor under the man's fatigues. Ethan checked Ahmed's pulse. Nothing.

      Ethan returned to William. He unsheathed his combat knife and began cutting a makeshift bandage from the hem of his own pant leg. Funny how Hollywood always made impromptu bandage creation look so easy in the movies. Only after a lot of twisting and ripping was he able to wrench the fabric free.

      He secured the cloth to William's trapezius muscle, wrapping it under his armpit and tightening it until the blood flow ceased.

      "How's that feel?" Ethan asked.

      "Heavenly," William answered.

      Ethan sat back to consider their predicament. How the hell had Suleman found them again? The streets were a warren back there, and Ethan had made several random direction changes, pausing occasionally to sweep his six. Classic evasion protocol. The first encounter he had attributed to luck. But two accidental encounters in a row? Unlikely.

      Ethan grabbed his phone to check for a reply from Doug. Nothing. Worse, battery power was under fifteen percent.

      As he looked at the smartphone it suddenly dawned upon Ethan.

      "He has a Stingray! Goddamn it." Ethan switched the cell to Airplane mode. "How could I be so stupid? He's damn MI6."

      "Who's MI6?" Aaron asked in a hushed voice. "Our sniper?"

      "Yeah." Ethan sighed. "Long story."

      "All right, so what are we going to do about it?" Aaron pressed. "We're stuck here behind this trash heap."

      "What if we bring the van with us?" William sat up. With his trapezius bandaged, his strength appeared to be returning.

      "No way we're moving this piece of shit," Aaron said. "We're pinned, bros. Thoroughly."
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* * *

      Suleman grew impatient. He decided it was time to ask for help. It was selfish to kill the remaining infidels all by himself anyway.

      Keeping his eye glued to the scope, he reached for his harness and activated the two-way radio. "My brothers, I have important news. I have trapped four kaffir spies at the corner of the industrial section. They are hidden beside the mosque there, across from a fountain on the southern side, behind an upturned van. Any mujahadeen in the area who seek glory, come to me. We will flush them out."

      Smiling confidently, Suleman released the transmit button and waited for the enthusiastic replies to start pouring in.

      What he heard back surprised him.

      "It's a Kurdish trick!" came the voice over the common band. "They're trying to draw us away from the front lines. Everyone stay at your posts!"

      It was Emad.

      Suleman cursed quietly. He hadn't struck the man after all, then.

      He spoke into the two-way again. "My brothers, who are you going to believe, me or the kaffir? I have already injured them. Probably killed at least one. They are wounded animals, cornered, and trapped. This is the glory you sought when you came to this land to wage jihad. Come, my brothers! Fight with me!"

      "Stay at your posts!" Emad retorted. "Or the Kurdish pigs will break through!"

      "Get off the line, you idiots!" a random voice barked over the radio.

      Suleman couldn't believe how easily his brothers were deceived. In despair and anger, he almost cast aside the radio. Would evil win so easily?

      But then he realized his mistake. He had been using the common channel.

      He clicked scan and found another frequency in use by a squad nearby. The men were issuing terse instructions to one another—something about outflanking a group of yellow-faces.

      "My brothers," Suleman spoke into the radio. "How would you like to become famous?"
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* * *

      Ethan maneuvered to the far side of the van, away from where the shots had come. He unclipped the night sight from Beast and brought it to his eye, then carefully leaned past the front of the vehicle. He utilized the night scope like a zero magnification lens to survey the immediate area. Because the device was intended for use in front of a day optic, a large, hollow black circle impinged on the view—it looked like he was observing the green-black street through a tube.

      He spotted the fountain Suleman had mentioned earlier on the radio. It was three meters away, and appeared dry, with parts of its jagged rim broken away. Two meters past it lay a brick wall, roughly twice the height of a man. Ethan could see the dome of a mosque silhouetted against the night sky beyond it, maybe a football field distant.

      Sweeping the scope from left to right, he noticed a blast hole in the wall, close to the fountain. It was big enough to fit a man.

      "Check it out," Ethan helped Aaron to the far side of the van and handed him the night scope. "See that gap in the wall of the mosque?"

      "Too far," Aaron declared.

      Ethan and Aaron exchanged places with William so that he could look.

      "If we make a run for it," William said as he looked through the scope. "One of us might make it."

      "Not good enough." Ethan faced Aaron. "Have any RGD-5's left?"

      Aaron nodded. "Two."

      "We can use the fragmentation grenades to momentarily blind our sniper."

      Aaron seemed doubtful. "His night vision scope is auto-gating. It'll adjust to the brightness. We'll have maybe half a second before his vision returns to normal."

      "But you're forgetting the smoke plumes. They're about three meters wide, and last six seconds. That's enough time and coverage to cross from behind the van to the mosque, if we toss both grenades. We throw the first between us and the fountain. The second between the fountain and the gap in the wall."

      "What if he has a thermal imager?" Aaron said.

      "He doesn't. I know the man we're dealing with, and his equipment." Ethan did his best to project confidence, though he couldn't be sure that Suleman hadn't acquired a thermal imager along the way. It was a risk he was willing to take. Goddamn MI6.

      "We'll have to toss the grenades in just the right spots," William said. "Too close to the van, or too far, and the smoke won't give us the cover we need. If we mess up the aim or timing, we'll be eating grenade fragments for lunch. Plus our sniper friend will probably fire randomly into the smoke while we cross."

      "I'm open to other ideas."

      There were none.

      Ethan grabbed the NV clip-on from William and reattached it to Beast, then swung the rifle over his shoulder alongside the Dragunov. "Aaron, get ready to hand me those grenades." He removed the phone from his pocket, disconnected the USB adapter, and crept to the frontmost edge of the van.

      The two-way radio crackled to life. "What are you doing, Abu Emad?" The distaste Suleman placed on the Arabic word for brother was obvious. "I can hear you down there, speaking English, plotting like the Americans spies you are!"

      Ethan thought Suleman was taunting them to convince any listening mujahadeen of their identity more than anything else.

      "Please be aware that the man speaking over the channel is a British MI6 spy," Ethan said into the radio. "He is not to be trusted, and should be executed on sight." He released the send button and turned toward his companions. "We move at two second intervals." That would leave enough room between them in case Suleman happened to have an RPG launcher, while still giving them enough time to cross the street before the smoke cleared. "William, you go first. Aaron, you're second. I'll go last."

      "You expect me to cross alone?" Aaron said. "Ain't going to happen. Not with this bum leg."

      "I'll help him," William volunteered.

      "Fine. You both go first, then. I'll follow three seconds after."

      "Are you looking forward to bathing in hellfire?" Suleman continued to taunt over the radio. "With pigs taking turns raping your asshole every night from now until eternity? When I plant the black flag of the Islamic State on the roof of the White House, I will take a shit in the Oval Office, so that the flies have something to eat while they breed in the corpse of the kaffir President. And I will think of you in that moment, Emad, as I am taking that shit. I will think of how you attempted to betray us. And how I stopped you."

      "Ready?" Ethan asked his companions.

      "Let's roll."

      Ethan leaned past the van and pressed the flashlight icon on his phone; the built-in flash activated, illuminating the street. Aaron handed him the grenades one after the other and Ethan threw them. The first bounced a little farther to the right than he had intended, but it should still suffice; the second landed spot on.

      "Good to go." Ethan switched off the flash.

      The grenades detonated almost simultaneously.

      On cue, William and Aaron emerged from their cover behind the van, trusting that the temporary smoke would shield them from view.

      Ethan began counting down the seconds in his head.

      One-one-thousand.

      As expected, their hidden attacker unleashed random bursts into the smoke plumes.

      William and Aaron reached the cover of the fountain.

      Two-one-thousand.

      Keeping low, William and Aaron began the crossing from the fountain to the stone wall.

      Three-one-thousand.

      Ethan left the van. 5.56mm bullets whipped past. He ducked behind the fountain, and then raced toward his lagging companions.

      In moments it was over. He dove through the ragged gap in the wall, pulling William and Aaron inside with him.

      Aaron moaned in pain as the three of them crashed to the ground. "Damn it, Ethan. A little warning would have been nice."

      "Usually there isn't time to warn someone when you're saving their life," Ethan declared quietly.

      The gunfire ceased beyond the wall.

      "Anyone hurt?" Ethan said.

      "We were fine before you piled in on top of us," Aaron complained again.

      "William?"

      "I'm good," his friend said, sounding slightly pissed as well.

      That's gratitude for you.

      Ethan surveyed the courtyard of the mosque in the moonlight. The place was a mess. The enclosure was indeed the size of a football field. The actual mosque resided on the western side and looked to be about the size of a small stadium. The blast-damaged building had partially collapsed, its white bricks overflowing onto the grounds. Several of the outbuildings had suffered, too: their smashed structures fanned out into the courtyard, leaving behind partially standing husks.

      Ethan helped Aaron northward, following the wall; William brought up the rear, guarding their backs. When Ethan reached the north perimeter he turned west, again staying near the courtyard's wall and its shadow. Behind them, the eastern perimeter provided an effective shield against any outside snipers.

      The trio quickly came upon an open iron gate.

      While William watched the somewhat distant hole in the wall behind them, Ethan lowered Aaron, unclipped the NV scope from Beast, and scanned the street beyond the gate. He picked out an alley opposite their position, between two cinder block fences about six meters away. He handed the NV piece to William.

      "There's an alley across the way," Ethan whispered.

      "I see it," William said, looking through the NV.

      Ethan glanced at Aaron, who sat on the ground, guarding their rear. "Want me to bring Aaron this time?"

      "No," William said. "I got him."

      "Wait." Ethan reattached the NV to the forward Picatinny of Beast and, clipping the sling to his Quick Cuff, he assumed a seated sniping position beside the gate. He leaned past, aiming eastward. He swept the scope from left to right, studying the green-black environment. There were a few buildings Suleman could have used as a hide, but there was no way Ethan would be able to see him in those darkened window frames.

      "Anything?" William said quietly.

      "No," Ethan said. "He could be anywhere out there."

      "Too bad we don't have more grenades. What do you want to do?"

      Ethan clenched his jaw. Where are you?

      "We've moved about a hundred meters north of our last position," William said. "Maybe more. Do you really think our sniper has had time to relocate?"

      "Depends on his initial position," Ethan said.

      "Which was probably close to the van, way over to the southeast. Look, the longer we delay, the more time we give him to find a new hide."

      "Let's cross," Aaron urged.

      "Ethan?" William said.

      "All right. Fine." Ethan didn't look from the scope. "If you're going to go, now's the time then."

      "Come on, bud." William heard shuffling behind him: the sound of his friend hoisting Aaron over one shoulder. "Ready?" he asked Ethan.

      "Go." Ethan scanned the eastern buildings as their footfalls receded across the street. He held his breath, counting out the moments. He thought it would take maybe three seconds for them to reach the alleyway.

      One-one-thousand.

      Two-one-thousand.

      Before he reached three, the terrible triple report of an M16 tore through the night air.
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      Ethan quickly altered his aim. The muzzle flash had come from beyond the scope's field of view, to the upper right, but he discerned nothing in the black squares representing the building windows there, roughly two hundred meters to the east. The rooftop appeared empty, too.

      "Are you all right!" Ethan shouted. He spoke Arabic in case other militants were listening nearby.

      "We made it!" Aaron called from the alleyway behind him. His voice sounded strained. "We're good."

      "He's not so good," William yelled. "We made it, yes, but the sniper hit Aaron in the same wounded leg. The bullet tumbled on impact. It's not pretty."

      "Damn it," Ethan said quietly. Louder: "Can he still walk with your help?"

      There was a pause. William was obviously applying a makeshift tourniquet. If the bullet tumbled, Aaron would be bleeding heavily from the shredded tissue. Finally:

      "Barely," William shouted back in Arabic.

      "I can do it," Aaron called.

      He would have to.

      Ethan continued shifting his scope over the various windows and rooftops, hoping for some tell that would betray Suleman's position. There was no way Ethan could cross, not while the sniper had a bead on the gate.

      "What's the plan?" William hollered.

      "The two of you have to continue," Ethan said. "I'll find another way."

      "We're not leaving you," William shouted.

      "You have to."

      "We're not!" William insisted.

      "You know you can't stay. Aadil"—he was careful to use Aaron's Arabic alias—"won't make it if you do. Go. I'll catch up. Trust me. Go!"

      Ethan waited for a response, but none came. His friends had gone, then. Good.

      Mortars detonated just to the west and DShKs fired in answer, reminding him of how close to the Kurdish lines he was. So close and yet so far.

      The eastern gap in the wall remained open to him. He could return to it and attempt a retreat that way, but with Suleman out there... he glanced at the collapsed mosque to the west instead. That was a potentially safer route. If he could scale the rubble and cross over to the building's western flank, he would be well beyond Suleman's sight line. There were several damaged outbuildings he could use for cover along the way, and plenty of deep shadows that could defeat a NV scope.

      Before he could move, a sudden illumination drew his attention back to the eastern wall—multiple flashlight-carrying figures were stepping through the gap.

      Suleman had managed to call reinforcements.

      Ethan slunk away from the gate and hurried west inside the courtyard, staying close to the wall and the shadow it cast in the dim moonlight. He turned off his two-way radio, not wanting it to suddenly come to life and give away his position.

      An attenuated beam of light abruptly swept toward him, and he dove behind a waist-high pile of bricks where one of the outbuildings had collapsed. Cement dust on the ground mingled with his sweat, caking his exposed skin.

      He remained motionless, watching, listening.

      The light seemed to be coming closer. Judging from the footsteps, the militants were still about thirty or forty meters away.

      He considered fighting back, but he couldn't be sure how many tangos there were. And without a flash suppressor, he'd reveal his position after the first shot.

      He rolled onto his back into the rubble, grimacing as the sharp pieces of debris dug into his spine. He swept a hand over the loose bricks, letting them pour over his legs. A particularly loud machine gun exchange was taking place somewhere to the southwest, masking the soft clinks. One brick hit his right knee a bit hard and he felt the patella crunch. Nothing he could do but grin and bear it. When his legs were covered, he moved on to individually positioning the bricks over the rest of his body; he moved as quickly as possible, cringing whenever he thought he placed a piece too loudly.

      By the time the search team reached him, he had blanketed himself and his equipment almost completely in debris. Only his left arm was exposed—the arm he had used to position the final bricks. Hopefully the camo sleeve, combined with the cement dust coating the hand, would serve to mask the limb.

      The nearby machine gun fire ceased and he became conscious of his own rattled breathing. He held it, remaining motionless, feeling the weight of the bricks pressing down into his body. His right knee throbbed.

      Two pairs of boots crunched over the rubble beside him. The ambient light brightened momentarily as a flashlight passed over his position; the illumination filtered through the crack he'd left for his eyes, blinding him. Then the light, and the footfalls, moved on.

      Ethan exhaled softly.

      The searchers had split up, judging from the occasional shouts from the different parts of the courtyard. Unlike the rest of the city, the acoustics there were surprisingly good, with minimal echo and distortion, allowing him to pinpoint sound sources with relative accuracy, and he knew two separate groups were moving westward toward the mosque; muted voices, meanwhile, came from the northeast and southeast, telling him that militants had stayed behind to guard the iron gate and the wall rupture, respectively.

      A louder exchange abruptly drifted to him from the gate. It sounded like the militants on watch were greeting someone.

      The conversation ceased and someone new approached. Alone.

      The two other groups were returning from their search of the mosque at that time, and converged on the newcomer close to Ethan's position.

      "Salaam," the newcomer said. It was Suleman.

      "There is no one here, brother," another militant said in Arabic.

      "He has to be here," Suleman said. "We had men watching both exits. I know this place very well—I was pinned here a few days ago, and there is no other way out. Did you check all the outbuildings? The mosque?"

      "We did. Most of the buildings have collapsed. As for the mosque, much of it is gone, and what's left is mostly open space, with a few closets and side rooms. We searched them all. I tell you, he is not here."

      "He is here!" Suleman hissed.

      The two-way radios crackled to life. "We need reinforcements in the industrial area, north of the mosque! The yellow-faces are attempting a sortie. Hurry!"

      Ethan recognized William's voice and mentally thanked his friend.

      "My brother, I am sorry," the militant said. "We are needed elsewhere. He is just one man."

      "He is not just one man," Suleman said. "It is what he represents. If we let him go, we send a clear message to the American pigs that it is all right for them to infiltrate our ranks with their dirty spies. That it is all right to kill us in the dark and sabotage our equipment and assassinate our emirs."

      But the others were already retreating, judging from the footfalls.

      Suleman cursed them, something about a pig raping their kaffir arses while they burned for all eternity. The usual.

      Ethan listened as Suleman's footfalls receded—his boots crunched morosely over the rock, dirt and glass. A distant clink sounded whenever the man experimentally poked his rifle into a rubble pile.

      The footsteps slowly shifted toward the northern wall and faded as Suleman traversed the gate. Gunfire came from somewhere outside the courtyard, masking his retreat, and when it ended, Ethan no longer heard the man.

      He badly wanted to vacate the courtyard, but there had seemed something off about Suleman's exit. His footfalls had seemed too loud. Too dramatic. Like Suleman merely wanted him to think he was leaving. It was a tactic Ethan would have used himself. He remembered the certainty he had heard in Suleman's voice, the conviction, when he had told the other militants that Ethan was still in the courtyard.

      And so he remained still, hidden beneath those bricks. The wind picked up, and the entire courtyard descended into darkness. Likely the breeze had brought with it the black smoke from the southern villages, occluding the stars and moon.

      The nearby shelling stopped entirely, so that he existed in an eerie microcosm of sensory deprivation. The smallest sound might betray his position, but it worked both ways—Ethan kept his ears open, listening intently.

      The silent, dark minutes passed.

      The sporadic shelling and machine gun fire started up again, though the detonations and muzzle flashes were obscured by the mosque and surrounding walls so that no light reached the courtyard. Sound however did penetrate, of course, and the ground shook as a mortar detonated nearby.

      Ethan told himself he was overthinking everything. Suleman had gone.

      But he waited another ten minutes anyway.

      Just when he was about to begin extricating himself, he heard a subtle shifting noise, like the sound a brick might make when disturbed on a rubble pile. It came from the eastern side of the courtyard.

      It was possible the loose brick was displaced naturally by reverberations from the shelling.

      Somehow Ethan doubted it.

      Suleman was out there, stalking him.

      The game was afoot.

      Ethan waited for a mortar to strike nearby, then lifted his free arm and removed a brick from his face, letting the shudder of the explosion mask the sound of his movements. He continued to wait for impacts and machine gun bursts, and in that way he slowly extricated himself from the pile.

      He positioned himself on the dirt beside the rubble, and winced—his right knee was still tender from the brick he'd dropped on it earlier.

      The drifting smoke had cleared somewhat overhead, allowing the starlight to filter down. The moon however remained shrouded. Because of the starlight, he was able to discern the outline of the rubble beside him, which blocked half the courtyard from view.

      Lying flat, he slid Beast from his shoulder and tentatively peered through the 10x scope. The magnification was workable for the football field dimensions of the courtyard. In those sections of the grounds not obscured by the rubble pile beside him, he saw a green-black world of collapsed outbuildings, broken cobblestone and twisted shrubs, hemmed in by impenetrable regions of black wall.

      Suleman could be lying in wait anywhere among that mess, indiscernible from any other mound of debris. And in the starlight, Ethan would appear the same to Suleman.

      He discerned the slight illumination marking the northern gate, but couldn't see the rent in the eastern wall from his current position. If Ethan wanted to trap someone in the courtyard, he would have chosen a hide with both exits in sight. Given the separation between the two, he probably would've picked a spot near one of the exits themselves, in case someone tried to sneak past him.

      Where are you?

      Ethan considered retreating toward the mosque and reverting to his original plan of using the debris to scale the western wall, but it would take him forever to crawl that way without making a sound, and there was no guarantee he wouldn't slip up somewhere along the line.

      He decided to move slightly away from the debris beside him for a better view of the courtyard. He very carefully low-crawled forward, literally at a snail's pace, taking three minutes to cover the five feet. When he was in place, he folded down the Harris bipod, set the legs on the ground, and then brought his eye to Beast's scope.

      He swept the field of view along the battered landscape; the sniper rifle swiveled on its bipod courtesy of the rotapod adapter. He was able to discern the entire eastern half of the courtyard, though that only meant more caved buildings and broken shrubs. He did, however, pick out the rent in the eastern wall, but he couldn't discern a thing on either side of it. He continued scanning the area, but there were simply too many areas the starlight didn't reach. A base level of brightness was required for night vision to work, and those shadows just weren't cutting it.

      Where's a damn PEQ-2 when you need one? Then again, an infrared illuminator would've only given him away in the current predicament.

      He listened to the nearby rumble of DShKs and mortars, and his mind wandered. Perhaps the sliding brick had indeed been a natural displacement. Surely Suleman would have made another noise by then?

      Ethan shook his head. He refused to underestimate the man a second time. Suleman was there.

      He steeled himself for the long wait. Patience. That was the key to any sniper duel: the hunter with the most patience won.

      Ethan moved his field of view between the two exits, knowing that Suleman could be anywhere in that darkness, even right beside him. He tried to memorize the location of every shrub, rubble pile, and outbuilding. His hope was to spot an anomaly: some bush that shifted ever so slightly between glances; some cobblestone pile that moved a foot a minute.

      Unfortunately, Suleman would very likely stay put. That was what Ethan was doing, after all.

      Time was running out. Ethan had to find a way to draw the man out. He couldn't afford to remain there all night. When news spread of the bloody escape of the kaffir spies from the forward camp, more militants would be willing to listen to Suleman. The man could be texting for reinforcements on FireChat at that very moment, with the light from his cellphone shielded by very careful arrangement of his clothing.

      His cellphone...

      Ethan had an idea.
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      A mortar shell struck unnervingly close, scarcely beyond the walls of the mosque so that the ground shuddered violently. Ethan's lungs rattled in his ribcage.

      He crept behind the debris beside him, letting the piled bricks shield his body from most of the courtyard. He removed his phone from his pocket. The screen was black, and would remain so until he attempted to unlock it. He unwound the scarf from his neck, then carefully removed the jacket portion of his fatigues, exposing the Kevlar vest underneath. He placed the smartphone beside his face and layered the scarf and jacket over his head, tucking in the edges of the fabrics.

      He hesitated, then unlocked the cellphone. The brightness was set to the dimmest value from his earlier usage. He would know if any of the light seeped from his cover soon enough, however—when the bullet came.

      He loaded up a timer app and started a countdown. Soundlessly, he adjusted the volume and brightness levels to maximum, and then quickly locked the phone. The screen blackened.

      He doffed the jacket and scarf to retrieve the duct tape from his pocket; very slowly, he quietly unraveled a small piece. When it was of suitable size, he carefully tore it away. Then he turned on his radio, leaving the volume too low to produce anything audible, and depressed the send button; he wrapped the tape around it so that the radio remained in "transmit" mode. Probing in the dark, he secured the two-way radio to the smartphone with another piece of tape, being careful not to obscure the phone's screen, nor to press some button that would light it.

      Satisfied, he snaked forward until he was slightly past the edge of the rubble pile again. He placed the rifle on the ground via the bipod, and with his 10x scope, located a clearing near the center of the courtyard; in the middle grew a particular arrangement of shrubs that could easily be confused with a prostrate human body under the night vision. He panned to the left and right to ensure a relatively clear corridor, and then, keeping his body aligned to the chosen spot, he extricated himself from Beast and threw the phone-radio combination.

      The jury-rigged contraption clattered loudly on the broken cobblestone of the clearing, landing roughly twenty meters away. He could almost imagine Suleman swinging the barrel of his M16A4 toward the noise.

      Ethan scanned the eastern portion of the grounds through Beast. His heart was beating rapidly in anticipation. He wondered how close to the foliage the phone had landed. Would it be near enough?

      Come on. Come on.

      His phone seared to life in the center of the courtyard. The screen cast a bright green bloom about the smartphone, which the night vision quickly auto-gated. The cell had landed right beside the humanlike shrubs: the foliage looked even more convincing under the illumination, at least from Ethan's position, appearing as a man lying face down with a backpack beside him.

      The triple-report of an A4 sounded from the far side of the foyer as his opponent fired on instinct. The muzzle flash of the unsuppressed rifle had been situated beyond the field of view of Ethan's scope, but he'd caught it with his other eye and immediately swiveled his aim in the general direction.

      Your first mistake, bro.

      Suleman had missed the phone, and the bright screen continued to provide ambiance, enough for Ethan to pick out additional minute details from the surrounding ruins. Suleman would be able to do the same, of course, except that without knowing Ethan's general location, he had a far greater zone to cover.

      Focusing on the area that had given rise to the muzzle flash, Ethan spotted the partial outline of a newly visible black-green form that may or may not have belonged to a sniper, located close to the eastern gap in the wall. Suleman? Or another humanlike shrub?

      In the background, an annoying chime sounded from the phone, repeating incessantly into the radio. If Suleman tried to call for help over the main channel, his transmission would be drowned out by the noise, that or blocked entirely, thanks to the "busy channel lockout" feature of the radios, which prevented outgoing transmissions while the line was active. He'd have to use one of the less-trafficked squad channels, if he dared.

      Ethan waited for the sniper to fire at the phone again and confirm his position, or for the target in his sights to move, but his opponent did neither. Suleman obviously realized the trap he had fallen into.

      Ethan kept his aim on the indistinct figure. He could shoot anyway and hope he was right. But if he was wrong, then his own unsuppressed muzzle would betray him.

      And then Ethan noticed the black-green form beneath his reticule seemed to shift slightly. He stared at it very carefully. No, it wasn't moving after all. He must have imagined it.

      Wait a moment...

      There was motion there. Very slow, very gradual, almost undetectable motion—what appeared to be a limb was sliding backward.

      Suleman was attempting to relocate deeper into the shadows.

      "Gotcha," Ethan whispered.

      He aimed for the center of the object and squeezed the trigger. The muzzle flash momentarily flooded his scope with green. Ethan worked the bolt, chambering a fresh cartridge, and repositioned his reticule over the indistinct outline. It no longer moved.

      After several moments he folded closed Beast's bipod and stood. He approached warily, keeping his rifle aimed at the tango, pausing every ten steps or so to recenter the scope, but his quarry never moved.

      Ethan kept the muzzle pointed at the lifeless silhouette as he closed. He couldn't discern the features in the dim light, but he had little doubt as to the identity of the dead man: only Suleman had wanted to kill him badly enough to stalk him in the dark for the past hour.

      He placed his index and middle fingers over the radial vein. The man's wrist felt clammy. No pulse. Ethan experienced a moment of pity.

      You wanted me to kill you, Suleman. You got your wish.

      Sliding Beast over his shoulder, Ethan snatched the M16A4 from the corpse and searched the vest for a spare magazine. He found one and pocketed it. In the man's backpack he also discovered a laptop, Stingray-capable no doubt. He tried to turn it on, but the battery seemed dead so he unleashed a burst from the A4 into the machine's aluminum shell. The man carried no other weapons.

      Ethan raced back to the phone-radio contraption he'd juryrigged. Right when he reached it the phone's power failed—the screen darkened and the alarm ended. He scooped up the bound devices and ripped away the tape that locked the radio in transmit mode. He accidentally brushed the volume switch in the process and an angry militant barked over the channel in Arabic:

      "Thank you for turning that pig shit off!"

      Ethan turned the volume low so that he could listen to any relevant updates, then he slunk to the northern gate and carefully scanned the outlying street with the A4. The 4x magnification of the RCO scope was much better suited to an urban environment than the 10x on Beast.

      When he was convinced the way was clear, he dashed to the safety of the alleyway across the road. He emerged and headed west, keeping close to the buildings, wondering if William and Aaron had taken the same route.

      The sky between the buildings ignited as a mortar ominously struck nearby.

      He reached an intersection. The second-story window of a house to the south lit up with the muzzle flashes of DShK fire. On a rooftop a block away to the west, the shimmer of another heavy machine gun answered it. He aimed the scope of his A4 toward that rooftop, and in the green-black environment illuminated by the starlight he saw what appeared to be eastern-facing sandbags. If he was right, that was a Kurdish defensive position.

      Almost there.

      Ethan darted across the street; as he closed with the defensive position, machine gun fire abruptly whipped past just beside him. He dropped, low-crawling behind a broken fence.

      He rose to a crouch, keeping his flank pressed to the cinder block fence. He thought it was the Kurds who were firing at him, so he shouted in English, "I'm American! I surrender! I want to cross to the Kurdish lines! I am friends with Black Mamba!"

      The two-way radio squawked to life with the Arabic voice of an Islamic State militant. "I've found another deserter trying to defect to the yellow-faces!"

      Whoops.

      Stone chips flew into his face as mujahadeen fired from somewhere to the east. Those bullets traced a path along the wall toward his head...

      He spun away, diving into an open door; inside, he got up and hurried through the foyer at a crouch, worried that he might trigger a booby trap—the moment that thought entered his mind, he banged his hip against an unseen counter in the dark. Not a booby trap, but certainly painful.

      He heard shouts outside. "He's in there! Use the rockets!"

      Ethan sprinted to the far side of the home and leaped out the shattered rear window, landing in the small courtyard beyond. He felt a shockwave rip past as the room he'd vacated only moments before exploded.

      He sprinted through the yard, pulling himself over a chest-high cinder block fence.

      Gunfire whizzed past from his right.

      Ethan dove behind some rubble situated in the middle of the road. No, not rubble. It was an upturned Jersey barrier, barely high enough to shield him. The Dragunov dug into his arm below him. He turned onto his back, flattening himself, and slid the rifle down. He let off a few random shots at his opponents without looking over the barricade, then discarded the Dragunov when the magazine emptied.

      More shots came in. Bullets ricocheted from the barrier above him, sprinkling his temple with slivers of concrete. He was pinned worse than ever. The tiny barricade might protect him from gunfire—at least until the militants outflanked him—but it certainly wouldn't save him from a rocket or grenade attack.

      He was done.
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      "I'm with you, my brothers," Ethan shouted in Arabic. "I fight the yellow-faces!"

      But the militants kept firing.

      As he lay there on his back beside the barricade, he found his gaze drawn inexplicably to the stars. The quarter moon had broken free by then. So beautiful.

      More cement broke away as bullets pounded the Jersey barrier. It would be so easy to give up. To let them outflank him and fire their rockets while he just lay there, doing nothing, staring at the moon one last time before he died.

      A voice growled at the back of his mind in protest. It spoke a quote from Winston Churchill that had helped Ethan endure SEAL training, a quote he'd always kept close to heart.

      Never give in—never, never, never, never. If you're going through hell, keep going.

      Well, if ever he was in hell, it was then.

      Keep going.

      Staying low, he surveyed his surroundings in the quarter moonlight. There was a single-story shop to his left. Five meters away. The front door was invitingly open.

      He could make it.

      He would.

      The incoming gunfire momentarily ceased. He heard the militants calling out instructions to one another from opposite sides of the street. It sounded like they were preparing to outflank him.

      He switched the A4 fire selector to burst mode, then pivoted so that he lay face down behind the Jersey barrier. He brought his knees forward as far as he could without exposing the rest of his body, took two deep breaths, then lifted the muzzle of the A4 over the barricade and unleashed two separate bursts without aiming.

      He pressed the assault rifle into the barrier and, using it as leverage, clambered to his feet. He sprinted toward the shop, firing off two more bursts, spray-and-pray style, to his left.

      Return gunfire echoed in the night and bullets whipped past. He felt a rude poke in his left bicep and knew he'd been shot. He dove into the ruined shop, landing prostrate on the floor.

      By then his left bicep was pulsing with an excruciating, burning pain. He had hoped the distraction of battle would lessen the agony, but no such luck: it felt like a steaming hot carving knife had been driven into the muscle, and some cruel torturer was twisting it, cutting into the tendons, fascia, and bone. It was an illusion, of course. The pain was the aftereffect of the round passing clean through the head of the muscle, and his subsequent attempts to move the arm. It was fortunate the bullet hadn't deflected into his torso, as the protection from the Kevlar vest was dubious at best.

      Hot blood drizzled down his forearm from the entry and exit wounds. The lesions were located conveniently below the Quick Cuff. Ducking behind a table, he dropped the A4 and opened the cuff's velcro attachment, quickly retightening it to stanch the bleeding.

      He scooped up the A4, stumbled to his feet, and made for the rear of the building. He spotted the silhouettes of several men beyond the windows there. Surrounded. He steered toward the open trapdoor in the ceiling instead, where the moon beckoned invitingly. The roof would prove a more defensible position.

      Left arm dangling uselessly, Ethan started up the stairs but tripped halfway. Instinctively he tried to extend his injured limb to cushion the fall, sending a jolt of pain through the muscle; he smashed into the stairs, only worsening the excruciation. Beast, hanging from his left shoulder, dug into the tissue.

      With his right arm, he braced his other rifle—the A4—against the steps, and forced himself up. He heard shouts outside.

      "He's on the roof!" came the Arabic words.

      He heard the characteristic tumble of a fragmentation grenade on the rooftop above.

      Ethan was far enough from the trapdoor to consider himself safe, so he chose to stay on the stairs. He swiveled to face the foyer, lay back against the steps, and balanced the A4 on his chest while he set the fire selector to semi-automatic. Then he raised the rifle awkwardly with his good hand, pointing the muzzle toward the main door across from him.

      An explosion rocked the ceiling as the grenade detonated, sending a blast of displaced air down through the trapdoor.

      Ethan scarcely batted an eye. He kept his rifle arm extended, leaving a slight crook in the elbow. He tried hard to maintain a pistol grip of sorts on the A4, with a straight wrist so the force of the recoil would transfer into his arm rather than the joint. The unbalanced weight was difficult to sustain, however, and he found himself using his right leg to help support the barrel.

      The silhouette of a crouching man appeared in the doorway.

      Ethan centered the muzzle on the muj's torso and fired one-handed. The trigger guard banged against his fingers and he felt the recoil energy transmit into his elbow, but he hit the target.

      The man dropped like a fly.

      A grenade bounced inside. Ethan hauled himself to his feet and raced through the hole in the ceiling. The bomb detonated, sending a fireball through the trapdoor behind him.

      He low-crawled westward, toward the side street, and peered over. Militants milled below. Ethan immediately ducked.

      He heard movement in the room below.

      Staying prostrate, he spun around and aimed the A4 toward the trapdoor.

      So this is the end, he thought. Surrounded by mujahadeen, going down in a blaze of glory.

      There were worse fates. He was doing what he was born to do. Fighting on the side of good against radicals who sought to destroy the world. This was the good fight.

      The best fight.

      The sound of artillery fire ripped through the air. Bright threads of light drew his attention to the side street. In the distance, from the Kurdish lines, a pickup truck roared over the potholes. A ZU-23-2 anti-aircraft gun was mounted in its bed, and it fired directly into the militants who had him surrounded.

      Another technical advanced from a parallel road, also from the Kurdish positions. It too unleashed havoc with a ZU. Ethan flattened himself, knowing how notoriously inaccurate the weapon could be when fired from a moving vehicle.

      The gurgled screams of mujahadeen filled the air as the 23mm shells tore through them at a firing rate of over four hundred rounds per minute. The rooftop shook as some of the rounds collided with the side of the building.

      The first pickup surged past and Ethan heard the screech of braking tires, followed by a loud crash. He thought the vehicle had plowed into the upended Jersey barrier.

      The second technical pulled up behind it, judging from the sound.

      Their anti-aircraft guns continued firing sporadically.

      Ethan heard the burst of an AK-47 downstairs, followed by a single rifle report from the street. Another AK salvo. Another rifle crack. He kept his A4 aimed at the hole in the rooftop.

      The exchange continued for about half a minute, with the rifle reports sounding successively closer. Then the stairs creaked below.

      Ethan held his A4 steady on the trapdoor...

      A head appeared; before he fired, a familiar voice bellowed: "Death Adder coming up!"

      Ethan slumped. "Damn it, Wil, I almost popped your head off."

      William climbed onto the rooftop. "I've been trying to message you."

      "Phone's dead. How the hell did you find me?"

      William ignored the question. "Can you walk?"

      "Yeah. It's the arm that's busted."

      William helped him to his feet, though he accidentally wrapped a hand around Ethan's injured bicep in the process and he nearly blacked out. "Sorry."

      William led him downstairs. "As to how we found you, we've been listening in on the radio chatter, but we also had one of the Predators zoom in on the neighborhood. Wasn't hard to pinpoint your location—we just looked for the biggest firefight in the area."

      Ethan emerged from the shop, feeling like he was walking in some sort of dream. He was vaguely aware that the pickup, a battered and muddy Kia 4000S, had turned around. In the truck bed a Kurd manned the anti-aircraft gun, guarding their rear, releasing 23mm bursts down the street every few seconds.

      William led Ethan around the front and opened the passenger side. Ethan lethargically hauled himself into the seat with one hand. William squeezed in beside him and shut the door.

      Ethan wasn't sure in the dim light, but he thought the driver was Doug.

      "How's it hanging?" Definitely Doug. He floored the accelerator, sending the Kia leaping forward.

      Ethan was too stunned, and too battle-weary, to speak. The adrenaline hangover and the throbbing pain in his bicep didn't help matters. Only moments ago he had come to terms with his own death. But he was going to live. He was actually going to live.

      "We would have come sooner," William said. "But the damn Kurds made Aaron and I undress when we reached the front lines. They thought we carried suicide bombs, even though Doug told them we were on their side. Aaron couldn't fully undress because of the leg wound, and when the Kurds realized how badly he was injured they finally let us through."

      "The bastards can be a little hard-headed at times," Doug admitted, swerving around a blast crater. "But they're fierce fighters."

      The pickup jolted savagely over a series of potholes. The Kurd in the truck bed continued to fire the ZU in controlled, likely inaccurate, bursts.

      "How's Aaron?" Ethan asked finally.

      "Safe," William replied. "He's got a Kurdish surgeon attending him. One of the best, apparently. He's going to be fine. Like you, Ethan." William wrapped a brotherly arm around his neck. "You made it. We all did."
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* * *

      Doug and William brought Ethan across Kurdish lines, eventually dropping him off at a courtyard set among a ring of mostly intact apartment buildings. The area apparently served as some kind of command and control center.

      Ethan sat on a Jersey barrier by a campfire as a Kurdish corpsman cleaned the wounds on his bicep. The corpsman didn't suture either puncture, instead leaving them open to drain—after he was done cleaning, he applied a field dressing and removed the Quick Cuff.

      Ethan drank the water the man provided him, and sipped soup from a cup. He rested for a moment, and listened to the distant sounds of battle that periodically disturbed the night. He was feeling better, thanks to the analgesic the corpsman had given him, but also incredibly drowsy. He drank a Red Bull someone offered, and that helped perk him up.

      On the Jersey barriers around him sat other Kurdish fighters, their faces subdued. They looked identical, feature-wise, to their Islamic State equivalents, though their skin was slightly more olive than other Arabs, and none of them wore beards. Also, the fervent, knowing look common to the mujahadeen was not present among any of them, though a few possessed haunted expressions. One fighter was a woman.

      Some of the men spoke quietly among themselves, obviously about Ethan, judging from their sidelong glances. Unfortunately he didn't understand Kurdish, so he had no idea what they were saying.

      One of the Kurds raised his voice, gazing right at Ethan as he spoke.

      The corpsman translated in broken English: "He says you look strange for an American."

      Ethan studied the Kurd. He was an older man, gaunt and bent. Crow's nests lined his eyes, sharp ridges climbed his forehead. He looked like a street vendor. Probably had been, before the war.

      "For missions like this," Ethan said. "They want Americans who look strange. That way we fit right in."

      The older man spoke again and the corpsman translated. "The battle emir says if he met you in the field, he would mistake you for Islamic State scum and shoot you down."

      Ethan bared his teeth in a smile. "Tell your battle emir he could certainly try."

      The corpsman translated, and the battle emir erupted in a hearty guffaw.

      Ethan was about to stand, as he was eager to check on Aaron, when Doug arrived.

      "I have someone here who would like to meet you," Doug said.

      The operative stepped aside and Ethan felt his heart quicken.

      It was her. He'd recognize those penetrating blue eyes and that breathtaking face anywhere.

      Alzena wore a hijab without the veil, but instead of an abaya, she had on desert digital combat fatigues. She also carried an assault rifle slung over one shoulder. An M16A4 in fact.

      "You're a soldier now?" Ethan said in disbelief, reverting to Arabic.

      She shrugged, taking her place on the Jersey barrier beside him. "You thought I would flee my country without a fight?"

      Ethan considered her words, then grinned. "Yeah."

      She frowned. "You don't know me."

      Ethan became serious, and nodded slowly. "No, I don't."

      The other woman at the campfire asked Alzena something in Kurdish; Alzena looked abashed for a moment, then answered in the language. The other woman grinned mischievously.

      Ethan felt one of his eyebrows rise in disbelief. "You're Kurdish?"

      "Half Kurdish," Alzena corrected him. "On my mother's side."

      "Interesting."

      "Like I said, you don't know me."

      Ethan stared at the campfire.

      "So, here we are," he said into the uncomfortable silence that followed.

      "Here we are," she agreed.

      Out of the corner of his eye he saw her raise a hesitant hand, lifting it toward him, but then she pulled it back. She tried again a moment later, this time seeming surer of herself, and rested a palm over his knuckles.

      Ethan gazed into the pools of her deep, sapphire eyes; he wasn't entirely sure if the flickers he saw there were reflections from the flames, or her own fiery spirit.

      "Fight for us," Alzena said.

      Ethan looked away, exhaling deeply. "I already have." He slid his hand out from under hers and wrapped it around the stock of the M24 beside him. The feel of the fiberglass and carbon-fiber reinforced polymer foam comforted him.

      "Fight for us," she repeated.

      Ethan felt the ground rumble as a stray mortar landed beyond the ring of apartments. "I fight where I'm needed."

      "You are needed here," she said firmly.

      He pressed his lips together. "Here."

      He glanced at the others around the campfire. Kurdish refugees turned soldiers. Muddy faces. Dirty fatigues. Haunted eyes.

      They stood against ruthless oppressors who wished to thrust a radical interpretation of a peaceful religion upon them. They needed training. They needed guidance.

      They needed hope.

      Ethan's fingers involuntarily tightened around Beast, and then he released the weapon entirely.

      He met Alzena's gaze.

      "I'm only staying for the baklavas," he said.

      She grinned. "What about the fatteh?"

      "And the fatteh," Ethan agreed. "Can't forget the fatteh."

      She launched herself at him. Her hug seemed stronger than any embrace he had ever felt before.

      Staring into the flames, Ethan held her with equal fervor. Another shell exploded in the distance.

      I am needed here.
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      It was a cold day in Mosul.

      Sam pulled the abaya tighter around her body with one hand. Though it was midday, the temperature hovered only a few degrees above freezing. Such weather wasn't uncommon in northern Iraq during the dead of winter.

      Sam stared at the distant minarets, and the ominous cloud of smoke that issued from the neighborhood beyond it, rising like the pyroclastic eruption from some angry volcano. The work of the resistance, no doubt. She had heard the loud thunderclap of the shockwave from inside her apartment. Car alarms rang throughout the city.

      The dark veil of her niqab dimmed the world like a strong pair of sunglasses. The black fabric felt extremely tight in that moment, seeming to compress the sides of her face and neck, choking her. The feeling was only partially rooted in the oppressive society around her.

      The call to prayer abruptly issued, the haunting voice of the muezzin echoing throughout the city in defiance of what felt like the end of the world.

      It wouldn't be long now.

      She let the corner of the heavy canvas drop so that it draped the balcony once more, shielding Sam from the sun and the prying eyes of passersby. She returned inside and shut out the world, locking the balcony door behind her, and then she raised her veil, glad to be free of the thing.

      After prayers, she went to the kitchen and held a pot under the tap. Cloudy water emerged. Well, at least there was water today. Ordinarily, an electrical pump that tapped into the main water supply filled the rooftop communal tanks, but given that the power was currently out and her building didn't have a generator, it was all too easy for the residents to empty the tanks entirely.

      Even so, she couldn't drink the water directly. The pumping station purifiers had failed weeks ago, and basically piped water straight from the Tigris to the taps—drinking it without boiling first would result in a trip to the hospital. Sam would have preferred bottled water but it proved scarce these days. Any remaining bottles usually sold for exorbitant amounts, despite the warnings from the morality police who frowned on such price gouging.

      She placed a towel over the pot and poured the dirty water through it into a kettle, letting the fabric filter the sediment. Then she heated the resultant liquid with kerosene, another precious commodity these days. The price of the distilled petroleum had already doubled in the week since her arrival, and finding the fuel was becoming increasingly difficult, so much so that many residents had given up entirely on boiling water, instead resorting to digging wells. Restaurants were shutting down because they couldn't afford the cost of kerosene, too. The few eateries still open had either kept stockpiles of the fuel, or resorted to wooden stoves.

      When the kettle was steaming, Sam poured the water into a third pot. If she prepared the tea while the water was boiling, it would ruin the flavor. Though it probably wouldn't matter, given the taste of the water. She waited two minutes for the liquid to cool anyway, then placed it over the kerosene heater to bring it to a simmer once more. Then she grabbed a metal caddy and poured two tablespoons of loose tea into the pot.

      She examined the caddy while waiting for the tea to simmer. Special Blend with Earl Grey, prepared by Ahmad Tea out of London. A favorite in the households of Iraq. It had been years since she'd had the blend.

      After seven minutes she poured the tea into the slightly hourglass-shaped istikan, or serving cup. She added a teaspoon of sugar, stirred, and took a sip. She cringed at the acrid tang of contamination: a mixture of leafy tannins and... fermentation? It cut right through the pleasant flavor she remembered. It took two more teaspoons of sugar before the tea was palatable. She drank slowly, savoring the temporary warmth each sip suffused her body with.

      When finished, she thrummed her fingers impatiently on the table. Where the hell was he?

      On a whim, she dropped to the floor and started pumping out pushups, hoping the physical training would serve to distract her. Besides, she had three teaspoons of sugar to burn off.

      As she performed the PT, she couldn't shake the feeling of dread from the pit of her stomach. Nerves were normal during any part of an operation, especially when it was carried out by another asset. Still, you were only as strong as your weakest link. Had she made a mistake in trusting the man?

      It's only a trial assignment, she reminded herself. Of no import. What could go wrong?

      Many things, she knew.

      As a former government official and Baathist party member, Mahmud had proven a useful tool during the Hussein years. She had sporadically kept in touch with him since then, though in truth she felt uncertain as to how far she could trust the man. The loyalty of former Baathists was questionable, given that many of the ex-party members wished a return to the positions of power they held under Saddam. Her contacts had assured her that Mahmud was clean, however, so after the male operative she had come to the city with had departed to continue his own mission, she had hired Mahmud to act as her husband, paying him to rent an apartment near the center of town. Mahmud had left his own wife and daughter in his brother's custody so that he could act as Sam's chaperon for the duration of her stay.

      They slept in separate rooms. She in the bedroom and he in the adjoining bathroom, which was lockable from the outside—she secured him in there most nights. She'd only let him out once so far, and the resulting intimacy they'd shared had only been to secure his loyalty, nothing more. The man hadn't even been able to bring her to orgasm.

      She ceased the pushups at the fifty rep mark. She could have sworn she heard footsteps outside...

      A gentle knock from the door.

      She leaped to her feet with the grace of a gymnast and approached the foyer. Peering through the spyhole, she saw Mahmud. He was alone.

      She twisted the deadbolt thumbturn counterclockwise; with each revolution a metallic clang erupted from the door, signifying the retraction of the threaded rods composing the floor-to-ceiling vertical deadbolt unit. After three turns, the door shifted slightly—the rods had completely retracted from the edge plates, so that the door was held in place solely by the deadlatch of the doorknob. She unlocked that, too.

      Mahmud came inside and closed the door behind him. He locked the main doorknob, but failed to extend the deadbolts, she noted.

      "It is done," he said in Arabic, setting down a plastic bag. That had to be the source of the barbecued fish scent wafting across the foyer.

      Mahmud wore a gray winter cap, a brown leather jacket over a polo sweater, dark gray slacks, and suit shoes. His wheat-colored face possessed a day's worth of stubble. None of his features stood out—he had the bushy eyebrows, slightly-flat nose, and round face of a typical Iraqi. Someone who wouldn't draw attention to himself. Exactly what she was looking for.

      He handed her a business card. On the front was the laser-printed logo and address of a print shop. On the back someone had scrawled a date and time.

      Sam pocketed the card, and as Mahmud removed his sandals she drew the locked door toward her until it reached the limits of its frame, then she twisted the thumbturn clockwise three times, reengaging the floor-to-ceiling deadbolts. She was careful to keep Mahmud in sight the entire time.

      Mahmud set his sandals aside and stood up.

      "The footage?" she said.

      He produced a small device from his breast pocket. A micro camera. He popped a micro SD card from the back and handed it to Sam.

      She indicated that he should enter the kitchen ahead of her. He retrieved the white bag from the floor and did as she asked.

      "When are you going to trust me," he grumbled. "Sometimes, I feel like a prisoner in my own home."

      Sam said nothing.

      In the kitchen, he set the bag on the table. "Your favorite." He opened it, revealing two paper food cartons.

      The smell of barbecued fish became stronger.

      "Masgûf?" Sam said, unable to hide the eagerness from her voice.

      "Of course."

      She forced herself to momentarily ignore the food. "Sit," she instructed Mahmud.

      The man complied.

      Sam sat down opposite him. Her laptop was already set up on the table; she opened it and inserted the micro SD card into the reader. She popped a wireless earbud into one ear and started the video.

      As instructed, Mahmud had turned on the micro camera the instant he left the apartment. She watched from his point of view as he descended the stairs, and then, growing hungry, she turned her attention to the food.

      She slid aside the flatbread and cut away a portion of the cooked carp below. Biting into the fish, she tasted the different ingredients used in the marinade—olive oil, rock salt, tamarind, turmeric—along with the mango chutney that had been spread on the inside.

      She hit the fast forward button on the video and glanced at Mahmud. He was watching her, saying nothing. Oddly, he reminded her of a predator observing its prey. She was imagining it, of course.

      She returned her attention to the video. "You're not going to eat?" she said casually between mouthfuls.

      He broke off a piece of flatbread from the second carton, along with a portion of the slow-cooked carp, and stuffed them into his mouth, chewing loudly.

      The video showed Mahmud entering a marketplace. He followed other men hurrying toward a mosque. He entered. The prayers passed in less than thirty seconds, with Mahmud bobbing up and down at 8x speed in unison with the congregation around him.

      She switched to normal playback speed as Mahmud met up with an oily, big-nosed Iraqi outside the mosque. The man's eyes darted about, and he kept looking back as if worried someone eavesdropped. The audio was muffled, but she heard Mahmud asking about the resistance, telling him, "The Americans wish to meet Abu Othunan." That was the leader of one of the resistance cells.

      The individual muttered some inaudible reply, handing him a business card. It was the same card Mahmud had given to her. Sam suppressed a smile. The oily Iraqi was another of her assets, albeit a fairly low level one. The whole thing had been staged to test Mahmud's loyalty. The print shop on the business card didn't even exist.

      She fast-forwarded the video; she watched Mahmud halt beside a street vendor and purchase the masgûf. While he waited for the cook to collect and prepare the fish from the round metallic barbecue, she saw Mahmud's arms shift down and to the right, as if he was using some device beyond the view of the camera. It couldn't be a smartphone. There were no carriers: Asiacell had gone down earlier that week, followed by other local providers, including Korek, Zain, and Fanous. It was possible Mahmud was penning a note for someone by hand, however, tilting his body at just the right angle for the camera to avoid picking it up.

      When he retrieved the packed food cartons, he tilted away a little fast, as if he was handing over a handwritten note that he didn't want seen on camera.

      Perhaps Sam was being paranoid. But paranoia had saved her skin on more than one occasion in the past.

      She cut away a fresh piece of carp and let the video play to the end; the screen blanked when Mahmud reached the door to her apartment. The timestamp was a perfect match to his arrival. He had not met or conversed with any other individuals along the way.

      She shut the laptop and continued to eat. She wondered if he had truly betrayed her, and if so, how much time she had.

      "How long have I known you, Abu Mahmud?" she said casually.

      "Ten years."

      She forced a smile. "Ten years. Am I paying you enough?"

      He seemed suddenly nervous. "Certainly. I am very happy."

      "You don't want back the old power you used to wield under Saddam?"

      He acted genuinely shocked. "Of course not. I'm happy with my lot in life."

      "Then why have you betrayed me?"

      He turned very pale. "I would never betray you, Umm Aaleyah." That was the name she had given him.

      "I had such great plans for you."

      She heard a subtle click.

      She gazed down the hallway that led to the foyer; the doorknob was visible from where she sat. She squinted. She couldn't be sure, but she thought the knob was turning left and right, as if someone had already picked the lock and was trying to open the door.

      But it would not yield, not with the floor-to-ceiling deadbolts engaged. Mahmud must have promised the men he would leave the unit retracted.

      "I have to go to the bathroom," Mahmud abruptly announced. He pushed his chair away from the table.

      Sam bent over and reached under the hem of her abaya with one hand. She produced the SIG-Sauer P224 subcompact pistol she kept holstered to her ankle.

      "How many men are outside?" she asked calmly, retrieving the Osprey 40 silencer from an abaya pocket. The first shot in a silenced pistol was always the loudest, before gas filled the suppressor. Wetting the suppressor fixed that, but she didn't think it would matter anyway.

      Mahmud froze when he saw the pistol. "Excuse me?"

      "How many men." She screwed the female end of the silencer into the male threads of the barrel.

      "I don't know what—"

      "Why would you do this, Mahmud?" Sam aimed the SIG at him. "Why? You have a daughter. And now she has no father."

      "I—"

      She squeezed the trigger. A crimson bloom appeared in his forehead and he crumpled in the chair.

      Although the pistol was tipped with a silencer, the click-like report was loud enough that anyone lurking outside would know a shot had been fired.

      The loud crack of a breaching rifle came from the front of the apartment, and splinters of wood exploded from the door, leaving behind a ragged hole. A thud arose, and the door shook as if a man had hurled himself against it, or kicked it. The threaded rods of the deadbolts held.

      Sam smiled grimly.

      She considered firing at the entrance, but doubted she would hit anyone outside from her current angle. She turned instead toward the balcony door. Through the curtains that covered the glass windows, she discerned the shadows of two men on the balcony. She unleashed two quick shots in succession; the bullets pierced the glass, taking each man in the head. The shadows toppled.

      Another breach round went off in the foyer.

      She opened the door to the balcony. The canopy had been torn away. Unbeknownst to Mahmud, she had secreted a thin rope on the balcony, beneath the outdoor area mat. But before she could use it, she had to determine the situation on the street below.

      Peering over the railing, she saw several masked men standing guard on the asphalt. One of them spotted her: he shouted, firing an AK-47 burst at her. She ducked back inside and slammed the door, locking it. So much for that escape.

      If she could attain the rooftop, there was still an alternate escape route she'd planned. But that was a big if.

      The blast of another breach round came from the foyer, followed by a loud thud as the front door finally broke inward.

      Pistol raised, Sam rushed into the hallway that led to the foyer.

      Two masked man entered at nearly the same time. One had gone high, the other low; it was a tactic practiced by experienced soldiers, and it wasn't something she expected of militants.

      They hadn't seen her. Scratch that; the closer man had seen her, because his eyes widened within his balaclava, but he had no time to react as she squeezed the trigger, striking him in the temple from her position in the hall. She was already adjusting her aim before his body could begin to collapse, and she let off another shot. Both attackers fell like so much dead weight.

      The outer hallway was revealed behind them; a militant stood there, leaning against the wall at an angle that put her squarely in his line of sight. His AK was aimed right at her.

      Sam dove to the side as the assault rifle unleashed. Brick shards sprayed her body as the thick wall was chewed up behind her.

      She retreated to the kitchen, ducking from view of the foyer. She rested her back against the wall, breathing hard. She spared a glance for the balcony, but it appeared empty.

      The family room adjoined the kitchen on the other side. She knew militants would be waiting for her there. Even so, she slowly edged across the kitchen and peered into the room anyway.

      She sensed motion near the periphery of her vision and immediately ducked back into the kitchen; an assault rifle burst launched more stone fragments into the air beside her.

      Fresh shadows moved beyond the balcony door's curtained window.

      "We have her!" a voice announced triumphantly in Arabic from the main hallway.

      Sam dove to the floor and rolled underneath the kitchen's central table. She leaned to the side so that the hallway was in view and fired two quick shots, taking out the pair of men there.

      Another man entered the foyer behind them.

      Sam returned under the table and tore away the remote detonator she had taped to the underside beside another loaded SIG. She extended the remote's antenna and turned the device on; a green light appeared in the middle of the unit. She put her finger on the cold, aluminum button situated beneath the light.

      The apartment was rigged with plastic explosives. When she pressed that button, the whole place would come crashing down. The table might save her, then again, it probably would not. Maybe that was for the best, however.

      If I die, it is Allah's will.

      She fought a while longer, but the militants were relentless. They kept coming. For every man she downed, two more arrived.

      When she used up the last of her ammo, she pressed the button on the remote.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Dmitri Ivanovich Pushkov perched on a rooftop in a village some eighty kilometers to the east of Mosul. He fought on the front lines with men he had personally handpicked from the jihadist rabble, men he had turned into the ruthless killing machines they were today. An elite special forces division of the Islamic State he had named Dubb al-Mujahadeen. The Bear Warriors. Crazy men, but highly effective.

      He could have remained safely behind, four kilometers to the west, in the camp of the other battle sheiks and generals, sipping cardamom-spiced black tea on fluffy pillows while the men fought, but that was not his way. The trenches were his home. Besides, the men respected him more for it.

      The enemy was holed up inside a mosque on the opposite side of the village. Their artillery was hidden behind a towering wall, directed by spotters who stood on the walkways. He couldn't get his own field guns into position on the hill to the south of the village, not while the enemy artillery remained intact. He needed a distraction.

      He went to the truck. The cab had been filled to the brim with C4. "Osama," he told the driver in Arabic. "You feast in paradise tonight."

      The driver had a fervent look to his eye. "Thank you for choosing me, emir."

      Dmitri suppressed a smirk. He would never so willingly throw his own life away, but such fervency in others had its uses. "Die well." He grabbed the Hytera from a harness on his chest. "Covering fire," he said into the radio.

      The mujahadeen lining the rooftops unleashed suppressive fire toward the mosque, forcing the spotters from sight.

      "Go, Osama," he told the driver.

      The suicide bomber accelerated the truck into the street, driving over the potholes at eighty kilometers an hour. He swerved past several large blast craters, moving relentlessly toward his target. When the truck impacted the defensive wall, the C4 detonated and the entire mosque was obscured by an orange fireball. A large plume of black smoke curled skyward.

      "First technical, away!" Dmitri said into the radio.

      A pickup truck with a ZU-23 anti-aircraft gun in the bed rushed forward, firing its 23mm shells into the smoke plume.

      "Artillery, into position!" Dmitri called over the comm.

      Through his Baigish 12x binoculars, he watched as Mitsubishi pickups towed the Type 59-1 Field Guns up the hill to the south of the village.

      He returned his attention to the battlefield.

      The first technical abruptly flipped into the air, apparently struck by an RPG.

      "Second technical, away!"

      Another pickup truck swerved onto the street; the mujahid in the back unleashed the anti-aircraft gun indiscriminately toward the mosque.

      "Artillery in position," came a voice over the radio.

      "Fire!" Dmitri said.

      The Field Guns on the hill erupted, spraying the sky with deadly shells. One of them whistled rather loudly during its descent, and Dmitri realized it was going to fall dangerously short. He resisted the urge to seek cover. He had to appear strong in front of these madmen. It was the only way to lead them.

      The shell struck some fifteen meters from his own position, spraying concrete from a nearby building onto some of his troops. Another shell impacted the second technical dead on. The friendly pickup spiraled into the air in a spray of body parts and shrapnel.

      "Fools," he muttered.

      The men operating the Field Guns finally sighted the weapons properly, and the shells began to strike the courtyard interior. In moments it was all over. Some of the enemy spotters had begun to wave white flags—they were immediately shot down. The rest retreated; through his binoculars, Dmitri peered past the mosque and saw pickup trucks fleeing across the desert by the score.

      "The village is ours," Dmitri announced.

      "Allahu akbar!" the men around him shouted. "Allahu akbar! Allahu akbar!"

      "Not Allah, but Dmitri," he said softly.

      In that moment he reminisced, as he often did, on the path that had brought him to that place. So long, so tortuous, like the plumes of smoke rising from the destruction his men wreaked. He wondered what his old commanders would think of what he was doing there. They probably wouldn't care. Russia wasn't overly concerned about the Islamic State presence, not in Iraq at least. Few governments were. In fact, the Kremlin probably secretly approved of the Iraqi Civil War—the jihad was a useful sink for radical Chechens, drawing them away from the motherland to fight in faraway wars. His former commanders would applaud Dmitri for performing his patriotic duty and sending those Sunni Chechens to their deaths.

      The Islamic State's incursion into neighboring Syria, however, was another matter entirely. Russia backed the Shiite president, of course: anyone who was an enemy of both the United States and the Chechens was clearly a friend of Russia. Already Dmitri had heard rumors that an advance force of his countrymen had infiltrated Syria, likely preparing for the arrival of a bigger deployment in the months ahead. If ever Dmitri found himself facing a Russian-backed force, he would know he had overstayed his welcome in the region. But until then he was happy to pit savage against savage. A man had to earn a living, after all.

      A black-clad individual approached. "Commander." It was one of his Russian lieutenants, Pyotr. "There is a call for you. It is the shef."

      Dmitri returned to the Iraqi M1114 Humvee, which acted as his mobile command center, and picked up the Thuraya satphone.

      "Yes?" he said in Russian.

      "Greetings, comrade," Victor's cheerful voice came over the line.

      "What do you want?" Dmitri said. "I'm busy."

      "I know you're busy."

      He could hear the contempt in Victor's voice. Contempt, spite and distaste, all rolled into one. Dmitri swore he would kill the pompous whoreson someday. But as his employer, Victor did have his uses. For now. But as soon as the man stopped finding well-paying jobs, he was dead.

      "I need you back in Mosul," Victor continued. "An unexpected... prize... has fallen into our laps."
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      Through his range finder, Ethan watched the two laser-guided JDAMs slam into the apartment building. The resultant smoke obscured the field of view instantly, while the rumbling explosion drowned out the retreat of the bomber overhead. He raised his head to observe the distant cloud with his own two eyes.

      The PRC-153, one of two radios in Ethan's harness, crackled to life.

      "Goddamn," William said over the encrypted channel. "Take a good, long look. That was my kill."

      "Just because you tagged the building doesn't make it yours," Doug returned over the comm.

      "Sure it does," William transmitted. "The boots on the ground always get the credit."

      "Right," Doug sent. "Tell that to the Air Force."

      "I will," William quipped in return.

      Ethan lay flat on the white-brick rooftop, the LRB 20000C laser range finder mounted before him on a mini tripod. Beside him resided Alzena, dressed in combat fatigues and a camo cap. He was training her to use his M24A2 sniper rifle, "Beast."

      Sensing his gaze, she reverently lowered the sniper rifle and glanced his way. A native Syrian, born in Aleppo, she was half Kurdish, and looked like a dark-haired, blue-eyed, olive-skinned cover model. With Ethan's help she'd fled the Islamic State's brutal reign of terror in Raqqa, their self-proclaimed capital in southeastern Syria. He had been embedded in IS as a foreign jihadist, and shortly after her evacuation he'd found himself assigned to Kobane; when he'd abandoned the deathtrap of the battle there and crossed over to the Kurdish side, he'd discovered her fighting amongst the rebels.

      He returned his attention to the streets below. Abutting the paved roadways were low-lying, flat-roofed buildings made of white bricks, much like the house he perched upon. Roughly half the structures remained intact. The rest, collapsed husks, crowded the streets with their rubble. The macabre, fly-covered bodies of dead militants blemished the debris in places. Ethan hated those flies with a passion; the face-swelling lumps they inflicted could itch for days.

      Kurdish fighters were perched on most of the surviving rooftops; a group of them emerged from the clearing smoke near the cratered apartment. Miscellaneous chatter erupted from the second radio Ethan carried, a Hytera TC-610, as the Kurds exchanged unintelligible words in their native tongue over the unencrypted channel.

      He glanced at Alzena questioningly.

      "They've given the all clear," she explained.

      What a punishing last few months it had been. The Kurdish defenders had pushed the Islamic State out of Kobane and were now routing the invaders from the surrounding villages. It was a long, arduous, village-by-village and house-by-house operation, but the Islamic State was slowly retreating, thanks to the relentless airstrikes.

      Ethan and two other teammates had stayed to train the Kurds. Officially, theirs was a consulting role, but they couldn't help but fight in the thick of it. They had all been members of special forces teams before contracting with the DIA. For himself, Ethan wasn't going to sit idly by while his trainees fought and died: warriors fought when in war, and that was all there was to it.

      "That was the last of them," Doug radioed. "Regroup. Follow the yellow brick road."

      Ethan scanned the buildings one last time through his range finder. Satisfied that Doug was right, Ethan retrieved his smartphone and connected a USB stick via an adapter. That stick contained an RF antenna that could be used to send encrypted messages, among other things. Doug was using his own stick to radio his position, and it appeared on Ethan's phone as a flashing dot on the GPS map.

      Ethan packed his gear into a backpack and stood. He let Alzena carry Beast. The two of them picked their way across the rubble-strewn street, the bricks of collapsed buildings forming long fans across the asphalt—the "yellow brick road." The air felt crisp, the deceptively bright sun imparting little heat to the landscape. It was good to be moving again, if only for the body heat the motion generated. He half-wished he had a sweater layered underneath his combat jacket. A T-shirt didn't really cut it in the middle of winter, not in that country.

      Ethan did some impromptu bicep curls with the backpack as he walked. He was still working on building up the left muscle, which had suffered a perforating gunshot wound during his flight across Kurdish lines in Kobane. It had taken three months to heal—in a sling. The muscle had withered from his inability to use it, but as soon as the sling went off he began performing bicep curls at every opportunity. The left bicep was still quite a bit smaller than the right, but he hoped to remedy that in a month or two. The entrance scar on the outside of the muscle was an almost unnoticeable thin line, while the exit scar on the inside of the arm was a large, jagged mess.

      "How's it feel?" Alzena asked him.

      "Good." He still felt some minor pain deep in the muscle as he moved it, but he wasn't about to tell her that.

      They reached the town square shortly. Bronze statues had been spaced around the square on plinths, but most had toppled. Lounging against the yellow rim of a half-destroyed fountain in the center awaited Doug and William. They were dressed in the same fatigues as Ethan and Alzena.

      "To a job well done." Doug raised a beer bottle in toast.

      "Where the hell did you find beer out here?" Ethan said.

      "One of the fridges," Doug said. With his bronze skin, sharp nose, and thick brows and beard, he was the spitting image of a typical Gulf Arab. In actuality he was from California.

      Doug took a long sip, spilling suds on his dusty beard, then fetched a bottle from the six-pack beside him and offered it to Ethan.

      "No," Ethan said, refusing the beer. "You can't be looting homes like that."

      "It's just beer, bro," Doug said. "It'll spoil if we don't drink it. We're doing the homeowners a favor."

      "Come on, go ahead," William urged. "I'm sure they won't mind, given all we've done for them." That thick Texan drawl seemed out of place coming from William's olive-skinned face: like Doug, he looked very much a citizen of the Middle East.

      Doug pressed the bottle into Ethan's chest.

      "All right all right." Ethan snatched the bottle and shoved Doug's arm away. He studied the label. "The hell's this? Al-Shark?"

      "Best beer in Syria," Doug said. "Brewed in Aleppo."

      Ethan spotted the large deposit of sediment at the bottom and grimaced.

      "The beer that drinks like a meal," William commented.

      "I'll bet." Ethan placed the seam of the bottle cap against the rim of the fountain and gave the beer a hard tap with his other hand, popping the cap off. He brought the lip to his nose and inhaled. "Smells a bit musty."

      William gazed at him, eyes shining with amusement.

      "What?" Ethan said.

      "Nothing."

      Ethan cautiously took a sip and immediately spat it out.

      "What's the matter, don't like warm beer?" William said with a chortle. "That reaction was classic."

      Ethan grimaced. "Tastes like camel piss."

      "You would know what that tastes like." William took a swig from his own bottle. "Isn't the best tasting beer, I admit. But it'll do."

      Reluctantly, Ethan forced himself to have another sip. It tasted a little better the second time, and he actually didn't spit it out.

      "But you're right," William continued. "Wouldn't surprise me if the jihadis pissed in these bottles and then popped the caps back on. A little parting gift for us."

      Alzena shifted beside Ethan. He offered the bottle to her but she shook her head.

      "There's no sharia law out here," Ethan told her in Arabic. "You can drink alcohol if you want. This land is free now."

      "Free, yes," Alzena said, staring at the ruins. "Though sometimes I wonder at the cost."

      Ethan didn't have an answer for her. Wanting to distract her obviously troubled mind, he extended the beer again. "Come on, drink. If only to spite the Islamic State."

      "I thought you said it tastes like camel piss?" Alzena answered. She could understand most English, but couldn't speak a word of it.

      Ethan laughed. "Just a figure of speech."

      "I prefer wine," she said.

      Ethan shrugged, then downed another mouthful of the terrible stuff.

      "Who do you think he was?" William gestured at the bronze statue of some mustached Iraqi standing on a plinth beside the fountain, the only statue that had survived the destruction. The bluish patina coating the surface was a testament to its age.

      "Dunno," Doug said. "But if you ask me, he looks like he could use a beer."

      "Hey, bro, want a beer?" William asked the statue. He paused. "Says no."

      Snickering, Ethan glanced at Alzena. "This is what happens when you get them drunk. They start conversing with statues."

      "If a statue survives an airstrike, what does it mean?" William said. "Is it a sign of things to come? Does it symbolize the fight of the people it represents, and their unwillingness to give up? Or is it just some random thing, the arbitrary dispersal of a bomb's fragmentation pattern?"

      Ethan mouthed to Alzena: "Drunk."

      William caught him. "Hey, I'm trying to have a philosophical discussion here. Something I can't do when I'm sober."

      "That's because you're too wound up when you're sober," Ethan said.

      "Exactly. In our line of work, if you're not wound up, then there's something wrong."

      Ethan pressed his lips together. "I won't argue that." He perched on the fountain beside Doug, and Alzena joined him.

      "Got some news on Aaron," Doug said after a short sip.

      Aaron was another DIA operative who had been embedded in the Islamic State with them. He was recovering in a German hospital from grievous wounds suffered in Kobane. Though Aaron had put on a brave face, acting like his gunshot wounds were nothing, according to William the former Army Ranger had nearly died by the time they'd made it across the Kurdish lines to safety.

      Ethan glanced at Doug expectantly.

      "His thigh is healing surprisingly well, apparently," Doug said. "But I've heard unwelcome mentions about possible cane use for life."

      Ethan shook his head. "What about his shoulder?"

      "It's responding positively to surgery," Doug said. "The doctors are saying his arm should have full range of motion back in six to eight months. That's including the three more surgeries he's scheduled for."

      "Good news," Ethan said. When he had seen the injury, Ethan had doubted Aaron would make any sort of recovery at all. His shoulder had been basically destroyed. "The wonders of medical science."

      "Medical science has nothing to do with it," William said. "He's a hell of a fighter. He's not going to let some injury keep him down. And he won't be using no cane."

      "He's got heart, that's for damn sure," Ethan agreed.

      A gaunt man in his late forties approached. He had a brown beard flecked with gray, a weathered face with sharp lines climbing to his forehead, and dark eyes that could glint with humor one second and cold calculation the next. He would have looked like a street vendor if not for the fatigues.

      Battle emir Seyed Baksi.

      Three Kurdish deputies, one of them a woman, hovered protectively behind him.

      Ethan and the others rose in a sign of respect.

      Seyed grinned, shaking each of the operatives' hands in turn. He clutched Alzena's just a little longer than the others, eyes twinkling with obvious attraction. Then he released her hand and spoke in Kurdish.

      "He thanks you for helping us in this fight," Alzena translated. "Without you, he fears we would be losing this war."

      "Does he mean us, personally?" Ethan said. "Or the airstrikes?"

      "Probably the airstrikes," Alzena conceded.

      Ethan nodded. Though it pained him to admit it, in truth the operatives weren't making all that big of a difference in the war, not anymore. They had trained the Kurds as well as they could in the art of house-to-house fighting, but more importantly, they'd given them modified LLDR 2H target designators and shown them how to use the devices. Kurdish teams could pick out Islamic State targets for the bombers on their own now. And should the designators ever fall into the hands of the enemy, these versions could be disabled by serial number via a simple radio command.

      Yes, Ethan and the others weren't really needed. Doug had already mentioned there was work available in Jordan or Turkey, if Ethan wanted it. That he had stayed as long as he had was only because of one person.

      He looked at Alzena. She conversed quietly with Seyed. When she glanced at Ethan, he forced a smile and turned away.
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      That night, Ethan ate a supper of chicken and rice by candlelight with Alzena. He resided in the single-story dwelling Seyed had honored them with, one of the few houses still left intact in that town. The Islamic State front line had retreated to the neighboring village; tomorrow's attack would be a long-ranged affair, with bombers and artillery hammering the IS positions. The enemy would dig in for a few weeks, bolstered by fresh recruits from Raqqa, until the airstrikes and night raids weakened them enough that they were forced to retreat to the next village.

      It was a pattern that repeated itself throughout that war, with the Islamic State slowly ceding territory. Having fought side-by-side with the enemy, Ethan admired their tenacity, but sometimes he wished the fighters would come to their senses and simply surrender. Given how fervent most of the participants were to their cause, somehow he doubted that would ever happen.

      He thought of Abu Harb, the thirteen-year-old who had been a member of the same IS brigade as Ethan. Harb had died in his arms during the fighting, after an ambush by Kurdish fighters. Ethan could still see his face, filled with pleasure from the lie Ethan had told him, the lie that he would awaken in the embrace of virgins in paradise.

      Alzena gently nudged his hand, bringing him out of his reverie.

      She nodded at his plate. "Eat. You will need the energy for tonight." Her eyes shone amorously.

      But Ethan wasn't in the mood for flirting. He scooped up a portion of rice with his hands and shoved it into his mouth without vigor.

      "What is it?" she said. Concern had replaced the desire in her voice.

      He scooped up another fingerful of rice. "Nothing."

      She wrapped her hand around his. "Tell me."

      "There's nothing to tell."

      "Tell me," she pressed.

      He sighed. "It's just... so many innocent people have died. On both sides. And it's not right. It's not good."

      "War is never right. War is never good."

      He nodded slowly. "No it's not."

      "You were thinking of the boy again?" she asked.

      Ethan deflected the question. "You told me once that I should fight where I was needed. Do you remember this?"

      Her eyes became distant. "I remember it as if it were yesterday," she murmured, as if she already knew what he was going to say next.

      "Fight where I am needed," he mused. "What am I doing here, Alzena? There's nothing for me in this place. The Kurds don't need me anymore. The Islamic State is on the run. I feel like a third wheel."

      She nodded slowly. "I don't want to hold you back. I never wanted this."

      "I'm not saying your holding me back, only—"

      "You can go whenever you wish, Ethan Galaal," she interrupted him. "I won't stop you. I always knew you would leave, one day. It was inevitable that we would be parted."

      "But it doesn't have to be that way." He tightened his hand around hers. "Come with me."

      She pursed her lips sadly. "You already know I can't. I must stay here and help my people."

      "Marry me," he pressed.

      She regarded him with amusement. "You're joking?"

      He shook his head. Words escaped him.

      She smiled wistfully. "Oh Ethan, I'm flattered. But the answer is no. I'm sorry."

      A part of him had hoped she'd say yes, though the more rational part knew it was a terrible idea. His work brought him to hotspots of war and upheaval around the world. How could he do his job in good conscience, knowing that his wife could be widowed at any time, his children left fatherless? Still, no one liked rejection, especially Ethan.

      "You could do worse than me," he said peevishly.

      "You are not even Muslim," Alzena told him. "It would never work."

      "We'll just have to get you to convert."

      "I? Me?" She laughed so hard that tears rolled down her face. "You are quite funny. You would make a great comedian in my country. But the fact of the matter is, you are the one who would have to convert."

      "But I won't," he said, becoming serious again. "I could act the part on the outside, yes, and go through all the necessary rituals, but on the inside, I wouldn't believe. I couldn't lie to you like that. If I did, I'd be betraying not only myself, but my feelings for you."

      Her eyes were sad; a flicker of a smile formed on her lips, only for an instant. "And that, Ethan, is why we will never marry."

      "You could still come with me," he pressed.

      She exhaled for a long moment. "You always knew our relationship would be short-lived."

      His throat felt dry. "I didn't."

      "It was implied."

      "No it wasn't," he insisted.

      She looked at him crossly. "Yes it was."

      Ethan stopped arguing. She was right and he knew it. And there wasn't a damn thing he could do about it.

      "Do you remember what you told me?" Alzena said. "Cherish the moments we have together. Every day could be our last. The time has finally come."

      "I never said I was leaving," Ethan said.

      "But you are, aren't you?" she told him. "You've already made the decision in your mind, even if you haven't realized it yet. I can see it in your eyes."

      "That may be true," Ethan said. "But I'm not leaving just yet. Maybe in a week. Or two."

      "Every day you linger only makes the parting harder," she said.

      He sighed. "I don't care."

      "But I do," she said. "Tonight is your last night. Don't squander it."

      He leaned forward sadly. The way she had spoken those words...

      Tonight is your last night.

      It sounded so final.

      He brushed his lips over hers in a light peck. He gazed into those sparkling blue eyes, watching them flare with desire. He gave her another light kiss. Another. Each time, the lust in those eyes grew, and her breath became more ragged.

      Abruptly she wrapped her hands behind his head and pulled him in, mashing her lips against his.

      He pulled away after a moment, purposely drawing out the sexual tension. It was hard, because there was nothing he wanted more than to kiss her and make love to her in that moment, but he knew the brief pause would only arouse her further.

      On cue she gave him a suggestive smile and glanced at the bedchamber.

      "You know what I'm going to do to you in there, don't you?" Ethan said in a low voice.

      Alzena's mouth dropped open. She was panting. Her eyes never left his.

      Ethan stood up, his meal forgotten, and Alzena leaped into his arms, entwining her arms and legs around his torso.

      A loud knock came at the door.

      He ignored it, continuing toward the room. To hell with whoever was at the door.

      The knock came again. More urgently.

      He spun angrily toward the foyer. "What the fuck!" he shouted.

      "It's me," Doug's voice came from outside.

      "Damn it." Ethan released Alzena and crossed to the main entrance in a huff.

      He took a deep breath, forced his anger down, and opened the door. A wave of cold air swept inside and Ethan repressed a shiver.

      "I'm not catching you at a bad time, am I?" Doug said. William stood beside him in the dark Syrian night.

      "No. Come in."

      As they entered the candlelight, Ethan noticed both their faces were very pale. They seemed shaken.

      Suddenly concerned, Ethan beckoned toward the couches in the family room. The upholstery was intact, for the most part: only a few springs showed.

      "Can we talk to you alone?" Doug said after he'd sat down.

      Ethan dismissed Alzena. She must have sensed the urgency in their voices, because she obeyed immediately, all playfulness and lust gone.

      "So what is it?" Ethan said after she had gone. "Is Aaron all right?"

      "Aaron's fine," William said, joining Doug on the couch opposite Ethan. "It's Sam."

      Ethan felt his knees weaken, and he was glad he was sitting down. Sam might be his boss, but she was like a sister to him. A big sister. She was rumored to be operating in the region, but no one knew exactly where. She never seemed to stay in one place for very long.

      Fearing the worst, he said, "She's dead?"

      His fellow operatives remained silent.

      "What happened?" Ethan persisted.

      Doug cleared his throat. "I got a message this morning from Sam's boss."

      The Secretary of Defense.

      "He told me she was operating out of Mosul, Iraq," Doug continued. "And that she had missed two scheduled check-ins. So he sent an asset to confirm her status."

      "And... ?"

      "The room she was renting wasn't there anymore."

      Ethan felt his brow crease. "What do you mean?"

      "It seems a shell hit it. That, or she blew the place to hell herself."

      Ethan knotted his fingers, staring at his hands but not really seeing them. "So she is dead."

      "Another asset reported an injured female prisoner arriving at one of the sharia jails a few days earlier," Doug said. "Says she was treated by the prison doctors and then carted off to an undisclosed location a few hours later."

      "Do we know it's her?"

      Doug nodded. "The Secretary seems to think so."

      "Why?"

      Doug sat back, letting the soft surface of the couch envelope him. "Certain evidence has turned up that would point to a capture scenario."

      Ethan raised an eyebrow. "Evidence?"

      "One of our assets was found murdered in Mosul last night."

      Ethan stared at him. "And you think her captors tortured the information out of her."

      Doug nodded slowly.

      Sam. Tortured.

      The thought made his stomach curdle.

      "We're going in," Ethan said, feeling a rise of anger as he imagined all the terrible things that were being done to her. "And we're getting her the hell out. You know that, right?"

      Doug nodded. "The Secretary agrees. She's our top priority."

      Top priority.

      The Secretary had different reasons for getting her out, Ethan knew—she likely had enough information in her head to bring down deep cover operations throughout the region.

      But the reasons didn't matter right then. Only the goal.

      I'm coming for you, Sam.
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      The next morning Seyed gave them one of the beat-up Land Cruisers he had originally set aside for his fighters.

      "He says it has trouble starting sometimes," Alzena translated. "And that the men planned to use it in a suicide attack."

      "Glad we could make better use of it," Ethan told her.

      "I can't translate that," Alzena responded. "Or he'll take the vehicle right back. Besides, isn't what you are doing a suicide mission as well?"

      He sighed. "Probably."

      She escorted him to the Land Cruiser. Doug and William were already waiting inside. Doug sat in the passenger seat, William the driver side. Like Ethan, they had cropped their beards to better fit the style of the Iraqis. William had wanted to go clean shaven, but the pale skin under his facial hair would have betrayed him. They'd swapped their combat boots and fatigues for walking shoes, loose-fitting slacks and polo sweaters purloined from the closets of the abandoned homes. Doug wore a turban, while Ethan and William went without headgear.

      Ethan halted about three meters away from the SUV and turned to Alzena. "This is where I leave you."

      She smiled sadly, eyes shining.

      He knew he'd probably never see her again. As he stared into those beautiful pearl-blue orbs, she abruptly put her hand on his heart.

      "I'll never forget you," she said.

      "I know." Ethan turned away. That was all he had. If he tried to say anything more, he'd probably lose it. Wouldn't do to cry in front of the other operatives.

      He loaded his backpack into the rear cargo area of the vehicle and then went to the driver side, where William was perched behind the wheel. "Out. I'm the driver."

      William glanced at Doug, who was the lead on the mission. Doug leaned forward, glanced past Ethan—probably at Alzena—and then nodded. William switched to the back seat.

      Ethan got in, put the vehicle in gear and drove off.

      He didn't look in the rear-view mirror at Alzena. Didn't dare. Thankfully, Doug and William had the decency to keep quiet. Right then was not the proper time for banter or witty comments. He respected the pair all the more for it.

      They drove to the southeast, taking one of the backcountry dirt roads away from the village and the front lines. Beyond the road lay the empty, lonely place that so many people were dying for: that gray, rolling landscape of rocky escarpments and blunted hills. Grass and other plant life clung to life between the many rocks, with a resiliency that reminded Ethan of the citizens that chose to live in that place.

      All of that land was claimed by the Islamic State, of course; eventually the road would swing south, deeper into their territory, skirting the front lines by a wide margin and joining the main highway, the M4, that ran from Aleppo to the Iraqi Border, however they probably would have to turn off at some point, as the eastern section of that highway was under Kurdish control. According to the GPS, the border was about a five and a half hour drive from their current location, with another two hours and forty minutes to Mosul once they entered Iraq. That travel time assumed they didn't get bogged down too long at the inevitable checkpoints.

      Far to the southwest lay the plumes of smoke from the tires and barrels of oil the Islamic State burned in an attempt to obscure their positions. It was a stark reminder of the war Ethan and the others were leaving behind. The Caliphate's Western Front.

      Shortly into the drive Doug retrieved the Iridium Go from inside the glove compartment and plugged the satellite Internet device into the lighter port.

      "You don't have to plug it in," William said from the backseat. "The battery is already fully charged."

      Doug shrugged. "Might as well keep it topped up." He swiveled the antenna to the upright position and held the device to the window.

      "Getting a signal?" William asked him.

      "Not yet," Doug said.

      "Make sure you keep the antenna pointed straight up. And don't touch it. You might have to open the window."

      Doug nodded distractedly.

      "What's with the external Sat-Int anyway?" William said. "I thought you had one of those SatSleeve things that turn a normal cellphone into a satphone?"

      "I do," Doug said. "But the damn thing is finicky. Can't connect to any of Thuraya's satellites this morning."

      "Maybe the DIA forgot to pay your monthly bill," William joked.

      "Wouldn't surprise me in the least," Doug said.

      "I still think we could've locked a Makarov in there," William said, in reference to the glove compartment.

      Doug didn't comment. There had been a whole argument the night before on whether or not to bring arms. William was for weapons, Doug and Ethan against. Officially, civilians weren't allowed to bear arms under the banner of the Islamic State. To be caught smuggling them in would result in lashes and jail time, at the very least. Not something they could afford at the moment.

      They'd left their radios behind for the same reason: being found with military-grade PRC-153s would be bad news, and the unencrypted Hyteras would only draw unwanted questions. They had apps installed on their innocuous-seeming smartphones that made the devices function like radios anyway.

      "The jihadists are going to take that away, you know," Ethan said, nodding at the Iridium Go. "Along with your SatSleeve. Just saying."

      "We'll see," Doug said.

      A few minutes later Doug finally received a signal; he connected to the device's Wi-Fi Hotspot via his smartphone.

      "So tell us what you're up to," William said.

      "Need to know basis, Tex," Doug answered.

      "Funny."

      "I'm sending feeler messages to my embeds in Mosul, asking if a woman has been taken into custody recently."

      It took William a moment to process that. "I didn't know you had embeds in Iraq."

      "You'd be surprised at the intelligence network you can build up when you devote yourself to it," Doug said. "But you gotta put in the legwork, bro."

      "Yeah yeah," William said. "You've got a big hat, my friend, but no cattle."

      "You and your Texan sayings."

      "That you've been operating in Iraq is news to me as well," Ethan said, feeling inclined to side with William.

      "Me and Iraq go way back," Doug said vaguely.

      Ethan didn't press him. He doubted Doug would reveal anything more.

      "That's great and all," William said. "But what happens if your embeds don't come through for us?"

      Ethan was the one who answered. "Then we start kicking in heads."

      Truthfully he hoped to avoid that route if possible. Someone of Sam's potential intelligence value wouldn't be kept in an ordinary, known prison. Time was of the essence, and if they had to start kidnapping militants off the street, it could take weeks to track her down. Their methods would attract attention, placing Sam, and themselves, in further danger.

      Ethan turned onto a paved highway, and shortly thereafter began to encounter checkpoints, usually near bigger villages. He passed them without issue.

      The rolling hills soon gave way to steppe. The grass and shrubs flourished at that time of year, coloring the plains a bright green. Eventually the steppe yielded to flat desert sand. Or rather, dust, and ultra fine at that—it definitely wasn't the kind of sand you found on a beach. Gravel layered the dusty surface, with various drought-resistant shrubs including tamarisk, milfoil, turpentine, and wild olive scattered about. Moderately grassy steppe occasionally interrupted the dreary moonscape, but it was few and far between.

      They passed two checkpoints in that desert region without issue, but encountered a problem at the third.
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      A pair of technicals had been haphazardly parked across the highway. The double-barreled ZU-2s bolted to the beds of each Hyundai pickup were pointed at them menacingly the entire time the Land Cruiser pulled up. Ethan was extremely worried the idiots would open fire. Conspicuous were the absence of any Islamic State flags or other identifying markers. Either the fighters were trying to hide their origins, or they were not Islamic State.

      As the Land Cruiser grew near, one of the armed militants, a dark-bearded man with a black turban, rushed forward, waving for them to stop.

      Ethan halted about thirty meters from the technicals. The militant himself kept a good distance from the car. Probably afraid that Ethan and the others were suicide bombers.

      Ethan inquisitively peered out the open window.

      "Turn back!" the turbaned guard said. "Turn back."

      "We are civilians," Ethan said. He had no problem mimicking the Syrian dialect, given all the time he'd spent in the country.

      "Turn back! This route is dangerous. Al Nusra has been conducting raids. Go home." Al Nusra was a rival Al Qaeda-affiliated group in the country.

      Ethan gestured toward his jacket pocket. "I have money..."

      The turbaned man raised a palm. "I do not want your money. Go back. Please."

      Ethan shrugged. Keeping his eyes on those menacing anti-aircraft guns, he reversed the vehicle, then turned around and accelerated away.

      "So now what?" William said.

      "I never take no for an answer." Ethan glanced occasionally in the rear-view mirror as he drove, and when the technicals were out of sight he swerved off the road and into the desert.

      "Here we go," William complained to Doug. "Hate it when he does this."

      "We're gonna get stuck," Doug said.

      The passengers bobbed up and down as the Land Cruiser drove over the rocky gray desert. The vehicle kicked up a small, localized cloud of dust that quickly settled. One particularly nasty bump almost launched Ethan's head into the ceiling, but the seatbelt saved him.

      Using the GPS in his rooted phone for guidance—he had the device attached to the dashboard via one of those magnetic mounts—Ethan made his way across the desert, giving the checkpoint a wide berth. After about five minutes of off-road driving the Land Cruiser hit an area of denser sand. The tires dug right in and stopped turning.

      "Told you we were going to get stuck," Doug proclaimed.

      "Not much of an off roader, are you?" Ethan told him.

      "What do you mean?" Doug said, sounding cautious.

      "Watch and learn." Ethan grabbed a pair of ballpoint pens from the center console compartment and exited the vehicle. He tossed a pen to William, and together the two of them jabbed the ballpoint tips into the air valves and proceeded to deflate the tires by half, which had the dual effect of distributing the weight of the vehicle more evenly so that it wouldn't sink as deeply, while also increasing the surface area of the rubber in contact with the ultra-fine sand, providing greater traction.

      "Well that's great," Doug said as they worked. "But what are we going to do when we reach the road again?"

      "There's a portable inflator with the spare in the back," Ethan said.

      "Oh."

      When the tires were ready, Ethan slowly stepped on the accelerator, and brought the Land Cruiser out of the deep sand. He continued through the desert, which soon became more rocky and steppe-like—and unfortunately more bumpy. After being tossed about for several more minutes, he finally steered the vehicle back onto the highway and halted to reinflate the tires.

      "What if we encounter these rival Al Nusra terrorists they're worried about?" Doug asked while Ethan plugged the portable inflator into the lighter plug.

      "Then it's time for more moon dust surfing."

      "Exactly," Doug said. "So don't fill the tires too much."

      That was a good point. Ethan only added five PSI per tire, leaving them slightly deflated.

      Eventually the highway merged with the M4, and finally they headed east toward the distant Iraqi border.

      Traveling on the M4 highway, they passed several Islamic State controlled towns and cities along the way, among them Ain Issa. For the most part, the dreary, monotonous moonscape dominated. There was a moment of green as they passed farmland and a village that had sprung up around the Nahr al Balikh River, but the color of life was gone all too soon. It didn't help that every city or village they passed seemed perpetually coated in a thin layer of that dust.

      They turned south off the M4 about twenty kilometers out of Tall Tamr, as the way was blocked by an Islamic State roadblock. Apparently the rest of the highway, including Tall Tamr, was under Kurdish control.

      Highway 7 took them east again, but roadblocks forced them around the contested city of Al Hasakah; they headed south past Ash Shaddadi, turning east onto the 715.

      Finally, six hours into the drive, they neared the tall sand berm that formed the Syria-Iraq border. A path had been bulldozed right through it. Two technicals had been placed alongside the route within the razed section of berm. The black standards of the Islamic State waved proudly beside the anti-aircraft guns in the truck beds. Beyond the road, concertina razor wire and a couple of Jersey barriers blocked the remaining space through the berm.

      As they neared, Doug quickly stuffed the Iridium Go and his SatSleeve into the glove compartment and locked it, slipping the key into his mouth.

      The paved highway abruptly ended and Ethan drove onto a road of compacted sand. There was only one vehicle ahead of them, another Land Cruiser. Ethan slowed, matching the speed of the SUV, and halted as the driver ahead paused to converse with the border guards.

      "You think they'll ask for our passports?" William said.

      "What do you mean?" Ethan asked.

      "In theory, passports and IDs aren't needed to cross the border, because it doesn't exist anymore. Neither Syria nor Iraq are recognized here. We're in the land of the Caliphate now."

      "Oh they'll ask all right," Ethan said.

      The SUV drove off and the militant waved Ethan forward.

      He halted beside a hooked-nosed militant in a turban, who peered into the vehicle.

      "ID," the guard said.

      "Passports?" Ethan said.

      "Fine." The guard wiggled his callused fingers impatiently. In addition to the AK hanging from one shoulder, he carried a worn scimitar at his waist. For beheading infidels caught at the crossing?

      Ethan gathered the passports, mouthing "told ya" to William in the process, then handed the identifying documents over to the guard; the nervous smile he wore wasn't entirely an act.

      The guard looked at their faces and passport photos in turn, and remarked: "You've changed your beards."

      These were the same passports they'd used to get inside Syria six months ago; in the photos, they wore the thick, mustacheless beards of the devout. Too bad they hadn't had time to prepare new passports.

      Ethan shrugged. "We're going to Iraq. We want to look like Iraqis." His eyes flicked toward the man's weapon, and without conscious effort his mind reviewed the ways he could subdue the militant and take the AK from him. Of course, there was the problem of the other mujahadeen at the crossing...

      The guard finally shrugged and handed the passports back. "You are Sunni?"

      "Yes, of course we are Sunni," Ethan assured the man.

      "What is it you wish to do in this area of the Caliphate?"

      "We heard the border is no more," Ethan said. "And wished to visit our relatives in Mosul. And perhaps stay, if we find good work." Ethan had a few fake names and addresses prepared, but the man never inquired further. Instead he instructed Ethan to pull to the side of the road.

      After driving to the roadside, another guard had the three of them exit the vehicle and patted them down. He searched the passenger area of the Land Cruiser, then moved on to the cargo space; he rifled through their backpacks, setting aside the various belongings: extra clothing, Qurans, duct tape, flashlights, batteries, matches, insect repellent. When he discovered the six-pack of bottled water, he confiscated three of the bottles. He ignored the USB sticks and smartphones—despite the fact that there were two phones per person—and focused his attention on the tiny network cameras he found next.

      He held one of the devices up suspiciously.

      "We sell cameras," Doug said.

      The mujahid showed it to another militant nearby, who regarded it with a shrug.

      "You cannot have these," the mujahid said, seizing the devices. There were more network cameras hidden along with the Internet gear in the glove compartment, but Ethan wasn't about to volunteer that information. With luck, the militant would forget to search it.

      The man had Doug activate the laptop he found, and when he was convinced it was real, the militant focused his attention on the spare tire. He ordered Ethan to remove it from the vehicle, then he checked the inside for hidden contraband. Satisfied that there was nothing inside, he made a final examination of the vehicle, first checking the back seats, then the front. He tried the glove compartment door. It was locked, of course.

      "Open it," the fighter said.

      "We lost the key," Ethan lied. "Nothing in there anyway." He didn't really want to give up the Internet devices hidden inside, but he knew the things were basically lost by that point.

      The militant smashed the compartment with the butt of his rifle a few times, to no avail. He went to one of the nearby technicals and returned with a crowbar, trying again. When that didn't work, he called over another, stronger militant, and the new guy gave it a go. Though the man placed all his weight on that crowbar and pried with all his strength, he, too, couldn't get it open.

      "We could try a winch?" the stronger guy said.

      The smaller militant glanced at Ethan wearily. "Do you solemnly swear that there are no weapons, cigarettes, or alcohol stowed in that compartment?"

      "On the Quran, I swear this is true," Ethan said. And it was.

      "Then go." The militant tiredly waved Ethan and the others on.

      When the border was behind them, Doug fished the slimy key out from under his tongue.

      "Told you we should've put a few Makarovs in there," William said from the backseat. "A Land Cruiser's glove compartment can stand up to anything."

      "You should work for Toyota," Ethan commented dryly.

      He navigated the SUV onward. This side of the border didn't look any different from the previous; they had merely driven from one side of the same desert into the other. Ethan could see why the Islamic State wanted to get rid of the border, which was, when it came down to it, an arbitrary line drawn on a map after World War I.

      "Ah Iraq," William said, sighing loudly. "Otherwise known as the Sandbox. Here I am again. My life story: The Shit That Didn't Wanna Flush. Y'all ever have that?"

      Doug chuckled. "All the time."

      "Speak for yourselves," Ethan muttered.

      William didn't look away from the window. "I'm not sure what I missed more: the sandstorms, the muj, or the camel spiders."

      "Sandstorms and muj I can deal with," Doug said. "Camel spiders, on the other hand... those things always freaked me out. Kind of added to the whole alien feel of the place. Sometimes it felt like we were fighting on a different planet."

      "I didn't think they were so bad," Ethan said. "Made tasty snacks when you cooked them. Raw, not so much."

      "You're joking, right?" Doug said.

      Ethan glanced at Doug and snickered. "Yeah. I'm just messing with you."

      "Have to agree with Doug here," William said. "Those things always creeped me out. When they got in the rooms, it was like bunking with the face-huggers from Aliens."

      "Should I tell The Story?" Ethan said, eying William in the rear-view mirror.

      "You're never going to let me live that down, are you?" William said. "And I don't think Doug wants to hear it."

      "I want to hear it," Doug said eagerly.

      Ethan grinned. "Okay. So. We're living at the Camp Denver CHU farm." CHU stood for Containerized Housing Unit, basically a CONEX shipping container with a linoleum floor, beds, power, vents, and air conditioning, shared by four soldiers. Usually Jersey barriers were placed around it for protection. "One night, a camel spider gets into the latrine unit. One of the bigger spiders out there, about the size of both hands put together. The platoon had just finished watching Aliens, so we're all commenting at how eerily similar to a face-hugger it looks. Anyway, William is out like a light back in the housing unit. He's having a bit of a problem with the stomach flu."

      "A bit of a problem is an understatement," William deadpanned.

      "A few of us come up with a plan," Ethan continued. "We capture the big spider with an old laundry bag and put it in the lieutenant commander's portable freezer. We take it out when its movements are nice and sluggish. When we get back to the housing unit, William is fast asleep, so we empty the bag on his face. William wakes up right away, but it takes a few seconds for it to click that the cold, slimy mass on his face is moving. It bites him in the cheek. He gets up, tears the thing off and throws it into a corner, then shouts at the top of his lungs, 'Get my A4! Get my A4! There's a motherfuckin' face-hugger in here!' He finally realizes it's only a camel spider, but by then it's too late. The rest of us are just cracking up, because there's this black stream of sludge oozing down his leg. Funniest moment of my entire deployment."

      William shook his head. "Torment a helpless man suffering from dysentery, would you? Bro, you've got no decency."

      "Won't disagree there," Ethan said. "Welcome to Iraq. Enjoy your stay. Don't piss off the camel spiders, don't drink the water, and most of all, don't leave home without your Depends."

      William punched him hard in the bicep.

      It took Ethan a while to stop laughing.
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      After the border, they traveled another sand road for five kilometers before hitting a highway. Taking it north, eventually Ethan turned onto the 47, which led to Mosul.

      "About time," William said. Two hours to go.

      The terrain transitioned from desert plateau to alluvial steppe. If it was summer, that loamy plain would have been dry and parched, but as it was, the steppe was relatively green thanks to the many varieties of grass and shrubs. He saw sheep grazing in the distance. The flat terrain was occasionally broken by hills and low mountain ridges made of gypsum and limestone.

      Smashed and burned-out vehicles littered the roadside, evidence of the latest sally launched by the Kurdish Peshmerga from the nearby Sinjar Mountains, a one hundred kilometer east-west trending mountain ridge considered sacred by the Yazidis. Ethan steered past several blast craters, too, although those were more likely created by coalition airstrikes.

      A roadblock led him on a detour away from the highway, forcing Ethan to give the besieged city of Sinjar a wide berth. Said city was the site of the Islamic State attack in August 2014 that sent roughly forty thousand Yazidis fleeing into the mountains, sparking a humanitarian crisis as the stranded refugees struggled to survive. American, British, and Iraqi forces airdropped food and water in scarce quantities. The Peshmerga finally opened a corridor over the range, allowing the refugees to escape, but not before several hundred Yazidi women were taken as slaves by the Islamic State, with several more hundred Yazidi men, women, and children beheaded or buried alive. The fighting there was continual. The Peshmerga had almost liberated Sinjar in December 2014, but the Islamic State was too firmly entrenched in the southern parts of the city.

      Traffic moved slowly on that dirt road, congested thanks to the reduced number of lanes. Much of it was large semi trucks—this was one of the main routes IS used to transport supplies between Mosul and their capital, Raqqa.

      Eventually Ethan turned north and rejoined the main highway, heading east once again. He passed the Islamic State occupied Tal Afar, the last major city before Mosul. The place was surrounded by tiny mountain ridges and green hills.

      A second detour forced him onto another dirt road, and after overtaking several slow-moving semis, Ethan finally turned onto Highway 1, which led directly to Mosul. There were two more checkpoints on the way to the city, but the mujahadeen on duty quickly waved Ethan forward: apparently they had instructions to look for something specific, like a pile of mortars or rocket propelled grenades in the backseats. No one bothered to check their IDs.

      At the city limits another checkpoint awaited. The AK-wielding teenager had Ethan and company produce their passports, then he wrote their names on a large pad of paper.

      "What is the purpose of your visit?" the young militant asked.

      "Visiting relatives. And perhaps we'll look for work."

      The teenager smirked, probably thinking the three of them wouldn't be finding employment any time soon.

      "Where will you stay?" the militant said.

      "With the relatives."

      The teen had Ethan pop the rear hatch, and after a quick search of the packs stowed in the cargo area, he allowed them on their way. He hadn't bothered with the glove compartment.

      After the checkpoint, Ethan took an off-ramp from Highway 1, and drove into Mosul proper.

      Three hundred fifty kilometers northwest of Baghdad, Mosul, or Al Mawsil as it was known in Arabic, literally meant "the linking point," or Junction City, not so much because of any geographical features, but because it was considered a city of intersecting cultures and values, a place where Christian, Sunni, and Shia could live and work peacefully, side by side. As the capital of Nineveh province, almost two million people had lived in the city before the Islamic State invaders arrived. One million had fled since then. Mostly it was only the Sunnis who remained—many of those recent converts.

      Geographically, the city stood on both the eastern and western banks of the Tigris river; the original city was located on the west side, but in modern times had expanded to the east, engulfing the ruins of the ancient Assyrian city of Nineveh in the process. Agatha Christie had lived in Mosul at one point, while her archaeologist husband was involved in an excavation at the ruins of Nimrud thirty kilometers to the southeast—how sad both of them would be to learn that the Islamic State had bulldozed the priceless ruins to the ground.

      The squat, two-story buildings around Ethan were all made of either brick or stucco, and tinted the same faded-sand color, as though they had baked too long under the sun and all hue had long since boiled away. A subtle layer of dust floated in the air, further choking the color from the landscape.

      Some of those rooftops had crenellations, the kind found at the tops of medieval castles. There was also graffiti scrawled on many doors: either N or R. Ethan later learned that N stood for Nasrani, the Arabic word for Christian. And R stood for Rafadite, which meant rejector—the Sunni slur for Shia. The Islamic State had spray-painted those letters on the houses of those belonging to said religions, and if the residents paid a protection tax of four hundred and fifty US dollars a month, they could stay. Since most obviously couldn't afford that, they had fled. On a wall near one of the branded households, someone had written an anti-IS slogan in support of the prosecuted: We are all Christians.

      In the taller four-story apartments, shops often dominated the lower levels, though few seemed open. Balconies were invariably covered in sunblinds, mostly to prevent outsiders from seeing the faces of any women who might live inside. Minarets stabbed the skyline here and there, with mosque domes beside them. One sprawling, boarded-up building appeared to be an Assyrian Christian church, though the cross had been broken down. On the side of the structure, Arabic graffiti read: Real estate property of the Islamic State.

      Ethan had operated motor vehicles in the Middle East several times before, and he was used to the aggressive driving style necessary in that part of the world. The traffic wasn't orderly, not in any sense of the word. Motorcycles and mopeds constantly weaved in and out of traffic. Many road signs and traffic lights seemed optional: vehicles would routinely drive through red lights and stop signs outside the main thoroughfares. When merging, he had to force the Land Cruiser in and pray that the other drivers slowed down. He had to constantly watch for pedestrians; they stepped in front of the vehicle at random moments, expecting him to stop—whenever he heard the squeal of tires nearby as some driver slammed on the brakes, invariably it was in response to a jaywalker. Horns were used often, mostly to alert other drivers when approaching intersections, and while passing. In areas where the traffic was backed up, drivers often swerved into the oncoming lanes to skirt the mess, a particularly dangerous habit likely picked up from American security contractors during the war.

      As usual, Toyota, Hyundai and Kia ruled the gray roadways. SUVS were the most popular—Land Cruisers, Hiluxes, Tucsons—followed by pickups—L200s, Bongo Frontiers, H100s—and sedans—Ceratos, Sonatas, Elantras, Accents. There were also some Omegas and Vectras from German carmaker Opel, and he even spotted a few American and British SUVs—a Range Rover, a Chevrolet Tahoe and a Jeep Grand Cherokee. Most of the vehicles were surprisingly pristine, given the dusty environment.

      Everything seemed normal, and other than the checkpoint at the city limits, Ethan wouldn't have guessed Mosul was occupied. But the signs of the invader soon began to present themselves.

      A large billboard displayed a black ghost, with several bullet points explaining the new laws applying to women's fashion: full veils must be worn at all times outside; no skin may be shown anywhere on the body, even around the eyes; the fabrics must be colorless, loose, thick and free of perfume.

      Islamic State flags waved from the rooftops of some buildings. Their banners hung from the apartment balconies of supporters. Kia 4000S cab overs were periodically parked at intersections, with masked mujahadeen attending to the ZU-2 anti-aircraft guns in the beds. Black garbage bags were piled to the height of small trucks on the shoulder of some roads.

      The sidewalks were dominated by males wearing winter caps, jackets and slacks. Most wore mustaches, a few cropped beards. There were the occasional women among them, clad in black abayas and full veils, and they always had at least one male chaperon.

      Black-robed mujahadeen with Kalashnikovs moved like royalty among the inhabitants. The jihadists regarded the surrounding civilians with obvious contempt, as if possessed of special knowledge or powers that nobody else could ever dream to attain.

      Up ahead, another Islamic State checkpoint had been arranged across the road, and Ethan queued the Land Cruiser at the back of a long line of vehicles.

      "Man," William said. "I remember back in the day when we used to be the ones setting up the checkpoints. You think nothing of it at the time, but you never really know how much of a hassle it is for ordinary citizens. This is what, our seventh today?"

      "Ninth," Ethan corrected him.

      "My point exactly."

      Ethan watched other militants funnel pedestrians through a sidewalk checkpoint beside the road. The jackets and winter caps of the males were searched for hidden cigarettes, while the IDs of women were checked to confirm their relations to their chaperons. Ethan had done similar work for the Islamic State when he served in their ranks. It was a tedious, boring task, and the militants invented creative ways to entertain themselves at the expense of the passersby. He watched one muj make a woman in full niqab do knee pushups on the pavement while the militants drank from an obviously confiscated milk container. The husband observed helplessly nearby.

      "Good old Mosul," William said. "She's exactly as I remember her. Hasn't changed a bit. And to think, back during my deployment I actually thought I was making a difference when I helped retake the city."

      Once past the checkpoint, Ethan spotted several citizens, all male, standing on a hill. From the way they were holding out their cellphones, Ethan thought they were trying to find network carrier signals.

      Ethan saw William fetch his own smartphone in the rear-view mirror.

      "Anything?" Ethan said.

      "Nope," William replied. "Hardly surprising, notwithstanding the clueless civilians. We've been operating without cellphones since we arrived in the region. When is the vaunted Caliphate going to get with the program? I mean come on, cellphone towers; it's not that hard. It's called basic infrastructure."

      "Did you check Firechat?" Ethan asked.

      Firechat was a mesh networking app that used Bluetooth, Wi-Fi, or Apple's Multipeer Connectivity Framework to create an off-the-grid, ad-hoc network between smartphones. The maximum range of each cellphone with the app installed was seventy meters, so Firechat worked best in crowds or cities with a high population density. It also worked well in barracks and battlefields. It was one of the most downloaded apps in Iraq.

      "Shows no one nearby," William said. "No wait: I'm getting messages now. The 'Everyone' tab is full of locals trading supplies: water, kerosene and the like. There aren't any obvious messages from mujahadeen, like we saw in Kobane. They've probably all switched over to Serval by now."

      Unlike Firechat, where everyone could see everybody else's messages, Serval allowed for private messaging and even voice calls if the mesh was able to find a route between two given participants. It would make sense for the militants to switch to Serval, if only to prevent enemies from spying on their ad-hoc communications. Then again, the foreign fighters still used unencrypted radios for most of their communications, even on the battlefield, so Ethan wouldn't have been surprised to find Firechat still in use among them.

      He turned onto the Old Bridge, which crossed the Tigris, and then drove along the eastern bank of the river. A diverse variety of greenery flourished riverside: terebinths, hawthorns, wild pears, mugworts. Hawkers had erected canopied stalls along a broad paved section, forming an impromptu souk.

      Something drifting near the middle of the cloudy waters drew Ethan's eye.

      "Look at the river," he said.

      At first Ethan thought those were small logs floating past, but his stomach turned when he realized they were bodies. Hundreds of them.

      "Men and women," William said quietly.

      "Probably Yazidis or Shabaks," Doug said, sounding disgusted. "From villages upriver. Part of the IS ethnic cleansing program. People we gave our lives to protect during the war."

      Ethan turned the Land Cruiser away from the river and headed toward the public library. Or rather, what was left of it: only a charred husk remained. The place had once contained over eight thousand priceless books and over a hundred thousand rare manuscripts and documents. All irreparably lost. He remembered receiving very specific orders during the war. Allied troops were to preserve all culturally important buildings and sites, if they could. For the people, the men had been told.

      For the people.

      The Islamic Caliphate didn't give a damn about the people. Their ideology didn't allow for contradicting beliefs. Books, statues, buildings, and any other cultural symbols of the infidel, no matter how priceless, had to be burned to the ground.

      Ethan drove past an open souk; near the middle, a throng had gathered around a stage. Several black-clad women stood on the platform, hands bound and veils lifted.

      "What the hell is going on there?" William said.

      "Slave auction," Doug said bitterly. "Yazidi women captured from the outlying villages. Only the finest stock."

      William cursed under breath.

      Ethan was careful not to look too long. He knew it would only anger him, and he might end up doing something that would put the entire mission at risk. He was there to save Sam, and had no time to waste on springing some slaves. As much as he might want to, he couldn't save everyone.

      "It's frustrating," William said when the slave market was behind them. "We spent so much time, so much money, so much blood to liberate these people. And now all our hard work in the country is unraveling. Our friends died for nothing."

      Ethan didn't have anything to say to that. Because William was right.
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      The pedestrians and street traffic thinned out as Ethan drove into a more industrial-looking area. There were factories of some kind there, probably plastics and textile. Smaller apartments also occupied the area. Many of the buildings showed signs of abandonment: windows and doors were boarded up, and stucco had fallen in clumps from the walls, revealing the sand-colored bricks underneath. The potholes were terrible, and he had to steer past the outflows from open sewers. Mangy, slat-ribbed dogs explored piles of garbage.

      Ethan slowed near two boarded-up apartments. The buildings were far from any Islamic State flags, and shared a common courtyard enclosed by a cinder block fence. Across the street was another apartment building, four stories tall. It was occupied, judging from the cars parked in front, and the lack of wooden boards. Those cars were relatively new and in good shape, despite the rundown neighborhood. That was a good sign, as Ethan didn't need people breaking into the Land Cruiser. Then again, the reason why he saw only new cars could be because the older ones were easier to steal.

      "That looks like a suitable spot," Ethan said, nodding toward the courtyard of the abandoned buildings.

      "It's as good as any," Doug agreed.

      After circling the block in a surveillance detection run, Ethan parallel parked between the cars in front of the occupied apartment. The three of them got out, retrieved their backpacks from the cargo area, and the spare network cameras from the glove compartment.

      They crossed to the abandoned apartments and made their way around back. When no one was around, they climbed the cinder block wall that enclosed the shared courtyard and dropped down into the dry grass within.

      Ethan regarded his surroundings. Overgrown shrubs choked out several areas. There was junk scattered about: abandoned tires, rakes, shovels, and the like. Loose bricks had fallen from the walls, forming jagged piles on the ground. Almost all of the windows facing into the courtyard were boarded up. There was no graffiti—a good sign. It meant the operatives wouldn't be bothered.

      Ethan proceeded forward through the grass and weeds.

      "Smells like cat piss," William commented.

      "Then you'll feel right at home," Doug quipped.

      "As far as forwarding operating bases go, we could do worse," Ethan said.

      "Hey, this is our command and control center," Doug said drily. "Get your terminology down."

      William chuckled. "The only thing we're commanding and controlling out here is our bladders."

      They set down their backpacks in the shade of a withered terebinth tree; its wide branches shielded them from the rest of the courtyard.

      Ethan scooped up a dead branch that was vaguely arachnoid-like and tossed it toward William. "Watch out, Will! Camel spider!"

      William calmly deflected the scraggly object. "Funny."

      The three of them set up the wireless network cameras around the perimeter. They chose strategic points atop the fence so that the cameras wouldn't be noticeable from street level.

      When they returned to the shelter of the terebinth, William opened the laptop and pulled up the streaming video feeds. The screen was divided into six quadrants that displayed the view from every camera at once.

      "Surveillance and early warning system, good to go," William said.

      Doug took the laptop and checked his messages via the Iridium Go. "No hits, yet."

      The three shared the bottled water they'd brought along.

      "Do I have time to make a quick food run?" William said.

      Doug checked the time. "We got an hour to spare."

      William hopped the fence and returned twenty minutes later with a paper food carton.

      Ethan opened the container to discover an abysmally small portion of carp masgûf. There wasn't even any flatbread.

      "That's all I could get in this neighborhood," William said. "Damn vendors were charging an arm and a leg. That cost me thirty US dollars."

      "You paid thirty US dollars for this?" Ethan said in disbelief.

      "Had to."

      "How much did they want for it in Iraqi dinars?" Ethan asked.

      "Well that's the thing. They don't accept the local currency anymore."

      "Thirty US dollars for street food that won't even feed one of us," Ethan shook his head. "At this rate, we'll have to start hunting for camel spiders."

      William bit into a piece of fish. "The guy told me locals try to rob food from him all the time. Mostly children. After I bought the food, I could swear a few people started following me. I had to double back three times to make sure I was clear. Ridiculous."

      "It's pretty good," Doug said between mouthfuls. "Some of the better masgûf I've had."

      "It only tastes that way because you're starving," Ethan said, finishing his portion.

      Doug checked the time on his phone, then stuffed the last of his serving into his mouth. "Let's start making our way to the rendezvous."

      A few minutes later found the three of them back in the Land Cruiser, with Ethan driving.

      Roughly halfway to the target, Doug abruptly announced: "Take a right here."

      Ethan glanced at the GPS. "That'll take us east. The rendezvous is to the west."

      "Just do it," Doug said.

      Ethan took the right.

      "Okay, stop here," Doug said a moment later.

      Ethan pulled up beside a nondescript, low-slung house. It looked the same as most residential buildings in Mosul: an oblong structure fronted by sandy stucco and sided by bricks of the same hue.

      Doug exited the Land Cruiser and approached the house. When he knocked, the door opened promptly. Doug vanished inside.

      Ethan thrummed his fingers impatiently on the wheel while he waited.

      "Come on, Doug, what the hell are you doing?" Ethan said, mostly to himself.

      "Maybe he's visiting his favorite whore," William said.

      "Wouldn't surprise me," Ethan said. "If he doesn't come out within the next minute, I'm going in."

      But Doug emerged seconds later. He carried two long cloth bundles. "Will, get the door."

      William opened the right-side passenger door and Doug laid the items on the floor between the front and passenger seats. He unwrapped the cloths, revealing three M16A4s, three Glock 26 Gen4s, and associated magazines. There were also six Voron-3 knives, two for each of them.

      To Ethan's unasked question, Doug said: "I know a guy." The operative replaced the cloth.

      Ethan glanced at William, who shrugged and said, "The candyman can."

      There was a slight chance they would be subjected to a random search before arriving at the destination, but having served on Islamic State checkpoints in Raqqa, Ethan knew that vehicles were rarely searched in the city proper. IDs were checked, destinations confirmed, and the drivers sent on their way—to do otherwise would bring traffic to a standstill. Hopefully that practice continued in Mosul. Ethan supposed the risk was worth taking: he didn't want to attend the upcoming rendezvous unarmed.

      Two blocks from the destination, Ethan halted the vehicle on Doug's order.

      "Are you sure this is the right neighborhood?" Ethan leaned forward to examine the surrounding buildings. All the apartments were boarded up; there were no pedestrians on the street whatsoever.

      "This is the place," Doug said. "William?"

      "At least we don't have to worry about anyone spotting our toys." William exited the vehicle and retrieved one of the A4s secreted on the floor. He inserted a magazine and stuffed a spare in his slacks. He tucked a Glock into his waistband, stuffed a roll of duct tape into a pocket, and turned to go.

      "Good luck," Doug told him.

      "Luck is for amateurs." William sprinted away. He hugged the line of buildings and vanished down a side street.

      Ethan waited five minutes and then continued onward.

      In a few moments he was driving past a bombed-out plant. According to Doug, the Islamic State had dismantled a Chinese oil refinery near Baiji and transported it to Mosul on the back of several large semi-trailers, converting a local warehouse into a crude oil processing plant. Coalition fighter jets had bombed the site shortly thereafter. Ethan was looking at the remains of that site.

      A chain link fence encircled the grounds. Ethan halted the Land Cruiser in front of the gated entrance, which was open. He scanned the remains of the plant beyond. Not a soul in sight.

      "Maybe this wasn't such a good idea..." Doug said.

      "Too late now." Ethan drove into the razed compound at fifteen kilometers an hour.

      Crumpled metallic tanks and pipes littered the landscape. A steel vat had been torn apart by shrapnel from some kind of distiller that had exploded beside it. A few meters past it, a cement tower had partially crumbled, its rubble nearly blocking the road entirely.

      Ethan drove past a row of tanker trucks; the first vehicle was upturned, the second had a ruptured tank, the semi portion of the third had been crushed by falling debris.

      There were lots of hiding places out there. Too many.

      "On your three," Ethan announced, pointing out a sniper on the rooftop of a partially collapsed outbuilding to the right.

      "And your nine," Doug said. "On the tanker."

      Ethan glanced to his left. Sure enough, an assault rifle poked from the upper walkway of the long cylindrical tank there.

      "On a scale of one to ten," Doug announced. "My spidey sense is registering a five."

      "A five?" Ethan said. "Mine's more like an eight."

      "If they wanted to kill us, they would've launched an RPG the moment we pulled up."

      "Maybe." Ethan forced a smile. "Or it could be that they simply want to torture the hell out of us first."

      Ethan stopped the vehicle in front of the large warehouse the refinery had been built around—a long, rectangular two-story affair.

      "Let's get this over with, shall we?" Ethan said.

      The two of them exited the Land Cruiser, retrieving the weapons and associated magazines from the floor cache. Ethan secured the provided holster to his ankle and shoved the Glock subcompact inside, then slid the strap of the A4 snugly over one shoulder.

      He locked the doors and proceeded toward the main building with Doug.

      The air felt cool, though he was sweating underneath his layered clothing. He studied the long, gray building. Some of the nearby towers had fallen onto the structure, caving in portions of it, potentially offering alternate methods of egress should they need it.

      The pair climbed four concrete steps and opened the blue-painted metal door that led inside. The environment was relatively well lit within: the far wall had collapsed at some point, allowing the sunlight to illuminate much of the area.

      Tall, steel shelves filled with empty wooden pallets divided the interior into long sections. Metal towers that had broken through the structure had collapsed several shelves in a row on either side like dominoes. The areas immediately surrounding the fallen units lay in shadow. A flatbed trolley sat in one corner. An old forklift the other.

      Doug walked toward the shadows. "Salaam," he said, extending his arms, palms up.

      No answer came.

      "Salaam!" Doug tried again, louder.

      Still nothing.

      "Why don't they show themselves?" Ethan said. "It's not like they don't know we're here."

      On cue, several men emerged from the shadows. They were dressed in desert fatigues and caps, with contrasting black balaclavas covering their faces so that only their eyes and mouths showed.

      The two operatives raised their hands in surrender as the men surrounded them. Ethan counted twenty masked opponents, each pointing an AK at either himself or Doug. The encircling aggressors had spaced themselves perfectly, so that no one stood in the crossfire of anyone else.

      "Salaam?" Doug tried again, weakly.
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      Ethan heard footsteps echo from deeper inside the warehouse; he turned toward their source, and in moments another fighter emerged from the shadows. Like the others, he wore light desert fatigues. His matching cap was pulled low over his brow, but his face was otherwise uncovered: a hooked nose complemented rather small, round eyes, giving him a slightly avian look. His cheeks were hollow and his skin wan, as if he suffered some illness. He had a star-like discoloration above his right jawline—a shrapnel scar, Ethan thought.

      The fighters parted to let the newcomer into the circle.

      "Emad," Doug said, using one of Ethan's aliases. "Meet the leader of Liwa Al Mosul, Abu Othunan." The former meant The Mosul Brigade. The latter, Brother Ears.

      The resistance was organized into a series of cells, some of which operated out of Kurdistan. Ten of these cells, including The Mosul Brigade, had joined forces to form the Mosul Liberation Council. The individual factions were responsible for a rash of attacks against the Islamic State, including several IED and bomb blasts. They also randomly kidnapped mujahadeen from the streets—the mutilated bodies of the militants would be found floating in the Tigris a few days later. The biggest cell was the Free Officers Movement, with The Mosul Brigade coming in a close second.

      Othunan regarded them appraisingly. Ethan saw intelligence in his eyes, and cunning. And something else he couldn't quite place. Contempt?

      "You are the Amrika infidels?" The incredulity sounded thick in his voice. Othunan spoke in a heavy Iraqi dialect that Ethan found difficult to understand.

      Doug nodded. "That would be us."

      "What, infidels?" Othunan said. "Speak up!"

      Doug repeated his answer, louder.

      "For special operatives you look rather... ordinary," Othunan said. "Though I suppose that is the idea. Still, you let us surround you. What if this had been an Islamic State trap? You would be captured or dead. Not so special after all. I see now why the woman you seek was lost. If she displayed the same blatant lack of tradecraft as yourselves, it is entirely unsurprising."

      "Look down," Doug said simply.

      Puzzled, Othunan glanced between his feet. Some of the surrounding men gasped.

      "At your chest," Doug clarified.

      Finally Othunan saw the red dot that had drifted onto his body only moments before. His gaze shot upward, toward the nearby metal shelves, and his eyes widened. Ethan didn't need to look to know that William was perched there. The operative had likely entered via one of the gaps in the ceiling where a fallen tower had torn through the rooftop.

      Othunan erupted in uproarious laughter. "Very good. For a moment I thought I would have to go home disappointed." Smiling widely, as if it were all some grand joke, Othunan made a put-down gesture with his hand. The masked individuals around Ethan lowered their AKs.

      The red dot left Othunan's chest an instant later.

      Ethan and Doug abandoned their postures of surrender and allowed their arms to hang loosely at their sides; Ethan casually rested his right hand close to the trigger of his A4.

      Othunan stepped between the two of them. "Come, walk with me, and we shall commence business. Unless you have come to Iraq merely for the masgûf?"

      "While we certainly have a taste for masgûf," Doug said. "I'm afraid we haven't come to your country for the fish."

      Ethan and Doug walked on either side of Othunan. Two fighters followed at a discreet distance, while the remaining resistance members dispersed, some vanishing into the shadows, others assuming various guard positions throughout the warehouse and its entrance. Several watched William.

      "This woman you seek, she is one of your agents?" Othunan asked.

      "Something like that," Doug said.

      Othunan tapped his lips. "And you want our help finding her."

      "I always knew you were a clever man." There was only a hint of sarcasm in Doug's voice.

      Othunan frowned. "My troops are ill-equipped. Before I can help you I need supplies. Arms."

      "You will have them," Doug said.

      "Modern weapons," Othunan said. "Not more AK-47s. I want M16s. With laser sights. And night vision scopes."

      "Of course," Doug said.

      "And plated armor. And grenades. Yes, rocket propelled grenades. Oh, and I also want target designators. To direct airstrikes."

      Doug shook his head. "Can't give you designators. They're beyond the scope of this operation."

      "But we need airstrikes," Othunan said stubbornly. "Think beyond your little operation... if we are to push the Islamic State from this city, we must bomb them to hell. Like Kobane and Sinjar."

      "Kobane is in ruins now because of those airstrikes you covet so badly," Doug said. "And Sinjar is well on its way to the same fate."

      Othunan threw up his arms. "The West encourages us to fight and rise up against the illegal Caliphate, and yet it refuses to grant the supplies, training, and airstrikes we need! And don't even get me started on the useless Iraqi army. We have waited for them to arrive for months. Months!"

      "You're forgetting the goals of this operation," Doug said. "I don't give a rat's ass about the liberation of Mosul. I really don't. It would be nice, sure, but in the overall scheme of things it really is an internal Iraqi matter. All I care about is getting my operative back. I can give you supplies, and arms, but no airstrikes. Can I rely on you for help, or not?"

      Othunan opened and closed his fists for several seconds, apparently fuming inside. But finally he seemed to relax. "Yes, I can help. But if I am to work for the American government, I will require a monthly fee."

      Doug compressed his lips. "I think I can arrange something."

      "I want three hundred thousand US dollars. Per month."

      Doug stared at Othunan for several seconds.

      "This is bullshit," Doug abruptly announced in English, then made a beeline for the warehouse exit. "Let's go, Emad. We've made a mistake."

      Othunan stared wide-eyed at Doug's back.

      Ethan didn't move. He regarded the resistance leader thoughtfully. He'd dealt with men like Othunan before. He was simply another war opportunist looking to cash in on the chaos and uncertainty brought about by the occupation; he had no intention of making any real difference. Sure, he'd performed a few attacks against the Islamic State, random strikes meant to draw Western attention and funding. Or maybe he just wanted to grandstand. Either way, his endgame was likely some position of power in post-Islamic State Iraq.

      "Now you deal with me," Ethan told the resistance leader.

      "I do not speak with underlings." Othunan started to turn away.

      "Don't you move!" Ethan said angrily.

      Othunan froze.

      "I'm not an underling." Ethan glanced over his shoulder. He knew that William had been silently shadowing them, moving from shelf to shelf as well as he was able, because the resistance fighters assigned to watch him had moved, too. So he raised his voice, and said, "Put Othunan in your sights."

      The red dot returned to Othunan's chest. Ethan raised his A4, adding the threat of his own weapon to the mix.

      The two escorting resistance fighters immediately lifted their AKs; one aimed at Ethan, the other William. Ethan didn't flinch. Other men emerged from the shadows and clumsily repositioned themselves, placing one or the other operative within their sight lines.

      Ethan smiled patiently.

      "Are you all in position?" Ethan asked the resistance fighters. No one answered. "Good." He returned his attention to their leader. "How much is your life worth to you, Othunan? Ten thousand US dollars? Twenty thousand? Three hundred thousand, perchance?"

      Othunan regarded him with a glower. "Three hundred thousand, at least."

      Ethan tapped his chin. "Three hundred thousand US dollars. Seems reasonable. Tell you what I'll do. You agree to help us for one month, just one whole month, and I give you your life. Seems a fair exchange."

      "If you shoot me," Othunan said. "My men will mow you down an instant later."

      "They can certainly try," Ethan said menacingly.

      "You won't shoot me," Othunan persisted. "You need my help."

      "Do we really?" Ethan said. "We would like your help, but that's way different than needing your help. Trust me, we're very capable of finding and springing her on our own if we have to."

      That was somewhat of a bluff, as Ethan knew it would take a lot less time to find her with a hundred men watching the comings and goings of the Islamic State as opposed to three. Plus, the compound where Sam was held would likely be well defended. The more men able to provide backup, the better.

      Othunan worked his jaw, but said nothing.

      Ethan softened his expression. "Look." The word came out as a half sigh. "We'll give you a monthly stipend. Okay? But it'll be more like three thousand, not three hundred thousand. And if you do well, we might even double it. Do spectacularly, and we'll triple it. Now agree, damn it, so my sniper and I can lower our rifles. Agree."

      Othunan clenched his jaw, probably trying to pretend he was angry, but Ethan wasn't buying it. He could see those beady little eyes calculating all the things that could be purchased for three thousand dollars a month.

      "Six thousand," Othunan said.

      "Three," Ethan returned instantly.

      The resistance leader glanced up at William again and licked his lips nervously. "Four thousand—"

      "Three," Ethan interrupted. "Take it or leave it."

      Othunan must have realized he wasn't going to get a better offer than that, because he said, "I agree to your terms."

      "Good," Ethan told the resistance leader. "But one thing." He stepped right up to the man from the side, staying out of William's shot. "How do we know we can trust you? What's the Islamic State to you? Why do you fight them?"

      Ethan wasn't sure what he wanted to hear. He'd already concluded that the man did it solely for the potential money and prestige, rather than out of any sense of obligation to his people, so it took him by surprise when Othunan lifted the cap he wore low on his brow, revealing an ugly horizontal scar branded into his forehead. His ears had been cut off, too.

      It was a punishment the Saddamists had instituted upon draft dodgers and deserters after the First Gulf War.

      "The Islamic State, and those they are descended from, will always be my enemies," Othunan said. He replaced the cap angrily.

      "Perhaps I misjudged you," Ethan said quietly. He stepped back, and pointed the barrel of his A4 at the floor. "Lower the rifle, William."

      The laser dot left Othunan's chest. The man maintained his defiant posture as he told his fighters: "Stand down."

      Ethan discovered Doug pacing back and forth outside.

      "This is one of those times when I wish I hadn't given up dipping tobacco," Doug complained. He proceeded to describe all the things he planned to do to Othunan, none of them very nice.

      Ethan raised a hand, interrupting him. "You might want to go back inside. I think you'll find him more amenable."

      "What did you do?"

      Ethan shrugged. "Nothing. Your little walkout had the desired effect."

      "Well, there you go," Doug said proudly. "That's a free negotiation lesson for you from the master. Never be afraid to walk away."

      Ethan smiled widely. "A useful lesson indeed."
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      After sealing the deal, the three of them left the abandoned refinery behind. After only a minute of driving that deserted street, an Islamic State technical approached in the oncoming lane. It swerved in front of them and cut the Land Cruiser off.

      "Open up the map," Ethan said urgently. He unclipped his phone from the dash and hid it in a pocket. He didn't want the militants to know he had a working GPS.

      From the storage compartment in the center console, Doug grabbed the street map of Mosul they'd brought along, and opened it.

      A young, bearded militant emerged from the passenger side of the pickup and, carrying his AK menacingly, approached the Land Cruiser.

      "What are you doing in this area?" the militant asked Ethan sternly. He was a local, judging from the accent.

      "We're lost?" Ethan said, keenly aware of the rifles hidden underneath the cloth blankets on the floor behind him.

      The militant looked inside the vehicle and regarded the other passengers, who were doing their best to appear meek and docile. When the militant noticed the map in Doug's lap, he pursed his lips. "Your IDs."

      The militant raised an eyebrow when Ethan produced the passports.

      "You are not from Mosul?" the young man said.

      "No, we're visiting relatives."

      "If you are going to stay longer than three days, you must report to one of the Dawla"—State—"administration offices. They will get you a proper ID."

      "No one told us this," Ethan said.

      "Well I'm telling you." The militant quickly perused the photo pages, then handed the passports back. He surveyed the street around them. "This is a dangerous area. Bandits, Kurds, and other enemies of Islam sometimes hide in these buildings. It is not safe."

      Ethan nodded toward the map. "Can you point us toward the nearest main road?"

      "I can do better. I can lead you."

      And so the technical led them through the neighborhood. Ethan followed closely; the militant in the truck bed scanned the sky constantly, his anti-aircraft gun ready to fire at any airborne targets. It was a futile effort, Ethan knew, given that most of the allied bombers would be flying well out of range.

      The technical emerged into a more populated area, and Ethan waved his thanks to the mujahadeen before pulling over to the side of the road as if to further consult his map.

      When the pickup vanished down the street, he had Doug put the map away, then he clipped his phone to the dash once more and re-entered traffic.

      At the forward operating base, William went off to fetch more food, leaving Doug and Ethan in the courtyard.

      Doug set the Iridium Go down near the middle of the yard for the best reception, then worked on an email to the Secretary regarding their progress. Ethan meanwhile lounged upon the dry grass beneath the sprawling terebinth tree. Most of the courtyard was in the shade as the sun was close to the horizon by that point. He watched a sand fly land on a blade of grass beside him. That reminded him of something.

      Ethan reached into his pack and retrieved the DEET-based product he'd brought along, and rubbed it into his skin. Then he sprayed his clothes with permethrin repellent. Though he hated the smell of the products, using them was a necessity, especially if he was going to be sleeping outdoors, as the chemicals protected him from sand flies. Terrible little insects, they could infect a man with leishmaniasis, a flesh-eating parasite that inflicted the equivalent of third-degree burns at the bite site, causing several incredibly painful boils, not to mention insomnia and short-temperedness among other psychological affects.

      When he was done, he put his arms behind his head and lay back. Though he stunk of chemicals, he could finally relax and enjoy a peaceful moment to himself.

      He thought of Alzena, and prayed she still lived. He hoped her country became the free nation she dreamed of.

      He thought of Sam, and the torture she must be enduring. If Doug didn't get any hits within the next day or so, either from his own contacts or their newfound allies in the resistance cell, the operatives would have to start asking questions on their own. Things would get messy. Sam wouldn't be held in a known location: a valuable prisoner like her would be kept in the equivalent of a DIA black site. Who could say how many militants Ethan and the other operatives would have to capture and kill until they found someone who had any knowledge of her whereabouts?

      He sighed, closing his eyes.

      He hadn't intended to nap, but exhaustion from the long day got to him. Consciousness faded, and with it came nightmare.

      The night sky was lit by unnatural light. Artillery rounds were going off. Assault rifles firing.

      He saw a boy's face, sparkling with incandescent particles of white phosphorous.

      He's burning!

      Ethan threw him into the river, dousing the flaming particles, but the moment he brought him to the surface again, the fires reignited. He hauled the child to the bank and began piling clumps of mud over the burning particles. By the time Ethan finished, it was too late.

      The boy wasn't breathing.

      Ethan started CPR, but eventually gave up. He stared at that destroyed face. That innocent face. It spontaneously combusted.

      "Ethan," William said.

      Ethan sat up, startled. "What?" His heart was pounding out of control. The courtyard was even darker than before, though the sun hadn't set fully.

      "You were mumbling in your sleep," William said, setting down the plastic food container he'd purchased.

      "Mumbling what?" His cheeks felt wet, and he wiped them. He noticed that his underarms were drenched in sweat, though it couldn't have been more than a few degrees above zero.

      William shrugged. "I couldn't hear a word."

      Ethan glanced at Doug, who also sat nearby, but the other operative was very careful to keep his gaze on the laptop.

      Ethan looked William straight in the eye. "Tell me."

      William stared at the ground and lowered his voice. "You said, he's burning. Over and over again."

      When his Iraqi deployment had ended all those years ago, Ethan had joined Black Squadron, the clandestine division of SEAL Team Six. For one mission, he dressed in tribal clothes and sneaked into a village to plant cameras and listening devices. He also interviewed some of the residents, who told him where the militants had gathered in the village. Ethan had no authority to pull the trigger at that point—he was functioning as an advance force operator, gathering intel for the hunt and kill teams.

      The boy caught him planting a camera on the rooftop of one house. Ethan gave him a chocolate bar, and they became friends of sorts.

      When Ethan reported back, he made it very clear that the militants were holed up near the center of town, and that civilians were still present in other parts of the village. The CO instructed Ethan to maneuver to a hilltop three kilometers to the south for a night-time pickup.

      That evening, as he waited for the extract, the attack came. The gunfire exchange went on for about five minutes before the hunter killer team decided to use white phosphorous to illuminate the area. Unfortunately, one of the mortar shells fell short. That was the official explanation, anyway.

      Ethan ran as fast as he could back to the village, but by then he was too late.

      He'd quit the military shortly after that. Sam, a former member of Black Squadron herself, had talked him into working for her directly. She told him things would be different under her. That he would be the one pulling the trigger on any intel he gathered, not JSOC.

      Ethan inhaled deeply of the cold, crisp air. He'd sworn he would never return to that forsaken land. And yet there he was. Iraq awakened memories inside of him, memories that were probably better left buried.

      William offered him a piece of cooked fish wrapped in flatbread, and Ethan reluctantly accepted.

      Doug suddenly looked up. He seemed excited. "Got a hit."

      Ethan spread his hands. "Please, elaborate."

      "Got an embed who's heard a certain high ranking US operative has been captured. And that this operative is being interrogated at an Islamic State black site far from the main prisons."

      "That's basically what we suspected already," Ethan said. "Does he have an address for us?"

      Doug sat cross-legged near him and dug into the barbecued carp wrap that William had set aside. "Unfortunately, no."

      Ethan stared at Doug with open annoyance. "Then how the hell does that help us?"

      Doug bit off another piece of masgûf. "He says he talked to a man who smuggled scopolamine into the country."

      "Scopolamine?" William said.

      "Yes. A known persuasion drug, of questionable use during interrogations."

      Ethan was familiar with the compound. Some people were extremely susceptible: you could blow the powder form into their face, or drop it in their drink, and then they'd do anything you told them, such as emptying the contents of their wallets. When the drug wore off, the victims had no memory of what transpired. It was a popular date rape drug in Columbia, where about one in five emergency room admissions for poisoning were attributed to the compound. Attractive women used it too, targeting wealthy individuals in bars, casinos and nightclubs.

      Side effects could include hallucinations, somnolence, headache, rapid heart rate, and blurred vision. The drug often caused "desert" mouth, drying up the throat so badly that victims could barely talk, even if they were ready and eager. Throat lozenges dissolved in apple juice helped. Scopolamine could cause respiratory failure if the dosage was too great, which was why it was usually administered only under careful medical supervision. Because of all these side effects, the drug was rarely used as a "truth serum" in intelligence circles, since conventional psychological breakdown techniques often produced better results. Still, he had occasionally seen it used in combination with other interrogation methods at various DIA black sites.

      "He says this man smuggled the drug into Mosul," Doug continued. "And delivered it to a doctor associated with the Islamic State. Apparently this doc is their go-to guy when it comes to interrogations, and he's attended several sessions at the main prison, acting as medical advisor. If anyone knows the location of the black site where they're keeping Sam, it would be this doc."

      "Unless they blindfold him before bringing him to the site," William said.

      "In which case, we lay low and follow him," Ethan said.

      "They also might be keeping him at the black site for the duration of her interrogations," William said. "In which case, there's no one to follow."

      Ethan considered that. "Good point."

      "It'd be the smart thing to do," William added.

      "But since when is the Islamic State considered smart?" Doug asked.

      "Don't underestimate them," Ethan said. "The rank and file are little more than cannon fodder, yes, but the higher-ups are usually very dangerous men."

      "Usually," Doug agreed.

      "First of all," Ethan continued. "Do we even have an address on this doc?"

      Doug nodded. "We do."

      "Good," Ethan said. "Let's see where his morning commute takes him."

      "My thoughts exactly. We're getting up early tomorrow, boys."
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      Sam sat in the chair, barely able to hold her head upright. Her long, luxurious hair had been shaved away to the skin. She could see only out of one eye—the other was swollen shut. Three of her fingernails were covered in bloody bandages. Her body ached in several places beneath her abaya. Movement only worsened the pain, so she remained as still as she could.

      Through her blurry vision, the shadows flitted about her, sometimes slowly, other times maniacally. She knew they weren't real. Knew they were hallucinations. Still, they frightened her. It wasn't so much the moving shadows that scared her, but the thought she might be going mad.

      Her throat burned. She tried to gather saliva to swallow but her mouth was utterly dry.

      A glass appeared in front of her. From the color, she thought it might be apple juice. She saw two copies of the glass, slightly offset from one another, their separation varying slightly with each moment.

      "Drink," a man's voice commanded in Arabic.

      She focused on the glass. She felt a nearly overwhelming urge to obey the man, as if pleasing him were the most important thing in the world. And yet, as she slowly reached for it, a voice at the back of her mind scolded her: Do not listen! Do not!

      She withdrew her hand as if scalded.

      "Her will begins to return," the voice continued. "The drug is wearing off." She felt a cool instrument crudely press against her left breast. She realized, vaguely, that it was a stethoscope. "Her heart is racing. I recommend two days off before the next session."

      Another man stepped into view, his face hidden by a balaclava. He retrieved what Sam assumed was a digital recording device from the table and then stepped away.

      Someone else appeared in front of her. He wore no masks: his features weren't Arabic, but rather... Russian?

      "My old enemy, the great Ankabūt Sawdā," the Russian said in nearly fluent Gulf Arabic.

      She hadn't heard that name in a long time. Ankabūt Sawdā. Black Widow.

      "You have so many titles in intelligence circles," the Russian continued. "Purveyor of Secrets. Puppet Master. Regime Changer. I remember you in your prime. You moved in the shadows, spreading your web of intrigue and deceit across the Middle East. You often played both sides against one another, as suited your whims, though the outcomes were not always in your favor. You fanned the flames of the Arab Spring, for example, and look at how well that turned out for you. If anyone is to blame for the rise of the Islamic State, it is you." He shook his head. "Though I suppose I should give you some credit. I've profited greatly from the chaos you've stirred since I gave you up. But I must admit, I find it amusing to find you now, like this, after all these years. I hunted you for so long, my old enemy, and when I'm not looking you simply drop yourself into my lap. The irony does not escape me."

      He sat himself down into the chair opposite her. "You've told us everything, Widow. Everything. All the operatives you have in the region, all your contacts, all your assets. We know you work directly for the Secretary of Defense. We know exactly what you had planned to do here. You are broken. A mere shell of the woman you once were. I look forward to reviewing all the intel we have acquired from you in the coming days. But first, tell me—"

      Sam blinked. The man was gone. Her cheek was throbbing. She realized he must have struck her, but she couldn't remember what had happened. She slowly glanced around her, fighting the dizziness that the movement brought. Nobody else was there with her: she sat alone beside the table.

      Her vision gradually began to clear. The shadows still flitted about but there were less of them. She realized she resided in a small, white-painted cell. The table and two chairs were the only furniture. A flickering shaft of light shone from a small panel set into the top half of the door. Light sourced from a torch, perhaps—that would explain why the shadows were flitting.

      She searched her memory, but remembered nothing whatsoever of the interrogation session. The Russian had said she'd told them everything. But had she truly? It certainly felt like it.

      She realized her right hand also pulsed with fresh pain. She glanced at it: the last two digits were newly bandaged, with a bloodstain slowly spidering through the gauze near the fingernail region. Yes, she must have resisted. Still, it frightened her that she couldn't remember what she had told them. These symptoms were similar to a drug she had utilized on interrogation subjects in the past, she felt certain, but because of the brain fog she couldn't recall what it was.

      I must continue to resist. I must. Allah, make me strong.

      Finally she slumped forward, laying her head on the table in defeat. The blissful oblivion of sleep took her.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Peering through the small view panel in the door, Dmitri watched the woman collapse. He smiled faintly, then slid the aperture closed.

      He thrummed his fingers distractedly on the wooden surface. She was a strong one, the Black Widow. It was said those who could resist ordinary interrogation could resist equally well under narcosis. Sometimes that proved true, sometimes not. The Widow was a perfect example of the former.

      Still, he would break her eventually. He was good at breaking people. The Islamic State had requested his involvement precisely for that reason. During his tenure with the Spetsnaz, he had learned how to properly interrogate a subject under narcosis, among other useful skills. He could tell when a subject was playacting, pretending he or she was too drugged to speak. And because he was a man intimately familiar with the inner workings of the intelligence machine, he knew precisely what questions to ask, and when.

      He toyed with the idea of doubling her dosage the next time. He wasn't too concerned about her becoming addicted to the drug. It would only make his work easier. But killing her too soon was the problem. That, and the fact that any more of the chemical would make her thoughts and speech even more incoherent.

      No, doubling the dosage wasn't the solution. But what was, then? Everyone had their breaking point. Some trigger. He would find it. He swore he would.

      His satphone rang. He fished the device from his harness and answered. "Yes?"

      "I have some news you might find interesting," Victor told him.

      As Dmitri listened further, a smile spread across his face.

      You are mine, Black Widow.
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      Doctor Isam ibn Khaldun finished the final prayer of the day and relaxed in his sitting room with the holy Quran. A candle burning on the table provided the only light. Outside, the stars of late evening twinkled. A lone bird sung somewhere nearby, its plaintive cry piercing the cold night in a fitting lament to the Iraq of today.

      He had seen the country change so greatly during his day, and yet in the end it was very much the same. So much fighting. So much death. Allah help us.

      It was all because of World War I. In the aftermath, the infidels who partook in the spoils of war drew a single border around three separate and ethnically diverse Ottoman provinces, calling the result "Iraq." What they failed to realize was that grouping so many different communities under a single roof would not work, not in the long run. Tribal, secular, and ethnic divisions inevitably created tension, especially when those communities were subjected to a succession of authoritarian regimes favoring one sect or another.

      The latest regime was Dawla—the Islamic State. Their members were Sunni. It was little wonder that most of the Iraqi cities conquered so far were of Sunni majority, and that local Sunni youths dominated their ranks. Doctor Isam was Sunni himself, otherwise he would have been forced to flee the coming of Dawla like the other minorities. While he didn't agree with everything Dawla did, they were the best alternative to Shia authoritarian rule currently available, and he would support them until a better option became available. The Shia and their Iran masters had nearly taken over the country, and he saw any Sunni government, even one as brutal as Dawla, as a good thing.

      Would there be peace in his time? Would the tribes and communities be left alone to govern themselves, irrespective of what the overall country was called? Isam somehow doubted it. Perhaps even his sons and daughters would never see peace. It was a terrible thought.

      He focused his attention on the Quran, his only comfort during these trying times. It always amazed him, the Quran. There were so many subtle nuances to the sacred text. So many interpretations. The older he became, the more he realized how little he had understood the book in his youth. Read literally, it was a grand story of hegira, and the fight against injustice in the world. Read figuratively, it was a life-changing tome. He always learned something new upon every reread; there were so many ways to interpret any given passage, so many subtleties and facets hidden in the text. Certain interpretations that never occurred to him in his youth became starkly obvious when viewed through the lens of age. Take one key sentence from the passage he was currently reading:

      Permission to take up arms is hereby given to those who are attacked because they have been oppressed.

      The passage applied to his own situation. He had been helping Dawla interrogate a certain woman. He had participated in other interrogations before, but hers was the most brutal. Still, he felt no pity or compassion for her. Though she had professed dedication to Allah, she was an infidel. Under duress, she had admitted to involvement in many terrible activities, operations involving the killing of innocent Muslims. She had certainly attacked the oppressed. Her actions revealed her true nature: she was a spider, as the Russian brute had said. Something meant to be trod underfoot. He felt no guilt for what was done to her, nor his own involvement in her torture. None whatsoever. He was doing Allah's work by participating; he knew that for certain. The arms he took up were the needle and the stethoscope, and he would use them for as long as he was able.

      He heard laughter from the kitchen as the children played some game under the supervision of his wife, and he smiled. Yes, that was the reward for being a good Muslim and fulfilling one's duty. Life was good, thanks to Allah. Perhaps there would be peace in his time after all.

      He heard a loud thud, followed by what sounded like wood splintering. Another thud. He rushed from the sitting room and into the foyer. The front door to the house had burst open, and three Balaclava-wearing men stood in the entrance, clad in combat fatigues and carrying assault rifles. The barrels were pointed directly at him. Bright white lights near the tips shone into his face, blinding him.

      Isam raised his hands fearfully, covering his eyes with one palm.

      One of the militants shut and locked the door while a second moved from window to window, confirming that all the curtains were shut. The third walked right up to him and shoved him to the floor, pinning him, then bound his hands behind his back with some sort of plastic that dug into his wrists.

      "What's going on?" Isam said fearfully. "I have done everything you asked. Performed my duty for Dawla to the letter."

      "We are not with Dawla," a gruff voice said in disdain. The accent was Syrian.

      He was hauled to his knees; there were only two masked men in the room. Where had the third gone?

      My family.

      Sure enough, the third masked man returned from the direction of the kitchen, marching his family into the room. Isam suddenly felt like he couldn't breath. He would do anything in that moment, as long as the men didn't harm his family.

      The militant forced the group to kneel in front of Isam. Under the light from their weapons, he saw that his two kids were cowering in fear, while his wife, her face uncovered, stared at the intruders with obvious hatred. It shamed him that his wife was stronger than him in that moment.

      I must be strong, Isam thought. He filled himself with hate. I will not give in to these infidels. I will tell them nothing!

      The third man left once more, vanishing down a side hall, maybe to look for other members of his family. The intruders couldn't know that they had gathered every member of the household already.

      "What do you want?" Isam said. He had tried to make his voice hard, but couldn't help the subtle tremor that permeated his words.

      "You have been helping Dawla interrogate people at a certain black site," one of the masked men said. "Where is this site?"

      Isam glanced at his cowering children.

      Do not give in to the infidel.

      "I don't know what you're talking about," Isam said.

      The masked man stepped forward. He produced a pistol and held it to the head of his youngest child, his son Fahd, aged five.

      "Tell me the address."

      Isam stared at his boy, and felt himself breaking. He couldn't allow his only son to die.

      He opened his mouth, but then he saw his wife's face once more. The hatred had never left. If anything, it had deepened, smoldering worse than ever before.

      She was right, he knew. He could not give in to these infidels, no matter what.

      Isam immediately smothered his paternal instincts. He no longer felt anything for his son. Not a thing. For him, the boy had died the moment the intruders stepped into the house.

      That was what separated man from beast: a man could rise above the internal wiring of his brain and overcome the most powerful of instincts. Faith conquered all.

      And if Allah required the death of his son, then so be it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Ethan's finger was on the trigger of the Glock, the muzzle pointed at the boy's head. The illumination from Doug's WeaponLight lit the scene.

      "Give me the address!" Ethan shouted.

      The doctor flinched, but his face abruptly hardened. "Do it." His eyes blazed with hatred.

      Ethan could tell with a certain degree of confidence when a man was bluffing. There were certain tells, tics, microexpressions.

      And this man was dead serious.

      The doctor was going to sit there and watch as his child was executed at point blank range, believing the whole time he was doing the right thing and that his son would go straight to paradise.

      "Stand down," Doug whispered quietly beside him. He was clad in combat fatigues, and wearing a balaclava, like Ethan—clothing donated to them by the resistance.

      Ethan and the others already knew the address. They had followed the doctor to the suspected black site that very morning. No members of the Islamic State had come to escort him—the doctor had driven all the way on his own. So Ethan was very well acquainted with the address already. Still, he needed to hear the man say that location; needed to know that they could trust any intel he gave. Because what they still didn't know was whether a certain high value target awaited them at the black site.

      Ethan gazed at the defiant doctor a moment longer, then glanced at the kid. The boy's eyes were terrified. The hatred for the infidel that rotted the souls of so many others in that land had not yet taken root. The boy was innocent.

      For a moment, the burning face of the child from his nightmares flashed into his mind. He dismissed it.

      Ethan lowered the Glock.

      The doctor broke into a wide grin. "You are a coward. You must be from the West, where all the cowards come."

      "No, I just hate killing kids," Ethan said.

      "How's it look out there," Doug said into his unencrypted radio.

      Three members of the resistance were outside, on the rooftops of nearby buildings, ready to alert them to the first sign of trouble.

      "All clear," a voice returned.

      William entered from the hallway, back from his search of the house. He carried a syringe. "I found his supply of scopolamine."

      The doctor glanced at the syringe and shuddered.
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      Ethan lay prostrate on the rooftop of a small house, peering through the 4x fixed mag scope attached to his A4. A PVS-22 night sight attached to the forward rail of the rifle gave everything a bright green hue in the moonlight.

      He ran the scope from left to right across the dye house in his sights. The building was three stories tall, including the rectangular, central superstructure on the roof, which occupied roughly half the area of the preceding floors.

      A cinder block fence enclosed the facility. A pair of armed militants guarded the main entrance, while two more patrolled the inner grounds. Another two observed from a second story walkway that girthed the building, and a final pair watched from the rooftop, making a circuit about the superstructure.

      The woman prisoner was apparently held in one of the interior rooms, in an office area past the mechanical room. The doctor had sketched a quick floor map of the plant for them. Many areas remained blank, as he had seen only parts of the interior, but the operatives had committed the doctor's map to memory nonetheless.

      The doctor. Ethan thought of the earlier interrogation session, or rather the lack thereof. It was the strangest thing: the doctor had seemed about ready to allow his son to die, but when they sequestered his family in a different room and prepared to inject him with scopolamine, the man had surrendered. Either he had been putting on a show of defiance for his family, or he feared the drug more than anything. Maybe it was a combination of both. It made Ethan wonder what terrible things had been done to Sam.

      "So, what do you think?" Doug said from beside him.

      "They're definitely guarding someone valuable," William said from his other side.

      "Maybe, maybe not," Ethan said. "Either way, we have no guarantee it's Sam."

      "No," Doug admitted. "We don't."

      The doctor had no idea who the prisoner was. She had no scars, birthmarks or other identifying features on her face. She was not of spectacular beauty, nor ugly. The prisoner had a wide, slightly Roman nose, and big lips. That rather generic description could have matched fifty thousand women in the region.

      Ethan continued to scan the plant with his scope. He saw what looked like a momentary spark come from the rooftop, and brought his reticule upward. The two guards there had paused near the southeast corner of the building. They seemed to be taking an extended break: Ethan saw the characteristic red glow of cigarettes.

      "Since when do muj smoke?" Ethan said. "Check out the rooftop."

      "You remember what it was like when we were embedded with the jihadists, don't you?" William said, observing the scene through his own A4. "The guys with the guns can do what they want. My brigade defied sharia all the time. The men played games on their phones. Watched Western movies. Listened to pop songs."

      "Playing video games and watching Hollywood movies is one thing, but smoking?" Ethan shook his head. "Never seen a muj break sharia like that. Something doesn't seem right. Honestly, I don't think these guys are Islamic State."

      "Look muj to me," Doug said. He, too, had the scope of his A4 to his eye.

      "What about the men at the entrance," Ethan said. "They don't even have beards."

      "So?" William said. "Jihadists come from all countries and nationalities. Maybe they're Chechen."

      "All the Chechen fighters I knew had beards," Ethan argued.

      "Then maybe they're Native Americans," William said. "I don't know. They're here, they have rifles, they're dressed in black... I'm going to say they're muj."

      "If Sam is here," Doug interjected. "Does it really matter who's holding her captive?"

      "No it does not," Ethan agreed.

      "Good." Doug continued to observe the grounds. "The patrol just passed the entrance. Start your timers." Shielding his phone with his body, Doug tapped the screen.

      Ethan and William likewise started their smartphone timers.

      Pocketing the devices, the three of them donned their balaclavas over the earbuds and microphones they were wearing. Those were plugged into their phones, which would relay any voice or text messages via the encrypted RF transmitters hidden in the connected USB sticks. While the rebels had lent them Hytera radios, Ethan and the others preferred to use an encrypted band for their private communications.

      Ethan returned to the trapdoor and took the steps to the first floor of the house. William followed close behind, while Doug remained on the rooftop. The building was unoccupied of course—the Islamic State had chosen an abandoned side of town to host its black site.

      At the exit, William departed to a side alley, while Ethan proceeded forward, hugging the brick house. Resistance fighters watched from the surrounding rooftops, ready to provide backup, but he didn't find their presence all that reassuring. Firstly, he wasn't certain how much he could trust them. Secondly, they weren't highly trained soldiers. The resistance fighters were just as likely to shoot at Ethan and the other operatives as they were at the actual enemy.

      He left the house behind and hurried at a crouch across the street. He reached the cinder block wall that enclosed the plant and flattened himself against it. He approached the edge.

      Flames burned brightly around the corner, where two oil lamps illuminated the main entrance, providing light. In times of war and occupation, denying power to civilians was to be expected, but the power situation must have been dire indeed if the Islamic State couldn't afford to redirect some of the grid to an important site like this.

      Loitering upon the road that led into the plant, the entrance guards stood equidistant to one another in the light. AKs hung menacingly from their shoulders; drums had been attached to both rifles, bringing the total round capacity of each to seventy-five.

      Pulling back behind the edge, he said, quietly, "In position."

      A moment later William's slightly muffled voice returned in his earbud: "Ditto. Starting countdown."

      Ethan stopped the timer and, based on the result, he set the countdown on his phone to three and a half minutes and then pocketed the device. Keeping his back to the cinder block fence, Ethan slowly made his way around the corner toward the circular pools of illumination the guards stood inside.

      His steps were practiced and precise; he lifted the sole of each foot very slowly from the ground, as though peeling away a sticker, and when his heel touched the surface in front of him, he meticulously rolled the foot flat. He was very much like a panther padding through the night toward its prey.

      When he reached the proper range, he stopped, still shrouded in darkness. He withdrew one of the two Voron-3 blades he carried from its sheath. Though he could not see it, he knew the Russian-made 55-58 HRC stainless steel metal tapered to a deadly spear point in his grip.

      He moved to the left a pace so that he wouldn't be in the path of William's knife, in case the other operative missed his planned throw. He double-checked his own range with Doug, who confirmed that Ethan stood exactly five meters away from the closest man. That was the trick with knife throwing: the muscle memory was trained to a certain distance, which was why even famous marksmen always threw from the same range.

      Ethan and William had experience with actual throwing knives, but the Vorons were weighted and balanced differently, so the two of them had to practice extensively earlier, updating their neural pathways until they were confident they would not miss. Doug and the resistance fighters were ready to snipe the tangos if they did, of course, though at the cost of the element of surprise.

      Knife in hand, Ethan waited. The seconds ticked past tensely. The waiting was always the worst part. When he was in the thick of the action, under fire and giving it as good as he got, he was completely fine. But waiting, that really tested the nerves. He thought of all the things that could go wrong, all the problems that could send the mission spiraling into failure. The holes in the plan piled up in his mind. He was going to miss the throw. He knew it.

      What the hell am I doing?

      He took a silent, deep breath, and called upon his sniper's discipline to steady his mind. Calmness returned. He could do this. He would do it.

      The two men at the entrance were shielded from the rooftop and second floor by the fern-like leaves of date palms that grew along the service road inside the wall. The pair were visible to the ground patrol, however, though only for a short span of time. Ethan and the others had timed that patrol: the mujahadeen made a complete circuit of the grounds every seven minutes. The trick was to attack shortly after the guards had passed by.

      The phone gently vibrated in his pocket as the countdown went off.

      "Clear," Doug sent from his position on the rooftop.

      Without conscious thought, Ethan extended his free hand, drew back his weapon arm, took aim, and launched the knife. The throw was spot-on, and the pure black, six and half inch long blade buried itself to the hilt in the closest militant's throat.

      The man grabbed at his neck, gargling sickly.

      The second guard spun toward his comrade; a soft thud, like a dart hitting a cork board, floated through the night. The second guard staggered, falling to his knees, the dark hilt of another Voron protruding from the back of his neck, courtesy of William.

      Ethan emerged from the shadows; William did as well, from the other direction. The two of them caught their respective militants before the men hit the ground and dragged the bodies away into the darkness, to opposite sides of the entrance.

      Doug raced past. "Let's go."

      Ethan lowered the body to the ground and removed the knife from the militant's neck. He wiped the blade in the grass and hurried to the entrance. Concertina razor wire had blocked the inner path, but it had been dragged aside.

      Within, Ethan found Doug and William waiting in the darkness beside three black-clad members of the resistance.

      Ethan nodded to them and, alone, moved deeper into the compound. Under the moonlight he approached the three Iraqi Army Humvees that had been parked in the courtyard; he remained crouched, well aware of the eyes potentially watching from above. Moving between vehicles, he reached up under the dashboards and yanked the wires off the ignition switches in turn.

      He joined up with the rest of the team on the west side of the building; the others had eliminated the two grounds patrolmen, leaving the bodies stacked in a neat pile beside a date palm. That left only the pair on the second floor walkway and the two on the rooftop.

      Together the group approached the outdoor staircase to the second floor. Once more Ethan split from the others, and silently padded up the steps. He crouched beside the corner where the stairs joined the walkway and then waited.

      "Clear," Doug said over the encrypted comm.

      Ethan peered past the edge: in the dim moonlight he spotted the two guards moving away from him along the walkway. He unsheathed his second blade so that he gripped a Voron in either hand. Then he left his cover and started after the men. In that moment he favored speed over stealth; he used the militants' footfalls to conceal the noise of his own steps.

      When he was two meters away, one of the guards unfortunately decided to look back.

      Ethan was forced to close the distance early. He plunged the first knife into the carotid sinus of the man's neck, dropping him instantly. The second guard spun as Ethan launched his next blow. The act saved the man's life because Ethan missed the mark: the blade sunk into the meaty mass of the enemy's opposite shoulder. The guard screamed, managing to shove Ethan away.

      Ethan withdrew his Glock but in the dim light he stumbled over the body of the first man and started to fall.

      The militant, still shouting, swung his assault rifle to bear.

      As Ethan toppled, he released two nine-millimeter shots at the biggest target he could see in the dark: the militant's chest. The pistol's report sounded all too loud in his ears.

      Ethan slammed into the walkway. Even with the adrenaline pumping through his veins he felt the pain in his back from the fall. That would hurt later.

      The militant toppled beside him.

      He heard a commotion on the rooftop and knew the two guards there were rushing forward.

      So much for the advantage of stealth.

      The mortally wounded militant was shaking violently in the dim light. Ethan dealt a final headshot.

      Gunfire came from the rooftop. He forced himself to get up and then carefully leaned past the edge of the walkway, aiming upward with the Glock; assault rifle bursts sounded from the courtyard below before he sighted anyone, and two bodies dropped from the rooftop, landing with a thud on the pavement three stories down.

      Looking over the railing, he saw Doug and William rushing toward the entrance, three resistance members in tow.

      Ethan tried a door. It opened. He entered, crouching. He stood on a long balcony that circled the main floor of the dye house. He took a moment to orient himself to the directions of the compass, then peered through his NV scope. In the green illumination he saw several large, open-top metal cages below, holding what appeared to be large bundles of yarn. Those cages took up the majority of the space. Beyond them, he spotted the various machines involved in the dying process, including spindles, separators, and vats.

      Several windows allowed rays of moonlight into the interior. Thanks to that light, the night vision picked up two green, humanlike blobs perched behind one of the machines.

      "Two potential tangos on the northeast," Ethan said quietly. He wanted to check his phone to see where Doug and William were at, but was worried the light from the display would reveal him to the enemy. "Confirm your positions."

      The tangos opened fire the moment the words left Ethan's mouth, and he ducked behind the balustrade, thinking the bullets were meant for him. But when no impacts or ricochets struck the metal rail, he realized the tangos targeted something else.

      "We're on the southwest," Doug's voice came over the line. "Got two more tangos, westside."

      Ethan aimed between the balustrade at the original two targets. He lined up his reticule and let off a burst, sliding his weapon over the second target as he did so. He ducked immediately, knowing that the muzzle flash would reveal his position to the other group of attackers. Sure enough, bullets strafed the metal above his head an instant later.

      He heard more shooting below; he low-crawled along the walkway to a different spot, hoping to throw off his opponents.

      The exchange of gunfire momentarily subsided; Ethan approached the rail and swept the room with his scope again. The original two tangos were down. He advanced further along the balcony, keeping his eye to the scope, continually sweeping the first floor. He concentrated on the west side.

      There.

      Another tango, crouched behind a machine containing several horizontal spindles.

      Ethan lined up his reticule and squeezed the trigger.

      The man dropped.

      "Clear?" Doug said over the comm.

      Ethan swept the room one last time, and then the balcony across from him. He spotted a group on the southwest.

      "Confirm your position," Ethan said.

      "The four of us are on the southwest," Doug sent. "Behind the machine closest to the wall."

      "I see you," Ethan said. "Everything else looks clear. But there are a lot of doors and hallways down there where muj could be hiding."

      "Get down here," Doug sent.

      "Make sure your resistance friends don't fire on me," Ethan said.

      He made his way along the walkway at a crouch, pausing occasionally to sweep his rear vector and to peer over the rail. He took the steps to the ground floor and approached the four figures that were crouched behind one of the machines.

      "Coming in from your two o'clock," Ethan whispered.

      In moments he'd joined up with William, Doug, and two of the resistance members. He was relieved that the latter pair hadn't opened fire on him. He didn't have to ask where the third man was—obviously one of the bodies lying on the stone floor belonged to him.

      The group made its way between the machines. Ethan took the lead, followed by Doug and the two resistance fighters, with William bringing up the rear. The moonlight didn't penetrate the shadows there, so they used the infrared lights mounted on their Picatinny rails to illuminate the darkness.

      Ethan did his best to follow the route the doctor had laid out for them. He approached the open doorway that was supposed to lead to the mechanical room.

      He sensed motion inside it. "Take cover!"

      He ducked behind a large machine.

      Gunfire erupted from the doorway; bullets dinged off the two horizontal spindles at the front of the apparatus.

      Ethan leaned past the edge and tossed one of the M84 flashbangs Doug had procured for them. It landed inside the entryway.

      "Bang!" he told his companions. He looked down and away.

      The pyrotechnic charge detonated. He hardly noticed the hundred and seventy decibel bang, which sounded more like a pop to his ears by that point in the gunfight. The flash faded almost instantly, but the grit kicked up by the grenade whipped at his cheek.

      Ethan leaned past the edge of the machine, scanning the doorway through his scope. One man stood stunned and blinded in plain sight just inside. Ethan took him down.

      Ethan hurried forward and pressed himself against the wall that bordered the doorway. William did the same on the opposite side.

      Ethan rolled another flashbang inside. "Bang!"

      He averted his gaze and exhaled slowly. When the pyrotechnic detonated, he swung his torso to aim the A4 into the mechanical room. He went high, William low.

      He spotted another militant running deeper into the room, and opened fire. The man fell with a soft thud.

      "Tangos down," Ethan said softly. However there were several more machines in that room where enemies could be hiding. Boilers. Heat exchangers. Water tanks and pumps. Air handlers.

      The group cautiously proceeded forward; Doug and Ethan searched behind each machine and cleared them in turn while the others provided cover. The operatives encountered no one else.

      As he passed the bodies of the two he had taken down, Ethan noted that these latest men possessed thick jihadi-style beards. Ordinary mujahadeen after all. William was right.

      They reached the doorway leading to the office area.

      Once more Ethan and William took up positions on either side. Ethan took out a flashbang and met William's eye.

      The other operative nodded.

      Ethan threw the grenade. When it detonated, together the two of them aimed their rifles into the office section. Ethan went high, William low.

      No obvious tangos.

      Ethan waved for the others to join them. Doug had one resistance fighter remain at the entrance to the mechanical room, and left another at the entrance to the office section. Ethan turned up the volume of his Hytera radio slightly—if one of those fighters had something to say, he wanted to hear it.

      He advanced. There was little light there, save for a subtle glow coming from underneath a door on the left side. He swept the remaining area using the infrared light from the PEQ-2 mounted to his A4.

      Doorways lined the hall. The closer ones had small vision panels built into the upper portions of the closed doors. The more distant ones were fronted by metallic bars. The furniture had been removed from those latter rooms so that they appeared utterly empty. At the far side, the corridor branched off in two directions, leading to other offices.

      The woman treated by the doctor was supposedly in the second room on the left. Beyond the door with the glow underneath it.

      Ethan slid the vision panel open and looked inside. There was a figure slumped within: it took a moment for him to realize he was staring at a bald head. He couldn't tell if it belonged to a man or a woman.

      Ethan kicked open the wooden door and approached the figure, who was seated at a table. It was a woman after all. Her hands were roped to the surface. An oil lamp burned brightly in the middle of the table, as if someone had been interrogating her only moments before.

      "Sam?" Ethan said uncertainly.

      The woman slowly looked up; her eyes were all sclera, the pupils rolled to the back of her head. It was Sam, though she was almost unrecognizable. Her sockets had sunk, her cheeks hollowed. Bruises marred her otherwise ghostly-pale features. Her fingers were raw where the nails had been removed.

      Ethan rushed forward.

      "We're going to get you out of here," Ethan told her.

      She mouthed something in return, though no sound issued from her throat.

      William joined Ethan, leaving Doug to guard the entrance; together they cut away the cords that bound her hands to the table and her feet to the chair.

      Ethan started to lift her. She felt so light. So fragile. Her mouth was still moving, and when her lips brushed his ear, he finally heard what she was whispering. "They will come for you. Do not let them take you. They will come for you..."

      Doug glanced over his shoulder. "Are you sure it's her?" His attention abruptly returned outside. "Shit, man down! Tangos incoming."

      Doug released a rifle burst.

      Her eyes rolled back down in their sockets and Sam blinked; she stared into Ethan's face with a raw fear he had rarely seen in any living being.

      "They will come for you!" she said, slurring her words. "Do not let them take you!" She shoved him away with surprising strength and fell back into the chair. She turned away slightly.

      "Sam, calm down," Ethan said. "It's us. Sam."

      Doug released another frantic rifle burst, momentarily distracting Ethan.

      "She's reaching for something!" William said.

      Before Ethan could react, Sam sprayed him in the face with a small canister.

      He went blind instantly, mostly because he just couldn't open his eyes. He'd never experienced such brutal pain in all his life. It was as if someone had taken a flamethrower to his face and poured sand and vinegar into his eyes, repeatedly pressing thumbtacks through the lids. His features pulsed in agony, keeping time with his pounding heart. He was choking, too. More than choking. Dying. Like he'd vomited and some of that caustic fluid had gotten lodged in his lungs.

      The fading, rational part of his mind told him that he must have been struck with a Mace or OC spray of some kind. He had a high tolerance to most pepper sprays, but what Sam had just hit him with felt like it had ten times the potency.

      He heard William groaning beside him, so he knew Sam had gotten him, too. Probably in the same movement.

      He realized that Doug had stopped firing.

      "Doug!" Ethan tried. The word came out a terrible howl. Are you hit? he wanted to ask, but only painful grunts issued from his constricted throat. He forced his eyes open a crack, but he couldn't see anything through the blur of tears. Mucus streamed from his burning nostrils—it felt like liquid fire streaming over his throbbing lips.

      The radios crackled to life as one of the resistance members on overwatch outside spoke up. "Get out! They're everywhere! They've been hiding in the surrounding buildings!" He heard gunfire over the comm and the line cut out.

      Before he knew what was happening, multiple batons began to beat him from all sides.
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      Ethan didn't recall much of what happened next. He remembered sitting in a chair before a table in a stone-walled room similar to the one where he'd found Sam. He remembered descending into and out of consciousness. He remembered beatings, and a masked man injecting him multiple times over the span of what must have been several days. There was an unmasked Russian, too, who taunted him constantly.

      "You have told us everything," the Russian would say in broken English. Ethan couldn't quite make out his face—his vision was too blurry. "You have betrayed your own assets. Your own country. You are less than dirt." Ethan suspected the man was lying, but he couldn't be sure, as he had no recollection of revealing a thing.

      Sometimes the man went into a disturbing amount of detail about the intel Ethan had supposedly divulged: "You have already told us you work for the DIA, contracting for the Black Widow, whom you refer to as Sam. You have told us you came here to rescue her. That your secondary mission is to infiltrate and subvert the Islamic State from within. This is why we are lenient with you." The man paused. "Do you see, when you cooperate, how well we treat you? If you tell me one of your planned targets, I will let you eat."

      "Target?" Ethan muttered.

      "That's right," the Russian said.

      "I'm here," Ethan struggled to say. "To assassinate..."

      "Yes?" the interrogator said eagerly. "Tell me."

      Ethan smiled, and his swollen lips throbbed. "You."

      The Russian had his captors turn him upside-down and then he repeatedly struck Ethan's feet with wooden paddles. After about five minutes Ethan passed out from the pain.

      Another time, the intel the interrogator claimed Ethan had revealed bordered on the preposterous:

      "Already you have helped us track down ten members of the Mosul resistance. Name three more assets you have anywhere in the Caliphate, and I will let you eat and sleep tonight."

      Given that Ethan didn't know the address of a single resistance member, obviously what the man said was false. Still, the interrogator wanted an answer, so Ethan would oblige him:

      "I have an asset in this very city," Ethan said weakly.

      "Yes?" the interrogator leaned forward anxiously.

      Ethan grinned like a madman. "You."

      What happened next, Ethan couldn't say. He had no memory of any subsequent sessions.

      Instead he found himself lying on a cold stone surface. He sat up, and a wave of dizziness nearly overcame him. His vision filled with stars as his heart struggled to compensate for the brief drop in coronary perfusion pressure.

      He had a splitting headache, one of the worst of his life. Added to that, his throat was on fire—just breathing caused the tissue to hurt. His heart pounded in his chest, though he was sitting still. His body felt absolutely battered.

      It was hard to discern his surroundings because his vision was blurry. Still, he could see enough to know that he resided in a cell. Rusted metal bars blocked any egress. Beyond the bars, torches dimly illuminated dank, stone walls. Beneath him, there was a central drain in the floor, from which emanated the smell of urine and chemicals. He suspected his cell had formerly been a washroom, though the rest of the plumbing must have been bricked up.

      "You look like shit, bro."

      It was William's voice, coming from outside the cell. Ethan squinted, and saw another cell situated across from his own. A grubby, bruised face stared back at him through the bars.

      "William?" Ethan tried to say, but no sound left his mouth. His throat burned worse than ever, and his tongue felt extremely swollen. His lips were parched, cracked.

      "It's the scopolamine," William said. "Dries the throat. Don't try to speak until you've had some water." He nodded toward a small tin cup that had been placed in front of Ethan's cell.

      Ethan crawled forward and reached through the bars, grabbing the cup. His fingertips throbbed in pain when he applied pressure to the tin, and he realized it was because he had no fingernails. Some of the nail beds had dried, others were coated in a sticky red glop; wet or dry, all the beds were tender.

      He drank, but the terrible-tasting liquid seemed to scald his throat, and he swallowed the wrong way. He spent the next minute hacking painfully, until he recovered enough to try again.

      After many small sips his throat felt well enough to attempt speech.

      "Wil—" Ethan said, then caught himself. Wouldn't do to use his real name. He took another sip of water and tried again. "Wafeeq?"

      "Sure." William said the word expressionlessly—the only features of his bruised and swollen face that moved were his lips. "But there's no point in using aliases. They know our names."

      "The... others?"

      William shrugged. "They're here, too. Somewhere further inside. I saw them, as they were dragged past. I was the first to break, apparently, which gave me the luxury of watching from my cell as the rest of you were imprisoned." He smiled wanly. "Sometimes I try calling to them, but no one ever answers."

      Ethan lay back against the wall. His feet were bare and he realized that, in addition to his fingernails, most of his toenails had been wrenched away, too. That explained the throbbing agony in his extremities.

      Ethan lay there, resting for quite some time. He closed his eyes, napped, woke up again. He sipped the last of the water from the cup.

      "What do we know about our captors?" Ethan said, his voice slurring. He found it hard to move his facial muscles. His features must have been just as badly bruised as William's.

      William grunted loudly, twice. It could have been taken for a laugh. "Our captors? They're Islamic State, obviously."

      "They knew we were going to attack that night," Ethan said, fighting through the mind fog.

      "It's possible," William said.

      Ethan rubbed one eye and immediately regretted the action. The lid was swollen and painful.

      "Though it's more likely they simply expected a rescue attempt to come eventually," William continued. "And prepared themselves appropriately."

      "Why would they give Sam pepper spray, then?" Ethan said. "Certainly not to use against their own interrogators?"

      "No," William agreed. "But maybe after the gunfire started, they ran to her cell, injected her up with scopolamine, and told her to spray us when we came."

      Ethan wasn't sure what to believe. Either way, it was certainly a quagmire they'd gotten themselves into.

      He sat back and remained very still. How the hell are we going to get out of this one?

      When he felt well enough to move, he crawled on all fours and began searching the furniture-less cell. He brushed his fingers along the outline of the bricks, testing the firmness of each one, looking for a loose stone.

      "There's no way out," William said.

      Ethan searched anyway, trying all the bricks he could reach from the floor. It was a slow, arduous process, given how terrible he felt, and how sore his fingers were. It took a good half hour. He found nothing.

      When that was done, he tested the solidity of each bar at the front of the cell. He tried bending them, exerting his limited strength until his vision was steeped in the glittering stars of oxygen- and glucose-deprived retinas. The bars did not yield.

      He reclined, letting his vision clear. He had to concede that William was right. There was no way out.

      Ethan had the sudden urge to urinate; he held himself over the drain, yanked down his skivvies, and relieved himself.

      "I wouldn't do that too often if I were you," William said. "Gets smelly fast. Try the chamber pot instead. They change it every morning."

      "What chamber pot?"

      William pointed toward an area just outside and to the right of the cell.

      Ethan returned to the bars. Beyond them, a rusty tin pot lay on the stone floor. Ethan grabbed it for later use.

      "And if you're thinking of using that to bash in some heads," William said. "Forget it. They never open the bars. Never."

      Ethan stared uncertainly at his friend. "Am I really hearing these words from your mouth? You're telling me to give up? Just accept my fate? What the hell did they do to you? What the hell."

      William didn't say anything, instead retreating to the darkness of his cell.

      He was obviously broken.

      But I'm broken, too, aren't I? Ethan thought. We all are.

      A British mujahid brought food and water once a day. He was a cruel man, and took a particular dislike to Ethan. Sometimes, when he set the small bowl of rice down in front of the cell, he would open his cargo pants and take a piss in the meal before leaving. Ethan strained the foul liquid from the rice, using the hem of his shirt as a sieve, and forced himself to eat the bitter grains. Thankfully the man never touched his water; even so, the liquid was cloudy and had a slight sewage-like taste. He set some of it aside to clean his nail beds every morning, though he was slightly worried that bacteria in the water might cause an infection.

      Ethan relieved himself in the chamber pot, which he placed outside the cell, and the Brit dumped it somewhere once a day. He had stomach cramps, probably from the water, and diarrhea. He was reduced to stripping off his T-shirt and using the stiff fabric to clean his rear, and that, combined with the frequency of his bowel movements, caused him to have a very sore anus. Sometimes he got fecal matter in his nail beds, too, and he had to rewash them with the water he'd saved.

      Every second day the Brit would blast him with a high-pressure hose. Ethan used the opportunity to clean his fecal-stained shirt, letting the tainted water pour down the drain, which was beginning to smell worse than ever. When the guard finished, Ethan was always left shivering in his cell to air-dry. One time the Brit tossed a small bar of soap inside, and Ethan lathered himself up as best as he could under that high pressure spray, paying particular attention to the raw nail beds of fingers and toes, despite the sting. An infection could kill him in a place like that.

      Ethan plotted daily to get that barred door open. He wasn't sure he would be able to overpower the guard in his current state, but he had to try.

      "I have an infection," Ethan told the Brit one time. "You must bring a doctor."

      The militant smiled.

      The next day, he said: "My heartbeat is irregular. I am dying."

      The militant grinned.

      He tried playing dead the day after. He'd instructed William to inform the guard that he'd suddenly gasped, clutched at his heart, and collapsed.

      The Brit laughed when he heard that.

      Sometimes Ethan tried enraging the man by insulting him. "Islam is the domain of the homosexual! You all have dancing boys, and you take them to bed every night." Or: "There will be no virgins when you die. Only swine, raping your anus for all eternity! You're damned. All of you!"

      But the Brit always laughed, pausing only to piss in the rice before moving on.

      Ethan's vision improved as the days passed, and his throat returned to normal. The remainder of his nail beds dried up. He wasn't sure why the guard continued to feed and hose him down. Perhaps his commanding officers meant to interrogate Ethan further. Either that, or they were keeping Ethan alive long enough to put on a good show for his execution. Probably the latter.

      Ethan kept mostly to himself, knowing that eavesdropping devices were probably dispersed throughout the dungeon, recording everything he and William said. For the most part, he was too weak to talk to his friend anyway. He was merely waiting for the end.

      When he closed his eyes, the face of the burning child came often. Sometimes, he saw Abu Harb instead. Both of them had died well before their primes. Shattered innocents whose lives were needlessly thrown away in the wars of others.

      Then there were the faces of the men who had died at his side in the line of duty. SEALs, Rangers, Marines. Good men. The best.

      I'll be joining you soon, my brothers.
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      Victor Bogdanov sat before Abu Muhsin Al Waheem, the high-ranking sheik from the Islamic State Shura council, in his office within the expensive government building the militants had seized near the river.

      The sheik's office was pristine. On the U-shaped, rosewood desk, the Quran held the position of honor. To the left was a MacBook Pro, a portable printer, a metallic in/out box, a hole puncher, stapler, and a stack of papers. To the right: a gold pen, a small analog clock, an hourglass-shaped metal istikan whose wafting tea smelled of Earl Grey, an intricately carved wooden caddy containing individually wrapped swiss chocolates, and a photo of the sheik as a young jihadi, wearing combat fatigues and sporting an AK-47, grinning like a madman before the ruins of some bombed building.

      Hanging from the wall behind him was a framed letter from Abu Bakr Al Baghdadi, leader of the Islamic State, praising Abu Muhsin for his "significant" contributions to the Caliphate. Against the right wall, cushions and pillows had been arranged for those venerated visitors who preferred a more traditional seating arrangement. A floor-to-ceiling window beside it offered a relaxing view of the Tigris.

      Despite the calm, orderly setting, the sheik himself was not so serene.

      "Your interrogations were useless!" Abu Muhsin was saying. Or rather, yelling. "You promised me this Dmitri was skilled at extracting confessions. That he would do a better job than my own men." Though the sheik was pushing sixty, he had impeccable posture for his age, and sat tall in his chair. The entire right side of his leathery face was pocked with ugly, star-shaped shrapnel scars. He wore the hood of his robe low over his head to hide his thinning hair, which had the effect of drawing the eye to the long gray beard that reached to the middle of his chest.

      Victor knew him from the days when he was a member of Saddam's Baathist party. Back then, the sheik had kept an office uncannily similar to the current one, though instead of a framed letter from Al Baghdadi a portrait of Saddam Hussein had decorated the wall instead.

      Gorbatogo mogila ispravit, as they said in Victor's homeland. Only the grave would cure the hunchback.

      Victor spread his hands in a conciliatory gesture. "Dmitri broke the operatives, didn't he? The strongest among them held out what, three days?"

      "Yes, he broke them," the sheik said sarcastically. "To the point that they told us anything we asked, agreeing to everything. Goat fucker!" The swear word seemed incongruent, coming from a man as old as the sheik. "Their information is useless!" He angrily grabbed the stack of papers from the desk and began shuffling through them. "They are operatives of the Mossad. No, here they are Quds Force. And here they are MI6. So which is it?"

      "But Dmitri has given you the identity and affiliation of the woman," Victor argued. "She is DIA without question. It seems likely that the others—"

      "The woman?" the sheik spat. "She is the one I care about the least! One of the men is obviously the leader. Oh, and look at this." He pulled out a particular sheet. "Their mission is to assassinate our hallowed leader. No wait, this one says their mission is to assassinate the leader of the resistance. And this one here says they intended to assassinate me. None of their stories corroborate. None!" He tossed the papers to the far side of his desk.

      "Well, they did give us the names of three local agents."

      "Ah yes, three local Iraqis who are part of the resistance. A barber, a street vendor, and a shoe shiner. Very valuable."

      Victor was used to dealing with the likes of Abu Muhsin. Victor specialized in the black market business, after all. Slaves, arms, oil: you wanted it, he could get it. He traded with some very unsavory characters, and Abu Muhsin was no different than most of them—truculent, spoiled, and quick to lay blame.

      Victor thought back to when the Islamic State had first contacted him, requesting assistance in forming a Special Forces division among the mujahadeen. He had jumped at the opportunity—these were men rich in stolen oil and they paid very, very well.

      But when Abu Muhsin had called him a few months later to help supervise the interrogation of the DIA operative, Victor couldn't believe his luck. He sent Dmitri to handle the interrogations immediately, and the man had done his job very well, hiding almost everything of value he had obtained from the operative and her team.

      Only two Iraqis had been present during the interrogations. The doctor was only required during the injections and between sessions. That left the Islamic State observer. Fortunately, he was in Victor's employ, recruited by Dmitri months ago. They paid the man very well, and he would keep his mouth shut.

      The rest were Dmitri's men, including the cameraman, who edited the audio and video to remove the sections of value; he proved a devious editor, hiding the video cuts under a moment of pixelation so as to mimic an HD feed momentarily losing signal. The IS transcribers they handed the videos off to were none the wiser.

      The subjects had given up many secrets, but perhaps the most valuable intelligence was that retrieved from the cellphones. The Widow had tried to format her own phone when she was captured, but the militants who took her wisely removed the battery before she could finish. The data was mangled, but Victor's tech team managed to restore much of it. It was encrypted, but Dmitri had worked the Widow hard, and finally she had revealed the passcode.

      The contents were a goldmine. Phone numbers, email accounts and sometimes street addresses of all her contacts throughout the Middle East. The smartphones of the other operatives proved equally lucrative. Of course, Victor had told Abu Muhsin that the data from the phones had been irrecoverable. He wasn't sure what was more amusing: the fact that the man believed him, or that Victor was going to make a killing selling all of it. When the time came to dump the data onto the black market, Abu Muhsin and his ilk were welcome to bid on it like the common rabble, of course.

      Victor was slightly worried that Dmitri would steal the intel and attempt to sell it by himself. If that happened, Victor would be the first to place a bounty on his head.

      "Let Dmitri try again," Victor said, trying to feign further interest in the prisoners, knowing that it would push the sheik in the opposite direction. "We will move more slowly this time, maybe force them to rape each other if they will not answer our questions truthfully. Then we can make a video, showing how foreign intelligence agents are all homosexuals." He had a hard time keeping a straight face as he said it. He could imagine the fun Dmitri would have if the sheik actually allowed such a thing.

      The sheik didn't bat an eye. "That is wonderful. It truly is. But I grow impatient. When your precious Dmitri finished with them, the operatives were almost dead. I've had my men nursing them back to health all week. I know you don't care, these men are nothing to you, but I don't want them dying in a cell. Their capture is a propaganda coup—theirs must be a very public death. It is time we let them fulfill their ultimate purpose for me." His eyes shone with a fervent light, one that Victor had seen on the faces of many jihadists. That look always made him feel uncomfortable. It was the gaze of a madman, as far as he was concerned.

      "I can already visualize the production in my mind," the sheik continued, stroking his beard. "The camera angles, the cuts, the music. It will be incredible." He seemed about ready to tear up with emotion. "I will perform the execution myself, of course. I will denounce them all as American agents, and when the video is released, I will inspire holy warriors worldwide. Muslims will flock to our cause, if not physically, then financially. It is going to be amazing. Our ranks will swell tenfold."

      And you will gain much power in the Shura council, Victor thought sarcastically. So selfless of you.

      "At the very least try to interrogate them on your own," Victor said. "If you don't trust my men."

      "I don't trust any man to interrogate them further," the sheik roared. "As I said, I do not want them dying in a cell!"

      Victor had expected the sheik to say no, but not that vociferously. He did his best to appear unhappy. "Then I am afraid, great sheik, that we are done."

      "Then go."

      Victor gathered his handbag and stood.

      "The execution will be this Friday, in Kaffir Square," the sheik said. "Come, if you wish. It will be the mother of all executions."

      Victor didn't say a word; as he turned around, he couldn't help the feral smile that upturned his lips.
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      Ethan awoke to the rude clanging of a tin cup against the bars. It was the Brit, leaving the morning's water.

      Ethan crawled, somewhat listlessly, to the front of the cell. He reached through the bars, grabbed the cup, and drank.

      There was a sharp, unusual tang to the water that morning. Though he was maddeningly thirsty, he forced himself to stop, spitting out all that he could.

      "Don't drink the water," William announced from the cell opposite him.

      "Yeah." Ethan poured the remainder of the cup down the floor drain. The moment he set down the container, he felt a wave of nausea. His vision fractured in half and he found himself staring at two cups. The metal containers slowly rotated along with the rest of the dungeon.

      Ethan blinked hard, but the double vision and vertigo persisted, followed by an overwhelming sense of drowsiness. He could only imagine what the effects would have been had he finished the cup. It was all he could do to crawl back to the far corner of the cell and slump against the stone. The general malaise he felt wasn't entirely due to the poisoned water—the past week he had endured a terribly low caloric intake.

      Five muj approached his cell: thickly-bearded Arabs toting AKs. While one of the militants oversaw, two men each entered Ethan and William's cells. He had been hoping for someone to open his cell all week, and now that the time had come, he doubted he had the strength to defy these men.

      Rough hands grabbed Ethan. He feebly resisted, but the sip of drugged water had drained all the fight out of him and the men quickly hauled him to his feet. They tugged a bright, Guantanamo-inspired orange jumpsuit over his T-shirt and cargo pants, and slid used, grubby runners over his bare feet—they didn't bother to bandage his toes beforehand, and the inside of the shoes scraped against his raw nail beds, sending a wave of distant agony through his feet.

      One of the militants pulled his hands forward and tied his wrists with a coarse, thick rope. The scratchy fibers dug into his skin.

      Another man—a Tunisian if Ethan had to hazard a guess—came into his cell and set up a tripod and Canon EOS 70D digital camera. The British jailor brought two stools and forced Ethan onto one of them while the Tunisian perched on the other. The latter retrieved a powder brush and began applying makeup to Ethan's face.

      Ethan teetered drunkenly during the application, and the Tunisian soon ordered one of the others to brace him. Ethan gazed blankly at the double image of the man's face.

      "Today you have a great opportunity," the fighter said as he brushed the powder over Ethan's bruises. "To address the allegations made against you."

      Sometimes the bristled cosmetic brush induced a stab of pain in his bruised tissues, but Ethan was too out of it to care.

      "You have a chance to defend your case," the fighter continued. "To explain your side of the story to the world. And perhaps, if your arguments are compelling, we may even let you go."

      Ethan smiled grimly. He knew the Islamic State had no intention of letting him go. All the man really wanted was an interview for Ethan's death video.

      The Tunisian sat back to admire his work, and then he put the makeup away. He pressed a button on the camera, and the red recording indicator activated on the front.

      "Tell us how you came to Dawla," the man said.

      Ethan smiled, saying nothing.

      "Tell us why you believe you were arrested," the Tunisian tried again.

      Ethan let his smile widen.

      The Tunisian pursed his lips. "I cannot help you if you do not answer. I ask again, how did you come to Dawla?"

      When Ethan still refused to say a word, the exasperated Tunisian finally turned toward the others. "How much of the drug did you give him?"

      The nearest militant shrugged.

      "Kess Ikhtak!" the Tunisian cursed. Your sister's vagina!

      He turned back toward Ethan and abruptly slapped him in the face. "How did you come to Dawla?" He slapped him again. "Answer me!"

      Ethan kept that dead smile on his face.

      The Tunisian rose in frustration and had the stools transferred to William's cell. He didn't bother applying makeup, and instead attempted to interview William straightaway. He received only a similarly vacant stare in return.

      "You've given them too much of the drug," the Tunisian announced. "And ruined my video. The sheik will hear of this." The fighter dismantled his equipment and left.

      A part of Ethan hoped that would be the end of it: that their binds would be cut and their cells closed, and that the fighters would abandon them once again to the peace and tranquility of confinement.

      But their ordeal was only beginning.

      The remaining mujahadeen led Ethan and William from their respective cells. One of the militants propped up Ethan while another braced William. Ethan drunkenly shuffled his feet, feeling very weary, glad for the support. His toes hurt at first, as the raw nail beds repeatedly scraped against the inside of his runners, but thankfully the pain quickly numbed.

      His vision had returned to some level of normalcy by then, and he no longer saw double. It was probably wise that he hadn't finished the cup.

      The guards made Ethan and William wait until Doug and Sam were retrieved from somewhere deeper in the building, then the militants escorted the lot of them through the dye house.

      Ethan looked at Doug and Sam. Their hands were tied like his and William's, and they moved sluggishly, their backs hunched and their heads down. Had they finished their cups of water or had they resisted? Probably the former. And maybe that wasn't a bad thing. The bruises were obvious on their faces—if the Tunisian had tried to interview them, he hadn't bothered with makeup.

      Sam seemed in the worst condition out of all of them. Like the others, a bright orange jumpsuit covered her body. She wore no headgear or veils—her bruised face was probably deemed too ugly to arouse any watching man. One eye was nearly swollen shut. Bloody marks on her hairless scalp showed where a crude blade had nicked her during the shaving process.

      Seeing her like that, Ethan felt an overwhelming sense of sadness, a feeling that quickly transformed into hatred, and then seething rage. He didn't care what they did to him, but Sam, a woman who was like a big sister to him, a woman who had brought him back from the abyss and forged him into the man he was today, that they did this to her, he could not forgive. He could scarcely see through the red-hot haze of rage he felt.

      I'll kill them all for this.

      And yet, all it took was the futile movement of his hands against their binds, or the rough shove from his captors, to remind him that there was no escape. He stumbled forward weakly. Hopelessly.

      I have to fight them, he told himself. Now's our chance. Now, while they are still off guard.

      But he could not summon the resolve. His thoughts were hollow. The rage slowly deflated, and with each step he trod deeper into defeat.

      I am broken. I am done. We all are.

      Ethan squinted at the sudden brightness as the four of them were brought outside the black site. The sun shone against his face, though it imparted little warmth.

      The Tunisian had set up the digital camera on a tripod off to the side. The red recording light was on. He panned the camera from left to right, following the four prisoners as they were loaded into the backs of separate Mitsubishi L200 pickups.

      The captors shoved Ethan against a tall wooden cross in the truck bed, and lifted his bound hands over his head, looping his wrists over the top of the central post. A militant affixed an Arabic sign above Ethan's head: This infidel has killed Muslims and plotted against Dawla.

      The others were similarly bound, and the same inscriptions decorated their crosses.

      The Tunisian manning the camera abruptly shouted. "You have tied them wrong!"

      A Jordanian in the truck bed beside Ethan spun around. "What do you mean?"

      "They are supposed to have their hands tied to the crossbeams," the Tunisian said. "Like they are being crucified."

      The Jordanian shook his head. "It doesn't matter."

      "Yes it does! Untie them and spread out their arms, then tie them again."

      "These are dangerous men," the Jordanian argued. "We've bound them once, and they're going to stay that way."

      "But you're ruining the video," the other said. "Come on, they're drugged!"

      The Jordanian hesitated.

      Ethan doubted he would be able to overpower these men, but he resolved to fight if the men unbound him. He tensed his muscles and glanced at William, who was in the pickup to his right. William caught his eye and nodded.

      Unfortunately the Jordanian didn't unbind him. "These men stay as they are," he said firmly. "You can fix the scene in post-processing."

      The camera operator tossed his arms in frustration but didn't argue further.

      Ethan slumped, letting his muscles relax. Though his arms pulled at their sockets, and his shoulders positively ached, he didn't care anymore.

      The trucks were paraded through the streets so that the citizens of Mosul could see and revile them, these prisoners who had killed Muslims. Most of the people seemed indifferent, as if the procession were a common occurrence. Sometimes insults were hurled his way. Occasionally someone threw a shoe or sandal at him.

      He didn't care. A sense of calm and inevitability was starting to permeate him.

      He understood that this was probably the last drive of his life. A part of him hoped the Mitsubishi would simply drive on and on, if only so that he could eke out a few more moments of existence. Another part just wanted to get the end over and done with.

      The driver of the vehicle began sounding the horn. Ethan glanced over his shoulder, toward the front of the truck, and he saw that a large crowd had gathered in a square. The throng parted to let the pickups through.

      So it was time.

      The vehicles halted near the center of the square, where a single chopping block had been placed on a wooden stage. A headless bronze statue, coated in a blue patina, provided ominous backdrop behind the stage.

      The Jordanian moved to the back of the cross and started to drag Ethan's wrists over the main post. Ethan's elbows caught on the sign affixed above his head, and the man struggled for a moment, scratching Ethan's arms and twisting his shoulder sockets mercilessly. Finally the Jordanian slid his wrists over the blockage and released him. Ethan's arms fell lifelessly to his waist. His shoulder sockets ached.

      There was a commotion in the bed of the pickup beside him, and he realized Doug was struggling against his captors.

      Ethan had the sudden urge to reach for the pistol holstered to the Jordanian's belt, if only to provide a distraction for his friend. But then one of the militants struck Doug in the head with the butt of his rifle, and the stunned operative dropped to one knee.

      Ethan relaxed his tense muscles. It was better to wait until he had more blood flowing into his arms anyway. Besides, he doubted he would've reached the holster in time. Although... maybe if he went for it, someone would shoot him. At least he wouldn't have to endure the indignity of a beheading. But he'd probably only succeed in attracting a blow to the head like Doug.

      There is no escape.

      Ethan and the others were unloaded from the trucks and led toward the stage. The mind fog was slowly lifting, and as it did so, Ethan's training cut through the torpor; almost unconsciously, he scanned his surroundings, mentally marking the positions of the AK-toting militants around him. The four standing on each corner of the stage. The four more behind and below it, near the base of the headless statue. The eight dispersed in front, keeping the crowd at bay. The Tunisian, filming the whole thing on his digital camera. The four militants on the far left of the throng, and the four more on the right. The three scattered among the bystanders, probably off-duty.

      The crowd itself was composed of ordinary Iraqi men of all ages. Their expressions were mostly curious, though some glared, and a few laughed and joked as if attending a sporting event. The murmurs of those in attendance ebbed and flowed, momentarily lowering in volume when Ethan and the others groggily took the stairs to the stage, then rising again as the crowd began to speculate on their crimes and identities.

      The four militants on the stage converged on the prisoners, guarding one each, while those who had escorted Ethan and the others took their places in the crowd.

      Dressed in a long black robe and carrying a heavy-bladed scimitar in his right hand, the executioner stood imperiously beside the headblock. His gray beard flowed to the center of his chest. He seemed an imam or sheik of some kind, though the shrapnel scars on the right side of his leathery face bespoke of a violent past.

      The imposing man turned toward the throng and cleared his throat. Someone offered him a loudspeaker, but he waved it away. He began to speak, and the crowd reverently hushed.

      "Salaam, fellow followers of Islam," the executioner began. "Fellow devotees of the Caliphate. Some of you may know me. I am Sheik Abu Muhsin Al Waheem, member of the Shura ruling council. Today is a great day. A day that will be remembered for years to come. You will tell your children of it. That you were here, to bear witness! For today you will watch the beheading of criminals who have committed the vilest of crimes. These kaffir"—infidels—"who have killed Muslims, men who came to fight for our Caliphate. These kaffir who have spied on us. These kaffir, who are operatives of the CIA!"

      He paused as if expecting cries of outrage, or gasps of disbelief, but judging from the stony faces, the Iraqis in attendance weren't too impressed.

      Ethan couldn't help but smile. The CIA. The man claimed to be a member of the Shura ruling council and he couldn't even get the agency of his prisoners correct. Well, the CIA would certainly have a field day explaining away their presence when the video was released.

      The sheik cleared his throat, recovering. "These American swine were sent here to subvert our state from within. It was my policies that stopped them. My policies that were directly responsible for their capture. So it is I who will inflict their ultimate fate. Let their beheadings serve as an example to those who are considering such heinous acts in the future! Let their headless bodies find no peace in the hellfires! Let them roll in pig feces for all eternity! In the name of Allah the merciful I hereby dispatch their souls for judgement!"

      "Takbir!" one of the militants shouted.

      "Allahu akbar," the crowd returned, half-heartedly. The mujahadeen in attendance shouted the words loudly, more than compensating for the rest of the crowd.

      "Takbir," the militant repeated.

      "Allahu akbar."

      "Takbir."

      "Allahu akbar."

      Ethan continued to sense little animosity or hatred from the crowd. If anything, the Iraqis seemed to regard him and the others with pity more than anything else. The locals came merely for the spectacle, knowing full well it could easily be one of them up there—the Islamic State was ready to kill each and every one of them for the smallest infraction, as dictated by its harsh brand of sharia law. Ethan had to wonder if anyone in the crowd even believed the sheik's boastful claims that the prisoners were spies.

      The nearest militant escorted Ethan to the headblock. Apparently he would be the first to die. At least he'd get it over with. Another plus: he wouldn't have to watch the decapitation of his friends.

      Ethan glanced at Sam. She looked so bony, a shell of the woman she once was. Her eyes seemed moist, and when she blinked, several drops spilled over. Ethan watched them trickle down her cheek, and he couldn't help but feel an overwhelming sense of sadness.

      "Don't weep for me," he said quietly, in Arabic. "Tonight I dine in paradise." He didn't really believe it, of course.

      At the headblock, his chaperon paused to embrace him. Ethan couldn't return the hug because his hands were still bound in front of him, but for a moment he felt a surge of hope—he thought the man was going to whisper some instruction in his ear, some hint at the impending rescue, but the mujahid merely pulled away.

      There is no escape.

      The sheik regarded Ethan with contempt; he tilted his chin toward the headblock, and the militant beside Ethan shoved him forward, forcing him to kneel.

      In the crook of the black stone Ethan saw the chips and dents where the executioner's blade had struck previously. The militant pushed his upper body forward; Ethan's head descended into that crook and he felt the cold press of the black stone against his neck. He stared into the bleak, bloodstained metal basin below that would catch his head.

      "Hold him," the sheik told the fighter.

      Hands pressed heavily into Ethan's upper back, firmly rooting him to the stone.

      He heard the footpads on the wooden stage as the sheik moved into position.

      So this is it.

      Ethan was going to die there, thousands of miles from home, executed in a strange land, his carefully choreographed and edited death video uploaded to YouTube for the entertainment of radical extremists worldwide. His only regret was that all his friends and family would see it, too. He didn't mind the actual beheading so much, but the pain it would cause those who knew him was almost too much to bear.

      He shut his eyes. He just wanted it to end.

      I had a good run.
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      The fire encompassed the burning child. Ethan doused the flames beneath the river, but when he brought him to the surface, the fires started anew. He quickly piled mud onto the boy's body, choking the flames of oxygen, but by then it was too late. The dead eyes of the boy looked up at him accusingly.

      "I tried," Ethan told him. "I tried to save you. I told them there were civilians in the village, but they wouldn't listen. I'm sorry. I'm sorry."

      The child's accusing eyes bored into him.

      "Don't look at me like that," Ethan told him. "I tried!"

      Yes, those dead eyes seemed to say. You tried. And yet, you are going to give up now? After everything?

      "There's nothing I can do," Ethan pleaded.

      There's always something. You fought to save me. You tried.

      "But you died anyway," Ethan told him.

      Yes, but you tried, and that's what matters. Open your eyes and try. Open them!

      Ethan's eyes shot open.

      There had to be a way out of his predicament. There always was a way.

      Ordinary men gave up.

      Ethan wasn't ordinary.

      He had regained much of his strength since leaving the jail, but the weariness hadn't faded entirely. Battling it, he tried to move, but the militant held him fast. He let anger flow through his veins. Let his heart pound with rage. Let the enormity of the situation trigger his fight or flight response. The adrenalin pumped fresh strength into his muscles.

      Ethan tried to move again. The militant still had him utterly pinned—his was the more advantageous position, leverage-wise.

      Ethan sensed, rather than saw, the sheik raise the blade. Time seemed to slow in those last moments of Ethan's life. And although all he saw was the bloodstained metal basin below him, his other senses became enhanced: he heard the silky rustle as the fabrics of the man's robe brushed against one another, the inhalation as he hefted the weapon, the slight grunt as the sheik shifted his weight to bear the sword down.

      I will escape.

      In a last act of desperation, Ethan heaved himself to the right.

      He managed to topple the headblock.

      The blade struck the side of the stone, sending sparks into the air.

      The jihadi beside him had placed all his weight on Ethan, and was dragged down with him. Upon impact with the stage, Ethan pivoted to the side and slammed his elbow into the militant's face, stunning him.

      He sensed motion on his other side; in that split second, he realized the remaining mujahadeen on the stage were swinging their rifles toward him. Ethan didn't care. He would take out as many of them as he could before he died. Let them record that on video. Somehow he doubted the Islamic State would be posting the video on YouTube after all.

      With his bound hands, he snatched the Makarov pistol from the holster of the man on top of him, and bent his elbows, bringing the muzzle to the stunned militant's chin. Ethan closed his eyes, hoping a round had been chambered, and squeezed the trigger. He felt hot liquid splatter his face. The Makarov's report was deafening.

      He swung the pistol upward with both hands and immediately let off another shot, hitting the surprised sheik in the temple.

      Strike one Shura councillor from the kill list.

      He kept expecting the other fighters on the stage behind him to riddle his body with bullets, but they never did.

      The adrenaline was flowing steadily through his veins by that point, overpowering the last of the drug in his system and providing his body with much needed vigor. Still lying down, he turned the Makarov toward the rear of the stage, seeking his next target.

      And then he understood why no bullets had come: his fellow operatives had sprung into action, using the diversion he'd provided to overpower their own captors. William and Sam lay flat on the stage, choking the militants that lay on top of them with the ropes that bound their wrists. The trapped men kicked frantically, their beards crimped by the ropes, their faces purple.

      Doug, meanwhile, was on his knees, struggling to pull an assault rifle away from the last militant, who was also on his knees.

      Ethan adjusted his aim, shooting Doug's muj.

      The operative dropped to the stage as the weapon came free. Good thing, because bullets grazed the air above Doug, sourced from the militants stationed behind and below the stage, beside the headless statue.

      Frantic shouts marked the dispersal of the crowd. The throng knew very well what was coming next. And it wasn't going to be pretty.

      Ethan turned toward the stairs that led to the stage. He shot the first three militants that appeared in turn.

      The mujahadeen changed tactics then.

      An RGD-5 grenade tumbled onto the platform.

      Lying on his side, Ethan swiveled his body and kicked the grenade over the edge. Dangerous, but he had no choice.

      A yell came from the bottom of the stairs; the fragmentation device detonated an instant later.

      The stage shook as the one hundred and ten grams of TNT in the grenade detonated. Shrapnel shot upward beyond the edge of the platform and smoke billowed skyward. The liner could produce over three hundred fragments, lethally shredding anything within a radius of three meters, and injuring up to fifteen meters from the site of detonation. He felt a moment of pity for any civilians caught in the blast radius.

      He heard gunfire erupt from the far end of the square, and at first he thought it was other mujahadeen, come to the aid of their fellow holy warriors. But then when he heard the return fire from in front of the stage, he realized the militants were themselves under attack. It could only be the resistance, coming to their aid.

      Thank you, Abu Othunan.

      Ethan raised his head to peer out across the square. A swath of fleeing civilians dropped as the mujahadeen inadvertently sprayed them with bursts of AK fire. The attack increased the crowd's agitation, and they dispersed in many directions, wildly trampling one another.

      More gunfire came in from the resistance; Ethan spotted the muzzle flashes from adjacent rooftops.

      The wooden planks suddenly splintered around Ethan; at first he thought the resistance fighters were firing at them, but then he realized the rapid bursts were coming from below—someone was shooting upwards from underneath the platform.

      Sam rolled toward the back of the stage and, keeping her balance with one hand, she peered over the edge and fired the AK she had purloined. After two quick sprays from the rifle, she swiveled her body back up.

      "Underside clear!" she shouted.

      "Let's go!" Ethan hastily low-crawled toward the stairway that led off the stage. The others followed close behind.

      He reached the area where the platform joined the stairs and looked over. Two mujahadeen hid behind the bottom portion of the grenade-blasted steps; they fired into the square, oblivious to Ethan's presence. He took them out.

      The slide on the Makarov locked open—empty. He tossed the pistol, grabbing one of the AKs from a militant who had fallen near the top of the stairs.

      Before proceeding, he scanned the nearby area, searching for militants. There were none left standing in front of the headless statue behind the stage. Nor any beside the pickups. No one had thought to use the vehicles as a shield, as far as he could tell. He peered under the stage. Three mujahadeen lay dead there, thanks to Sam.

      Still prostrate, he pulled himself onto the stairs and let gravity drag him down. He shielded his chin with one hand, which bobbed up and down as it struck each step. The fragmentation grenade had created splinters in the wood; they jutted out at odd angles, ripping into his skin and clothes.

      The bottom section was blown away entirely, and as he neared it the unsupported staircase bent, changing from a forty-five degree incline to a thirty-degree slope as the blasted end smashed into the ground.

      When he reached the paving stones he immediately rolled to the right, taking cover behind the rear left leg of the platform.

      He ignored the bodies Sam had shot and scanned the square beyond them with his AK. In front of the stage lay more fallen muj, courtesy of the resistance. As the other operatives took up positions around him, he spotted three militants lurking behind the decorative cement posts that dotted the square; they fired toward the resistance positions, leaving their backs exposed to him.

      Ethan unleashed two separate bursts from his AK, removing two of the militants in turn, while William eliminated the third.

      Ethan hauled himself to his feet.

      "To the pickups!" he said, fighting through the sudden stars that obscured his vision.

      He took a step but the vertigo overwhelmed him and he tripped.

      Sam was at his side in an instant, helping him stand.

      "I got you," Sam said. Her strength, after everything she had been through, was unexpected. She was like a solid beam at his side.

      As they reached the closest pickup, assault rifle bursts came in from the square. The four operatives ducked behind the frame of the truck.

      Sam peered into the driver's side. "No keys!"

      Ethan had dropped to the cobblestone, and was scanning the square via the space between the undercarriage and the street. "Can you hot wire it?"

      "Can't be done," Sam said, squatting down beside him.

      "Let me," Doug approached the door.

      Sam held out an arresting hand. "Trust me, I know how to hot wire. And it's impossible to jack this model without the proper tools. The immobilizer will shut it down unless I plug in a decoy unit, which I don't have."

      Doug looked out at the fallen militants near the stage, and for a moment Ethan thought he was going to brave the line of fire to search the dead men for keys, but then he squatted down beside Sam.

      "On foot, then," Ethan said, nodding toward a side street partially shielded by the truck.

      "Go!" William had positioned himself at the rear of the pickup, and was strafing the square.

      Ethan and the others crossed the gap from the pickup to the side street and took cover behind the buildings. Ethan paused at the edge and laid down suppressive fire as William dashed across.

      When the operative reached them, Ethan turned around, ready to flee, only to discover Doug lying on the ground.

      "What's going on, was he shot?" Ethan asked Sam, who was hovering protectively above him. She reminded Ethan of a mother bear who, though exhausted and weary, had reached down to the very depths of her being to find the strength to protect her cubs. A mother bear who would die before letting harm come to any one of them.

      Sam shook her head, and helped him to his feet. "He just needs a moment."

      William planted himself beneath Doug's other armpit. "Sam, I got him. Let's go!"

      Ethan brought up the rear, while Sam led the way. The crowd had dispersed by then so that they were the only ones on the road. Easy targets. Ethan kept swiveling his torso to watch their six.

      An unarmed Iraqi emerged from an alleyway up ahead. He was older, maybe in his sixties, with a grey mustache. He held his hands out in front of him and waved.

      "This way." He said in heavily accented English. "Quickly!"

      Sam hesitated only a moment, then herded the others toward the man and the alleyway.

      "Are you a member of the resistance?" she asked him in Arabic when they had ducked into the alley.

      The man laughed. "No. I will never touch a gun again, Allah willing."

      "Then why do you help us?" Sam said. "If they catch you, they will kill you."

      The man smiled grimly. "Let's just say I hold no love for the Islamic State."

      "You are Shia," Sam said.

      He looked at her with a twinkle in his eye. "Good guess."

      The Good Samaritan led them through the twisting series of alleys between the closely spaced buildings. Ethan helped William with Doug, as the operative still couldn't stand on his own two feet, and was slowing them down. Wrinkling their noses, they leaped over a small, winding stream an open sewer formed in one alley.

      "I used to work for the CIA," the Iraqi said. "During the war. I helped locate many insurgents. These alleyways proved quite useful when the soldiers needed to get to them without warning the entire neighborhood."

      "Forget the CIA," Sam said. "I want you to work for me. Give me your number. "

      The man shook his head. "I am through with those days. I am sorry."

      "I can pay you well," Sam insisted.

      "Some things are worth more than money. Peace of mind, for example. Knowing that no one will try to kill me today when I wake up in the morning."

      "But you're a Shia," Sam said. "Living under a brutal Sunni regime. How does that give you peace of mind?"

      "Good point," the Iraqi said.

      The latest alley doubled back toward the street at one point, and Ethan watched black SUVs and pickups speed toward the square. The truck beds overflowed with eager mujahadeen armed with rocket launchers and assault rifles.

      The route turned inwards once more, and a few moments later the group emerged on the banks of the Tigris. The muddy shoreline was littered with debris—tires, buckets, plastic bottles.

      The old man pointed at the river. "Your salvation."

      Ethan and the others exchanged hesitant looks. Because of the sectarian bloodletting, villages upriver routinely dumped sewage and dead bodies into the water. Who could say what parasites contaminated the Tigris? Schistosomes. Fecal coliforms. Pathogenic viruses.

      "Go," Sam said.

      Without a word of complaint, the operatives started running down the bank. Islamic State brigades were probably fanning out in the alleyways behind them at that very moment. The river, even if contaminated, was their best hope.

      Ethan paused when he realized Sam lingered with the old man.

      She clasped his hands and spoke quietly, probably giving the man some number to call if he changed his mind about working for her.

      Then Sam joined them and the operatives dove into the fast moving river.

      The water was cold. Maybe fifteen degrees Celsius. Ethan's breath came in abrupt, jolting gasps. He began to tread-water with the current simply to keep warm.

      William remained with Doug, helping him stay afloat.

      "You sure you haven't been shot, bro?" William asked him.

      "Positive," Doug answered.

      The water stung the thumb and forefinger of Ethan's right hand. He examined the digits: fresh globs of yellowish-red fluid discharged from the fingernail areas. At some point he must have scraped the tender nail beds, probably on the trigger guards of the Makarov or AK. He hadn't noticed at the time because of the adrenaline, but the two fingers certainly hurt at the moment. Thankfully the cold water quickly numbed his extremities.

      He did feel other symptoms of adrenaline hangover, however—specifically lightheadedness and an upset stomach. He also had a terrible headache, though that was likely brought on from lack of food.

      But for all that pain, he was alive.

      As Ethan bobbed up and down in the current, he watched the low-slung buildings slide past. He reflected on the last several minutes, and on how close to death he had come.

      He had escaped execution at the hands of the Islamic State.

      Barely.

      Probably time I started looking for a new line of work, he thought.

      Unexpectedly, he began to laugh. A loud, boisterous guffaw.

      The other operatives exchanged looks and then they too erupted in wild, unrestrained laughter.

      New line of work? You live for this, bro.
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      Ethan and the others broke into a shuttered clothing store near the river and replaced their orange jumpsuits with the typical Mosul winter wear of slacks, sweaters, jackets, and winter caps. They wore gloves to hide their raw fingernails. Ethan also changed his shoes, as the used runners the Islamic State had given him were a bit tight. Donning the new gloves, socks and boots brought brief stabs of pain to his exposed nail beds.

      Sam took an abaya and full veil for herself.

      "You should play a man," Doug said. He was feeling a little better by then, and was able to stand on his own at least. "None of us have any IDs. If you go as a woman, we can't prove you're related to us."

      "It doesn't matter," Sam said. "If they haven't already, the Islamic State will be distributing our photos to the smartphones of militants throughout the city, via Bluetooth and Airdrop. We can't allow ourselves to be stopped. Checkpoints are off limits. We have to avoid any and all fighters."

      Sam strapped the rifles and magazines underneath her abaya via a jury-rigged harness she constructed out of three belts, positioning the weapons vertically so that her body shape hid them. She then had the other operatives pick out abayas and full veils for later use themselves; they stuffed the extra clothing into shopping bags and vacated the store.

      The group received stares on the streets, probably because of their bruised and gaunt faces. They skirted the few militants they saw, ducking into alleys or shops along the way, and made their way back toward the apartment whose courtyard served as their base of operations. Finding the building proved tricky without GPS, given the size of the city. They had to ask the locals for directions several times, but eventually they found the proper neighborhood—the profusion of potholes, open sewers, and scabrous dogs were a dead giveaway. The Land Cruiser wasn't anywhere nearby, unfortunately, as they had left it on the other side of town near the black site.

      Ethan was the first to spot the carefully-placed network cameras that marked the base. Situated atop the cinder block fence that surrounded the courtyard, the cameras seemed intact—a good sign. Even so, the operatives split up and performed separate surveillance detection runs, rendezvousing back at the apartment ten minutes later.

      "No tails," Ethan said. "Nor any signs of watchers. Though you never know with all the canopied balconies around." He indicated the apartment building across the street.

      "Noted," Sam said. "Get to it."

      They waited for two civilians to walk past; when the men were gone, Ethan, William and Doug hauled themselves over the cinder block. Sam remained outside to keep watch. Ethan and the others gathered their backpacks, collected the tiny network cameras dispersed along the perimeter, then rejoined Sam and made their way out of the neighborhood. There was no reason to believe the original location had been compromised, especially since nothing had been touched, but Sam refused to take any chances.

      They bought some street food with the money stash they'd retrieved. They went all out, splurging sixty US dollars on four servings of quzi—a curried lamb served over rice—with falafel balls on the side.

      Roughly four blocks from the previous base, Sam picked out a set of three apartments that shared a common courtyard. The doors and windows were boarded up, the grounds unkempt—a good sign.

      Ethan did a quick circle of the block. Satisfied that they weren't being watched, he returned and jumped the fence with the others. He landed in a messy yard of dried grass and weeds. An industrial wooden spindle lay abandoned in the center, stinking of cat urine.

      The group unloaded their belongings in the far corner of the courtyard, behind a pair of date palms. Like the terebinth tree of the previous location, the palms shielded the operators from the boarded up windows that faced into the courtyard.

      Sam unencumbered herself of the hidden rifles and magazines, and then helped set up the tiny network cameras along the cinder block fence. When that was done, the group set to devouring the quzi.

      Ethan finished his meal first and retrieved the medkit from the stash. He cleaned his nail beds with saline fluid, sprayed them with antiseptic, and applied dressings. The exposed bed of his pinky finger seemed a little swollen—maybe infected. He'd just have to clean and disinfect it daily, and hope the raw tissue didn't get worse. He'd have it looked at by a specialist when he returned to civilization.

      He replaced his shoes and gloves, took a capsule for the diarrhea, then passed the kit to William. He and the other operatives proceeded to dress their wounds in turn.

      When that was done, they cataloged their remaining equipment: backup smartphones and laptop; the Iridium Go for satellite Internet; the medkit; and duct tape. There weren't any radios, or USBs with secret RF components, and they had no munitions other than the AKs they'd snatched during the escape. Sam promised to arrange a supply drop at the earliest opportunity.

      "What's that in the ground?" William nodded at a series of holes someone had dug near one of the trees.

      Sam glanced up from the laptop she'd taken from their stash; on the display were the video feeds from the cameras.

      "Those are wells," Sam said. "Residents dug them throughout the city when the tap water became undrinkable."

      William walked to the edge of the holes. "Look dry to me."

      "Probably why these apartments are empty," Sam said.

      "You know," Doug said. "I've figured it out."

      "Figured what out?" Sam had returned her attention to the laptop.

      "You planned the whole episode back there from the start."

      Sam's brows furrowed. "I did?"

      "Yes. You wanted to get captured, because you knew it would draw the sheik out. Taking down senior Islamic State leadership, that's part of our overall objective in the country, isn't it?"

      "Well sure, but—"

      Doug spoke over her. "So you let them capture you, knowing we'd come get you, and that they'd take us, too. And then when the sheik came out of hiding to execute us, you knew we'd terminate him during our escape."

      He grinned widely, obviously joking.

      William wasn't so amused. "We almost died, bro."

      "Yeah, but we didn't."

      "No thanks to you," William complained. "Dragging your ass back there."

      "Hey, when you're tortured, drugged and starved for a week, it kind of gets to you, you know?"

      "Wasn't a week," Ethan mumbled.

      "What's that?"

      Ethan glanced at Doug wearily. "I said it wasn't a week. More like three days."

      Doug produced his backup smartphone from the stash and activated the screen. He showed Ethan the date. "Today's the fifth. It's been six days since we were first captured. You've lost your sense of time, bro."

      Ethan shook his head incredulously. "Six days? No wonder."

      Sam set aside the laptop.

      "Obviously I didn't plan any of this," she said. "I have to thank you, from the bottom of my heart, for coming to get me. All of you. You went far above and beyond the call of duty. I'll see that you're awarded the agency's highest honors."

      "Don't want no medals," William said. "Just doing my job, ma'am."

      "As were we all," Ethan said, meaning it.

      Sam smiled. "If you hadn't acted back there, Ethan..." She shook her head. "I had nothing. Nothing. For the first time in my life, I was going to watch one of my operatives executed in cold blood, someone who was like a son or brother to me, and there was nothing I could do. Nothing. I've never felt so helpless. It was worse than anything I've ever experienced. Worse than torture."

      Ethan reached out and gripped her gloved hand, careful not to brush her fingernail areas. He had no words of comfort for her. There weren't any you could say to that. But holding her hand, looking into her eyes, it was enough.

      Sam released her grip and retrieved the Iridium Go. She popped in the battery and activated the device by swiveling the thick antenna skyward.

      "Looks like it still has a substantial charge," she said.

      "The buildings might block the signal," Doug told her.

      After a moment she shrugged. "The Wi-Fi is showing up."

      She connected the laptop to the Wi-Fi and started sending emails, a whole bunch of them, typing rapidly. Ethan wondered if it hurt, given her lack of fingernails.

      "Get in touch with any assets you have in the Middle East," she said. "Through shared emails, phone, what have you. Tell them to go into hiding until we can arrange new identities for them. While we don't know who we gave up and who we did not, our phones contained a treasure trove of contact information."

      "But all that data was encrypted," William said.

      Sam smiled sadly. "Yes. But you're assuming we didn't reveal our passwords under duress. The interrogators would have pushed the hardest for that knowledge. In fact, I'm convinced we'd still be in custody if we hadn't given that up, with interrogations ongoing." She looked downward, and exhaled deeply. "Though almost everything else is a blank, I do remember one particularly harrowing session. They hauled the three of you in front of me. They held 9-mils to your heads. They said they would execute you if I didn't give up the password to my phone. I couldn't stand by... I couldn't let them do it. So I gave it up. Gave it up. They broke me."

      Everyone was quiet a moment.

      "They broke all of us, Sam," Ethan said.

      She finally glanced up. "My point exactly. Which is why we have to assume our phones were compromised. And why we have to contact every asset in the region."

      William frowned. "The Islamic State only controls portions of Syria and Iraq, with a small cheerleading section in Libya. Seems like a lot of work to get in touch with assets outside those countries."

      "It is," Sam agreed. "But we can't be sure the Caliphate won't share or sell any intel they've gathered with other terrorists groups such as Al Qaeda or Al Nusra. Then there's the little matter of the Siberian Laika."

      Ethan sat back. "The Siberian Laika?"

      "I haven't heard that name in years," Doug said.

      "That's a species of hunting dog, isn't it?" William said. "A hound."

      "Yes," Sam said, typing rapidly. "And it suits him. He's been hunting me for years. He was present at the interrogations. Mine at least. I remember his face only fleetingly, between sessions, but he was there."

      "Are you sure you didn't hallucinate?" Doug said.

      "He was there," Sam insisted.

      "I still don't know who this Laika is," William said.

      Sam glanced at him. "A known mercenary for hire. Currently works for Victor Bogdanov, a black marketer and weapons dealer whose specialty is the Middle East. He got his start smuggling European luxury cars into Iraq via Jordan. He was arrested by the Jordanian government in 2002, spent most of the Iraq War behind bars, and after he got out he used the contacts he made in prison to expand into arms dealing."

      "Middle Eastern prisons," Doug said with a shake of the head. "The breeding grounds for the worst terrorists and criminals."

      "Yes, anyway, he vanished from our radar in 2006, temporarily emerging in 2010 when he hired the Siberian Laika along with other Russian ex-Special Forces who'd lost their jobs with the disbanding of the Spetsnaz GRU. Victor apparently wanted in on the burgeoning private military and security industry, though he offered his services not to CEOs and prominent business people but to terrorists and dictators. After 2010 he showed up as a blip here and there, mostly in the aftermath of hits executed by his personal hunter killer team.

      "Victor will dump any intel the Laika has gathered onto the black market, probably splitting the profits with the Islamic State. I probably don't have to say this, but the man has just moved several notches higher on our hunt and kill list. He's near the top right now, actually."

      Ethan retrieved his own backup smartphone from the stash. "He's going to dump all our intel onto the black market, you say? That could set us back years in the region."

      "Perhaps," Sam said. "Perhaps not. We're not the only people out here—there are other operatives running networks of their own, from multiple intelligence agencies. But regarding us personally... well, if the Islamic State had kept us imprisoned, or succeeded in the execution, then you're right, we would have lost our collective spy networks. But since we're free now, once we've arranged new identities for our assets it should be business as usual. I'll need you to send me the identity, means of contact, and intel grade for every last one of your assets, of course. I'll have people on the ground arrange new identities for those who qualify. Once that's completed, I'll forward the new identities your way."

      "Sounds like an expensive operation," William said.

      "It's always expensive when operatives of our caliber make mistakes," Sam said.

      William shot her a roguish smile. "And you get to expand your network with our own hard-earned assets along the way."

      "The benefits of being your boss," Sam said.

      "I'm not sure I'm entirely comfortable with that," Doug said. "What happened to the compartmentalization of information? Safer for the assets that way."

      Sam shrugged. "It's your choice, of course. If you'd rather have them go into hiding, or risk a lynching, then by all means keep the data to yourself."

      "You mentioned only those who qualify will be given new identities," Ethan said. "What's that mean, exactly?"

      "I think you know," Sam said quietly.

      Yes, he knew. Sam's team of analysts would be arranging new identities for only a select few assets—those who had given them the most valuable intelligence. The rest would be left to fend for themselves. That selection criteria would probably be based on the intel grade Ethan assigned each asset. He resolved in that moment to give them all high ratings.

      He focused his attention on his phone. He had a lot of messages to make. Might as well get started.

      "What's the plan for the next week or so?" William said. "We lay low in Mosul for a few days, then hit the countryside for an extract?"

      "Leaving the city will be tricky," Doug said. "They'll be looking for us at every checkpoint. The city limits will be locked down tight."

      Ethan glanced up from his phone. "We can't leave the city. We're not done here yet."

      "Sure we are," William said.

      Ethan frowned. "What about this Victor Bogdanov that Sam mentioned? We can't just sit back and let him get away with all of our classified data."

      "I'm sure Sam is assigning other operatives to him even now," Doug said.

      "You make it sound as if there are a whole lot of other operatives out there," Ethan said. "Just waiting to be given work. Somehow I doubt that. We might be the only ones in Mosul at the moment."

      Doug glanced at Sam for confirmation, but she said nothing, consumed as she was by the laptop. "Sam. You've been pretty quiet. What are you thinking? We pursue this Victor? Or we start planning our exfil? I can get in touch with JSOC and set a time and place for the extract right now." He started typing into his smartphone.

      Without looking up from the laptop, Sam raised an arresting hand. "We're not leaving. Not yet."

      Doug paused, pressing his lips together. He looked a little peeved.

      He's forgotten that he's not the one in charge anymore, Ethan thought, holding back a smile.

      "So we're going to hunt down this Victor?" Ethan said eagerly. He wanted payback.

      "Eventually. But first there's a more important mission I want to complete. The operation I started when I came to Mosul."

      "And what operation is that?" Doug said.

      She finally glanced from the laptop and smiled wanly. "Hunting down and terminating the acting caliph of the Islamic State."
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      Victor sat on a cushion in the front parlor, with his two legs extended in front of him on the carpeted floor.

      The Islamic State had granted him the furnished home of some Christian family. It was a surprisingly cozy place, with all the amenities and appliances one would come to expect in a modern house, including toilets, dishwashers, fridge, and stove, though of course none of the appliances worked without functioning utilities. The venetian blinds, carpeted floors, and brightly colored wallpaper gave the place a more European feel than anything else, though the paucity of chairs, at least in the current room, betrayed the Middle Eastern nature of the house.

      The home didn't have a fireplace, unfortunately, so it was a tad cold, though the temperature was nothing compared to the brutal Russian winters of course. He had become accustomed to the hot clime of the Gulf, and places like Mosul, so far north, didn't sit all that well with him in the winter months. He would have much preferred to be back in Jordan. But where was money to be made...

      The walls of the sitting room around him were covered in nagash: an arabesque mural of bright geometric designs that mimicked the rug pattern underneath him. The outline of a Christian cross disturbed the fresco of the wall opposite him. The offending religious artifact had been removed, but the sun shining through the opposite window had tanned the paint around it over the years, leaving behind that silhouette. He had placed the Quran on the floor below it, beside his prayer mat.

      The irony wasn't lost on him. He was raised an Orthodox Christian, of course, and still considered himself a member of that religion, though he knew the Quran well enough to pass for a devotee of Islam. It was necessary, when dealing with these types. He had adopted many of their customs and habits, too, such as their inclination to sit on cushions when receiving guests in their homes.

      He had also inherited some of their vices. He was smoking a hookah containing a molasses-soaked shisha, and in between inhales on the mouthpiece, he sipped Arak, an anise-flavored liqueur. Yes, smoking and drinking were illegal under the Caliphate, but he was a man of power, and men of power did not have to obey the rules. That was the way it had been from the dawn of time, and the way it would continue to be while the upright apes collectively known as humanity dominated the planet.

      An olive-skinned Yazidi woman sat on her knees in one corner of the room, ready to do his bidding. A thin veil covered the lower half of her face, but she was otherwise naked from the neck down. Like his vices, she was a symbol of his power, and he flaunted her thusly.

      He heard the muted exchange of Russian outside, and then the door to the sitting room opened. Dmitri stood in the entrance. Late, as usual.

      Victor bade him recline on a nearby cushion.

      "Drink?" Victor asked.

      Dmitri shook his head. "Nyet. What do you want?"

      "Straight to business, as always." Victor tried a smile. It felt strained. In truth he was glad to skip the banter. He didn't think he could handle any pleasantries with Dmitri right then. He was unbalanced enough as it was by the escape.

      He took a long pull on the hookah mouthpiece and spoke. "Our Islamic State counterparts have tasked us with the termination of the Widow and her operatives. Find them. Kill them."

      "It should not be difficult, comrade," Dmitri said. "I have many eyes and ears on the streets. And I've set my Bears loose. They are roving from door to door, moving outward from the neighborhood of the escape, seeking witnesses. If anyone can find them, it is they."

      "Good," Victor said.

      He wondered again how much he could trust the man. Victor wanted to leave the country and sell the intel while it still had some value, but he feared Dmitri would usurp his little operation while he was gone. There was a saying in his homeland:

      A soldier who doesn't dream of becoming a general is a bad one.

      Already the man was becoming too full of himself. Victor had seen the signs before in others. The resentment in the eyes. The sidelong, questioning glances. The fleeting looks of contempt.

      Yes, if Victor left at that precise moment, it would likely prove very difficult to return. He would simply have to bide his time until the conditions became more favorable.

      He finished his glass of Arak and beckoned the naked Yazidi slave to attend him. She came forward, bowing. He grinned as her breasts wobbled.

      "How did I ever manage without you my little babushka?" he asked her.

      The slave didn't answer, of course. Didn't even meet his eye. She took the empty glass and left the room soundlessly. He stared at her receding buttocks, watching them alternately rise and fall with every step. He loved how supple she was, not just in body but spirit. So tamed. So broken. If only everyone could be like her.

      Dmitri cleared his throat, startling Victor slightly. He cursed inwardly. He couldn't allow Dmitri to see any signs of weakness. When she returned, he would have to berate her in front of him, maybe beat her.

      He looked at Dmitri and forced himself to smile. The man didn't return the expression. Victor decided right then that as soon as the Widow was terminated, he would see that Dmitri followed in her footsteps. The ex-GRU officer was simply too dangerous.

      "I don't need to tell you that these operatives cannot be allowed to escape," Victor said, hardening his voice. The slave returned, carrying a fresh glass of Arak. Victor immediately swatted it aside. The glass shattered as it struck the floor; the spilled liqueur spread like a pool of blood. "Foolish woman, get me another and clean this up!"

      She scurried from the room with her head down.

      "What was I saying?" Victor asked, taking a long, casual drag from the hookah mouthpiece.

      "I cannot allow the American operatives to escape," Dmitri answered.

      "Da. That is exactly right. We can't have them devaluing the intel we've collected."

      "The intel I've collected, you mean," Dmitri said.

      Victor decided to pretend the man hadn't spoken. "If word gets out that they've escaped, the price will drop by half if we're lucky. Tenfold if we're not. Do not fail me."

      The slave returned with a fresh glass of Arak, but before Victor could take it, Dmitri sat up and snatched the liqueur from her hands. He downed the Arak in one shot.

      Victor felt his eyes bulge in his head at that blatant show of disrespect. Taking his glass, from his slave, and drinking his Arak? He felt like he was going to burst from the outrage.

      Dmitri turned the empty glass upside-down and smashed it into the floor. The shards spread in a circular pattern. "Never fear, comrade, I will bring you their heads."

      Grinning viciously, Dmitri arose and made his way to the door.

      You will, Victor thought, staring at his back. And then I will have yours.
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      Ethan and the others had gathered around Sam beneath the date palms in the courtyard. The laptop was open in front of her, and the screen faced the group.

      "Up until early this year we ignored the Al Ba'aj district in western Iraq," Sam said. "A Sunni tribal area, it's a wide, mostly barren tract of land, starting one hundred and fifty kilometers to the southwest of Mosul. The tribes there have always operated outside of government rule, even during Saddam's reign. We flew surveillance drones over it now and again, but for the most part we left the region alone. There just wasn't anything of interest. That is, until a random drone flight detected a convoy traveling at night between two villages. We started flying more Predators over the region, and we equipped them with hellfires.

      "About two months into the flyovers, several males were spotted loading into cars after dark outside a tiny village close to the Syrian border. As the three-car convoy left the village, the Predator was given the go ahead to release its payload. The strike was successful, and we thought nothing of it until the next day, when the sudden upswing in radio and network chatter told us we'd hit someone important. You'll never guess who: none other than Abu Bakr Al Baghdadi, caliph of Islamic State. The airstrike had seriously wounded him, apparently. While we have no idea where he's holed up, he's out of the picture for the foreseeable future. Maybe forever. The Shura council has already appointed another man to serve as acting leader."

      She pressed a key on the laptop. A surveillance photo came up, revealing a rather ordinary-looking individual. He carried a stack of books and binders in one arm, and was walking away from what appeared to be a school. He had a gray beard, though his mustache was still black; he wore a blazer, slacks, and white T-shirt.

      "This is the earliest known picture of Haji Iman, otherwise known as Abu Alaa Afri," she said. "Former physics teacher from Tal Afar." A city northwest of Mosul. "Now acting caliph of the Islamic State."

      "A physics teacher?" William said in disbelief. "How does one go from theorizing about the forces of nature to peddling terror?"

      "You were embedded with the jihadists. You know how their minds work. It begins as a grand adventure, going off to war for your religion. You think you're doing the right thing, because you're surrounded by other like-minded individuals similarly blinded by zeal. Eventually, if you survive long enough, that zeal becomes something else: hatred for anyone who doesn't believe what you do.

      "Afri wasn't too different. Under the auspices of a jihadi scholar, it is believed he traveled to Afghanistan in 1998 to join Bin Laden. He rose through the ranks, eventually becoming a senior member of Al Qaeda in 2004.

      "As you may or may not know, the key to power in any radical sect is how good your rhetoric is. And Afri was, and is, very good at it. He's published dozens of religious articles on sharia law and the crimes of the West, and has a large following among the mujahadeen. In any case, in 2013 he was appointed the high-ranking position of province coordinator, which is essentially the link between the Caliphate's upper echelon and its lower ranks, so he knows the inner workings of the organization very well. In 2014 he was promoted to deputy, and that led him to where he is today."

      She pressed another key on the laptop, replacing the photo with a map. "We believe he is somewhere here, in the Al Hadar district of Nineveh province."

      On the screen a large swath of land lit up in the southwest. It bordered the Al Ba'aj district where Al Baghdadi had been hit.

      "That's a lot of territory for a man to hide in," Ethan said.

      "It is," Sam agreed. "Which is why I've been working on a way to narrow down his location." She touched something and a new picture appeared of a nondescript man dressed in winter clothing. He had a mustache, and otherwise looked very much the typical Iraqi. "This is Afri's main courier. He's been with him ever since he became provincial coordinator. We follow the courier, we find Afri."

      "So I'm guessing we don't know where the courier is either, do we?" Ethan said.

      "Not his exact address, no," Sam admitted. "But we do know he makes his home in Mosul."

      "How do you plan on drawing out this courier?" Doug said.

      "We capture the regional commander and emir of Mosul, Al Taaraz Abd Al Wajid, who uses him to communicate with Afri."

      A dated file photo appeared on the display. A plump, mustached man dressed in combat fatigues climbed the steps of some government building. He looked like a younger version of Saddam Hussein.

      "Why do I have the feeling that we don't know the location of this Al Taaraz, either?" William said.

      Sam sighed. "His whereabouts are another intelligence blank, I'm afraid."

      William smiled ironically. "Gotta love the brutal honesty. We don't know where the Islamic State leader is. We don't where the courier who can lead him to us is. And we don't know where the man who can summon the courier is. I'm sensing an intelligence vicious circle here. The whole snake eating its own tail kind of thing."

      Sam returned his sardonic grin. "See, this is why I hired you. You're a man who's not afraid to speak his mind, even if his words contribute nothing to the overall discussion."

      William gave her a mock salute. "Just doing my part in the global war on terror, ma'am."

      She touched the laptop and a new photo appeared; a man in a white robe and black scarf, with a long dark beard worn in the mustache-less style of the devout. He seemed to be addressing an audience of some kind.

      "Before I was captured," Sam continued. "I was trying to arrange a meeting with an influential Sunni scholar named Kareef Al Bayati, local to Mosul. If anyone can draw Al Taaraz out, it's him. But before I could meet Kareef, the liaison I hired betrayed me."

      "You're sure it wasn't Kareef himself who betrayed you?" Ethan asked.

      "Yes," Sam said. "He didn't know my location. And as for my liaison, I gave him a trial assignment first. He never completed it, instead leading the jihadis to my door."

      "So how do you know this Kareef?" Ethan asked.

      "An asset of mine told me his scholar friend, who happened to be Kareef, had hinted at leaving the country, and gave me his email. We traded a few encrypted messages. In exchange for safe passage to Paris and French citizenship, he was willing to help us. I sent him another message earlier today, trying to set a date and time, but he hasn't answered yet."

      "Can we actually promise him French citizenship?" William said.

      "The Secretary has already worked out a deal with his French counterpart. We just need to meet Kareef in person to finalize the details of his involvement. Basically we have to convince him to set a trap for emir Al Taaraz."

      "So let's say we meet him in person," Ethan said. "How do we know Kareef won't be watched? We were interrogated. Like you said before, we don't know who we gave up."

      "It's possible," Sam admitted. "But as I said before, they pressed hardest for my smartphone password. While they might know our target is Afri, I don't think they have any idea on how we plan to find him."

      "What if they got Kareef's contact information from your phone?" Ethan said.

      "I never actually input his email address into my phone. It was all up here." She tapped her forehead. "Look, they pumped a lot of intel out of me. Out of all of us. But they didn't get everything."

      "I just wish we could remember," Ethan said.

      Sam nodded. "When the time comes, you won't go in to meet Kareef alone."

      "There's something I don't get," William said. "This Islamic scholar, Kareef. Why would Al Taaraz, emir of Mosul, bother to meet him?"

      Sam folded her hands in her lap. "Kareef is going to offer funding in return for a position of power. Remember, he is a well-known scholar, and has the gift of rhetoric—the Caliphate would likely be happy to have him aboard. Al Taaraz will be inclined to grant him an audience at the very least, simply to hear what he has to say. The emir will probably arrange the meeting at some neutral location of his choosing. He'll arrive, talk to the scholar, and once he departs we'll spring our trap."

      Doug was nodding. "He'll be at his most vulnerable when he's on the road. If we can shut down some of the streets, funnel him where we want him to go, maybe set off some strategically placed IEDs, he'll be ours."

      "I like how you think," Sam said.

      Doug was all smiles.

      "That's a good lapdog," William said. "That's right, lap up the milk. Lap it up."

      Doug scowled at him.

      Sam smiled, saying nothing about the jibe. Her leadership style was very hands-off, at least when it came to the relationships between internal team members.

      "We could also sick one of our MQ-1 Predators on him," William said into the conversational vacuum that followed. "Find out where he lives. Then snatch him from his house in the night."

      "That is an option," Sam said. "Though most likely he is staying at one of the Islamic State barracks. That makes any infiltration somewhat tricky."

      William shrugged. "Like I said, we'd do it at night, when the majority of the militants are sleeping."

      "I'm leaning toward the street filch," Sam said. "We'll certainly have the Predator on call, ready to follow him as a backup plan." She paused to regard each of the operatives in turn. "I'm glad you three are at hand. You're some of my very best, and I need you. If anyone can pull this off, it's you."

      "Al Taaraz is going to have guards," Ethan said. "In multiple vehicles. They'll have anti-aircraft guns."

      "Definitely," Sam agreed.

      "One little mistake," William countered. "And either he'll get away, or we'll die. And our deaths won't be pretty."

      Sam spread her arms. "No, they won't."

      "It's not going to be easy," Doug added.

      Sam smiled obligingly. "Most certainly not. But I thought ex-SEALs liked that?"

      "We're in." Ethan announced. The other operatives didn't have to say a word; Ethan knew they were all chomping at the bit.

      Sam nodded. "Thought you'd say as much." She closed the laptop. "But before we can begin, first we have to convince Kareef to lay the trap for us."

      Ethan had to smile. "He has no idea what you want from him in exchange for French citizenship, does he?"

      Sam returned his grin. "No. But that's where you come in."
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      Ethan and the others brainstormed possible venues to meet the scholar, but in the end the decision was made by Kareef, who emailed Sam a date and location of his own choosing.

      Sam chose Ethan to perform the mission, with William acting as his backup. To circumvent the various checkpoints along the way to the venue, she decided the operatives would dress as women in full veil. Members of the resistance agreed to forge the necessary IDs, and act as chaperons. No one would ever see the faces of the operatives. At least that was the plan.

      That night Doug left to retrieve the IDs, while William set off to collect arms and spy tools at a drop Sam had arranged. Both operatives returned shortly after midnight. Along with weapons, the spy stash William had obtained included body armor, binoculars, radios, synthetic opioid canisters, a gas mask, and a custom laptop.

      The next morning Ethan and William quickly explored the abandoned apartments surrounding the courtyard, and returned with hand towels. They taped them, along with tracking devices, to the inside of the abayas to pad the breast areas. The two of them put on Kevlar vests, strapped Glock 26s to their ankles, and then donned the long robes. Ethan and William completed the look by sliding the full veils over their heads. They kept their tight black gloves.

      The pair approached the staging point on foot. Doug acted as their chaperon, in case any residents decided to rat them out.

      "Did I ever mention how comely you two look in women's clothing?" Doug said.

      "Funny," Ethan retorted. His voice sounded muffled because of the fabric.

      "No I'm serious," Doug insisted. "You're all dolled up in that sexy black, with not a single piece of flesh showing. It just makes me want to undress you with my eyes. Plus you have the nicest breasts."

      "Think he's talking about you, William," Ethan said.

      "Of course." William affected a higher-pitched voice. "I look so feminine in this abaya. All my manly parts so conspicuously concealed. Just the way you like it. We should get a room later, Doug."

      "Oh yeah baby."

      "You know what, though?" William said, his voice returning to normal. "Mock these outfits all you want, they're the perfect cover. All clandestine operatives in the region should be operating as women, regardless of gender. If Middle Eastern countries ever get with the program and start implementing facial recognition biometrics, these things are going to be golden."

      "You're forgetting the chaperon problem," Doug said.

      "Sure, but not every Gulf country enforces that."

      "Yeah, just the one's we care about," Ethan said.

      The three cut the small talk as a cluster of pedestrians walked by.

      When the foot traffic cleared again, William held a gloved hand in front of him. "No one ever tells you how hard it is to see in these veils. I really feel for Middle Eastern women right now. You're literally viewing the world through a black haze of doom. Imagine the darkest shade of sunglasses you can get your hands on. Every day is overcast when you're wearing these things. Really ruins the mood."

      "Though in our case," Ethan said. "Given what we have to do today, it probably suits the mood perfectly."

      "Looks like your ride is already here," Doug said, pointing out the two cars, a black Kia Rio and a white one, waiting by the curb up ahead. Ethan would have preferred an Opel for its speed, but the German car was the preferred suicide vehicle for militants, who often impounded them. Rios would have to do.

      The drivers stood beside each Kia. Young members of the resistance. They nodded to the operatives.

      Ethan and William both wore transducer headsets underneath their niqabs—William had retrieved the devices from Sam's contact the night before, along with four PRC-153 encrypted radios. They'd lost their RC-capable USB sticks when they were captured, so their backup smartphones couldn't function as radios.

      William had also procured an ordinary USB stick, which Sam had loaded with intelligence tools for Kareef. Ethan carried it in an abaya pocket at that very moment.

      Ethan and William performed one last comm check.

      Doug meanwhile pulled up an app on his phone, probably checking that the tracking devices hidden in the abayas were still functioning. Then he waved the operatives off.

      "Good luck," Doug told the pair.

      Ethan entered the passenger side of the lead car.

      The driver got in. "You have your ID?" the resistance member asked in the local Iraqi dialect.

      "Yes," Ethan said, reaching into an abaya pocket to produce it.

      The driver accepted the identity paper and compared it to his own document. Then he nodded, handing the ID back. "Keep it at hand. I am Maaz by the way." The name meant 'brave.'

      He was dressed in a gray winter cap and matching slacks, with a blue windbreaker hiding a sweater. He had peach fuzz for a mustache, though the rest of his face bore actual stubble. He couldn't have been older than nineteen or twenty.

      "Pleased to meet you, Maaz. Call me Emad."

      "No," Maaz said with a wink. "Your name is now Sara. My sister with the face of a donkey."

      "Yeah, and I bet I'm the most beautiful sister you have."

      Maaz smiled widely. "Probably."

      Halfway to the destination they approached a checkpoint.

      Teenage mujahadeen stood beside a technical with a ZU-2 in back, slowly letting the traffic through. These young militants were likely culled from the local populace—graduates of one of the many youth training camps the Caliphate forced children and teens to attend.

      When Maaz's turn came, the AK-toting fifteen-year-old regarded the driver suspiciously. The militant's eyes flicked toward Ethan, then he announced imperiously, "IDs."

      Maaz handed over the two IDs.

      The teen regarded the identity documents coldly; he looked at Ethan's, quickly closing it, probably because of the unattractive picture the resistance had chosen for him. When the young militant regarded Maaz's document a confused expression came over his face. He glanced at the driver again, then hurried over to the other militants near the technical. They seemed even younger than him: thirteen and fourteen year olds.

      As the boy returned, Ethan bent forward slightly, preparing to grab the Glock holstered to his ankle. Earlier he'd removed the bandage so that his gloved forefinger would better fit the trigger guard. He'd peeled off some of the raw tissue from the nail bed in the process, and that finger still throbbed slightly.

      "Get out of the car," the mujahid gruffly announced.

      Ethan leaned forward even more, as if trying to get a better look at the militant. He furtively reached under the hem of his abaya and wrapped his fingers around the subcompact's stock.

      Maaz hadn't moved. "But we have done nothing—"

      "Out of the car," the mujahid said.

      Maaz glanced at Ethan; his gaze followed Ethan's arm, and when he realized what was about to go down, a flicker of fear touched his eyes.

      Ethan hesitated. He didn't want to have to kill someone who was only fifteen. The other option was to floor the vehicle, but he doubted Maaz had any combat driving skills; that ZU-2 would chew them up. Damn it, why couldn't women be allowed to drive?

      Against his better judgement, he found himself slowly leaning back. He bobbed his head toward the teenager, indicating that Maaz should obey.

      The militant opened the door and Maaz got out. The teenager abruptly bent over and pointed at Ethan.

      "Her, too," he said.

      Ethan closed his eyes. This isn't happening.

      He knew William was in the other car, about two vehicles behind them, ready to provide backup if needed. That was good, because things were about to get very messy.

      "Everything all right over there?" William sent over the comm.

      "Situation red," Ethan whispered. "Hold for my signal."
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      Ethan got out.

      The other teenagers had come forward, and they crowded around Maaz. So far, none of them had made any move to arrest the resistance member, though it was hard to see what was happening through that cluster of men.

      Like a machine, Ethan began to catalog targets. His mind automatically created a kill order. But a part of him still resisted.

      They're only thirteen and fourteen year olds.

      The burning face of the boy appeared in his mind.

      He dismissed it angrily.

      I'm not going back to an Islamic State prison. I refuse.

      His muscles tensed.

      The burning faced clawed its way back.

      Thirteen and fourteen year olds.

      The youths parted when Ethan grew near. He had no choice. He had to spring into action.

      But then he saw Maaz, and froze.

      The teenaged militants were taking pictures with the driver, treating him like some sort of celebrity.

      "They just want photos," Maaz told him.

      Ethan slumped in utter relief. He retreated a few paces and whispered "stand down" over the comm. He found himself gasping for air, like a man who had just run a marathon.

      Two older militants watched from the sidelines with disapproving faces. Taking photos with celebrities didn't sit well with the harsh brand of sharia their state sought to enforce. The more elderly of the pair, a middle-aged man with a turban and devout beard, approached. Probably the emir of the group.

      He dispersed the teenagers and snatched the IDs from the original militant. The emir examined both identity documents, shrugged, and then returned them. "Be on your way."

      "What was that all about?" Ethan asked Maaz when the checkpoint was well behind them.

      "The fools who made my ID," Maaz said. "Gave me the same last name as a famous Iraqi pop star." He laughed, thinking it very funny.

      "Damn it!" Ethan slammed his hands down hard on the dashboard. "I almost shot those kids."

      "I'm sorry," Maaz said quickly. "I'm sure it was a mistake."

      "Yes," Ethan said. "But a dangerous one. I'm surprised the militants didn't wonder why you drive a shit bucket like this if you're supposed to be famous."

      "They wouldn't. It's expected. Artists don't make money in a country like this. Piracy, you see."

      Maaz pulled to the shoulder of the road to wait for William's vehicle to catch up.

      The Rio passed another checkpoint on the way to the restaurant; the guards were either older, or foreign fighters, and none of them recognized the surname. By the time Ethan reached the restaurant, he found himself feeling drained from the tension.

      Suck it up, he told himself. Got a mission to perform.

      Cars were double and triple parked in front of the restaurant, so Maaz did a U-turn in the middle of the street and parked on the opposite side.

      "You'd make a good taxi driver in my country," Ethan said as the passing vehicles honked at them.

      "Thank you," Maaz beamed.

      "I'm not sure I meant it as a compliment," Ethan said. "Let's do this."

      Ethan waited for Maaz to open his door, as was proper. Then he exited and together the two jaywalked across the street. Just a brother and sister out for a nice lunch in the terrorist-occupied downtown of their city.

      The restaurant was full. Several men crowded the front counter, waiting for takeout. As for the patrons seated at the tables, most were male; Ethan counted three women dispersed throughout the establishment. The windows were shuttered, allowing the women to dine in peace without having to worry about passersby seeing their faces, however the three women had elected to keep their veils lowered, and instead only lifted the fabric slightly as they imbibed individual items of food and drink.

      The overall mood of the restaurant seemed subdued, the conversation muted. That could be because of the several mujahadeen eating quietly in a far corner.

      Dressed in black robes with religious beards, one might have easily mistaken them for holy men were it not for the Kalashnikovs lined up on the wall behind them. Their eyes burned with a mixture of contempt and zeal that seemed to say: "We are ready to die for what we believe in. We are the true Muslims, not you. We look down upon you all. You are mere dirt to us. You are almost infidels and apostates, you who eat your masgûf and sip your tea so comfortably in the confines of this restaurant while we fight for you and give our lives in the countryside. We do all of this for you in the name of Allah, and yet you are not even grateful to us for it."

      Their table was the most bountiful, Ethan noted, with the finest selection of food. There were roast chicken kebabs slathered in lemon juice. Lamb and okra simmering in a spicy tomato broth. Masgûf stuffed with mango chutney. A huge bowl of timman anbar, the yellowish rice that grew in the marshes of southern Iraq. A pile of manhole-sized flatbread, with each piece thicker than most American pizza. And in front of every militant, a bottle of shinēna—a yogurt-based drink flavored with mint leaves.

      Ethan was careful not to look at their table overlong. In previous missions he had played the part of the mujahid. How different it felt to be on the other side. Even though he was veiled from head to toe, he felt utterly exposed.

      Sam had shown him Kareef's file photo, so Ethan knew precisely who to look for. He spotted the lone man almost immediately. Unfortunately, Kareef was seated only two tables from the mujahadeen.

      "He's too damn close," Ethan cursed softly.

      "Say again?" William answered.

      "He's sitting next to a table of muj."

      "Damn it," William said. "Get him to move."

      "The restaurant's full. There's no other places. Besides, that would be a bit obvious if we did that."

      "Your call," William said.

      There was no point in extracting by that point. Ethan was halfway to the table. It would draw attention if he turned away.

      "Going in," Ethan said quietly.

      He approached the table with Maaz and allowed his chaperon to pull out a chair for him. He could feel the gaze of the mujahadeen upon him the whole time but ignored it.

      When the two were settled, Kareef spoke softly, leaning in slightly toward the pair.

      "So this is the great American special operative I was told about," he said in Arabic. "Dresses like a woman, too ashamed to even show his face in public."

      "Not ashamed," Ethan said quietly. "Merely practical."

      "Ah," Kareef said. "I recognize a Mesopotamian accent. You have spent some time in Syria, have you?"

      "Just a little," Ethan agreed.

      "A beautiful country," Kareef said. "I have been there once. And know others who have gone several times. Some of them malcontents who once yearned for the unification of northwest Iraq and southeast Syria. These malcontents wanted to come and go as they pleased, wishing to visit family members and relatives, and smuggle without the hassle ordinarily associated with borders. They were happy when the Islamic State came and bulldozed the border, because in theory those hassles were gone."

      He sat back. "Perhaps the malcontents were right. The Caliphate has brought many positive benefits." His tone, already sarcastic, began to positively ooze it. "Look at how cheap food is now. And how much fresh water we have. Look at how our street lamps glow with power. Observe the prompt garbage collection, and the fair and just laws. It is paradise."

      Kareef paused to bite into a piece of lamb in his plate. He glanced at Maaz and said, with his mouth full: "You are a resistance fighter, I assume?"

      Maaz nodded.

      "An enviable occupation," Kareef said. Ethan couldn't tell if he was being sarcastic or not. "Please, help yourself to the maqluba." The scholar gestured toward the yellow dish at the center of the table, a mix of rice, eggplant, tomato and braised lamb. Literally translated, maqluba meant 'upside-down,' because the pot that it was prepared in was flipped upside-down to empty the contents before serving. "I ordered enough for three."

      Though he had no intention of eating, Ethan took the spoon and scooped a small portion of the yellow rice into his plate, taking a dollop of yogurt from a side dish. He tried to keep his body language submissive and docile.

      The proprietor came by and accepted their drink orders; Maaz ordered a cardamom-spiced Earl Grey for himself and Ethan.

      Kareef leaned in closer and glanced askance at the mujahadeen. "So, you are here to discuss the terms of smuggling me out of the country, and arranging my French citizenship."

      "Try not to make it too obvious you don't want them to hear you," Ethan said, nervously glancing at the same table.

      Kareef set down his fork, a slight expression of outrage on his face. "Well if you're going to be rude, maybe I should go."

      "No," Ethan said. "I'm sorry. I'm just on edge, that's all."

      "All right. So about my French citizenship..."

      "Yes," Ethan said. "We can get you that. No problem. But first of all, we need you to arrange a meeting with Al Taaraz."

      Kareef stiffened in surprise. "Al Taaraz? The Islamic State emir of Mosul?"

      "The very same."

      Kareef couldn't hide his disbelief. "And why would Al Taaraz want to meet me?"

      "You are a well-known scholar," Ethan said. "Al Taaraz is a cautious man. And he won't come out of hiding for just anyone. You have a long history in the city. Many know you. He will trust you."

      Kareef shook his head. "I still don't see why he would agree to meet me. I'm not that famous. I can certainly try, but—"

      The tea arrived in two hourglass-shaped istikans.

      "You have the gift of rhetoric," Ethan said when the proprietor had gone. "Something that is invaluable to the Islamic State. Secondly, you have many followers on social media. And lastly, you are going to offer him money, pretending that you wish to buy yourself into a position of power. Rhetoric, social media followers and money: the three best commodities to attract the attention of the Islamic State leadership. He will meet you."

      Ethan lifted the bottom of his veil with one hand and brought the tea to his lips with the other, passing the cup underneath the fabric. He took a sip, and the cardamom-flavored brew suffused his tongue. It didn't really mask the terrible taste of the underlying water, and when Ethan set the istikan down, he resolved not to drink any more of it.

      Kareef folded his arms. "What if Al Taaraz doesn't believe me? What if things go badly? He could have me arrested. Or worse. People have disappeared, you know, since Dawla arrived. Many people. If the families are lucky, they find the bodies of their loved ones washed up on the shores of the Tigris. And if they are not lucky, their families never hear from them again. Never have closure."

      "Look, how badly do you want to leave? How badly do you want French citizenship?" Ethan shifted impatiently. "My boss pegged you as a man of action. A man ready to fight back against a regime he doesn't believe in. Was my boss wrong?"

      Kareef didn't know Sam's name, nor even that she was a woman. Ethan wondered if the scholar would have agreed to the meeting if he knew her gender, given how poorly regarded most women were in the region.

      "I ask again," Ethan said. "Was my boss wrong?"

      Kareef worked his jaw but didn't answer.

      "Do you want a ticket out of Iraq or not?" Ethan pressed.

      Kareef opened his mouth, but before he could answer, a mujahid stood up from the table nearby. The movement sent the militant's chair backward, causing the wooden legs to scratch loudly against the floor, drawing every gaze in the restaurant.

      The foreign fighter casually wandered toward their table.

      Ethan quickly looked down. Into his mouthpiece, he said, very softly, "Will, situation yellow."

      "Ready," William returned.

      The mujahid reached their table. He regarded Ethan with a sneer, then turned toward Kareef.

      "This woman," he said. "She seems headstrong. I see her glancing your way often, as if addressing you. Does she know you?"

      "Not exactly," Kareef said.

      Apparently Ethan hadn't kept his body language as submissive as he had hoped.

      "Then that is very unwomanly behavior. I have a right mind to call in the religious police and have her whipped for her impertinence."

      "No no, she hasn't been impertinent," Kareef said with a calm smile. He didn't seem nervous at all. In fact, he seemed rather happy, as if he believed he held Ethan's life in his hands in that moment, and the thought pleased him. "She was just enraptured by my charisma, I would say."

      "Your charisma." The mujahid seemed amused. "How do you know each other?" He casually tore a piece from the flatbread on their table; with the provided serving spoon he scooped a sizable portion of maqluba onto the bread.

      "I am a scholar," Kareef said, a hint of nervousness creeping into his voice. "And these are two of my fans."

      "A scholar with fans?" The mujahid acted impressed, though it seemed patronizing. "You must be someone of renown then." He bit into the flatbread.

      "I am known in some circles, yes," Kareef said cautiously.

      "What circles are these?" the mujahid said while chewing.

      "Sunni Islam, of course. I write papers on the interpretations of various hadiths and how we can use them for inspiration in our lives."

      "Interesting," the mujahid said, though he sounded bored. He glanced at Ethan. "So she is one of your fans."

      "Yes, they have followed my work online."

      "I would like to see this work." He set down the half-eaten flatbread. "Send me the web address. I will check it later when I have access to the Internet." The mujahid abruptly lost interest in the scholar and focused all of his attention on Ethan. "I rarely have a chance to talk with women in social situations anymore. I sometimes miss the Western world for that. But I know it is also the greatest sin of the West, driving men to kill their neighbors."

      "Yes, the West is evil and corrupt," Kareef agreed. "Scantily-clad women roam the streets like a pus-filled boil that needs to be lanced and squeezed until the pus is gone."

      The mujahid gave him an appraising look. "You really are a scholar. Your rhetoric is excellent."

      Kareef smiled appreciatively, and inclined his head.

      "What is your name, woman?" the mujahid asked Ethan.

      "Her name is Sara," Maaz answered for him.

      "Are you married, Sara?"

      "She is not," Maaz said.

      "I would like to hear her voice," the mujahid said. "Let her answer."

      "She is a mute," Maaz said quickly.

      "She is your sister?"

      "Yes. Would you like to see our IDs?" Maaz delved into his jacket pocket.

      "That won't be necessary." The mujahid reached toward Ethan's niqab. "I want to see her face."
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      Ethan flinched, pulling his head away.

      "You certainly are a bashful one." The mujahid grinned widely and reached again. "Now stay still, or I will take offense."

      Ethan's mind switched to combat mode, and he began running mental calculations, reviewing odds, strategies.

      His hands and lower body were hidden by the table; with luck, he could draw the Glock from his ankle holster unnoticed. His first shot would eliminate the militant. With his next shots, he figured he could take down three or four of the other fighters before they retrieved their rifles. Thereafter, he would need cover—the wooden table was useless, bolted as it was to the floor, and so were the flimsy wooden chairs around it. He'd have to use the militant's body as a shield. That, combined with the Kevlar vest Ethan was wearing, should be enough to block any incoming bullets. Discounting a headshot, of course.

      Ethan figured they would probably rush him. By the time William made it inside, the firefight would be over.

      Ten bullets, seven mujahadeen. He'd have to make his shots count.

      He stared at that approaching hand.

      "Careful!" Maaz said, startling him. "Once you set eyes upon her, her disfigurements will be forever seared into your mind! It cannot be undone. She is the ugliest woman you will ever see!"

      "You make me want to look upon her even more," the mujahid said. His fingers were inches from the veil.

      Ethan steeled himself; he was about to tell his companions to get down when Maaz abruptly produced the fake identity document and shoved it into the militant's face. Ethan had seen the picture earlier: it depicted a terribly unattractive woman with a goofy, bucktoothed smile. The photo was meant to deter any militant from ever even wanting to peer under the veil.

      It seemed to have the desired effect, because the mujahid retracted his fingers as if bitten by a cobra. "I do not think I wish to see her face after all. Enjoy your meal." The man retreated.

      Ethan thanked Maaz mentally.

      When the fighter returned to his own table, he pointed a thumb over his shoulder and said, just loud enough for Ethan to hear, "She looks like a donkey."

      His fellow mujahadeen erupted in laughter. "I thought you liked donkeys, Abu Osama."

      That's right, laugh it up, Ethan thought. Into his mouthpiece: "Will, stand down."

      "Well played," Kareef told Ethan underbreath. "Though it was your chaperon who did all the work, special operative. What would you have done if the fighter had seen your face?"

      Ethan smiled wolfishly beneath the veil. "I have a Glock 26 strapped around my ankle. If he saw my face, the mujahid would be dead now. Along with his six friends." Ethan was careful to look straight ahead: he didn't want the watching militants to know he was still directly conversing with the scholar.

      Kareef raised an eyebrow. "I see. So that's all a special operative is, then. A killer. And I thought you were clever."

      "I'm here, aren't I?" Ethan said. "An American intelligence operative in the heart of IS-occupied Iraq, speaking to you in perfect Arabic, unnoticed. I'd say that makes me clever."

      Kareef pursed his lips. "A clever killer. Is that why you want me to arrange a meeting with Al Taaraz? So you can murder him?"

      "He's more valuable to us alive than dead. In fact, we have specific orders not to kill him."

      "That's somewhat reassuring," Kareef said. "I couldn't in good conscience allow myself to be involved in the murder of any individual, no matter how evil he or she may be. My faith wouldn't allow it."

      Ethan barely repressed a nod, again for the sake of the mujahadeen. "Your conscience will rest easy then."

      "So you're going to capture him, once he meets with me?" Kareef asked.

      "Afterward, yes."

      "And what about the meeting?" Kareef said. "Will you be listening in, and sending me instructions? With that high tech American gear of yours?"

      "Unfortunately no. We can't risk planting any bugs on your person. You'll be on your own during the meeting."

      Kareef tapped his chin. "As I said earlier, before we were so rudely interrupted, it is dangerous. He could have me arrested or killed if things go poorly. I will need monetary compensation as well. Simple French citizenship and a ticket out of Iraq won't cut it anymore."

      "I'm prepared to offer you up to twenty-five thousand US dollars," Ethan said.

      "Make it a hundred thousand," Kareef countered. "And I'll begin making the arrangements tonight."

      Ethan pretended to hesitate. "I don't know, that's a lot of money."

      "Take it or leave it."

      Ethan paused a moment longer. "You're a hard negotiator, Kareef. Done." In truth, Sam had given him leeway to negotiate up to five hundred thousand US dollars, and he was happy to accept the lower amount.

      Kareef appeared pleased with himself. "I am the hardest negotiator in this town. I will need you to send me these terms in writing over email."

      "Of course."

      "Good." Kareef clasped his hands. He seemed to be repressing excitement. "I will check tomorrow at the Internet cafe, when the power comes back on at noon."

      "Which neighborhood is this?" Maaz asked. "I haven't seen power anywhere."

      Kareef told him the neighborhood. "The electricity doesn't always turn on, but the cafe owner has a generator, so it doesn't matter."

      Ethan very slightly tilted his head toward Maaz. "Give him the memory stick."

      Maaz produced the local-bought USB stick that Sam had prepared. He surreptitiously passed it across the table to Kareef.

      "Before sending any emails, plug this into the USB port of any computers you use," Ethan said. "It will allow you to subvert any spyware the Islamic State or their supporters may have installed. There's a readme.txt file included that's fairly informative."

      The readme also contained a particularly nasty piece of cyberespionage spyware known as Regin. It would spread to every machine on the local area network, allowing the NSA to monitor all incoming and outgoing traffic from the infected location.

      "There's a Gmail account indicated in the readme that you're to use from now on," Ethan continued. "We'll exchange encrypted messages in the draft folder. Have you heard of The Mujahid's Security?"

      "Yes. I've been using it to communicate with your boss."

      "Good. You'll use it to encrypt and decrypt any correspondence. My boss' new public key is located in the root of the USB file system. Generate a new public key for yourself, and leave it as your first message in the draft folder."

      "Complicated," Kareef said.

      "Clandestine operations usually are," Ethan said.

      "One thing I've been wondering," Kareef said. "Why The Mujahid's Security? Doesn't the NSA have anything better than a knock-off program written by jihadis?"

      "Plausible deniability," Ethan explained. "If the USB were ever confiscated from your person, which would you prefer the militants found? An encryption program written by the NSA, or The Mujahid's Security?"

      "I see your point." Kareef pocketed the USB stick.

      "How do you plan on initiating contact with the emir?" Ethan said.

      "I will attend a certain radical mosque for evening prayers. I am known there. Other citizens can vouch for me. I will spread the word among Dawla supporters and any mujahadeen present that I have an offer for the emir. I will leave them my public email and the emir will contact me shortly, inshallah."

      "All right," Ethan said. "Good luck, and thank you."

      "No, thank you."

      As Ethan left the restaurant with Maaz, William's voice came over the earbud.

      "Sounded like things got a bit tense in there," William said.

      Ethan laughed softly. "Tense. Understatement of the year, bro."

      "Well you said it yourself," William returned. "Don't leave home without your Depends."

      [image: ]
* * *

      Sam, Ethan, and the other two operatives lurked in the shade of the partially rebuilt Adad Gate, one of the original entrances to the ancient city of Nineveh, which modern Mosul had engulfed. Before them lay the empty plain where the ruined city had once flourished. A flock of sheep grazed on the pasture. Beyond the animals, the broad, twenty-meter tall Kouyunjik "tell" could be seen, pocked by the holes of archaeological excavation.

      Tells were mounds that formed over ruins as several generations of people rebuilt on the same spot. Since mud brick, the preferred building material of the ancient Assyrians—and many modern Iraqis—disintegrated relatively quickly, much of the mass associated with any given tell could be attributed to dissolved bricks. Archaeologists would have to chip away at the sandstone-like material in order to excavate any intact ruins.

      All items of value in the Kouyunjik tell had long since been looted or transported to nearby museums—though the Islamic State had of course smashed any artifacts it could get its hands on. Luckily most of the local museums contained only replicas of the original artifacts.

      Ethan returned his attention to the shade of the fort-like Adad Gate, where Othunan and two of his deputies were meeting with Sam. Other members of the resistance guarded the exterior of the concrete and mud brick structure, with some of the men providing overwatch from the upper levels. Ethan would have preferred to be up there on watch with them, but Sam wanted him with her.

      She held her laptop open in front of her with one hand; a map of the city was displayed on screen. Three days earlier, Al Taaraz had finally contacted Kareef and agreed to listen to his proposal. The map indicated the location of their intended meeting place.

      "A street corner?" Othunan said in disbelief.

      Sam nodded. "That's right."

      Othunan shook his head. "They obviously intend to grab him off the street and blindfold him, then take him to some reinforced location."

      Sam nodded. "Which is why my team is going to follow him from a safe distance."

      "And what do you want us to do?" Othunan said.

      Sam explained the plan and the resistance's role in it. Othunan agreed, but only after negotiating for more arms and funding.

      At the conclusion of the meeting, Othunan grinned toothily and said in broken English, "You have, how you say... twisted my arm." He saluted in a manner that was both mocking and self-satisfied, and then he left with his men.

      Sam, William and Ethan lowered their niqabs, hiding their faces. All three of them were dressed as women, of course. Doug continued his role as male chaperon, with ID to match, though it was mostly for show, as the four of them had no intention of interacting with mujahadeen. Not when Doug's face was probably in the smartphone of every militant in Mosul.

      They left the ancient plain behind, making their way through Mosul proper via the closely-packed alleys and side streets, circumventing the sole Islamic State checkpoint between them and their forward base. As they neared it, the four of them ran a surveillance detection route to ensure no one was following.

      Ethan walked with Sam, behind Doug and William. Leaning close, he told her: "I'm still not sure how much I trust this Othunan."

      "He's proven his worth so far," Sam said. "I have no reason not to trust him. Money is a powerful motivator."

      "Maybe, but what about his men? Can we trust them all? How do we know there isn't an enemy mole in their midst?"

      "We don't." Her voice sounded tight.

      Ethan slid a hand under his veil and rubbed his eyes. "The Islamic State has planted moles throughout every other group in the region. Al Nusra. The Free Syrian Army. Hell, it's how they subverted the rebels in Aleppo; their moles pretended to join the rebel ranks, and after a few days they assassinated the leaders and claimed the territory for the Caliphate."

      "What are you saying?" Amusement crept into her tone. "One of you is an Islamic State mole, and you're going to assassinate me?"

      Ethan didn't smile. "No. Although it wouldn't exactly surprise me at this point."

      Sam sighed beneath her veil. "You're right about the resistance, of course. We should assume moles have penetrated the cell at some level. Which is why I haven't told Othunan all my plans. He knows nothing of why I want Al Taaraz, for example."

      "Good." Ethan realized something, and felt his face tighten. "You haven't told me all your plans either, have you?"

      "It's called operational security." From her sly tone, he could almost imagine the mischievous grin she must have been wearing.
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      Ethan sat beside William in the backseat of a parked Kia Rio. In the front passenger seat, Sam had her laptop open on her knees. A long wire running from the machine to the window terminated in a thick antenna, similar to the kind found on a SINCGARS or Satellite Phone. The MQ-1 Predator flying far overhead relayed a top-down version of the street to her laptop via that antenna. It was like a real-time version of Google maps, replete with moving vehicles and pedestrians.

      The three operatives were dressed in niqabs, with headsets hidden beneath the veils. Maaz, who played their brother, perched behind the wheel. He had procured fresh IDs for himself and the others so that his last name would no longer be mistaken for that of a local pop star.

      Doug, also dressed as a woman, resided in the passenger seat of a second Rio just behind them. His driver was another member of the resistance.

      Ethan was glad for the warmth the abaya provided, as it was cold out there—the city had awakened to a light dusting of snow that morning, which had melted by the second call to prayer.

      He stared at Kareef, who stood one block to the north on that busy street corner. Hawkers offered knock-off clothing and street food to the constant stream of pedestrians.

      Ethan fidgeted nervously.

      "How are we doing on time?" he said.

      "Al Taaraz is five minutes overdue," Sam said, her voice echoing over the earpiece.

      Another five minutes passed.

      Ten.

      "Looks like he's going to be a no-show," Sam said.

      Just as the words left her mouth, a black Land Cruiser swerved out of the traffic and screeched to a halt beside Kareef.

      Ethan and the others perked up.

      Armed militants clad in balaclavas streamed from the vehicle. Four of them set up a perimeter around the SUV, while two more went straight to Kareef. He raised his arms as a fighter patted him down; another militant slid a metal wand down the front and back of his body. The higher ups in the Islamic State were paranoid—for good reason—and often gave their security men metal detectors such as these, which was why Sam hadn't dared bug Kareef. Any listening device or tracker would have meant the scholar's life. Indeed, Sam was so worried that she wouldn't even allow him to swallow the gastro-friendly version of the tracker.

      Ethan had tried convincing Sam to let him tag the kidnapping vehicle with a tracker instead, but she had considered the necessary walk-by far too risky. Looking at the four fighters guarding the perimeter of the SUV, he realized she'd made the correct call.

      The men forced Kareef into the vehicle and piled inside after him. One mujahid lingered outside, scanning the streets a moment longer; apparently satisfied that nobody watched, he too entered the vehicle and it sped off.

      Maaz started the Rio.

      "Hold," Sam told the driver. She followed the Land Cruiser on her laptop. Tense seconds ticked past.

      "Now," she said. "Operation is hot people."

      Maaz forced his way into the oncoming traffic and accelerated. There was no sign of the Land Rover up ahead. Sam would have to guide him.

      "Left," Sam said.

      Maaz took a left at the traffic light.

      Ethan glanced over his shoulder and saw the backup Rio follow close behind.

      "Another left at the second light," Sam said.

      She continued to guide him like that for the next several minutes, keeping just out of sight of the black Land Cruiser.

      "They just sped past a checkpoint," Sam said. "I want you to floor it, Maaz. And when you reach the checkpoint, force your way in near the front of the queue."

      Maaz slammed the accelerator to the floor and weaved between the traffic. As he closed upon the checkpoint he slowed down, momentarily swerving into the oncoming lane to pass the queued cars, then squeezing the Rio into a small gap near the front of the queue. The driver whom he cut off honked angrily several times, but let him in.

      Sam hid the laptop under her seat and thrummed her fingers impatiently on the dash. "Come on."

      Their turn came, and after a quick ID check they were through.

      Sam immediately retrieved the laptop. "The SUV just pulled into a gated compound."

      Ethan leaned forward: on the laptop he saw her zoom the Predator's camera closer to the compound.

      "Unsurprisingly, they've hung desert digital camouflage between all the outbuildings," Sam said. "I can't make out a thing."

      She gave Maaz several more directions, then abruptly pointed at the side of the road. "Pull over there."

      Maaz parked in front of a bright red Renault Clio. Glancing through the rear window, Ethan saw Doug's vehicle park behind the same car.

      Apartment buildings lined either side of the road. However, across the street, about half a block ahead, lay the compound Sam spoke of. Islamic State standards hung limply from atop the tall cinder block walls that enclosed the location. In front of the gated entrance, three militants stood guard, wearing balaclavas and toting AKs.

      Other vehicles that had been shadowing them emerged from the traffic to park along the street, congregating near the Rios. There were pickup trucks. Cars. SUVs. They took all the available spots on both sides of the road.

      The resistance had come to join the party. And so far, the Islamic State guards down the street were none the wiser.

      "I hate sending Kareef in there alone like that," Ethan said. "It should have been me."

      Sam glanced at him. "If it wasn't for the fact that you're currently one of the most-wanted fugitives in all of Mosul, I might even have let you." She glanced at the apartment building beside the Rio. "That looks like a good spot for your overwatch point."

      "On it. Maaz?"

      Maaz popped the rear hatch and escorted him to the back of the vehicle. Ethan, shivering from the cold air, grabbed the backpack from the cargo area and pulled it on.

      "You know," Doug's voice came over the earbud. "Looks kind of odd having him wear a backpack over an abaya like that. You never see women with backpacks."

      "He's fine," Sam said.

      Next Ethan grabbed one of the long, rolled-up carpets stowed in the cargo area. Maaz took another, and together the pair approached the apartment building.

      There was no power in the neighborhood; without electricity, the intercom buttons beside the lobby door wouldn't work, so Ethan couldn't buzz any residents to let him in. Instead he set down the rolled carpet and retrieved his lock pick set; Maaz screened him from the street with his body, allowing Ethan to try his bump keys.

      The first two keys didn't fit. The third penetrated without issue; after a tap from his smartphone, the door unlocked and he entered.

      In the lobby, Maaz handed him both rolled carpets and left to chaperon William to another position.

      Ethan entered the building's stairwell and quickly climbed the steps, toting the large rugs over each shoulder, the backpack serving as a counterweight behind him. The objects weren't light.

      The flights reversed directions between landings, so that Ethan proceeded toward the rooftop in a crisscross pattern. By the time he reached the third floor, he found himself panting. Well, at least he wasn't cold anymore.

      He came across a little boy seated halfway up the next flight. The kid played with an illegal western toy: one of those robots that could transform into a car. The boy simply watched, open-mouthed, as Ethan passed, probably shocked that a woman could handle so much weight.

      Ethan reached the rooftop door. Wasn't locked. Nearly out of breath, he stepped into the cold air, and the perspiration that slicked his body suddenly felt icy. The sun shone brightly overhead but did nothing to warm him.

      He paused to remove the veil, and then made his way between the television antennas and the concrete water tanks toward the western side of the rooftop. He dropped near the edge and completed his approach at a low crawl.

      Down the street, the compound was in sight, though he still couldn't see past the cinder block wall. Directly below, more resistance vehicles had double parked. He glanced at the three armed men guarding the gated entrance: none of them seemed to have noticed the glut of parked vehicles yet, or if they had, they gave no obvious indication that they cared.

      "I'm in position," Ethan said into his mouthpiece.

      "Launch the Hornet when you're ready," Sam said.

      The PD-200 X Black Hornet was a nano surveillance drone made in Norway by Prox Dynamics. Similar in shape and function to a four-bladed quadcopter, the drone was smaller than a fist and virtually invisible to the naked eye when hovering at heights above thirty feet; also at that distance the slight hum produced by its tiny rotors was lost to background noise.

      The 200 series was specifically commissioned by the DIA, and included night and thermal imaging, far better wind performance, and greater range than the helicopter-inspired 100 series. The 200 also separated the base station from the controller, allowing for a lighter radio, and hence reduced arm fatigue.

      Sam had arranged for pickup of the drone earlier that day—Maaz had driven to the drop site and a deep cover Brit had joined them in the car for a rolling meeting. The MI6 operative handed over the Hornet, reviewed the "bits n' bobs" of the radio controller, and wished them "the best of British luck" when he exited the vehicle two blocks later.

      Ethan produced the Hornet and radio controller from his backpack. The custom radio had a built-in display that could be used for first person view—FPV—flying. Ethan was a bit of an FPV aficionado, so he was quite familiar with the tech.

      He retrieved the base station from the backpack, set it on the rooftop, and attached the long, helical antennas to a tripod. He activated the radio controller, the base station, and the drone, setting the latter down on the rooftop.

      Video from the drone's camera appeared on the FPV display. The overlaid HUD provided a readout showing the Hornet's distance from the controller, its altitude, the remaining battery power, and the signal strength of the video feed and radio controller. He extended the sunscreen on the device, reducing glare, then flipped the retransmit switch.

      "Getting my signal?" Ethan said into the mouthpiece.

      "It's a bit pixelated, but yes," Sam returned.

      The controller contained two sticks. The left stick controlled throttle and yaw, the right, pitch and roll. He launched the drone by applying pressure to the left stick. The Hornet rose at a sharp angle and nearly careened into one of the water tanks. He quickly corrected its trajectory, then applied more thrust, maneuvering the drone into the clear above the rooftop superstructures.

      He released the sticks. The Hornet was supposed to autocenter thanks to the onboard IMU and then hover in place, but it drifted forward again, even though the wind was slight.

      Ethan tapped the trim buttons on the controller, slowly correcting the pitch drift; when he had it hovering to his satisfaction, he steered it toward the compound.

      As the Hornet approached, he wondered how much of a problem that cinder block wall would pose. There wouldn't be any metal in it to reflect the low frequency radio waves, but even so the signal would attenuate once the drone passed behind.

      Keeping well above the three militants on guard, he flew over the compound and its cinder block fence. Like Sam had said, the entire inner courtyard was covered by canvases that hung between the various outbuildings. Ethan lowered the drone, aiming for a gap in the desert-colored camouflage and the wall.

      As he flew underneath the canvas he made a mental note of the Hornet's altitude as displayed on the HUD. He doubted the camouflage reached to the same height everywhere in the compound, but it would aid in navigation if he ever lost visual signal.

      As expected, the radio strength dipped when the Hornet crossed behind the cinder block wall. The display began to pixelate, and sections of the screen froze intermittently, but he was able to see well enough to navigate. The scene brightened as the camera sensors adjusted the ISO to compensate for the reduced light level under the canvas.

      A paved road ran through the compound, connecting the buildings. He slowly advanced along it. The HUD reported his current altitude at under thirty feet—the cusp at which the drone began to lose its stealth advantage. If he went any higher, there was a chance he'd hit the canvas, and the camouflage might also reflect the sound of the rotors.

      He saw a couple of militants on patrol and gave them a wide berth. He steered the drone around the edge of what he thought was the main building. A line of vehicles were parked in front of the property. Most were SUVs, and included the black Land Cruiser that had delivered Kareef. One of the vehicles was a long, old-style yellow school bus.

      "Land Cruiser spotted," Ethan said.

      "I see it," Sam returned. "Zoom in on the upper windows of the building."

      Mindful of the two mujahadeen who stood guard near the entrance to the structure, Ethan turned the Hornet toward the windows and zoomed in. Unfortunately, the lighting conditions weren't the most conducive to peering past glass, and all he saw was blackness beyond. He moved the drone from left to right, panning the camera over other windows. None proved any better.

      "Do you want me to get closer?" Ethan asked.

      "Too risky," Sam sent. "Keep your distance."

      He reset the camera to its default zoom, then assumed a safe spot across the road to observe the entrance, keeping the vehicles in sight at all times.

      Long minutes passed without any sign of either Kareef or Al Taaraz. When the low battery alarm sounded, Ethan hastily steered the drone back beneath the canopy and over the wall.

      He landed it on the rooftop with mere seconds of power to spare. Letting the voltage drop so low was hard on the battery, but there was nothing Ethan could do about that.

      As he struggled to remove the tight-fitting power cell from the Hornet, Sam's voice came over the comm. "Hurry up. Al Taaraz or Kareef could be emerging even now. We have to know what vehicles they're in."

      He replaced the battery, powered up the Hornet, and steered it back toward the compound. He crossed the drone over the wall and down under the canopy, nearly hitting the camouflage in his haste.

      When he rounded the main building, he spotted a group of militants emerging from the entrance and walking toward the vehicles.

      Ethan zoomed in. He recognized the distinctive face of the scholar among them. Beside him was Al Taaraz. The man looked exactly like his file photo, albeit older, and fatter: the spitting image of Saddam Hussein. He was dressed in combat fatigues like the militants, though he was the only one who flaunted a mustache instead of a religious beard. Both the scholar and Al Taaraz appeared to be in good spirits.

      "High value in sight," Ethan said.

      "Watch for the muj at the bottom of your screen," Sam said.

      Ethan saw him then: a mujahid had wandered away from the others and was walking toward the drone. Ethan couldn't tell if the man was looking up at it.

      He hurriedly pulled back on the pitch, bringing the drone backward, intending to move it out of sight behind the building.

      The video feed chose that worst of all possible moments to freeze.
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      The video transmitter operated on a separate frequency from the radio control, and according to the HUD the latter was still functional. So Ethan flew blindly, still pulling back on the stick while sliding it to the right, hoping to maneuver the drone behind the building. If he miscalculated the amount of pitch and roll, he could very well run into the building, or even the ground. He applied slight throttle, hoping a gain in altitude would restore the video feed.

      Come on...

      The display finally updated.

      Ethan released the controls.

      The Hornet's fixed camera faced the brick wall of the building. He had performed the maneuver correctly, then. He swiveled the yaw to the left, pointing the camera toward the building edge, and then backed away.

      So far there was no sign of the militant.

      Ethan continued to move the drone backward.

      The militant abruptly rounded the bend; he seemed to be gazing in the general direction of the Hornet.

      Ethan couldn't be sure whether the fighter had seen it, but he released the sticks and ceased all motion, letting the mini-quad hover in place: when not moving, the drone would more easily blend into the background. He could only hope the man was far enough away.

      The militant stared for several seconds, and then finally turned around, walking back behind the building.

      "Close one," Sam said over the comm. "Now get me a visual on those vehicles. We need to know which one Al Taaraz gets into, if any."

      Ethan accelerated toward the bend, then laid off on the throttle to slowly edge the Hornet past: the lone militant was still visible below, hurrying back toward the line of vehicles.

      Beyond the man, the fighters Ethan had seen before were piling into the bus. There was no sign of either Al Taaraz or Kareef.

      "Find the high value," Sam said.

      Ethan accelerated the Hornet toward the vehicles. The last remaining militant hopped onto the bus.

      The tail lamps of two nearby Land Cruisers activated.

      Ethan magnified the display. The windows of the SUVs were tinted black, and it was impossible to see beyond them. He zoomed out just as both vehicles turned onto the service road.

      "Ethan, I need a bead on the target..." Sam sent.

      "The windows are tinted," Ethan complained.

      "I can see that. What about the bus?"

      "Give me a second." He brought the drone toward the school bus.

      "If we can't get a positive ID we have to call the mission off, you know that, right?" Sam sent.

      No pressure or anything.

      As the SUVs performed a U-turn and sped past, Ethan closed on the bus. He started to increase the magnification when the view changed: the bus was moving.

      The vehicle pulled onto the service road, following the same route as the SUVs toward the compound entrance.

      "Ethan..." Sam said.

      He brought the Hornet parallel with the bus, flying sideways to keep the moving windows in view. He zoomed in.

      The video was tilted, thanks to the degree of roll Ethan applied to the drone. Even so, he was able to discern individual militants past the windows. There was no sign of Al Taaraz, however. Ethan increased the roll, panning the camera over the windows as the Hornet slowly overtook the vehicle. He was constantly worried about being spotted.

      There.

      Seated close to the center of the bus was a man with a mustache.

      "Found our high value," Ethan said.

      "It could be an ordinary militant," Sam returned.

      "No," Ethan said. "Look at his face. It's bloated as hell. All the other muj with him are military types, lean and hard. Has to be him."

      "Recall the drone," Sam said, apparently agreeing.

      Ethan pulled the drone way back. He was relieved to be exiting the field of view of the bus passengers.

      "People," Sam continued. "Operation Street Hustle is a go. Prepare your rockets. Wait for my order."

      Traveling at top speed, the Hornet reached the cinder block wall. Ethan scooted it past the camouflage and across the street, landing the quad rather hard on the rooftop beside him.

      Ignoring the Hornet, he unrolled the first carpet and scooped up the RPG-7 launcher that had been hidden inside. He unrolled the second rug, revealing two PG-7VL warheads with the boosters attached.

      He loaded one of the thick, arrow-like warheads. He already knew the wind speed was negligible because of the drone, but he glanced at the Islamic State flags mounted to the top of the compound anyway. They hung limp.

      He retreated from the edge slightly and, after confirming that the backblast area behind him was clear, he rose to a kneeling crouch. He hefted the launcher over one shoulder and trained the 2.7x optic over the entrance of the compound a half block to the north.

      The barbed-wire fence had been rolled aside, and the two SUVs were already retreating down the main street.

      "Ethan, what's your status?" Sam sent over the comm.

      "Got a bead on the entrance," Ethan transmitted. "I'm waiting for the bus."

      "Good," Sam replied. "Doug, William is probably going to need a hand taking out those Cruisers."

      "I'm moving now," Doug returned. "Though I doubt I'll make it in time."

      Doug must have been positioned on the southern section of the street. William had obviously taken the north, giving him the best spot to disable the SUVs.

      Ethan heard a click on the Hytera, his secondary radio; an instant later Sam's voice erupted over the unencrypted line: "Othunan, I'll need you to lend us one of your rocketeers."

      "Already on it," Othunan returned.

      "Coordinate with Wafeeq." She used William's alias.

      When the bus emerged from the gate Ethan followed the front right tire with the optical sight; he estimated the speed of the vehicle at thirty kilometers per hour and he led the target accordingly.

      The two SUVs remained half a block ahead, purposely keeping their distance, probably afraid that a passing Predator would classify the vehicles as belonging to a motorcade.

      Scared of airstrikes, are you? Well, you've got something worse to fear today, my friends.

      Ethan waited for the order to fire, but it did not come. The bus was traveling closer to fifty kilometers per hour by then, he guessed; Ethan increased his lead on the target accordingly.

      The window of opportunity was quickly closing.

      "Sam?" Ethan asked. "Waiting for your order."

      No answer. He wondered if he'd lost the comm signal.

      "Sam—"

      "Are you certain that was the high value target?" Sam sounded distracted—she was probably reviewing the grainy video footage he'd captured of the bus occupants.

      "Yes." He said it as confidently as he could, wanting there to be no doubt in Sam's mind, yet of course he wasn't one hundred percent certain.

      Sam must have detected a hint of doubt in his voice, because still she didn't give the order.

      "Sam..." Ethan said into the mouthpiece.

      "Engage," she finally replied. "Operation is hot, people. Ignite all vehicles."
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      Ethan fired.

      A loud bang filled his hearing, similar to a bomb going off. There was no recoil whatsoever—all exhaust was directed out the rear breach of the tube. It felt like someone gave his lower body a good slap from behind along the entire length.

      A small cloud of gray-blue exhaust enveloped him, drifting upward, potentially giving away his position. Another puff of smoke appeared ten meters in front of him, indicating where the rocket motor had ignited.

      The warhead struck the front tire. The one point four-three kilograms of OKFOL stuffed inside the bomb detonated with an explosive velocity of 8,670 meters per second, and the resultant fireball violently lifted the entire right side of the bus into the air.

      The vehicle continued forward for a few seconds, tilting precariously to the left, until it finally toppled on its side. Wheels spinning helplessly, the large motor vehicle slid for several meters, carried by its momentum, cutting a thick gash into the asphalt. A grating noise worse than fingernails scraping down a chalkboard echoed from the surrounding buildings.

      As it ground to a halt, other rockets, courtesy of William and the resistance fighter he was coordinating with, struck the two SUVs farther north.

      The first SUV flipped right over as a rocket struck its undercarriage. The second RPG, probably fired by the resistance fighter, impacted a little too high, hitting the second SUV in the engine. The vehicle exploded, rising two meters straight into the air before slamming back onto the asphalt.

      Ethan stuffed the Hornet, controller, base station and antennas into the backpack along with the remaining warhead—the tip of the long rocket protruded, but he didn't care right then.

      He slid the pack over his left shoulder, the launcher over his right one, and then snatched up the tripod. He retracted the telescoping legs of the latter as he ran across the roof and he dove into the stairwell without slowing.

      He descended to the first floor and burst through the front door. The two Rios were gone, of course, racing instead toward the disabled bus. Ethan hurried after them.

      Resistance fighters were engaged in a firefight at the entrance to the compound. Several of the men had taken up positions on either side of the gate, and they pummeled the unseen mujahadeen within.

      Ethan crouched low as he passed by on the opposite side of the street; he used the parked cars as a screen.

      A technical stolen by the resistance abruptly pulled in front of the compound. The man in the truck bed began to unleash unholy hell into the compound via the ZU-2 anti-aircraft gun. The 23mm shells fired five times per second, splitting apart any mujahadeen who dared approach.

      Ahead, the Rios halted by the upturned bus. Sam leaped onto the undercarriage and climbed the rusty rear axle assembly, using the drive shaft and other exposed parts of the suspension as footholds. She looked almost like a ninja, clad in that black abaya and hijab, though the headset she wore on her exposed face betrayed her spec-op status.

      She nimbly hauled herself onto the side of the bus and, keeping low, shattered one of the rear right windows with the stock of her rifle. She pulled the pin on an aerosol canister and tossed it inside. She threw two more canisters into the bus and stepped back. In seconds a white fog snaked from the broken glass.

      Sam crouched on the frame, near the rear of the vehicle, as Doug vanished past the front of the bus. Like Sam, Doug would be waiting for any escape attempts—the incapacitating agent took anywhere between twenty to sixty seconds to take effect, depending on the victim's physiology. It was a derivative of the opioid compounds the Russians had used in the Moscow theater hostage crisis of 2002, with a slightly lower lethality rate of fifteen percent. That rate could be reduced to three percent if the proper antagonist was administered in under two minutes.

      Near the middle of the vehicle a window abruptly shattered and a bearded militant attempted to drag himself through. Sam mowed him down. The long rear window abruptly shattered and another frantic mujahid tried to escape. Sam leaned over the edge of the bus frame and eliminated that man, too. No more escape attempts were made.

      At the sixty second mark, Sam leaped down and scanned the shattered rear window with her rifle. Apparently satisfied with what she saw, she raced past the undercarriage to join Doug at the front.

      Ethan had been watching all that from behind the parked vehicles as he made his way forward. He emerged from cover and ran to the Rio that was beside the bus, shouting, "Maaz, pop the rear hatch!"

      He threw the gear into the open cargo hold and grabbed a spare M16A4 that had been left out for him, then he hurried past the undercarriage of the bus. The front right tire was completely gone—the surrounding section had crumpled. Heat from the explosion had fused shrapnel to the metal.

      Ethan reached the fore and nearly ran into Sam; she spun her A4 toward him, but dropped the weapon when she recognized him.

      Ethan peered into the shattered windshield. The dead driver leaned against the side window, and blood pooled onto the glass from his head. Beyond him, through the dispersing fog, Ethan could discern the unconscious forms of the militants piled against the left side of the bus.

      Doug emerged, carrying a body. He hoisted it through the broken windshield with Sam's help and together they lowered the lifeless form to the asphalt. Ethan couldn't see the man's features from where he stood.

      Doug removed his gas mask and retrieved a needle—the antagonist necessary to treat the opioid-induced apnea.

      "It's not him," Sam announced. She glanced at Doug questioningly.

      Doug had been about to inject the man, but paused. "He's the only one in there without a full beard."

      Sam shot Ethan an accusing look.

      "How do you know—" Ethan began.

      She kicked the unconscious body so that it faced him.

      Ethan realized the man wasn't the emir immediately. Though he wore a mustache, the plump militant was far too young to be Al Taaraz. Maybe eighteen or nineteen years old.

      Damn it.

      "You were certain, were you?" Sam said bitterly.

      "What do we do now?" Doug asked, putting away the needle without bothering to inject the man.

      Sam peered past the edge of the bus, toward the compound that was still under attack. "Nothing. The mission is a scrub."

      "Found the high value," William abruptly sent over the comm.

      Sam exchanged a look with Ethan, then the two of them glanced down the street.

      William was crouched near the flipped SUV. A man lay bound and gagged with duct tape at his feet.

      Ethan, Sam and Doug loaded into the Rio and Maaz raced toward William. Gunfire continued all around them as resistance fighters rushed to join the battle.

      Behind them, the technical parked in front of the compound exploded as an RPG struck it.

      "That's him," Sam said when Maaz halted in front of William and the bound man. The operatives unloaded from the Rio and hurried to his side.

      "The scholar?" Sam asked William.

      The operative shook his head. "He wasn't in this Land Cruiser."

      Sam turned to Ethan: "Find him."

      Ethan hurried to the burning wreckage of the second SUV. It had been utterly destroyed thanks to the inaccurate aim of the resistance fighter. A quick scan of the inside revealed the blackened bodies of teen fighters. Moving toward the fore of the vehicle, he found Kareef's charred corpse on the hood. From his posture, with one hand extended in front of the other, it looked like he had been trying to crawl out of the wreckage but had finally succumbed to the flames. The fire had burned the flesh of his hands through to the bone, and all that remained were blackened claws gripping the front grille.

      Another innocent of war.

      A Rio screeched to a halt beside him.

      "Get in!" Sam said from the backseat. Al Taaraz was sprawled in the seat beside her, still bound and gagged.

      "The scholar is dead," Ethan told her.

      She nodded, a moment of sadness washing over her features. Her face hardened and she repeated: "Get in."

      Ethan loaded into the front passenger side of the vehicle.

      The other Rio pulled up next to them; Ethan saw Doug and William inside.

      "Let's move!" Sam told Maaz.

      The driver raced down the street. Traffic picked up about a block north, as oncoming cars performed U-turns to avoid the carnage. A few vehicles had simply parked in the middle of the road to watch.

      Ethan glanced in the rearview mirror and saw the other Rio close behind.

      "We're clear, Othunan," Sam said into her Hytera. "Get your men out of there."

      "We will vanish like silk in the wind," Othunan returned. Because of the range, his voice cut in and out with static. "Your driver already has the destination."

      "And what's our destination?" Sam asked Maaz.

      "Al Wattar Street," he answered. "The house of a sympathizer. A cobbler."

      "There's nowhere closer?" Sam said.

      "There is," Maaz answered. "But this cobbler has set aside a special room for our guest. Trust me, we want to go there."

      Ethan glanced at Al Taaraz in the backseat. The man appeared dazed: his head rocked back and forth listlessly.

      Sam noticed his gaze. "He was fairly shaken up after the RPG attack. William probably roughed him up a little, too."

      "Look at me," Ethan told the man. "I said look at me!"

      Those eyes managed to focus on him.

      "All this effort and loss of life to grab you," Ethan said. "You better be worth it."

      Al Taaraz couldn't answer, of course, not with his mouth taped.

      "Going black." Sam produced an abaya from the backpack beside her and proceeded to pull the robe over the man's body. She completed his look with a niqab. For all intents and purposes it looked like a woman sat there.

      Sam lowered her own veil, and Ethan did likewise.

      Maaz drove with the flow of the traffic; for Ethan, it wasn't fast enough.

      "How far to our destination?" Ethan asked him.

      "Not far," Maaz answered.

      Three Islamic State technicals roared past in the opposite lane, weaving between traffic. One truck bed contained a ZU-2, the others several militants. Likely men from a nearby checkpoint who had heard the call for backup and, eager for martyrdom, hurried to the site. Many more fighters would come, Ethan knew; they would probably cordon off the entire neighborhood to search for the emir.

      Ethan retrieved the smartphone stowed in his abaya and activated the GPS app. He wanted to know exactly where the driver was taking them. Sam was probably doing the same on her laptop behind him.

      Maaz turned onto a side street and slowed the Rio. He leaned toward Ethan to count the hand-painted house numbers on their right and stopped in front of a squat-looking building labelled thirty-three in Arabic. A cobbler's shop, judging from the poster of a sandal on the window. The shoe was displayed at an angle that hid the sole, of course.

      Ethan glanced in the rearview mirror; the other Rio had halted just behind them.

      "Stay here." Maaz left the vehicle and entered the house. He peered from the doorway a moment later and beckoned the others inside.

      Keeping their niqabs lowered in case any of the neighbors were watching, Ethan and Sam left the vehicle. They lifted the fully-veiled Al Taaraz from the backseat and, sharing his weight between them, carried him to the front door. He didn't struggle.

      Doug, William and the other driver joined them, and they shut the door behind them.

      The grizzled proprietor turned over the sign on the window so that the outer portion read "closed." He then rolled one of the many area rugs aside, revealing a wooden trapdoor set into the stone floor. He pried it open.

      Within, stairs led down into darkness.

      "Welcome to our temporary black site, people," Sam said.
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      The Islamic State leadership had a tendency to casually sweep the kidnapping or death of a high ranking official under the rug, since it happened more often than anyone dared admit. There would be no announcement regarding Al Taaraz; a new emir would quietly assume command in Mosul and the Caliphate would act as if the man had been in charge the entire time. But it would be a few days before any of that transpired. The Shura council would have to be notified, first, likely via courier. Then an Internet meeting would be arranged. Finally, the new official would take office.

      Sam and company had to contact the courier before anyone else did, as it was possible he might be the one selected to notify the Shura council of the kidnapping. Time was of the essence. The interrogation had to proceed immediately, with Al Taaraz's cooperation expedited.

      To avoid any irksome congressional inquiries, Sam usually utilized interrogators hailing from the local foreign intelligence service of the country she resided in. Obviously she didn't have that luxury in the current situation. But even if she did, she didn't have time for the usual "enhanced interrogation" techniques.

      Sam had specifically asked for Ethan's involvement that day. "You're very menacing when you want to be," she'd told him.

      What happened next was to be strictly off the books, and would never be reported in any email or document. When Ethan eventually obtained the intel, Sam would simply write: The High Value Target betrayed the courier.

      Ethan descended into the square-like basement room. A light bulb hung from the ceiling, but it was inactive of course. Instead, a ChemLight glow stick had been tossed into one corner, bathing the stone walls in low intensity chemiluminescence. An aperture in one wall presumably allowed oxygen exchange with the upper floor when the ceiling trapdoor was sealed.

      At the center of the room Al Taaraz hunched in a wooden chair, his feet bound, his hands tied behind his back. He glowed green in the chemical light. In front of him was a table arrayed with various tools and instruments of torture. The psychological breaking had already begun.

      Sam lurked in a shadowy recess, almost invisible in the green light because of the dark abaya and lowered veil she wore. Ethan meanwhile had doffed his woman clothes, and entered wearing only cargo pants and black gloves, his chest completely exposed. Sam had wanted Al Taaraz to see his physique. Wanted him to understand the sheer force of the man Al Taaraz was going up against. Before descending, Ethan had completed several pushups to pump up his arms, and the body heat the exercise generated had the added benefit of making him seem immune to the chill.

      He approached the emir.

      "Where is Abu Afri?" Ethan said quietly. He towered over the man.

      "Do you know who I am?" Al Taaraz asked imperiously.

      "Yes, you're my prisoner." Ethan offered him a steel canteen. "Water?"

      The man eyed the vessel suspiciously and then shook his head.

      Ethan shrugged and took a short drink. When finished, he dumped half the contents of the canteen over Al Taaraz's head. The man began to shiver as the cold water trickled down his naked body.

      "I am Al Taaraz Abd Al Wajid," the man said, trembling wildly from the cold. "Emir of Mosul and regional commander of Dawla. I demand immediate release."

      "Say again? I couldn't hear you."

      "I am emir—"

      "I think we need to clean out your mouth." Ethan squeezed the man's nostrils.

      Al Taaraz tried to wriggle free but Ethan held him fast. When the man's mouth shot open for air, Ethan poured the canteen down his throat, pausing whenever Al Taaraz closed his mouth, and resuming when his lips reopened. Al Taaraz was spluttering and coughing by the time the canteen was empty.

      Ethan felt slightly nauseous. He hated that kind of work, however necessary it might be. He glanced at his own gloved fingers, toward the slight humps over the fingernail regions caused by the bandages underneath, and reminded himself that the Islamic State had done worse to him.

      It didn't make him feel any better.

      "Where is Abu Afri?" Ethan said.

      "You will burn in hellfire for this, infidel," Al Taaraz spat.

      "You don't know, do you?" Ethan said.

      Al Taaraz didn't answer.

      "The courier you use to communicate with Abu Afri. Tell me how you contact him."

      Al Taaraz's eyes glinted defiantly.

      Ethan glanced at the black ghost that was Sam. She waited until Al Taaraz gazed her way as well, and then she inclined her veiled head.

      Ethan turned toward the table, where the various tools and other instruments of torture were arrayed in full view of the prisoner. To obtain the items, Maaz had done a quick supply run, visiting various hardware stores nearby. Sam had provided the last two items—a vial of acid from an electroplating company, and a Smith & Wesson 640 revolver.

      Ethan grabbed the vial from the table and released a drop of acid on Al Taaraz's pant leg, just above the knee. The man began to squirm as the liquid ate through the cotton to his skin, but his expression remained defiant.

      "Acid is going to take too long." Ethan set aside the vial. "Let's speed things up and have some fun while we're at it."

      He grabbed the 640 and calmly inserted three rounds, leaving two of the firing chambers empty. He gave the lubricated cylinder a good spin, then swung it back into the main revolver; he turned the cylinder one last time to make sure it locked.

      "I hear you are employing some Russian mercenaries," Ethan said. "There's a little game they like to play. Have you heard of it?"

      Ethan aimed at the emir's temple and squeezed the trigger.

      CLICK.

      Al Taaraz jerked, the fear obvious in his eyes.

      "How do you contact the courier you use to communicate with Abu Afri?"

      The man's jaw set.

      Ethan swung out the cylinder of the revolver, gave it a good spin, and closed it. He pointed the 640 at Al Taaraz once more and repeated the question.

      When the man didn't answer, Ethan squeezed the trigger.

      CLICK.

      Al Taaraz swallowed nervously.

      "We can do this all day if you want," Ethan said. What Al Taaraz didn't know was that the rounds were dummies.

      "I'll never talk," Al Taaraz snarled.

      Ethan repeated the cylinder-spin ritual and pointed the 640 at the man.

      CLICK.

      Al Taaraz was shivering worse than ever.

      Ethan glanced at Sam. "I think he's in a susceptible mental state. Let's try it."

      "Try what?" Al Taaraz tried to sound defiant, though the quaver in his voice betrayed the raw fear. "I told you, I'm never going to talk. Torture me all you want. All day, as you say. I await my glorious death. Tonight I awaken in paradise!"

      Ethan made another show of spinning the cylinder.

      "You awake in paradise tonight with an eternal erection?" Ethan shoved the 640 into Al Taaraz's crotch. "What if we decide not to kill you? What if we decide to let you live? But without a certain reproductive organ?"

      Al Taaraz's eyes bulged with fear.

      CLICK.

      Al Taaraz exhaled in obvious relief, and began to gasp for air.

      Ethan turned toward Sam. "He's definitely susceptible now."

      "Do it," Sam agreed.

      "Do what?" Al Taaraz said, all the defiance gone from his voice.

      "Wafeeq?" Ethan called.

      William came down the steps, holding a syringe.

      [image: ]
* * *

      After the injection, Ethan opened a laptop on the counter. Doug had set up the Iridium Go on the rooftop, and the resultant Wi-Fi gave him Internet.

      Ethan turned the laptop toward the man and instructed him to summon the courier. The emir logged into a Yahoo account after several failed attempts—he had problems typing his password in that drugged state—and when he finally got in, he drunkenly clicked on the draft folder.

      Ethan took over at that point, and spotted two other messages sitting in the folder. Unencrypted. That was good, because without access to the public key file from his copy of The Mujahadeen's Secrets, Al Taaraz wouldn't be able to help them. Even so, the messages were somewhat cryptic in and of themselves.

      The first read 022013. The second 030413. Eventually, after some carefully worded questions that required Al Taaraz to either nod or shake his head, Ethan and Sam determined that the numbers were dates and times. The first set of numbers was equivalent to February 20th, thirteen o'clock. The second, March 4th, same time. The location was obviously implied.

      Ethan launched Google Maps and told the emir, "Show me the message hand-off location."

      Al Taaraz clumsily navigated with the mouse, finally marking a street corner near a mosque.

      Ethan left a new message in the draft folder, using the same format, choosing thirteen o'clock the next day. He deleted the previous two messages and left another that read, in Arabic, Please delete the contents of this folder when you get this.

      Satisfied that the interrogation was successful, Sam tagged Al Taaraz for pickup: sometime during the week, probably in the next day or so, other operatives would transfer the emir to a secure location outside Mosul. Until then, the resistance would have to hold him.

      Ethan and the others left Al Taaraz in the care of the cobbler and a resistance guard, then made their way back to the forward operating base to prepare for the next phase of the mission.
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* * *

      Hands in his pockets, Ethan walked along the sidewalk, dressed in a winter cap, jacket, sweater and slacks. Sam had applied a light coat of foundation to his face, covering the bruises.

      Ethan reached the designated street corner five minutes early. No one was present, save for an Iraqi seated on a nearby curb in front of a parked Kia Cerato. The haji was playing with his phone, ostensibly looking for a network signal. He looked very ordinary in his winter clothing, and like many Iraqis, wore a mustache rather than a beard. The courier? No. The man didn't really resemble the file photo.

      Ethan waited. A few passersby came and went.

      Ten minutes passed.

      Ethan began to wonder if the courier was going to show up. He studied the Iraqi by the curb once more. That couldn't be him. Then again, the picture he had seen had been very blurry.

      As Ethan watched, the individual abruptly got up and approached.

      Ethan realized why he hadn't recognized the man from the photo. His mustache had grown thick in the intervening years, as had his brow, which had become almost a unibrow. His face was far more weathered, too, with fine lines throughout, like sun-dried earth.

      "Salaam," the man told him. He rubbed his nose.

      "Salaam," Ethan answered cautiously.

      "You are not the usual messenger."

      "I am the new messenger," Ethan said simply.

      The man stared at him, waiting. He rubbed his nose again. "And what is the message?"

      Sam had almost given Ethan a tracking device in the form of a memory stick, but she believed the courier wouldn't trust a new messenger enough to deliver something like that. Instead Ethan was to recite an oral message.

      "The Prince of the Faithful must call a meeting of the Shura council soon. There is a new member the emir of Mosul wishes to nominate. An Islamic scholar named Kareef Al Bayati who promises much funding. He has an extensive social media following, with many videos on YouTube."

      For several moments the courier simply stared impassively, as if hesitant. Did the man consider the message too unimportant to relay? Ethan had argued for sharing the news of Al Taaraz's kidnapping instead, but in the end Sam decided against it. Perhaps that had been a mistake.

      The courier abruptly repeated the message, word for word. What Ethan had mistaken for hesitance was in fact memorization.

      "That's correct," Ethan said. "May Allah grant you speed."

      The courier nodded, rubbing his nose. He turned around and strode away at a crisp pace.

      Ethan departed in the opposite direction. He rounded a bend, jaywalked through the traffic, and then ducked into the backseat of a waiting Rio.
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      "Do we have him?" Ethan said, donning a headset.

      Maaz sat in the driver's seat, Sam rode shotgun. She wore a full veil, currently lowered, and had the laptop open before her.

      "For now," she answered. On the laptop screen was the familiar top-down representation of the street, courtesy of the Predator far overhead. Two red dots flashed intermittently, moving westward: Doug and William, tailing the man. They would be dressed as males. "The footage?"

      Ethan produced a microcamera from his breast pocket. He popped the micro SD card from the back and handed it to Sam.

      "Shukran," she said. Thank you.

      Ethan checked to make sure no one was walking past, then grabbed the abaya from the seat beside him and shrugged it over his clothes. He slid the hijab over his head and followed that with a veil. Two other women's outfits lay in a black pile beside him.

      "Subject is ducking into the nearby mosque," Doug sent over the comm. "Pursuing."

      "I'm going around back," William sent.

      On Sam's display, the subject vanished inside the mosque. One of the red dots maneuvered toward the rear of the building, while the first red dot went directly inside.

      "Don't lose him..." Ethan said, wishing he had volunteered to act as a tail instead.

      He watched the first red dot zig-zag through the mosque, while the second halted behind the building.

      "Visual reestablished," William announced over the comm. "He just emerged from the back of the mosque. He's crossing the parking lot, heading toward the road."

      Sam zoomed in slightly; the subject appeared in the paved terrace behind the elaborate building.

      William's red dot remained stationary for several moments, letting the subject acquire a lead, and then started moving again. Doug's signal emerged from the mosque a moment later and both operatives continued westward in pursuit.

      "Maaz, drive forward two blocks," Sam told the driver. She didn't want to lose the comm signal.

      Maaz obeyed.

      "He's back on the main road," William sent, a hint of static on the line. "There's a muj checkpoint up ahead. I'm going to have to go around."

      Ethan watched the red dots retreat. Sam meanwhile zoomed in, obviously wanting to keep the subject in sight while William and Doug took the long way around; she quickly reached the maximum zoom. The courier appeared little bigger than a bumblebee, and with his dun-colored clothes, it was difficult to tell him apart from the other pedestrians queued at the checkpoint. Sam temporarily lifted her niqab so that she could see the laptop screen better.

      When the courier was through, Sam panned the camera, keeping the subject in view at all times.

      "We're back on the main road," William sent. "Subject is in sight."

      Sam zoomed out until she could see the dots representing Doug and William once more. She instructed Maaz to drive closer via a side street that avoided the checkpoint.

      "Subject is heading into a busy souk," William said over the comm.

      Sam lifted her niqab again. She was frowning. There was no way the Predator's camera could pierce the thick canopies that covered the marketplace.

      The two dots pursued the subject into the souk. William was farther ahead than Doug.

      "Update, please," Sam said.

      "I lost him," Doug returned.

      "William?" Sam said. His dot wasn't moving.

      No answer.

      "William? I'd appreciate an update."

      His dot started forward once more. "Still have him," William said.

      Sam exhaled in relief.

      "He's emerging from the souk," William said. "And crossing the road. Looks like he's headed toward another mosque."

      Sam had Maaz drive another two blocks closer.

      "He's entering the parking lot," William said into the comm. His dot suddenly accelerated. "He's getting into a parked Elantra."

      "Can you tag it?" Sam asked.

      William didn't answer.

      "Wil—"

      "Got it," he returned.

      Another red dot appeared on the display, heading westward at vehicular speeds. Sam zoomed in on the moving object, which appeared to be a Hyundai Elantra.

      "Was he alone in the vehicle?" Sam asked.

      "I believe so," William replied.

      "Meet Doug in the front of the mosque. We'll be there in two."

      When the Rio arrived, the waiting operatives squeezed into the backseat with Ethan.

      "Well done, people," Sam said.

      Doug and William shrugged on their abayas and niqabs. Seated just beside him, William elbowed Ethan a couple of times in the process.

      "Damn it," Ethan said. He punched William hard in the ribs.

      "Hey!" William said. "Not my fault. There's hardly any room. Can't you move over more?"

      "Tell Doug that," Ethan said.

      "I'm already crushing my balls enough as it is," Doug complained.

      "Get settled, people," Sam said, her voice tight. "We have a long drive ahead of us. Subject is heading south, toward the city limits. Looks like he's making for Highway 1 southbound."

      "The Baghdad-Mosul highway?" Maaz said.

      "Yes. Do you know how to get there?"

      "Of course," the driver answered.

      "Good." She switched to English, probably so that Maaz wouldn't understand. "I'm calling in a Lancer. Just in case they give us trouble at the exit."

      "Not that it'll help," Doug said. "We'll be too close to the enemy for the bomber to drop anything."

      "Not if there's a chase," Sam insisted. She typed rapidly on the laptop.

      The traffic was funneled through an intermediary checkpoint. Maaz showed the identity documents of himself and his sisters, and the militant on duty tiredly waved the vehicle through.

      When the checkpoint was behind them, Sam retrieved her hidden laptop and repositioned the thick antenna near the window. She abruptly lifted a hand to her ear. "I read you loud and clear, Captain Brown. Stand by."

      "Since when did you pass the JTAC qualification?" Ethan joked.

      "I always preferred the term Forward Air Controller." Sam glanced at the display screen. "The courier just left the city, people. He's on the Baghdad-Mosul highway. Speed it up, Maaz."

      "If you have that," Maaz nodded at the laptop. "Why do we need to pursue? Won't your computer tell you where he goes?"

      "The Islamic State uses its own particular brand of tradecraft," Sam said. "Which they learned from Al Qaeda. They like to park cars under makeshift canopies along the roads, hidden from the eyes of our drones, so that when a courier arrives, the driver can switch vehicles. Multiple cars emerge from the canopy and drive off in separate directions, acting as decoys."

      "Ah," Maaz said. "You need eyes on the ground."

      "We do."

      Maaz weaved between the traffic, which lessened as the vehicle neared the city limits.

      "Okay, slow it down," Sam told Maaz when the final checkpoint out of Mosul loomed ahead. "We don't need them believing we're in a hurry."

      Maaz queued the Rio at the back of the line. Sam hid her laptop and the satellite antenna in a special pocket she'd constructed within her abaya.

      "It was easy enough getting into the city," William commented. "Makes you wonder how easy it's going to be getting out."

      Ethan glanced at William; though he couldn't see his face through the veil, the tension was obvious in his voice.

      Ethan bent forward and loosened the pistol hidden in the ankle holster under his abaya. Sam had refused to risk the pursuit without weapons, and had authorized everyone except Maaz to carry a concealed Glock 26 subcompact. The hope was that if the militants searched the vehicle, they wouldn't dare pat down or touch the "women" in any way. Of course, if the militants had a woman manning the checkpoint with them, the operatives could find themselves in a lot of trouble. Having Glocks on their persons would be the least of their problems: when the woman discovered they had certain genitalia that didn't belong on females, the shit would break the fan right off.

      Ethan noted the two Iraqi Army M1114 Humvees parked on either side of the highway. A technical resided in the median strip between the incoming and outgoing lanes.

      Ethan counted ten armed mujahadeen. In the outbound lane, one lurked in front of the Humvee there, while four more stood guard—two on either side of the queued vehicles. Another four operated the inbound lane. The tenth fighter manned the ZU anti-aircraft gun bolted to the bed of the technical parked between lanes. The latter's gaze was currently directed skyward, perhaps toward the bomber that circled far overhead. Thankfully no women were among them.

      All of the militants wore black turbans, leaving their bearded faces exposed; as a whole, they were older than the usual teens Ethan had encountered at checkpoints in the past. And instead of AK-47s, they carried M16A4s. Veteran jihadists.

      Ethan felt his heart pounding in his chest. He told himself to relax. He'd gone through several checkpoints in the course of his tenure in the city. The current one was no different.

      He noticed the vehicles ahead were all pickup trucks. As were the inbound. The outgoing truck beds were empty, but the ingoing beds were packed with either goats, chickens, or milk.

      "Does anyone else feel out of place?" Doug remarked.

      The Rio reached the front of the queue. Maaz opened the window, letting in the cold air.

      "What is your destination?" the bearded jihadist asked. He looked like a brawler with that gnarled nose of his, probably the result of a poorly healed break.

      Another militant stood near Ethan's shut window: a man with a bony, weathered face and a gray beard; his eyes were sharp, and Ethan had the strong impression he rarely missed any details.

      Two more mujahadeen lurked beyond the doors of Sam and Doug.

      "We are traveling to Athbah," Maaz said, a village about ten kilometers south of Mosul.

      The fighter held out a hand. "IDs."

      Maaz gave him the identity documents.

      The man studied the papers and then crouched to examine the occupants.

      "Why so many women?" the gnarled-nosed guard said.

      "They are my sisters," Maaz said. "We are attending a wedding."

      "Are you sure you're not trying to escape the city?" the guard said. "Perhaps to avoid having them married off by the Khansa'a?"

      That was the female morality police. They were responsible for, among other things, arranging for the marriage of local women to foreign fighters. They often patrolled the streets with AKs, arresting women who broke sharia, and were almost always foreigners who had emigrated to the Islamic State. As such, they were treated much the same way Scientologists treated celebrities. A smart tactic, given that these were the women most likely to post on social media, feeding the Islamic State propaganda machine:

      Look at how great the Caliphate is, how amazing we are treated. We can walk around with guns, unchaperoned. Come to the Caliphate.

      Come kill with us.

      "We plan to return the day after tomorrow," Maaz said.

      The second fighter, still outside of Ethan's window, bent forward to peer inside with those sharp eyes of his. He knocked on the glass.

      Ethan opened the window.

      "Tell me your name, woman," the gray-bearded fighter said to him.

      "She is mute," Maaz said hurriedly.

      "What about you, then?" Gray Beard pointed at William beside him.

      "She is also mute," Maaz said sheepishly.

      "Are they all mute?" the fighter growled.

      Sam leaned toward him and spoke through the veil. "Please, kind sir, we are simple women, who only wish to attend the wedding of our cousin. We will return the day after tomorrow. I swear, by the Quran, that this is so."

      Gray Beard glanced at the gnarled-nosed militant beside him, then addressed the driver. "Pull to the side of the road."

      "But—"

      "The highway is closed to you. Do you understand?"

      "But then why did you let the others pass?" Maaz said.

      Gray Beard remained silent.

      "Please," Maaz begged. "Just let us turn around and return to the city in peace."

      The man lifted his A4 threateningly. "Pull to the side of the road."

      Faced with the barrel of that assault rifle, Maaz had no choice: he drove to the designated area.

      Gray Beard and a different fighter followed the Rio and stood guard on either side. The other militants remained behind to handle the next vehicle in the queue.

      Ethan glanced through the rear window. The gnarled-nosed fighter was speaking into his harness.

      "He's on the radio," Ethan said.

      The fighter let go of his harness, walked away from the outbound queue, and crossed the median to the opposite lane. He strode past the line of civilian pickups, vanishing behind one of them. He returned a moment later with a woman in full veil who had been previously screened by the vehicle.

      She carried an AK-47 over one shoulder.

      The gnarled-nosed fighter pointed toward the Rio, and the black-clad head nodded.

      "They've got a Khansa'a," Ethan hissed.
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      Ethan watched the Kalashnikov-toting black ghost traverse the median.

      "Get ready to go hot, people," Sam said.

      Ethan surreptitiously withdrew the Glock from his ankle holster, keeping it hidden beneath the door frame. He glanced at the veiled operatives beside him: like him, they had covertly readied their weapons.

      "I got this," Maaz announced. He opened the door.

      "Wait—" Sam said.

      But Maaz had already exited the vehicle.

      Gray Beard pointed his A4 at Maaz. "Get back inside!"

      Maaz raised his hands defensively. "We're going to be late for our wedding. We can't—"

      The fighter slammed Maaz against the side of the Rio and held him there, blocking Ethan's window.

      Keeping the pistol hidden beneath the door frame, Ethan aimed at the militant. At this distance, the bullet would pass right through the metal door and retain enough kinetic energy to penetrate Gray Beard's body. The bullet would probably pierce any Kevlar the man might be wearing, too. Still, Ethan wasn't about to risk a potentially deadly ricochet. If he needed to fire, he would raise the Glock to the window.

      The Khansa'a woman approached, AK dangling threateningly from one shoulder. Her ghostly figure moved toward the front of the vehicle and then crossed over to the passenger side: toward Sam's door.

      "We don't have time for this," Sam said underbreath.

      She got out of the car.

      The militant on that side raised his voice menacingly. "Get back—"

      Sam lifted the two Glocks she had hidden in the folds of her abaya and pointed them in opposite directions. She shot the mujahid and the Khansa'a woman in the head at the same time.

      Ethan raised his Glock to window height and squeezed the trigger twice, puncturing the chest of Gray Beard, who still had Maaz pinned to the Rio.

      Sam was already firing her next shots.

      Ethan shoved the door open, pushing against Maaz and the deadweight of the militant. Behind him, he heard the opposite door open, and knew that Doug was springing into action as well.

      Time seemed to slow as the closest two militants in the lane across from him brought their assault rifles to bear. Ethan fired a headshot at the first, diving toward the ground as the other man unleashed his A4.

      Ethan adjusted his sighting during the fall, knowing he had to get off the shot before he hit the ground—the impact would throw his aim way off. He fired, slamming into the dirt a split second later.

      Both militants dropped.

      A shot rang out behind him, and from the periphery of his veiled vision he saw another militant topple to the left. The gnarled-nosed one.

      Good job, William.

      Across from him, the other two fighters handling the inbound lane dove for cover behind a civilian pickup.

      Sliding off his veil with one hand, Ethan turned toward the technical; the militant in the bed was swiveling the big ZU toward him. Another pistol report sounded loudly behind Ethan, courtesy of William, and said militant toppled.

      Gray Beard stirred on the ground beside him: the mujahid had survived the chest wounds. Ethan released a quick headshot on the man, stilling him.

      He returned his attention to the inbound lane, and the civilian pickup the remaining two militants were using for cover. He squeezed off two shots toward the rear of the vehicle, doubting his bullets would penetrate through to the other side. But that wasn't his intention.

      Sure enough, the terrified driver slammed on the gas, causing the tires to squeal; the Iraqi had no desire to serve as a human shield.

      As the pickup sped away, Ethan eliminated the first exposed militant; another shot rang off almost simultaneously beside him, striking the second target. Both tangos slumped.

      Ethan glanced at William beside him.

      "Good shooting, Tex," Ethan told him.

      "Ain't my first rodeo," William muttered.

      Ethan glanced at Maaz, who cowered against the side of the Rio. "You okay?"

      Maaz nodded quickly. For a second Ethan thought the youth was going to suck his thumb.

      Keeping crouched, William and Ethan moved toward the rear of the Rio. William carefully peered past.

      "Clear," the operative said, standing.

      Ethan cautiously stood. He spotted Sam and Doug on the opposite side of the vehicle: their niqabs were raised, and they were holstering their Glocks. The pair had taken care of the three remaining tangos on that side, including the muj near the Humvee.

      "Everyone all right?" Sam said.

      "Peachy," William answered.

      Ethan took a moment to survey the blockade. Ten dead militants. One lifeless Khansa'a. Blood pooled like oil on the asphalt underneath the crumpled bodies. The queued civilian vehicles had fled on either side, save for one pickup truck in the inbound lane whose driver was cowering behind the dashboard.

      "Let's go before any Islamic State cavalry arrive," Sam said. She spun toward the civilian and shouted: "Get out of here! Go!"

      The driver slammed on the accelerator, driving through the unmanned checkpoint and onto the highway.

      "Grab yourselves some A4s and let's go," Sam said, scooping up an assault rifle from one of the fallen.

      Ethan and the others moved among the dead, gathering A4s and the associated magazines, as well as grenades. He started back toward the Rio, but something caught his eye in the technical's truck bed.

      "Well I'll be damned," Ethan said. He sprinted to the truck.

      "Ethan!" Sam shouted.

      "Just a sec," he called over his shoulder.

      The dead man in the cab had an M24A2 slung over one shoulder. Ethan reverently pried the sniper rifle out from under the body. "Now that's what I'm talking about."

      H-S Precision PST-25 fiberglass and carbon fiber reinforced polymer foam stock. 416R stainless steel barrel with 5-R rifling. Leupold Mark 4 10x fixed mag scope. Top and side Picatinny rails. Fold-down Harris bipod. Maximum effective range, eight hundred to a thousand meters. The weapon was missing a Quick Cuff for unsupported firing, but that was fine.

      He named the rifle "Beast II."

      The Rio pulled up behind him.

      "Ethan!" Sam said.

      "Coming." He filched a ten-round magazine from a pouch in the man's harness and then hurried to the Rio. The rear hatch popped open and he stowed his new toys inside.

      Ethan loaded into the rear passenger seat. His eyes drifted to the abandoned Humvee, and he almost suggested that the group steal it and pretend to be militants instead. Sam would have to play a man, of course, but without Islamic State-issued papers showing who their commander and barracks were, that option wasn't any better than the civilian route. They could purloin said papers from the dead militants around them, but there was the small problem of the photos. Ethan supposed they could wear down the pictures with a spare key or coin while they drove, but it would draw suspicion if all four IDs were abraded. Plus they'd have a hard time explaining what they were doing on the road when their commander and barracks were based in Mosul.

      In the driver's seat Maaz remained motionless. He appeared shaken, and seemed to be staring off into space.

      "Let's go!" Sam said. Her eyes were locked on the side mirror as if she expected an attack to come any second.

      Maaz snapped to attention and slammed down on the accelerator.

      "Should we call in an airstrike?" Doug asked.

      "If I spot any pursuers, yes," Sam replied.

      "Maybe we should've switched vehicles with that civilian," Doug said. "In case our muj friend back there reported the car we were driving. Ethan said he was on the radio, after all."

      That was a valid concern, given that the Islamic State had a network of "spotters" dispersed at five mile intervals throughout the countryside, some located on farms, others villages, men who carried Hytera radios to retransmit nonsensitive information across the territory in the absence of working radio or cellphone towers. The use of such unencrypted transmissions was mostly restricted to the lower echelons of the Caliphate, as the senior leadership was far too afraid of the eavesdropping West to utilize the network very often. It would take something like the death of Afri before the Shura council resorted to such practices. Hence the popularity of couriers.

      "It wouldn't have mattered if we'd switched vehicles," Sam countered. She already had her laptop open in front of her. "Because the driver would have reported the theft to the Islamic State anyway. We'd be in the same boat."

      "Unless we killed the driver," Doug said.

      Sam looked over her shoulder and smiled sweetly. "Always so eager to shed the blood of innocents to complete the mission, are you?"

      "Don't take the moral high ground on me. You've killed plenty of innocents in your day. Even during this very op. Look at what happened to the scholar."

      "Yes." She lowered her gaze, obviously chagrined. "But listen, I already have a better plan for switching vehicles. Let me spell it out for you. We overtake a vehicle along the highway. We flag it down, take it at gun point. We bind the driver with duct tape and leave him a mile from the road. By the time the Iraqi crawls back to the highway, we're long gone. Probably out of the country. We get away scot-free, and don't kill anyone. See how that works?"

      "Not sure about the scot-free part, but I hear ya," Doug grumbled. "But what do we do about the checkpoints until we switch cars? The spotters might be passing on our details even now."

      "I guess we'll find out," Sam said. "Look."

      Maaz slowed down, because up ahead lay the vaguely M-shaped South Gate Of Mosul; located seven kilometers south of the city, the two arches spanned either lane of the divided highway, with the wide central pillar resting in the median.

      Ethan was slightly worried that the civilians who'd fled the previous checkpoint had warned the fighters on duty, but the militants paid more attention to the incoming traffic than anything else and quickly waved the Rio through.

      Ethan sat back, removing his hand from the Glock holstered to his ankle.

      "How far are we from the target?" he asked when the Gate was well behind them.

      Sam retrieved her hidden laptop and turned the screen toward him. "Twenty-five klicks behind. I'd like to close that gap to three klicks within the next twenty minutes. Maaz, if you wouldn't mind picking up the pace?"

      Maaz abruptly pulled to the shoulder of the road and stopped.

      "What are you doing?" Sam said.

      "I'm sorry," Maaz replied, placing the vehicle into park.

      Fearing betrayal, Ethan reached for his pistol once again. That's when he saw the crimson drops trickling from the edge of the front seat, where blood had soaked the surface.

      Sam looked at Maaz and gasped. "I asked if you were all right!" she said accusingly.

      "I didn't want to slow everyone down," Maaz said weakly.

      Ethan leaned forward to have a look. The driver's hand was pressed into his side; when he removed it, his palm came away red.

      "Get him in the back!" Sam said. "William, take off your hijab and drive! If you spot any checkpoints pull over immediately!"

      "What about my abaya?" William said.

      "Leave it on for now!" Sam said. "Get Maaz in back. Move!"

      Ethan and William exited the vehicle and transferred Maaz to the backseat. Ethan grabbed the medkit from the rear cargo area. It was basically the standard corpsman "Unit One" kit with a few substitutions, packed into an ordinary-looking burlap sack that was meant to pass casual inspection at the checkpoints. If any of the guards asked why they needed all that medical equipment, Maaz was to play a premed student.

      He won't be doing much playacting now, though, will he?

      Kit in hand, Ethan loaded into the back beside Maaz. Sam swapped seats with Doug, giving him the laptop, and joined Ethan. She rested the youth's upper body in her lap.

      Ethan placed Maaz's lower body over his thighs and opened the medkit. He grabbed the AAT—Abdominal Aortic Tourniquet.

      "William, what's the hold up?" Sam said.

      "Just a sec." William was apparently trying to wipe the blood from the front seat with the hem of his abaya.

      "William—" Sam sounded at the end of her patience.

      "Hell with it." William plunked himself down, letting the crimson fluid soak through the black fabric he wore, and slammed on the accelerator.

      Ethan finished wrapping the AAT around the youth's abdomen. He fastened the buckle, adjusted the strap, and squeezed the air pump several times. The front inner portion of the device inflated into a wedge shape that put eighty pounds of pressure on the abdominal aorta, cutting off blood flow to the pelvis.

      The youth hyperventilated. His face was extremely pale and slick with sweat. Individual droplets trickled from his matted hair.

      Maaz looked up at Sam and said, between frantic breaths: "I wanted to come with you. Dreamed of it. I wanted to start a new life. In a land without war."

      Sam gripped his hand tightly. "And you're still going to come with me, Maaz. I promise you." She glanced at Ethan for confirmation, trusting in his judgment.

      Ethan refused to meet her eye; he neither nodded nor shook his head. He couldn't promise her anything. Not yet. It was obvious Maaz had lost a lot of blood. Too bad none of them were universal donors. The first order of business if he wanted to save the youth's life was to inject a plasma volume expander to increase the blood pressure.

      He grabbed a peripheral venous catheter, a saline fluid bag—the volume expander—and associated tubing. He connected the tube to the bag, quickly flushing out the air bubbles. Then he grabbed the youth's hand and prepared to insert the catheter needle.

      "You're so beautiful," Maaz abruptly told Sam. "I've been wanting to tell you. Since the moment I met you."

      Sam smiled. Her chin quivered. "Thank you."

      "No, thank you," Maaz said. "When I am in paradise, I will refuse the virgins. I will tell God, I want to wait for you instead."

      Sam blinked. Her cheeks were wet. "Don't wait for me. Don't you dare."

      As he worked, a part of Ethan's mind wondered if it was his fault. Gray Beard had been holding Maaz when Ethan shot the militant. It was possible a bullet had deflected from a rib or other bone, striking the youth. But what about the fighter who'd released the AK burst at Ethan from the inbound lane? That man might be the culprit.

      Well, someone had hit Maaz, one way or another, and dwelling on it wouldn't save the youth.

      Ethan inserted the needle. There was no flashback of blood into the tip—he'd missed the vein.

      Maaz looked away from Sam for just a moment to glance at Ethan with big, pleading eyes.

      Help me, those eyes seemed to say. I want to live. Please.

      Ethan tried again. There, a proper flashback. He advanced the catheter into the vein.

      Sam had kept her hand wrapped around Maaz's other palm the whole time. "You're so brave." She combed the matted hair from his face. "So very brave."

      Maaz's breathing slowed, becoming prolonged gasps.

      Ethan removed the cap from the IV tubing extension, then activated the safety device on the catheter and removed the needle. He attached the extension to the catheter and initiated the transfusion. He secured the catheter to the skin with tape.

      The youth's breathing became even more shallow.

      "Om," Maaz called suddenly. "Omi!" Mother.

      Maaz's breathing ceased. He stared lifelessly at the car's ceiling.

      Sam's head shot up. "Ethan!" she pleaded.

      Ethan felt the youth's wrist. No pulse.

      "Doug, hold this." Ethan passed the saline bag to the front seat and Doug grabbed it.

      Leaving the catheter in place, Ethan slid Maaz's upper body closer to him. He attempted cardiopulmonary resuscitation. After thirty chest compressions, he gently tilted Maaz's head back, opening the airway. He pinched the youth's nose and gave two rescue breaths.

      He performed another batch of thirty compressions, followed once again by two rescue breaths. He repeated that cycle five more times over the next two minutes. There was no change in the youth's condition.

      He glanced up at Sam. "I'm sorry."

      She shifted suddenly, placing Maaz in the seat underneath her. "Give me room," she told Ethan. "Room!"

      Ethan slid to the far side of the backseat, letting Sam position herself on top of the youth. She proceeded to give CPR herself.

      "Come on!" she said between cycles. "Come on!"

      After about three minutes, she paused to catch her breath.

      "Sam..." Ethan said.

      She dove right back in to the next cycle. "Wake up, damn you!"

      Finally, after another two minutes, she stopped. She bent forward, slumping over Maaz's lifeless body. Her breath was ragged, her body wracked by soft sobs.

      No one said a word. Other than Sam's whimpers, that car was dead quiet. Dead. Ethan's face felt extremely hot.

      William pulled the vehicle to the shoulder of the highway shortly thereafter. While Sam recited the Salat al-Janazah, the Islamic funeral prayer, the other operatives hid the body behind a grove of hardy turpentine bushes in the green pasture near the highway. There was otherwise no time for a proper Muslim burial. Sam recorded the location of the body on her GPS so that she could notify the resistance, and that was that. Before leaving, she retrieved the fake ID from the corpse.

      When Ethan returned to the vehicle, he fished a canteen from the rear cargo area and, using the water sparingly, wiped the blood from his hands.

      "We should have used that water to cleanse the body," Sam said bitterly.

      Ethan paused. "Sam. We have a mission to complete."

      "You're right of course," she said, closing her eyes. "I'm sorry."

      "I guess I'm our new chaperon." William began removing his abaya.

      "No," Sam said. "I want Ethan on the wheel. He's our chaperon."

      William shrugged. "Suits me just fine. I prefer to relax in the backseat anyway."

      There wasn't any animosity in his tone, not in the least, and Ethan knew that William meant what he said. Ethan would've preferred to relax in the backseat himself. But if Sam wanted him driving...

      "They have my picture." Ethan glanced at William. "All of our pictures."

      "I doubt the militants have spread our mug shots outside Mosul yet," Sam said. "They have no cellular network. No real Internet. We'll get past the checkpoints."

      "Is that a risk we're willing to take?" Ethan said.

      "We have no choice."

      Ethan shook his head. "We should have stolen the Humvee back there."

      "Maybe," Sam said. "But we didn't. I think it's better to play civilians for this one anyway. The last thing we need is some hotshot emir drafting us into his service at one of the checkpoints." She pointed at the driver-side door. "So as I said, you're driving."

      "All right all right." Ethan removed the abaya and hijab, exposing his T-shirt and pants underneath.

      He gave the abaya to William so that the operative could change out of his blood-soaked version.

      William's fabric hadn't absorbed all the blood—when Ethan sat in the driver's seat he felt the cold liquid seep through his slacks and skivvies. He shifted, trying to ignore the squishy sensation underneath him; at least his pants were colored black, so the stains wouldn't be noticeable. Still, the thought of someone else's blood soaking through to his genitals wasn't a pleasant one.

      After everyone was inside he sped down the highway at over double the speed limit, intending to close the distance with the courier. He didn't want Maaz's death to be for nothing.

      Keeping an eye on the laptop, Sam produced Maaz's fake ID and began to abrade the picture with the male connector of a USB stick, wiping away the last memento they had of the resistance fighter. It was necessary, of course, so that Ethan could assume his identity. It still felt wrong, somehow.

      Ethan glanced in the rearview mirror, hoping for one last glimpse of the body, but it was lost to the green landscape behind him. He thought of the youth's helpless expression in those last moments, and he felt his features grow hot again.

      Another face to haunt my dreams.
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      The Ural-4320 cargo truck thrust through the streets of Mosul. Dmitri sat in the passenger side, looking down at the Iraqis who seemed so tiny in their Korean and Japanese vehicles.

      The Ural overtook an Islamic State pickup. The radicals in the truck bed lifted their forefingers in the "One God, One Caliphate" salute. Dmitri smirked, returning the gesture.

      Fools.

      His gaze lingered on the Kalashnikovs the fighters carried. If there was one thing the armies of this otherwise backwater country had gotten correct, it was their choice of military hardware and munitions: Urals, BTR 50s, T-55s, Kalashnikovs, Dragunovs, Vorons. Of course, it helped that the motherland was one of the few military superpowers willing to trade in the region. Much of the matériel was outdated, true, but even Soviet-era equipment was built to last.

      The military truck parked in front of the cobbler shop. Dmitri and two of his lieutenants emerged and proceeded inside the small building. The instant he passed the door, the distinct smell of shoe leather hit his nostrils and he was reminded of his childhood in Russia, where he had spent his days working in the leather shop his mother and father owned. Leather had such a beautiful, distinct odor, entirely unlike the process that produced it.

      He had gone with his father to visit a tannery once to see how the leather was made. They traveled to a small village fifty kilometers to the northwest of Moscow. Tanners and their families made up the entire population of the town. The workers had apparently started the village because no other municipalities would allow them to ply their trade nearby. When Dmitri asked why, his father explained that the tanners used the "old method." Dmitri didn't know what that meant, but he nodded as if he did.

      The combined malodor of raw sewage and decaying flesh hit Dmitri before he had even entered the town. The stench only worsened with each moment, climaxing when they set foot inside an actual tannery. The owner handed father and son a mint leaf to place under their noses in case the smell became too much. Dmitri kept that leaf under his nose the whole time—it didn't help.

      He learned that the tanners soaked the hides in urine to remove the hair fibers. Then the skins were softened by pounding dung into the surfaces. Dmitri almost vomited a few times.

      Before they left the village, Dmitri and his father relieved themselves in a public piss-pot on a street corner. The old woman manning the pot thanked them and they were on their way.

      When that terrible town was behind them, his father told Dmitri something that stayed with him his entire life.

      "There are two types of people in this world," his father said. "Those who take the shit, and those who live in it. Tell me, my son, which type of person you want to be."

      "The one who takes the shit," Dmitri said immediately.

      His father smiled. "Good."

      To Dmitri, Iraq was one big tannery. Dmitri would take his shit, and then he would leave.

      The obsequious proprietor stood up from his work area to shake their hands. "Salaam, salaam. How can I help you today, Great Captain?"

      The cobbler was a leather-skinned man with a permanent stoop, likely from the years he'd spent bending over the shoe last. He couldn't have been more than forty or fifty, judging from the gray-streaked hair. His rather long mustache curled unfashionably about his lips.

      Dmitri smiled companionably. "I am here to repair my boots, of course!"

      The proprietor laughed a little forcefully, blowing out his mustache. "Of course! Have a seat." He gestured toward a nearby set of cushions arrayed on the floor.

      Dmitri ignored the man and instead scanned the room and its side hallways. A profusion of different area rugs, many of them overlapping, covered the floor in a mishmash of patterns. Dmitri had only been expecting a few rugs. Not that... mess.

      When Dmitri's gaze returned to the proprietor, the Iraqi's eyes betrayed a moment of fear, flicking to the AK that Dmitri had slung over one shoulder.

      "Please, have a seat," the cobbler tried again, though he must have realized Dmitri's intention by then.

      Dmitri glanced at Pyotr and nodded. The lieutenant left to search the house.

      "What—" The proprietor glanced at Pyotr. "Is there a problem?"

      Dmitri approached a low workbench. On it was an iron shoe last surrounded by the cobbler's tools—round head knives, stitching awls, spools of thread, mallets, nails, pliers, and so forth.

      Dmitri picked up a sharp awl and examined it. "Tell me, cobbler, you are a good Muslim host?"

      "Yes, of course I am."

      "If a stranger such as myself came to your house, you would feed him, and let him use your facilities, before sending him on his way in peace?"

      "Of course," the cobbler agreed.

      "So you would not keep him prisoner?"

      The cobbler stared dumbly for a moment. "What?" he spluttered. "No. Why would I do such a heinous thing?"

      "Certainly you wouldn't," Dmitri agreed. He returned the awl to the workbench. "You are a man of peace. A man who knows what the Islamic State would do to him if he were caught."

      The cobbler swallowed. "I am a pious, law-abiding citizen."

      "I'm sure you are."

      The soft thump of Pyotr's boots came from the hall as the lieutenant returned from his search of the house. He caught Dmitri's eye and shook his head.

      Dmitri spun on the cobbler and asked him point-blank: "Where is the trapdoor?"

      The proprietor opened his mouth, but no words came. The Iraqi finally managed to say: "I'm not sure what you are talking about."

      Dmitri smiled politely. To Pyotr and his other lieutenant, Boris, he said: "Check the rugs."

      Boris and Pyotr split up, moving from rug to rug, peering underneath each one to the stone floor below. They left a trail of upturned area carpets in their wake.

      "What are they doing?" The cobbler licked his lips nervously as the two worked.

      "What do you think, cobbler?" Dmitri said. He filled that last word with utter contempt.

      The cobbler's eyes darted once again to the AK hanging from Dmitri's shoulder.

      "You like it?" Dmitri said, sliding the assault rifle down. "You must. You keep looking at it." He ran a finger along the long barrel. "The AK-12. Like everything Russian, it is far superior to its American counterpart, the M16A4. It has full automatic mode, in addition to the burst and semi-modes found on the A4. It has a faster rate of fire, greater muzzle velocity, lighter weight, smaller length. Better in every way. Would you care to hold it?" He offered the rifle to the cobbler.

      The Iraqi took a step back, raising his palms defensively. "I am a peaceful man."

      Dmitri frowned. "Of course you are." Dmitri interpreted the words as, I am a weak man.

      He pointed the muzzle at the proprietor and the cobbler's eyes widened in fear.

      "Show me the trapdoor," Dmitri ordered.

      The proprietor didn't move.

      "My comrades are going to find it anyway," Dmitri said. "Do you really want to die for nothing?"

      The cobbler hesitated, then something seemed to break inside him. He marched defeatedly across the room, past Boris and Pyotr, and removed an area rug near the far wall. A wooden trapdoor lay underneath, set into the stone floor.

      Finally.

      "Open it," Dmitri commanded the proprietor. He kept the barrel aimed at the man.

      The Iraqi knelt and pulled the door open.

      "Now tell your friend to come up," Dmitri told him quietly. "And then step back."

      The cobbler hesitated.

      Dmitri lifted the aim of the rifle slightly, centering it on the Iraqi's head.

      "Abu Hesam," the cobbler shouted into the trapdoor. "Come here. Quickly!"

      Dmitri looked at Pyotr and gestured toward the cobbler, indicating that the lieutenant should move him away. Pyotr promptly dragged the proprietor to the corner of the room.

      Dmitri beckoned to his remaining lieutenant and quietly padded away from the hole. He reclined on the cushions the cobbler had pointed out earlier; Boris joined him.

      Dmitri aimed his assault rifle at the opening, flicked the ambidextrous fire selector to triple burst, and waited. When the resistance guard climbed those stairs, his back would be to Dmitri. It was the perfect sniping point.

      One minute passed.

      Two.

      Dmitri wondered if the unseen guard had heard what had transpired. It was possible. He glanced at the cobbler and rolled his hand as if to say, "call him again."

      The Iraqi, cowering in the far corner of the room beside Pyotr, leaned forward and shouted. "Hesam! Come up!"

      Dmitri waited patiently. He would sit there all day if he had to. He and his men had learned patience long ago, during their tenure as snipers in the Spetsnaz, where hours, sometimes days, could be spent waiting for a target.

      He heard the subtle grind of a boot on stone. The sound came again, louder. A third time.

      Finally the back of an Iraqi's head appeared at the edge of the trapdoor. "What is it?" the man said. His accent seemed slightly Kurdish.

      The Iraqi rose further. He carried a sawed-off Kalashnikov in his hands. If he had come up unarmed, Dmitri would have let him live. But not anymore.

      Dmitri sighted his rifle over the man's head and squeezed the trigger. A deadly burst erupted from the muzzle, destroying the Iraqi's skull. The body toppled from view.

      "Any more?" he asked the cobbler.

      The terror-stricken proprietor shook his head.

      The mole had promised only one guard would be present, but Dmitri wasn't sure he believed either him or the cobbler. He called for backup on the radio. Two more of his men entered the shop shortly.

      Dmitri beckoned toward the trapdoor. "Check it," he told the new arrivals.

      The soldiers activated the white-light attachments on their rifles and cautiously entered the dark passageway.

      A moment later a voice came over the radio. "Clear, Kapitán!"

      "Stay here," he told the two lieutenants with him. He nodded toward the cobbler. "And if he tries to flee, shoot him."

      Dmitri activated the light mounted to the Picatinny rail of his rifle and turned the selector ring from infrared to white. He descended the musty passageway and when he reached the bottom, he stepped with contempt over the headless lump of flesh lying at the base of the steps.

      He found emir Al Taaraz bound and gagged in the center of the room, beside a table covered with torture instruments.

      Dmitri left three ex-Spetsnaz behind to arrange the trap for the cleaners the DIA would undoubtedly send. He ordered his men to rig the place with C4 and assume overwatch positions on the rooftops of neighboring houses. When the cleaners arrived, his soldiers would spring the trap.

      The cobbler departed in a different vehicle to be interrogated by some subordinates. Dmitri didn't expect any useful information to be gleaned from the man.

      He drove Al Taaraz back to the Islamic State barracks assigned to himself and his team. Once there, Dmitri had the man cleaned and fed, then he questioned him personally.

      The emir had no recollection of what he had divulged to the Widow. Dmitri had him check his smartphone, and all his email accounts. As expected, the outgoing messages and call log were clear, given the absence of a working cellular network. The inbox of his Yahoo email accounts contained trivial items, while the 'draft', 'sent' and 'trash' folders were all empty.

      On a hunch, Dmitri called up one of his old friends in the GRU on his satphone, and had him look into recovering the email folders. The Russian foreign intelligence agency had moles at Yahoo who could look at the data in any account. Dmitri was well aware that when a customer deleted an email from a free provider such as Yahoo or Google, the actual messages were never actually removed from the servers. That was the cost of so-called free, "private" email: when someone else hosted your data, it was never really private.

      An hour later Dmitri received the call he was waiting for. Two messages had been crafted in the draft folder of one of the accounts but had been deleted shortly after. The first message read:

      Please delete the contents of this folder when you get this.

      The second contained a series of cryptic numbers.

      Dmitri showed it to Al Taaraz, who explained the numbers indicated the date and time for a rendezvous with his private courier: a man he used to communicate with the acting leader of the Islamic State.

      "When the courier receives the oral missive from my messenger," Al Taaraz explained. "He will begin the journey to Abu Afri."

      Ah, so that was what the Widow was after. She was never happy with the arms and the legs—she always strove for the decapitating blow.

      "Abu Afri is in the Al Hadar region?" Dmitri said.

      "Yes, but no one knows where, except the couriers." Al Taaraz's eyes widened with sudden understanding. "They mean to murder Abu Afri? We must radio warnings to the spotters."

      "By all means," Dmitri said. "Though I doubt Abu Afri will receive the warnings in time." The senior leadership feared those unencrypted radios more than anything in the world, except perhaps pigs. As did the couriers. Though it was possible a spotter who knew a courier might pass the information along in time. Possible, but unlikely.

      A knock came at the door.

      "Come in," Dmitri said.

      Boris entered.

      "Sir, urgent news," the lieutenant told him. He glanced at Al Taaraz uncertainly.

      "Speak freely," Al Taaraz said, as if he were the man's commander. "There are only friends in this office."

      Dmitri suppressed a smirk. Friends? For as long as you continue to pay me, perhaps.

      Dmitri nodded and Boris continued.

      "We have received reports of a ground attack," the lieutenant said. "Ten Islamic State fighters manning a checkpoint at the southern city limits are dead from gunshot wounds to the head. A member of the Khansa'a brigade was among them."

      Al Taaraz clenched a fist. "The resistance will pay for this," he exclaimed.

      "The resistance?" Dmitri smiled wolfishly. "Ten headshot wounds. That is not the work of the resistance." The news only confirmed his suspicions regarding the Black Widow's destination. "Come, Boris, we must gather the men."
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      Ethan and the others rode in a rusty blue Hyundai Accent. Earlier, he had overtaken the vehicle on the highway and forced the driver to pull over at gunpoint. They duct-taped the hands, feet and mouth of the Iraqi, then carried him into the grass about five hundred meters from the road. He would have to worm his way back on his own.

      The operatives discarded the empty chicken cages stored in the trunk and passenger seats of the sedan, and then transferred over their inventory from the old vehicle. Ethan attempted to abandon the Rio in the green steppe, but the low-lying subcompact got stuck in a small gully. Aware that every moment of delay allowed the courier to gain that much more distance on them, Ethan was forced to abandon the vehicle closer to the road than he would have liked. Sam considered torching the car, but decided that would draw more attention than simply leaving it there. So they removed the license plates from the Rio, loaded into the Accent and proceeded on their way.

      The new vehicle had three-quarters of a tank of gas, and proved more than capable of the speeds Ethan desired: he drove at nearly twice the posted limit and soon the vehicle had approached to within three klicks of the subject. Ethan decreased his speed to maintain that distance, not wanting the courier to suspect a tail.

      The steppe gave way in places to lime and gypsum, forming rocky outcrops, and the highway twisted around them.

      On the left, far to the east, clouds of smoke blotted out the horizon. That would be the Eastern Front, where the Islamic State fought against Kurdish Peshmerga forces for control of Kurdistan. The capital city, Erbil, was less than ninety kilometers east of Mosul. The smoke was from the usual fires the Islamic State fighters had set, igniting piles of tires and barrels of oil in the hopes of disrupting the laser-guided ordnance of bombers. The smoke had zero effect on GPS-guided payloads, of course, but it did protect moving targets.

      Traffic on both sides of the median was light. Farmers conveyed cattle and other foodstuffs in cars and pickups. Mujahadeen transported mortars and other war supplies in Mitsubishi flatbeds. A few Soviet-era APCs and the occasional Humvee rounded out the mix. Whenever he came close to overtaking another vehicle, Ethan always gave Sam warning so that she could temporarily hide the laptop and lower her veil.

      At the few Islamic State checkpoints, Ethan's ID always passed muster, though the guards told him to get his abraded photo replaced. No one otherwise recognized him. When asked why he was on the road, Ethan claimed to be traveling to a village in the Al Shorah region for a wedding.

      The militants never searched the vehicle—probably a good thing, because Ethan didn't want to have to do any more killing when the men discovered the A4s. The guards invariably ended the encounter by telling him to get off the highway as soon as possible.

      "It's not safe for an ordinary man and his sisters on the road," they would say.

      Ethan couldn't disagree there.

      After each checkpoint, he accelerated to make up for the lost time, laying off the pedal when he closed to within three klicks of the courier.

      "Pull over," Sam said about an hour and a half into the drive. "I've lost visual."

      "What? How?" Ethan steered to the shoulder of the road and stopped.

      He glanced at Sam's laptop. According to the top-down view, a swath of green intersected the highway up ahead, as if the grassy steppe had overgrown the road there. The red dot marking the Elantra flashed overtop, but there was otherwise no visual sign of the vehicle. A dirt road left the highway about five hundred meters past the area.

      "Has to be a canvas shield," Sam said. "He's pulling the car-switch ruse. Give me the binocs."

      "What about the Hornet?" William handed Sam the Zeiss.

      "No time." Sam lifted the image-stabilized 20x binoculars to her eyes. "I'm seeing three Elantras parked under the canvas. All black. Two parked on the right shoulder. One on the left. I think it's the original Elantra. Yes, the courier just got out. He's crossing the highway. He just hugged the two men waiting at the other vehicles. They're all dressed the same. Even have the same mustaches." She paused. "I believe he's relaying the message orally to one of the men."

      "Are you sure?" William asked.

      "Of course I'm not sure," Sam replied. "I can't hear a word they're saying." She paused. "The other courier is talking now. Probably repeating what the first told him." She tapped the rim of the binoculars with her index fingers. "The third man just crossed the highway. He's entering the original Elantra. The other two are taking the new Elantras."

      "What if you're confusing them?" William asked. "You did say they were all dressed the same."

      Sam hesitated. "I could be wrong, yes." She paused. "The original car is on the move. The decoy."

      Ethan glanced at the laptop. The red dot moved, following the Elantra that emerged from the canvas.

      "I see it," Ethan said.

      "The other two cars are pulling onto the road," Sam said, keeping her eyes glued to the binoculars.

      On the display, two more vehicles emerged from the canopy, traveling side-by-side.

      "Okay, go," Sam said, not looking from the Zeiss.

      Ethan accelerated from the shoulder of the road. "So who do we follow?"

      Sam didn't answer.

      Ethan glanced at the laptop. Both vehicles were black, and otherwise indistinguishable. "Sam?"

      The two Elantras neared the dirt road; the rightmost vehicle abruptly took it, driving off into the steppe. Ethan prepared to do the same.

      Sam returned the binoculars to William. "We stick to the main road." On the laptop, she panned the Predator's camera, focusing on the car that remained on the highway.

      "Are you certain?" Ethan said.

      "Positive. I studied the footage you recorded of the meeting earlier. I don't know if you noticed, but the original courier had a nervous habit of rubbing his nose. The man in the Elantra that turned off? He rubbed his nose before entering the vehicle."

      "The wonders of 20x zoom," William commented.

      "So we're following the new courier," Ethan said.

      "We are." Sam typed rapidly into her laptop. Probably notifying HQ of her decision.

      Ahead, the green canopy was stretched over the highway on four steel posts. When the Accent passed underneath, the canvas momentarily blotted out the sun.

      Ethan ignored the dirt side road and continued along the main route, closing to within three klicks of the new courier. On the laptop, a red dot no longer highlighted the target: Sam kept her eyes glued to the screen at all times, not wanting to lose the Elantra.

      Twenty minutes later, Sam announced: "Take the next side road."

      He glanced at the laptop. Sure enough, the vehicle had left the highway.

      Ethan pulled to the shoulder of the highway and drove onto the bumpy rural road, which proved little more than compacted dirt and sand. He planned to maintain his three-klick distance but since the route proved empty, save for the target, Sam ordered Ethan to increase that distance by another fifteen hundred meters, letting the curvature of the Earth hide them behind the horizon. Just to be on the safe side.

      They passed tiny, seemingly abandoned villages composed of mud brick houses. There were no mosques. Nor were there any checkpoints or any other signs of the Caliphate. He wasn't sure if that was good or bad. It was possible the Islamic State was trying to hide its leaders in plain sight by blending in with the rural Sunni tribes. Then again, Ethan and the others may have simply followed the wrong courier.

      The landscape grew bleaker: the green steppe yielded to rocky outcrops more often, and sometimes desert plateau. It was only going to get worse, Ethan knew.

      The opening lines of Beethoven's Fifth quietly issued from Sam's laptop. Some kind of alert sound.

      "Damn it," Sam said.

      "What's wrong?" Ethan asked.

      Sam exhaled heavily. "I just received word. The men I sent to retrieve Al Taaraz encountered resistance. One of them was killed in a bomb blast at the cobbler's house. The other two took fire from the surrounding buildings, and narrowly escaped with their lives."

      "That means..."

      "Yes. Al Taaraz has escaped."

      "Do you think he remembers we made him summon the courier?" William asked.

      "It's possible," Sam answered.

      "Then wouldn't he use the spotter network to relay a warning to the Shura council?" William said.

      "The Shura members won't break radio silence outside of certain agreed upon dates. They won't get anywhere near a radio until then. If Al Taaraz wants to notify Afri, he's going to have to use a courier."

      "One of whom we're following right now," Ethan said.

      "Exactly."

      "He might have other couriers," Doug argued. "Or people who can get in touch with them."

      "It's possible," Sam agreed. "But we're still a few hours ahead of any other couriers. The mission is a go."

      Ethan drove on into the bleak Iraqi landscape.

      "We should have killed the Accent driver," Doug said into the quietude. "Damn it. We've left too many loose ends."

      "Probably," Sam said. "But we didn't know Al Taaraz had escaped at that point."

      "It would've been a wise precaution," Doug retorted. "You made a mistake. Admit it."

      Ethan leaped to Sam's defense. "Human compassion is never a mistake. It's what separates us from the men we fight against."

      "Is it?" Doug said. "Then maybe that's why they're winning."

      Ethan wanted to tell him that the terrorists weren't winning, but looking at how war-torn Iraq was, he couldn't really argue the point.

      "You have to be a compassionless machine to win today's wars," Doug continued. "Why do you think DARPA is doing so much research into drones and other automated means of killing? Remove the human component. Remove the compassion. That's what wins wars, people. A robot army is every general's dream. Troops that'll obey every order without question. Without compassion."

      Ethan couldn't help but think of the burning child. He truly hoped the dawn of the robot army never came.

      Sam looked up from her laptop and stared into the same bleak landscape that Ethan saw.

      "That's always been one of my weaknesses," she said, in a rare moment of candor. "Killing a stranger is harder for me, versus killing someone I know."

      "That doesn't make sense," William said. "You don't know a stranger. It should be easier to kill them."

      "That's exactly my point," Sam responded. "I know nothing about a stranger. I could kill any of you in a heartbeat, if you betrayed me. Because I know exactly who you are, and what the world will lose. But a stranger… he could have a family with ten young dependents, children who would die without him. He could be a composer who inspires millions. He could be a scientist on the cusp of a cure that will save thousands of lives. He could be any or all of these things."

      "Or he could be some lowly goat farmer," Doug said bitterly.

      "But that's the thing, I don't know," Sam said.

      "Well the man who drove this car was definitely a farmer," Doug said. "Place still stinks of goats."

      Sam nodded slowly.

      "I still can't believe you'd find it easier to kill any of us, versus the farmer back there," William said.

      "Remember the qualifier I added," Sam said. "If you betrayed me. Of course I wouldn't find it easy otherwise. Well, I suppose even if you did betray me, it would be difficult. Emotionally at least."

      Ethan had to laugh.

      "What's so funny?"

      "Emotionally?" Ethan said. "What about physically?"

      "We should spar sometime," Sam said, amusement creeping into her tone. "Your jiu jitsu against my kung fu."

      Ethan grinned widely. "Kung fu? I've already won."

      Sam's eyes twinkled. "We'll see."

      [image: ]
* * *

      Dmitri crouched beside the Kia Rio that had been abandoned in the gully. The driver's seat was steeped in blood. More blood covered the backseat. It was definitely the getaway vehicle, even if the license plate had been removed.

      Three Islamic State pickup trucks were parked on the road nearby, near his small convoy. The Sunni fighters had spotted the suspicious vehicle abandoned in the steppe about half an hour earlier, and had called it in via their spotter network.

      He touched the dried blood with one finger. A small, sticky portion coated his skin, outlining the lines and whorls of his fingerprint.

      "Are you wounded, my old enemy?" he mused aloud. "No. Of course not. This is the blood of one of your minions. You devour those men closest to you. It is why you are called the Widow."

      He finished his search of the vehicle. Anything of value had been stripped by the DIA operatives.

      Dmitri glanced at the nearby highway, where empty chicken cages lay abandoned near the shoulder. The operatives had procured a new vehicle for themselves, of course. Likely that of a farmer. The question was, where had they disposed of the body?

      Pyotr radioed from his search of the nearby steppe. "Kapitán. We found an Iraqi bound and gagged out here. He's still alive. Says he was robbed of his vehicle at gunpoint."

      Dmitri found himself raising a surprised eyebrow. In her prime, the Widow would have never made such a mistake. A living witness, left behind?

      Dmitri smiled. "You grow weak, Widow."
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      The green steppe was but a memory: the landscape had become flat desert intermixed with the occasional rocky outcrops. The ultra-fine sand of the desert—the "moon dust"—was coated in a layer of gravel. The road was no longer dirt, but compacted sand. The particulates in the atmosphere had thickened so that a dull orange haze hung above the distant horizon. Though the windows were closed, some dust permeated the Accent's vents, giving the interior an earthy, chalky smell.

      Ethan pursued the target vehicle doggedly across that moonscape. He was so focused on the road and distant haze that he almost forgot he carried passengers: when Sam spoke, it unsettled him slightly.

      "He's turning into a large village," Sam said, studying the laptop. "Pick it up, Ethan."

      He accelerated, and in moments turned onto a side road. He hit the outskirts of the village shortly thereafter. The low-slung buildings bordering the road were made of either mud brick or stucco, and tinted the color of faded sand. Some of the properties were girthed in cinder block fences. Mini dunes had formed on the eastern walls of many homes, marking the abandoned residences. A subtle miasma of dust floated in the air, coating everything.

      "He's driving into some kind of estate," Sam said. "It's surrounded by a cinder block wall. The grounds are obscured from the air by several palm trees." She glanced at the road. "Turn left up ahead. Then take the first right. William, get ready to launch the Hornet."

      The village seemed empty save for the occasional unarmed Iraqi seated in the shade of a mud brick house, watching with idle curiosity as the Accent drove past. Ethan was worried the men were sentinels of some kind.

      Guided by Sam, he drove onto a bumpy road behind a row of houses and then parked beside a long cinder block wall. Glancing at the laptop, he realized the estate lay beyond that tall fence.

      "Will, get me eyes inside that estate," Sam said.

      William launched the nano drone. The base station lay open in his lap. Doug, acting as his tripod, held the antennas out the opposite window near the roof of the car.

      Sam streamed the Hornet's video feed to a small area on the right side of her screen.

      Ethan watched the drone fly over the wall.

      "Signal strength just dropped by about forty percent," William said. "But I'm still in the air."

      "Find the target," Sam said.

      Ethan stared at the video feed on the laptop. Date palms skirted past beneath the drone. The plants covered the inner grounds with such profusion that Ethan wondered if the estate was some kind of plantation. That seemed impossible, given the drought conditions.

      "Wait a second," Ethan said. "Those aren't palm trees. They're tall umbrellas painted to look like palms. Those sandy gaps between the leaves are a dead giveaway... the gaps stay the same color, even when the sky is behind them."

      "You're right," Sam said. "More subterfuge."

      Near the middle of those painted canopies, the rooftop of a stucco building poked through. The Hornet accelerated toward it.

      "There's a break in the ground coverage here," William said. "I'm dropping down."

      The drone descended into a clearing. William yawed the Hornet, panning the camera across the umbrella poles. The view froze and pixelated often—the poles were likely metallic, and interfered with the signal. William stopped the yaw when he had a good view of the stucco building. He zoomed in.

      "There," William said. "The Elantra is parked beside the building. Looks like—wait. There's another Elantra just in front of it. Same year and color. Both cars have drivers behind the wheels."

      "Terrorist tradecraft," Sam muttered. On her laptop, she maximized the view from the Hornet so that it took up the entire screen.

      Ethan saw the two vehicles on the display, and the stucco building beyond them. A man observed from the entrance to the house; he wore a white robe, and a black band secured a keffiyeh to his head.

      "Who's the guy in front of the home?" Ethan said.

      "Probably some random IS supporter," Sam said. "I'm sending his picture back to HQ. Maybe we'll get a hit."

      Ethan focused his attention on the vehicles.

      "Can you tell which driver is our courier?" Doug said.

      "No," Sam answered.

      "The second vehicle just turned around," William said. "Looks like it's headed for the exit."

      "I see it," Sam said.

      "I'm going in for a closer look," William told her.

      "Going to be tricky flying between all those poles," Ethan said.

      "I can do it," William said.

      Ethan waited, his stomach in knots. The problem with flying FPV was that the single camera allowed no depth perception, and it was very hard to gauge the distance of surrounding objects. The constant video freezes and pixelation didn't help matters, but somehow William managed to get closer to the moving Elantra without hitting anything.

      "It's not him," Sam abruptly announced.

      "Are you sure?" Doug said.

      "This guy has a full religious beard instead of a simple mustache."

      "Maybe the courier relayed the message to him before we got here," Ethan said.

      Sam reduced the size of the Hornet's feed so that the top-down view from the Predator filled the screen once more. The moving vehicle emerged from the cover of the fake palm trees and out into the open streets. When the Elantra hit the rural road, it turned eastward, heading back toward the Mosul-Baghdad highway.

      "I don't think the courier talked to him," Sam said. "He didn't have time. We would have caught him walking back to his own vehicle, at least. That the new guy is headed toward the main highway and leaving the Al Hadar region tells me everything I need to know."

      "Maybe he plans to double back at some point," Ethan said.

      Sam tapped her chin. "Maybe. But my gut tells me he's not our man."

      "You're going to rely on your gut for something as important as this?" Ethan said.

      "What choice do we have?" Sam typed on the laptop. "I'm tagging him as a secondary target for JSOC. They have another Predator in the area, and a remote team will track him for us. They'll drop a couple of two-thousand pounders wherever he ends up, just to be on the safe side."

      Ethan pressed his lips together. It was a suitable compromise, given the circumstances, though he didn't want to think about the potentially unnecessary collateral damage. He remembered, bitterly, the words Sam had spoken what seemed a lifetime ago: Things are going to be different, working for me.

      "You did the same thing with the original courier, didn't you?" Ethan said, remembering that she had been typing earlier after deciding not to pursue the first target.

      "You know me all too well," Sam responded offhandedly.

      More potential collateral damage. Nothing had changed at all.

      "The remaining vehicle is on the move," William announced, bringing Ethan out of his head.

      "Recall the Hornet," Sam told him. "HQ just got back to me on the white-robed man from the house. He's not in any of our files. I'm tagging his residence for future aerial surveillance."

      William returned the quad to the clearing and accelerated skyward; in under a minute he had the nano drone back at the Accent, and he landed it just outside Doug's door.

      "Nice flying, Tex," Doug said when he retrieved it.

      "Yeah," William said. "Just hope my balls don't get irradiated." The latter comment was in reference to the powerful, suitcase-sized base station in his lap.

      The courier returned to the rural road and headed southwest.

      Ethan drove to the outskirts of the village and waited; when the target vehicle had moved four and a half klicks out, Ethan accelerated onto the road, continuing the elaborate game of cat and mouse.

      He drove past three more tiny mud brick villages. There was still no sign of any Islamic State presence—no checkpoints, no flags, no militants. In fact the entire area seemed completely deserted. The only person they saw was a grizzled Iraqi leading a train of camels on foot, a man who regarded the Accent suspiciously as it went by.

      "Some kind of lookout?" Ethan asked as the camel train receded. He glanced in the rearview mirror, and realized William was observing the man through the binoculars.

      "The haji hasn't reached for a radio," William said after several moments. "I think he's just a random trader."

      Several minutes later the target arrived at a fourth village, somewhat larger than the last three.

      "Close to within two klicks," Sam said.

      Ethan floored the accelerator. He glanced at the laptop: the target vehicle approached a larger building—perhaps a mosque of some kind—and parked beside it under the screening branches of one of the many terebinth trees in the area. Those trees implied the presence of an oasis, perhaps with wells tapping into groundwater via an aquifer. Either that, or they were fake.

      "Switching cars again?" Ethan said.

      "It's possible."

      Ethan halted two kilometers outside the village.

      Sam raised an expectant hand. "Binocs?" William handed over the Zeiss and she peered into the lenses. "Move the car forward just a tad."

      Ethan complied. William shifted in the backseat, likely preparing the Hornet.

      "Stop," Sam said.

      Ethan braked, and placed the car into park once more. Then he waited.

      "What do you see?" Doug said after several seconds.

      "I've spotted him," Sam said. "He's walking toward the building—I think it's a mosque. There's no fence. I can see everything. There are a bunch of other vehicles, mostly SUVs, parked around it under the trees. But it's not even close to prayer time."

      "Is the courier approaching any of the vehicles?" Doug said.

      "No," Sam answered. "He's ignoring them. He's climbing the steps, heading straight inside the mosque."

      "Relaying the message to another courier within?" William mused.

      "It's possible," Sam said. "But if that were the case, why so many other vehicles at this hour? Wait... I just spotted two mujahadeen, guarding the entrance to the mosque." The excitement was obvious in her voice. "I think we have Afri."

      "Should I send in the Hornet?" William asked.

      "No. I've seen everything I need. I'm calling in the airstrike. Ethan, some distance would be nice."

      Ethan turned the vehicle around while Sam made the call.

      When he had driven a klick from his previous position he halted.

      Four minutes later the village lit up in the rearview mirror. The ground rumbled and the road shook as multiple bombs wiped the place from the map.

      Ethan truly hoped there hadn't been any innocents in that village; he couldn't help but think of the burning boy in that moment. Nothing had changed.

      No, Ethan told himself. Things are different. Don't second guess yourself. There were no innocents in that village. We did good today. Struck down a bastion of evil.

      We did good.

      "So it's done," William said, gazing at the incredible plume of smoke rising from the site. He sounded extremely weary. "We took out the acting leader of IS."

      "Should bomb Al-Maliki, too," Doug muttered.

      Under the auspices of the US, Nouri Al-Maliki had been the president of Iraq from 2006 to 2014. In 2011, when his deputy prime minister complained on CNN that Maliki was a dictator and his entire government was the puppet of Iran, Al-Maliki, a Shia, had famously cracked down on Sunni politicians, issuing arrest warrants for Sunni members of his own cabinet, including the deputy prime minister. These actions fueled Sunni resentment against the government and arguably helped the Islamic State rise. Al-Maliki had been forced to step down in August 2014, though he was currently one of the three acting vice presidents of Iraq.

      "Yes, well, it won't make much of a difference now will it?" Sam said. "The damage Al-Maliki has caused can't be undone." She glanced at the destroyed city. "Get the Hornet in the air, William. I want some video evidence from the ground."

      "Won't be able to see much through all that smoke." William inserted a fresh battery into the drone.

      "That's fine. I don't care so much about the visuals—I simply want proof that we were actually here."

      "When will we have confirmation on Afri?" Ethan said.

      "HQ will be monitoring the radio chatter over the next few days. If it picks up, we'll know we got him. The Shura council will be scrambling to choose someone to replace him."

      "I thought the leadership elements don't like the radios," William said.

      "In times of crisis they like them," Sam told him. "Believe me. In the meantime, the remote operators will keep the Predator overhead, monitoring the site over the next few days in case anyone tries to dig him out."

      "And what happens if someone shows up?" Ethan said.

      Sam raised an eyebrow. "What do you think?"

      William completed his pass and landed the Hornet outside Doug's door.

      Doug retrieved it. "Still can't believe this thing costs north of a hundred grand. I can get a Ladybird V2 for a hundred bucks at Radio Shack. Fits in the palm of my hand. Records video. Flies great."

      "And what's the range on it?" William said.

      "Okay, you got me there."

      "How about the noise profile? Can it fly in wind? And can the radio signal pass through walls?"

      "Fine, fine. But still, that doesn't justify the Hornet's price tag. You know I'm right."

      "Low sales volumes drive prices up," William said with a shrug. "Especially for custom-made crap."

      "So you admit it's crap?" Doug said.

      "Ethan," Sam interrupted. She was typing away. "Let's move. I'm arranging an extract. The four of us will be out of Iraq by nightfall."

      "Do we have a location yet?" Ethan said, unable to hide the relief from his voice.

      "I'll let you know the details once I have confirmation. For now, simply head back the way we came."

      Ethan eagerly drove down the compacted-sand road.

      It truly felt like a weight had been lifted from his shoulders.

      The mission was done.

      All that was left was to get out alive.
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      Ethan drove eastward on the sand road, making his way back toward the distant highway. He passed the tiny mud brick villages along the way, however the camel train and its grizzled Iraqi driver were nowhere to be found. The dreary moonscape showed no signs of letting up.

      "Just got confirmation on the extract," Sam said.

      William leaned forward, eagerly squeezing his head between the two front seats. "Do tell."

      "Get your rear out of my face," Doug said from the backseat.

      William shifted, probably after receiving a few solid punches in the backside from Doug, but otherwise remained in place.

      "Helos won't get clearance to land anywhere inside Islamic State territory, so we have to travel past the Eastern Front into Kurdistan." Sam showed the planned route on her laptop. "The closest IS village to the Eastern Front, yet not part of the battle, is here." She pointed out the location. "We'll hole up near there until nightfall, then proceed on foot through the hilly countryside. Members of the extract team will rendezvous with us halfway. They'll be riding ATVs."

      "How are they going to get past the Eastern Front?" William asked. His head still poked between the two front seats.

      "It's a long, porous front," Sam said. "The Islamic State can't be everywhere at once. If trouble arises, they'll simply call in an airstrike."

      "Ah, the time-honored airstrike," William said sarcastically. "The panacea for all our problems."

      "Hate to throw a wrench in the machine..." Ethan said.

      Sam turned toward him. "What's the problem now?"

      "It's not a big problem. Not yet anyway. We have a quarter of a tank left. Probably should refuel the next chance we get."

      "What?" William pressed against the side of Ethan's seat, probably repositioning himself for a better view of the fuel gauge. "We were three-quarters full earlier. These Accents are supposed to give some serious mileage on the gallon."

      "The new ones, maybe," Ethan said. "The twenty-year-old clunkers, not so much. And driving at twice the speed limit like we've been doing hasn't helped the fuel situation much."

      "We should be able to refuel at the next big village," Sam said. "If I recall, there was an Iraqi seated by the road with a red jerrycan."

      "I didn't see him," Ethan said.

      "He was there," Sam insisted. "You didn't see him because you took a side road a block away."

      "All right. Let's hope he hasn't gone for lunch, then."

      "You're talking about the village where the courier stopped earlier?" Doug said. "The place with the fake palm tree estate?"

      "That's the one."

      Ethan reached the larger village shortly and the other operatives lowered their veils. Sam guided him to the side street where she'd seen the gas vendor. Sure enough an Iraqi was sitting there with a red jerrycan.

      The man stood as Ethan pulled the Accent in front of him.

      "Banzeen?" The Iraqi spoke the word for petrol. He had such a deep tan that his wrinkled skin appeared nearly black.

      "Li, banzeen," Ethan said.

      "How much?"

      "Full," Ethan answered.

      "Fifty dollars," the man proclaimed.

      "US dollars?" Ethan said in disbelief.

      "Yes."

      He glanced at Sam. She shook her head imperceptibly. "Twenty," she said softly. "It's all we have."

      "Twenty," Ethan told the vendor.

      "Then I will fill you up with twenty dollars worth," the man said matter-of-factly.

      Sam gave Ethan the money and he paid the man. Ethan popped the fuel cover and waited.

      While the Iraqi poured fuel into the vehicle, Ethan regarded the surrounding mud brick homes suspiciously. He didn't see anyone in the darkened windows, but he activated his Hytera radio anyway, worried that there might be Islamic State spotters out there. He turned up the volume and hit the scan button. No hits. He left the radio in scan mode.

      He heard the thud as the Accent's fuel flap closed and a moment later the man rapped his knuckles on the rear window.

      Ethan started the vehicle and glanced at the fuel gauge. Three-quarters full.

      "Shukran," Ethan told the man before driving off.

      He couldn't have known that the Iraqi made a quick transmission shortly afterward, a broadcast that the scanning function of Ethan's radio missed.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The break Dmitri had been waiting for had finally come. He was on the Baghdad-Mosul highway, about one hundred fifty kilometers south of Mosul, when his satphone rang. He extended the thick antenna and clicked the receive button.

      It was Victor.

      "A spotter just reported three women and a man riding in a beat-up Accent," his boss reported. That matched the description given to them by the carjacked Iraqi. "In a tiny Al Hadar village three hours southwest of Mosul. They were headed northeast. He also says there was a plume of smoke in the distance behind them, as if some great conflagration raged."

      "Send me the GPS coordinates," Dmitri said.

      Victor did so, and Dmitri compared the location to his own. It wasn't all that far. Roughly fifty kilometers behind them. It seemed that Dmitri had overshot his prey.

      "Turn around," he commanded his driver, Pyotr.

      The lieutenant obeyed without question, doing a U-turn and crossing over the median into the northbound lanes. The rest of the small convoy did the same as the order was passed down the line.

      He examined the map. She was headed northeast, Victor said. Did she intend to cross the Tigris and flee toward Kurdistan? The closest pair of bridges to her location were at Shirqat; the next nearest bridge was in Qayara City, some distance north.

      "I want the Qayara and Shirqat Bridges shut down," Dmitri said.

      "I've already sent messages for the spotters to relay. If she tries to cross any of the bridges, your Widow will find herself in Islamic State custody."

      Dmitri smiled grimly. Somehow he doubted the Widow would be so easily captured.

      "Keep me apprised," he told Victor.

      Dmitri hung up the satphone. He ordered his driver Pyotr to increase the speed of the Ural. The Humvees that made up his escort did likewise. When he glanced in the right side mirror he could see them strung out behind him, spaced roughly two hundred meters apart. The vehicles traveled like that to avoid the wrath of any passing bombers.

      He missed the days when he could merely call up the view from a Russian spy satellite on his laptop and track his target directly. Having to rely upon crude, rustic spotters irritated him. But there was nothing for it.

      He thought about something the spotter had reported: the plume of smoke in the distance behind the Accent. It was the Widow's doing, of course. Had she succeeded in her objective?

      A half hour later Victor called again. "I have news."

      "What?" Dmitri said impatiently.

      "A vehicle containing a man and three women was just seen by one of our spotters in a village east of the Tigris, heading toward Kurdistan. They were driving a beige Sonata. Of course, the guards at the bridges did not see this Sonata, or the Accent."

      "It's her," Dmitri said. He was expecting the Widow to switch vehicles again. "Coordinates?"

      Victor sent the GPS location.

      Dmitri checked the map on his laptop. Yes, it looked like the Black Widow was definitely headed toward Kurdistan and out of Islamic State territory. She wouldn't be leaving unless she had completed her mission. That was her way.

      She had assassinated Abu Afri, then. Or she believed she had. If it was true, then a shake-up was coming. Over the next week, as members of the Shura council assumed new positions in the senior leadership hierarchy, priorities would be shifted. Dmitri's days contracting to the Islamic State were likely numbered, especially considering his failure to stop the threat to the regime in time.

      It didn't matter. There was only one more task he cared to complete in the region.

      He calculated the distance from his current location to the new GPS coordinates. Down to forty kilometers.

      "Are you still there?" Victor said over the line.

      "Are there any Islamic State barracks along their route?" Dmitri said into the satphone.

      "Yes," Victor returned. "A village fifty kilometers east of their position. Here." Victor sent the coordinates.

      "Have the barracks muster and order them to intercept the vehicle. Preferably at another village closer to the target."

      "I can arrange this, yes," Victor returned. "There is another village twenty kilometers west of the barracks. It should prove suitable for a blockade."

      Dmitri saw it on the map. "Good."

      Grinning fiercely, he hung up the phone.

      "Faster," he told Pyotr, though he knew his lieutenant already had the accelerator floored.

      You're not going to get away, my old enemy. Not this time.
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      Ethan drove the Sonata northeast along the dirt road. Large swathes of grass dominated either side of the dirt road, interrupted by gravel beds and eroded loam and clay.

      Almost free.

      Earlier he'd returned to the Mosul-Baghdad highway and crossed the median to head northbound, putting the Al Hadar region and its desert wasteland behind them. After a few kilometers he'd turned onto a rural road to head east through the green steppe, and followed that a short ways before Sam instructed him to take a bumpy dirt path through the grass. He'd stayed on that all the way to the river. Nearing the Tigris, he circumvented a large village, driving through an abandoned barley crop that was overtaken by weeds. Eventually the greenery became too dense for the vehicle and they'd abandoned the Accent to proceed on foot through the riverside foliage.

      Following Sam's GPS, they reached the Tigris riverbank and loaded all of their equipment into a tiny, bowl-shaped reed quffa someone had left on the rocks. They poled across the river. On the other side a beige Sonata awaited, courtesy of one of Sam's assets in the country. They loaded inside and drove past a date plantation that was part of a small village; soon, the Tigris and the thick band of green that surrounded it was well behind them, replaced by the beginnings of foothills.

      The vehicle struck a shallow depression, jolting the passengers and bringing Ethan out of his reverie.

      "Watch the road," Sam said peevishly.

      "Sorry." Ethan concentrated on the route. Ahead, grassy knolls rolled to the horizon, where the wide ridge of smoke demarcating the Eastern Front blotted out the sky. Kurdistan lay beyond that evil-looking smudge.

      Far to the south, smoke plumes clustered around the city of Tikrit, two hours north of Baghdad. That was the Southern Front, where the Islamic State Sunnis battled the Shia militias who had combined to form al-Hashd al-Shaabi, or the Popular Mobilization Force, sponsored by the Iraqi government—also predominantly Shia. Ethan didn't look that way very long. His path lay to the east. He was leaving behind that war-torn country. For good, hopefully.

      Tiny villages occasionally abutted the route. He cautiously drove past them, wary of ambushes, but the places proved abandoned.

      Ethan slowed as he approached the next village. The road leading past it had been completely blocked off—pickups were parked end to end across the route. Maybe fifty armed men were crouched in front, behind, and inside the vehicles.

      Ethan halted eight hundred meters away and turned to Sam. "Why didn't you warn me about that blockade with your eye in the sky?"

      "Wasn't there when I checked the route earlier," Sam said. There was a hint of guilt in her voice. She had been typing something, probably to her superior, and likely hadn't been watching the video feed as intently as she should have.

      "There have to be at least fifty men out there," Doug said from the backseat. "Not your typical Islamic State checkpoint."

      Sam touched her earbud. "Captain, got some GPS coordinates for you."

      Several of the vehicles broke away from the blockade and accelerated toward them.

      "Belay that," Sam said into her comm. "Target is becoming a convoy. Relaying updated kill information."

      Ethan did a U-turn and accelerated the hell away.

      Threads of light ate into the road behind him as a technical open fired with its anti-aircraft guns.

      Ethan floored the accelerator.

      "What's the range on those ZUs?" William asked.

      "Two klicks," Sam answered distractedly.

      A rocket detonated not far behind the vehicle.

      "Sam, about those airstrikes..." Ethan said.

      The pursuers abruptly stopped firing.

      Ethan realized why an instant later: on the twisting road ahead, a Soviet Ural accelerated toward the Sonata. Beyond it, Ethan could see a line of five Humvees stretched out at intervals of roughly two hundred meters, blocking the retreat vector.

      Ethan couldn't simply leave the road and drive into the foothills—the Sonata wasn't built for that kind of terrain, and the Humvees would easily overtake him, assuming the vehicle didn't get a flat from some rock or crash into a gully.

      "I think we need more than one airstrike," Ethan said. "As in, a whole lot more."

      "On it," Sam returned.

      As the Ural grew closer, it quickly became obvious the Lancer wasn't going to come through for them.

      "Hang on!" Ethan floored the accelerator, heading straight toward the Russian vehicle.

      "Ethan..." Sam said.

      He kept his attention focused on the Ural. At the last moment he swerved off the dirt road. He and the others were momentarily tossed about by the rough terrain; the grass and gravel fought his steering, and it took him a half second longer to veer back onto the road than he'd intended, but he had done it—the military truck was behind them.

      He played chicken with the next vehicle, a fast-closing Humvee less than a hundred meters away. Again he swerved off the road at the final instant.

      The driver side door of the Sonata was sprayed with bullets from the passing vehicle. None of them hit Ethan, or so he hoped—the adrenalin flowing through his veins in that moment might have masked the pain.

      He veered back onto the road.

      Up ahead the next Humvee began to slow, allowing two other Humvees to pull up alongside. The three vehicles matched speeds, forming an impenetrable bastion. If he wanted to go around them, he risked traveling into the rough terrain for longer than a few seconds. Not the best idea. But perhaps he could move them to one side and improve the odds...

      Ethan accelerated onto the shoulder of the road, driving half on the dirt, and half on the grass.

      The three Humvees altered their course accordingly, drifting so that the center vehicle lined up with his. The leftmost vehicle drove down the middle of the road, and the rightmost completely off it.

      With only seconds to spare, Ethan spun the wheel far to the left, veering back onto the road; he hit the grass on the other side as he raced past the leftmost Humvee. The opposing vehicle swerved, trying to cut him off, but the Sonata was already passing by.

      Gunfire riddled the right side of the car.

      Still off-road, Ethan hit a small gravel berm and the Sonata jumped into the air; he was pulled against his seatbelt as a terrible grating sound issued from the undercarriage.

      Fighting the pull of the grass and gravel, Ethan veered back onto the road. "Everyone all right?"

      "Peachy," Sam responded.

      He heard pistol fire from the backseat as William and Doug returned fire at the Humvees behind them.

      Sam opened her window and let off some shots at the last Humvee up ahead.

      Ethan swerved past.

      The military vehicle tried to broadside them but managed only to ding the rear. It was enough to send the Sonata drifting. However Ethan recovered easily enough and returned to the road. He kept the accelerator floored.

      Glancing in the rearview mirror, he saw that most of the Humvees had already reversed course and were in pursuit. The Ural stood out near the center of the group, bearing down like an implacable freight train.

      "Sam," he said. "Now would be a good time for those airstrikes."

      That was when he realized the Sonata was pulling to the right: one of the tires had been punctured.

      That explained why the pursuing vehicles seemed to be gaining so quickly.

      In the rearview mirror, he watched a rifle-toting soldier lean out the passenger side of the lead Humvee.

      "Incoming, six o'clock!" Ethan said, ducking in his seat.

      Automatic gunfire sprayed the rear window. A few of the bullets pierced through to the front windshield, poking large, spidery holes.

      "Hang on," Sam said.

      Before he could ask why, several fireballs enveloped the road behind the Sonata, consuming the Humvees.

      "About time," Ethan said.

      The next village lay just up ahead.

      He glanced in the rearview mirror: from the smoke plumes the Ural emerged, along with three of the Humvees.

      "Your bomber only got two of them," Ethan complained. He wondered how many of the Sunni militants farther back had survived.

      He turned into the small village. He kept an eye out for another possible getaway vehicle—not that he had the time or tools to hot wire anything. All he saw was a rusty white Toyota pickup without any tires.

      "The mosque!" Sam said. "We'll make our stand there."

      Unlike many of the smaller villages he had passed, this one actually had a mosque. The white-brick, cigar-shaped building was the tallest structure in the area. Basically a standalone, three-story minaret.

      Ethan slammed on the brakes in front of the building. He popped the trunk and exited the Sonata; from the arms cache in the rear compartment he grabbed Beast II and an A4, along with an ammo bag he'd prepared earlier using an empty rice sack—it held grenades and extra magazines. Sam and the others scooped up the remaining A4s and ammo bags.

      Incoming fire sprayed the vehicle as the Ural pulled up.

      "Get to the mosque!" Ethan said.

      He ducked behind the Sonata and provided covering fire as the others raced into the building. A Humvee arrived and he divided his attention between it and the Ural.

      Suppressive fire erupted from the building behind him.

      That was his cue.

      He broke from the Sonata and covered the short distance to mosque. William, in the doorway, paused to allow Ethan across his line of sight.

      He burst inside and the two of them shut the door. There was no lock of any kind. Bullets riddled the wood. They overturned a nearby shelf, blocking the entrance.

      "Useless," Ethan said.

      "Yeah," William agreed.

      "Sam?"

      "Upstairs."

      The two of them sped across the small, furniture-less congregation area and climbed the steps two at a time. The staircase spiraled along the inner wall, with the central area left open. It was rail-less—one misstep would see them plunge the entire distance to the floor.

      He passed an abutting alcove on the second floor that contained a bed and study for an imam. The room didn't have a window: useless from a sniping perspective.

      He kept climbing, and as he neared the third-floor balcony he heard shooting.

      "Coming in!" Ethan warned. He didn't need Sam or Doug to accidentally shoot him.

      On the balcony the other two operatives were lying prostrate behind the balustrade: they unleashed hell onto the street below. The firecracker-like reports of their rifles reflected from the minaret wall, blocking out all other sounds. The stench of gunpowder hung in the air.

      "Watch our back," Ethan told William during a break in the shooting.

      William nodded. He perched beside the balcony entrance, aiming his A4 down the spiral staircase.

      Ethan slid Beast II from his shoulder and low-crawled to the edge. The balcony afforded a good view of the street. Two more Humvees had pulled up; Sam and Doug had the tangos pinned behind the vehicles.

      There was no sign of the men from the Ural and the first Humvee. He suspected William would be busy soon.

      Through Beast II's scope, Ethan spotted the backpack of a tango crouched behind one of the rearmost Humvees. He waited.

      The target lifted his head.

      Ethan squeezed the trigger.

      He worked the bolt, feeding a fresh cartridge into the M24's chamber. The kill dropped into plain sight beside the Humvee. The dead man wore a soldier's helmet and had no facial hair.

      Russian, a part of Ethan's mind processed above the chaos.

      He had his left eye open for situational awareness. In his peripheral vision he saw Sam with her laptop open beside him; the thick satellite antenna pointed skyward. She alternated between sniping and typing.

      Ethan found another partially-obscured target. He waited for the Russian to fully present himself, and then squeezed.

      Bursts of gunfire erupted from behind as William defended the staircase.

      Ethan picked out another target and fired. The balcony shook as a grenade, probably thrown by William, detonated inside the minaret.

      The surviving pickups from the other town started to pull up, joining the Humvees, and the militants in the beds unloaded en masse. The unorganized jihadists spread out recklessly, with no regard to their individual safeties, making for the nearby buildings. They should have used their own vehicles for cover instead of throwing themselves out into the open like that.

      There was a profusion of easy targets, and though Ethan did his best, he couldn't hit them all. Sam and Doug sprayed their A4s left and right, bringing down swathes of the fools.

      Ethan worked the bolt after each shot until he'd used all ten rounds, then he replaced the magazine with a spare from his ammo bag.

      A technical pulled up. Ethan eliminated the gunner before the man could fire the deadly ZU at them.

      Bullets came in hard and fast as multiple militants abruptly opened fire from the different buildings, forcing Ethan and the others to retreat from the edge.

      When he peered again over the balustrade, he discovered that those Russians previously hidden behind the Humvees were gone. The militants had lain down covering fire for them.

      Another mujahid was manning the big gun on the technical. Ethan had time only to duck as the enemy opened fire.

      Threads of gunfire tore into the balustrade. Shards of stone rained down on him.

      The floor shook as a grenade detonated somewhere inside the minaret.

      "That was my last frag!" William shouted behind him. "The tangos keep coming!"

      Ethan and the others abandoned the railing to help defend the balcony entrance. When he reached William, Ethan cooked a fragmentation grenade and threw it into the minaret.

      "Fire in the hole!"

      The floor shook as the grenade detonated.

      He aimed down the spiraling stairs, but before he could do anything more, the world spun out of control.

      Ethan found himself lying stunned on the balcony, near the minaret edge. His ears rang. Groggily, he lifted his head. William, Doug and Sam were sprawled beside him in various states of consciousness. Above them, he saw a blast pattern in the upper wall, vaguely reminiscent of a rocket strike.

      Militants and Russians stormed the balcony and disarmed the stunned operatives. They even took away the concealed Glock that was strapped to Ethan's right ankle, along with his radio.

      A towering Russian stepped onto the balcony. The feature that Ethan noticed first about him were those chilling, yet strikingly bold blue eyes. Jet-black hair, graying at the temples, framed that blocky face. A beak-like nose resided between his thin lips and fierce brows. He held himself with the confidence and swagger of a commander.

      The Siberian Laika, no doubt.

      He ignored the others and stared right at Sam with those vibrant blue eyes; she was only then lifting her head.

      "Dmitri," she muttered.

      "So we meet again, my old enemy," the Laika returned in Russian-accented English.

      Sam pushed herself up onto her elbows. "How did you find Al Taaraz?" she said weakly.

      The Laika glanced at the fighter beside him, who wore a black balaclava under his cap. The militant removed the cap and ski mask in one smooth motion, revealing his face.

      "Ah, so you're the mole," Sam said tiredly.
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      Ethan wasn't entirely surprised by who he saw.

      Othunan shrugged. "Why do you think I've stayed alive this long?" He replaced his cap, hiding the ugly, horizontal scar branded into his forehead. He pulled the sides low to cover his missing ears. "My country has passed through the hands of five invaders over the past fifteen years. What am I supposed to do? In a country of malleable leaders, one has to form malleable alliances. I align myself with whoever will benefit me the most at any given time."

      "But we paid your group very well to help us capture Al Taaraz," Sam said flatly.

      "And the Russians paid me very well to get him back." Othunan smiled. "You see how that works? He with no ears gets the earrings!"

      The Siberian Laika didn't look pleased with Othunan. Ethan had the distinct impression the Russian hadn't known the resistance leader had helped them kidnap Al Taaraz; the big man shot Othunan a dark look that promised violence later.

      "But you helped us escape execution," Sam pressed.

      "Wasn't me," Othunan said quickly, apparently well aware of the Laika's angry gaze. "Another resistance cell decided to help you."

      "Enough," the Laika told the man.

      Othunan clamped down on his tongue.

      "I promised you the three men," the Laika continued, sweeping his hand over the male operatives. "Kill them, then. But do so quickly. It is not wise to toy with operatives such as these."

      The Laika hefted Sam to her feet.

      "Let me die with my men," Sam told him.

      "Death at the hands of the common rabble is not for you," the Russian said. "You are mine, Widow. But first"—he grabbed her cheeks with a big hand and forcibly turned her face toward Ethan—"you will watch your men die."

      The regret that shone in her eyes was heartbreaking. Ethan wouldn't have wished her fate on anyone. To watch the men under your command executed at point-blank range, men who were more than brothers to you... what a terrible thing to endure.

      Othunan turned his Kalashnikov on Ethan. Unlike the other militants, who carried only AK-47s, Othunan held an AK-12 like the Russian. He flipped the ambidextrous fire selector with a twist of the thumb, sliding it all the way forward into the full automatic position. "Good bye, not-so-intelligent agents."

      "Wait," Ethan said.

      Othunan cocked an eyebrow.

      "I die on my feet," Ethan said.

      Othunan leered, and Ethan thought he was going to fire anyway, but incredibly the man showed a modicum of human decency and gestured for him to rise.

      Ethan scrambled drunkenly upright, using the remains of the balcony railing to support himself. The other militants kept their AKs trained on him the whole time.

      "I'm ready," Ethan said. He wasn't, really, but he was all out of ideas. If he tried to wrest the rifle away from the closest militant, the others would mow him down in an instant. There simply was no escape.

      He knew every mission he took on was a risk. There was always a chance of returning home in a body bag. Unfortunately, his time had finally come.

      He had no regrets. He wouldn't allow himself to have them.

      "No!" Sam tore free of the Russian and struck Othunan. She shoved the AK-12 skyward and he sprayed bullets into the air.

      Ethan leaped into action in the confusion that followed; he plowed into the closest militant, using the man as a human shield when some of the others opened fire.

      But before he could do anything more, the airstrikes came.

      Ethan heard the keening only a split-second before impact. The air flashed orange above him. His lungs rattled for a microsecond, as did his brain case. The entire world seemed to move, and he blacked out.

      Ethan came to seconds later. The air was thick with black dust. A constant, high-pitched ringing filled his hearing, far worse than the aftermath of the earlier rocket strike. The lower half of his body was covered in dislodged bricks. He shoved them away drunkenly, rising on spongy feet. His right leg suddenly throbbed in pain; a long gash had been torn down his thigh, through the cargo pants. The wound wasn't bleeding too badly, so he knew it wasn't deep. Still, the gash stung like hell with all that dust digging into it. At least nothing seemed to be broken, as far as he could tell.

      He called out for Sam, but his voice sounded extremely muffled. The ceaseless ringing didn't help matters. It was as if someone had constructed a dog whistle for humans and was blowing it nonstop.

      He remembered Sam typing away at her laptop earlier. She had called in the airstrikes, of course. Though somehow he doubted she had planned for the bombs to hit so close. Then again, maybe that was precisely her intention.

      As the dust cleared further, he realized the left portion of the minaret where he had been standing had collapsed, and he'd fallen into the imam's alcove on the second floor.

      His first thought was to get back up there and render whatever assistance he could to the other operatives, who were likely still fighting their captors.

      The spiral staircase wasn't too far to his left. He started toward it through the clearing dust, but then movement drew his gaze to the right. A figure in an abaya was clawing its way out of the bricks.

      Sam.

      Ethan hauled her from the debris. He tried to help her stand, but her left foot wouldn't take the weight.

      "Broken," she said. Her voice sounded distant.

      Damn this ringing.

      He started to help her toward the stairwell but then spotted more motion to his right: near where Sam had been buried, another figure emerged.

      The Siberian Laika. He held a long, black Voron-3 blade.

      Ethan set down Sam and positioned himself between the Russian and her.

      The Laika bore his teeth in a rictus and tentatively approached, stepping clear of the debris.

      Ethan crouched, assuming a defensive posture as his opponent made a few probing feints. Ethan kept his arms raised, ready to block any incoming blows, but his foe never followed through with the attacks. The Russian seemed to be appraising Ethan.

      All at once the Laika charged, thrusting with the knife from the underhand position.

      Ethan stepped forward, leading with his forearm. He intended to chop his wrist into his opponent's knife arm, while grabbing the elbow with the other hand. But the Russian's attack was another feint—the Laika shifted the blade in midstrike, aiming directly for Ethan's exposed forearm.

      Ethan twisted, collapsing his entire frame like water, allowing the blade to flow past. The knife glanced his forearm, cutting a shallow gash. He struck out with his right foot, tripping the man.

      The move unbalanced Ethan and he followed the Russian to the floor. The Laika landed face down, and Ethan attempted to pin him.

      His foe immediately abandoned the knife and used both hands to right his body. With his back pressing into the floor, the Russian kicked, shoving Ethan backward.

      Ethan attempted to close the distance, but those legs whipped out again, wrapping around Ethan's chest and holding him at bay. The man began to squeeze, a move that, if left unchecked, would rob Ethan of precious oxygen in a time when he needed it most. He was in the Russian's "guard." His first priority was to escape it.

      Ethan reached for his opponent's biceps to initiate the escape but the Laika was already attempting a collar chokehold. Ethan swatted aside the Russian's arms three times and then managed to grab his biceps, but before he could perform the escape the Laika exploded to the side, using his weight to flip Ethan onto his back. In the blink of an eye he was on top of Ethan, in the mount position.

      Pinned with his back to the floor, Ethan instinctively extended his arms, wrapping his hands around his opponent's throat and keeping the Laika at a distance. The words of his Gracie Jiu Jitsu instructor echoed through his head:

      Whoever controls the distance, controls the fight.

      Ethan began to squeeze.

      The Laika placed his corded arms inside Ethan's and thrust outward, breaking his hold. The Russian abruptly leaned forward, slamming his upper body into Ethan's face and holding that position. The man's dusty jacket smothered him.

      Unable to breathe, Ethan immediately attempted the escape, hooking one foot over his opponent's ankle and flicking his waist upward, but the Russian proved too heavy. Ethan was about to try again when the man abruptly sat back.

      Ethan realized the Laika had no intention of dispatching him in that manner: the Russian had used the move merely as a diversion to retrieve his knife.

      Ethan exploded his hips upward, rolling onto his left shoulder. He almost broke free but his opponent struck downward with the knife, forcing Ethan to counter—he grabbed his opponent's wrist with both hands and swung it far to the left, so that the man's unsupported upper body crashed into Ethan's. Their heads slammed together, and Ethan momentarily saw stars.

      He was about to try the escape again when he felt a sharp pain above his eye: the Russian was sinking his teeth into Ethan's face. The upper incisors dug into his right eyebrow, the lower incisors pierced the area just above his eye socket.

      Ethan gritted his teeth at the excruciating pain. Almost as bad was the blood flowing into his sclera—that secondary, stinging agony forced him to close the eyelid, blinding his right eye.

      Ethan, wishing only to get the man off his face in that moment, momentarily released his hold on the Russian's knife hand and violently shoved upward. The man tore away—probably bringing a part of Ethan's face with him—and plunged the Voron down with both hands.

      Ethan narrowly seized his foe's wrists and halted the blade an inch above his throat. He could have easily missed that grab, given his sudden lack of depth perception.

      Both he and the Russian grunted as they fought for control of the blade. The guttural noises they made sounded distant, as if belonging to other fighters in the room.

      The Russian put the weight of his entire upper body behind that knife, and the tip of the black steel slowly sunk downward.

      Ethan exerted all his strength to counter him and managed to halt the seemingly inexorable descent. His hands shook from the effort. He had no strength left to try any other escapes. He was focusing all of his being on keeping that blade at bay.

      Ethan could feel the cords in his neck strain against his collar, and the tendons in his forearms press into his sleeves. His arms burned everywhere from the exertion—fingers, forearms, shoulders, though the worst pain was reserved for his triceps, which were on fire. He managed to hold the stalemate for a total of three seconds. It seemed an eternity.

      And then the blade jerked downward.

      Ethan barely stopped the knife again. He felt the cold steel kiss the skin above his jugular notch repeatedly as his hands shook more violently than ever. Rivulets of blood joined the perspiration on his neck.

      The Laika wore an expression of victory.
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      Ethan felt his strength ebbing. He knew the Laika had won. In seconds that knife would plunge straight through his windpipe.

      The moment before his muscles failed him entirely, a white brick crashed into his opponent's head.

      The Russian's resistance vanished and Ethan's hands shot upward, slamming the hilt into the man's chest. Ethan slid to the side as the Laika collapsed. He shoved the Russian's hands in the opposite direction, not wanting the blade to impale him.

      When the limp body landed, Ethan pushed the Laika off him and spotted his rescuer.

      It was Sam, of course. She lurked behind the Russian—she'd hauled herself forward with her hands, dragging her injured left leg along behind her. She held her torso upright with both arms.

      "About time you decided to help," Ethan said above the ringing in his ears.

      In answer, Sam collected the knife from the stunned Russian and plunged the blade into the man's back.

      The Laika howled. He spun around, knocking Sam's hands out from under her. Her upper body slammed into the floor.

      Ethan started toward her, intending to help, but she said, rather crossly: "I got this."

      The Laika hauled himself on top of her. He squeezed one hand around Sam's neck. With the other he reached behind his back for the embedded Voron.

      Sam groped frantically to one side, searching for the brick she'd dropped earlier. Her fingertips brushed the edge but the white block proved just out of range. There was no other rubble nearby.

      The Russian wrapped his fingers around the hilt of the Voron in his back and he pulled, grunting loudly. Crimson fluid spurted forth as the blade tore free.

      Ethan gently kicked the brick toward Sam. She seized it and swung her hand upward before the Laika could bring the knife down. The brick impacted his temple with a sickening thud.

      The Russian collapsed, landing on his side next to her. She struck him in the same spot before he could recover. Again. The Russian lost consciousness, but still she pounded away. His features became an indiscernible mass of red. Eventually his skull caved. She didn't stop, and in moments all that remained of his head was a gruesome pulp.

      "Sam," Ethan said, approaching her cautiously from behind. "Sam. He's dead!" He restrained her arm.

      She looked at him with such crazed, fiery eyes that he wasn't sure if she was going to attack him next. It was the same expression he had seen on mujahadeen who had volunteered for suicide missions.

      "He's dead," Ethan repeated.

      Her eyes finally seemed to focus upon him, really focus, and she looked down at the headless Russian. "Do you think I'm cruel for doing this, Ethan? Do you think I'm an evil woman?"

      In truth, though Ethan had witnessed some gruesome sights in his day, he was disturbed by what he saw. To the core. He would have never imagined Sam capable of such raw violence. She was supposed to be on the side of the civilized.

      He hid his discomfort behind an impassive face and said: "I'm sure he deserved what he got."

      She wrenched her arm from Ethan's grasp and examined her palm. Blood dripped from the fingertips. "I cut myself."

      "It's not your blood," Ethan said.

      "No, I cut myself." She wiped the hand in her abaya and showed him the bleeding gash in the fleshy part of her palm. Her hand had probably struck some jagged fragment of the man's skull.

      Ethan helped her bind it, using her hijab as a bandage, and then he pointed at himself.

      "How's it look?" Ethan presented the right side of his face, showing off his bloody eye.

      Sam's hard expression crumpled in concern.

      "Here." She wiped the blood from his socket with the sleeve of her abaya. Then she spat into his face.

      "Hey—!" He started to push her back but she stopped him with two words.

      "Hold still." She rubbed the spittle over his eyelid, then wiped it with a clean portion of her abaya. "Try to open it."

      Ethan tentatively obeyed. His eye burned terribly and at first he couldn't do it. The flowing tears helped clear out further irritants, and after a couple of attempts he finally managed to keep his eye open.

      "Good," Sam said.

      He explored the tender area above his eye with a finger, fearing the worst, but it seemed the flesh remained intact. His hand came away coated in fresh blood, however.

      "You're fine," Sam said, sensing his concern. "But you'll need to hold this over the wound for a while." She gave him her scarf.

      Looping the fabric around his head, Ethan secured the scarf over his wound like a bandage, leaving just enough room to keep his eye open.

      Ethan started to help her to her feet.

      "Wait." Sam searched the body of the Russian and found her smartphone. Then she allowed Ethan to walk her toward the staircase.

      The original gash in Ethan's thigh was starting to sting again, along with the shallow wounds the Laika had opened in his forearm and neck. Those were nothing compared to the pain above his eye, of course. The ringing in his ears persisted, too. It was getting to be damn annoying.

      William and Doug were just coming down the steps from the balcony. Both of them carried AKs; Doug also had an RPG launcher slung over one shoulder, with the warhead protruding absurdly from the waistline of his pants.

      "The upstairs is clear," William proclaimed tiredly. He walked with a pronounced limp.

      "Othunan?" Sam asked.

      "He split. Into a couple of pieces."

      "Let's go," Sam said.

      "Wait." Ethan halted. "Your laptop? The radios?"

      She shook her head. "We'll never find them in the debris. Not before reinforcements arrive. And even if we did, they're probably DBR." Damaged Beyond Repair. "I have my smartphone for GPS purposes, and that will have to do. Now let's go. Please."

      Doug slung the AK onto his back and helped Ethan shoulder Sam down the winding steps. William struggled along behind them.

      Outside, the air still hung with debris, and the sun appeared blood red through the smoke. A crater replaced the street. The sheer force of the explosion had collapsed several of the smaller buildings, their constituent bricks fanning outward from the blast site. There was no sign of life amid the mangled wreckages of the Humvees and pickups.

      The acrid smell of dirt, ash, ozone and masonry dust, with a hint of gunpowder, permeated the area. Coughing, the team members made their way along the outer rim of the crater. Ethan's sweat-soaked shirt felt frigid in the cool air.

      "There," Ethan said, pointing out a Humvee parked behind one of the buildings that had escaped the brunt of the blast.

      A Hytera radio lay in the driver's seat; Ethan scooped it up before sitting down. Once everyone was inside he started the engine. There was no need to hot wire the military vehicle, as Humvees didn't use keys—one less thing for the professional soldier to worry about during the heat of battle.

      The SINCGARS radios and Blue Force trackers had been gutted. Not that he needed those at the moment anyway. He just wanted to get the hell out of there.

      He accelerated eastward onto the road, intending to follow the original extract plan. Outside the village, he swerved past the craters formed by the previous airstrike, passing the remains of two Humvees.

      "Reinforcements," William said urgently.

      Ethan glanced in the left side mirror. Beyond the razed village, several more vehicles sped along the road, coming in from the west. Enemy Humvees and technicals.

      "Looks like the extract is going to be a little hot, Sam," Ethan said. His hearing had more or less returned to normal by then, though the ringing remained incessant. "Let's hope your ATV friends arrive early."

      "Not going to happen," Sam said. "They were scheduled to insert under the cover of darkness. We have six hours until dusk."

      He handed her the Hytera radio. "Then broadcast our position every couple of minutes. We'll just have to hope our allies are listening in on the radio chatter."

      "They will be," Sam said. "Question is, when will we be in range of the listening posts?"

      William leaned against her seat. "If we broadcast shit on those radios, won't we alert the enemy?"

      "Do we have any other choice?" Ethan steered past the blast craters where another airstrike had hit earlier. The charred remnants of three pickup trucks were scattered across the road. "Look behind us, Will. I think the enemy is alerted already."

      Sam clicked the transmit button on the Hytera. "Red Team, this is Jolly Roger. We are at position..." She read the GPS coordinates from her smartphone. "We are coming in hot. I repeat, we are coming in hot. Requesting early extract. Over."

      "The only extract you will get, infidel," came the Arabic response over the unencrypted line. "Is a direct flight to the fires of hell."

      In a few minutes Ethan reached the previously blockaded village. There were no vehicles barring the road anymore—the militants hadn't bothered to leave a contingent guarding it.

      Ethan raced onward. Sam continued to announce their position over the radio every few minutes. The Humvees and technicals pursued doggedly. Airstrikes occasionally bombarded the pursuers, but the enemy vehicles were well dispersed and most emerged unscathed.

      Thirty minutes later, the vehicle approached the outskirts of the village where they had originally planned to hide out until dusk. About fifty kilometers beyond it lay the thick, horizon-to-horizon wall of smoke that marked the Eastern Front.

      "Time to turn north," Sam said.

      Ethan spun the wheel to the left, crushing the grass that bordered the road. He barreled over small shrubs and areas of gravel and clay.

      The distant pursuers followed. Another airstrike hit. From the plumes emerged technicals, Humvees, and SUVs alike.

      "They don't give up, do they?" William muttered.

      "You figured that out only now?" Sam said. "After all the battles you've fought with them?"

      Ahead, the rolling hills of the foothills were in full play. Sam used the GPS to guide Ethan, keeping the Humvee to gently sloping plains and terraces. There was a lot of green around them, broken only by the ridges of clay and loam.

      The Humvee had no problem traversing the terrain, of course. The vehicle was built to negotiate treacherous land such as this. That didn't mean the ride was smooth, of course. Ethan and the others were jerked about often, especially when passing over any vegetation larger than grass; Ethan tried to steer clear of any obvious dips and rises, but the smaller obstacles were difficult to spot in time.

      "I can't believe Sam wanted us to walk out here," William said.

      "Where's your sense of adventure?" Ethan told him.

      "I lost my sense of adventure when we arrived in Iraq. I've been on survival mode ever since."

      "Keep yourself in that mode, Will," Sam said. "You're going to need it yet."

      Ethan struck a particularly nasty hump, sending the Humvee bouncing into the air. A terrible grating noise issued from the undercarriage.

      "How are we doing on fuel?" Doug asked after the vehicle had leveled out.

      "Just under a quarter tank," Ethan answered.

      "Is it enough?"

      "Dunno."

      "Where's a damn dust storm when you need one?" William complained.

      "Wrong season," Doug muttered.

      "And location," Ethan added.

      The tense minutes ticked past. Ethan kept glancing at the pursuers in his left side mirror, but they always appeared the same distance away. Whether because of the terrain or the airstrikes, several of the pickups had dropped out of the chase, leaving mostly Humvees and SUVs. The vehicles traveled in a long, dispersed, zigzagging row, keeping at least two hundred meters apart from one another.

      The ominous wall of smoke that marked the Eastern Front loomed over the landscape in constant accompaniment. It curved to the north, blotting out most of the horizon ahead.

      "Red Team, this is Jolly Roger," Sam said, sending the latest positional update over the unencrypted radio band. "We're coming in hot."

      "Jolly Roger, we read you loud and clear," returned an unexpected yet welcome voice. "We're coming for you. This is Red Team, over and out."

      "Red Team, you don't know how happy we are to hear your voice right now," Sam said, sounding close to tears.

      A moment later Ethan saw four dark dots on the northern horizon. Their ATV escort.

      The radio activated. "Jolly Roger, be advised, hostile vehicles are on an intercept vector from the northeast. Navigate northwest at your earliest convenience."

      Ethan altered course accordingly.

      "You're going to burn in hell, infidels!" a militant hooted over the comm. "Hell hell hell!"

      The incoming ATVs swerved toward the Humvee, and eventually took up positions alongside, two per flank. Raptor 700Rs. The riders were dressed in combat fatigues patterned in woodland digital, and dark goggles shielded their eyes.

      The ATV rider to his left saluted in greeting, and Ethan returned the gesture.

      To the northeast, the boxlike shapes of roughly thirty Humvees appeared from the wall of smoke. The military vehicles were arrayed in a long, well-spaced line.

      "There's our muj from the Eastern Front," William said.

      The moment the words left his mouth, more airstrikes came. Multiple fireballs consumed the enemy positions, both to the northeast and behind. Clouds of dust billowed skyward in huge plumes. These were the biggest strikes yet.

      Unfortunately, like the previous bombardments, several of the enemy vehicles emerged unscathed from the blast clouds. Ethan counted ten to the northeast and another seven behind.

      He continued driving northwest, heading toward a forty-kilometer-wide gap in the wall of smoke that screened the front line. The two enemy groups eventually merged behind him, forming a cohesive, though dispersed, mass.

      Halfway to the gap, another airstrike struck. Nine of the pursuing vehicles emerged. But Ethan didn't care so much about them anymore, because up ahead several enemy reinforcements approached from the northeast and northwest, racing to cut them off in a pincer maneuver.

      "Looks like it's going to be close," Ethan said.

      "Red Leader, we need more airstrikes, damn it," Sam said into the radio.

      "Already on it," returned the familiar voice.

      Ethan had the accelerator floored, and could only watch helplessly as the pincer grew tighter. It was close as hell, because Ethan and the ATVs passed right through the pincer with only five hundred meters to spare on either side. The riders in the lead Humvees launched RPGs but the grenades missed by a wide margin.

      The pincer vehicles quickly fell in behind Ethan and his escort, merging with the other nine pursuers to form a total of thirty.

      Five minutes later he tore through the forty-kilometer-wide gap in the smoke wall and drove into Kurdish territory. Another airstrike reduced the pursuers by half, but in the side mirrors Ethan spotted even more enemy vehicles racing to join the fray from the front lines. The operatives' mad ride had apparently drawn out every militant in the region. And unfortunately, it appeared the Kurds had no presence whatsoever in that portion of Kurdistan.

      The harrowing drive continued for another ten minutes. And then:

      "Looks like our ride is here," Sam announced.

      Up ahead, three MH-60M Black Hawks approached close to the ground. The helos performed a "tactical" landing, banking sharply to avoid potential incoming fire before touching down. Manned by gunners, M134 miniguns poked through the door hatches on either side of each bird, right behind the cockpits.

      "This is it," Ethan said. "We're on the final run, people."

      "We're going to make it," Sam said.

      "We are," Ethan agreed.

      He closed on the birds, heading straight for the nearest one. He slammed on the brakes, halting just outside the rotor downwash. Unlike in southern Iraq, there wasn't enough dust in that relatively fertile ground to cause a pilot-blinding brownout condition.

      "Let's go!" Ethan exited the Humvee and raced around to the passenger side; William was already helping Sam from the vehicle but Ethan dismissed him. "I got her. Get your ass aboard."

      William reluctantly obeyed. Doug covered their rear, loaded RPG launcher in hand.

      The ATVs headed for the remaining Black Hawks, two per helo. The bird crews had manually lowered makeshift steel ramps for the ATVs, and the small vehicles drove right inside the cabins. The troop seats had been removed to make room for the quads.

      William made his way toward the crew cabin of their own Black Hawk. Crouching in the downwash, Ethan followed just behind him, acting as Sam's crutch.

      The corpsman left the cabin and raced toward Ethan.

      The closest gunner, probably the crew chief, screamed: "Let's go you sons of bitches! Go go go go!"

      The corpsman reached Ethan and together they helped Sam.

      Ethan heard the loud bang of Doug's RPG going off behind and to his left, followed by a distant explosion.

      "Don't fuck with JSOC!" Doug yelled. Then: "Urgh!"

      Incoming gunfire ricocheted from the aluminum fuselage of the war bird.

      "Goddamit!" the gunner yelled. "I said go!" He swiveled his six-barrel M134 toward some target behind Ethan and fired 7.62 mm rounds at a rate of fifty per second, the tracers creating long threads of light. Almost lost in the loud, continuous thunder from the minigun was another detonation somewhere far behind Ethan.

      William had turned around. "Doug!" He raced from the cabin.

      "Will, wait!" Ethan said, but William plowed past him.

      Ethan let him go. His first concern was Sam. Once he had her safely aboard, he would aid his friends.

      He lifted Sam into the cabin with the help of the corpsman and then, crouching, turned back.

      The gunner swore at him again, though his imprecations were lost to the deafening M134, its long threads of light drilling into the approaching vehicles. The nearest enemy Humvee burst into flames.

      William had shoved his shoulder under Doug's left armpit, and was slowly making his way back to the helo. Doug pressed a hand to a large, widening red spot in his clothes above the hip.

      Ethan joined them, taking Doug's right side.

      An RPG exploded nearby. Dirt and gravel whipped Ethan's face.

      A near-miss.

      "Too damn close," William muttered.

      The other birds were airborne, and the gunners strafed the incoming vehicles with their miniguns. Another Black Hawk Ethan hadn't seen before joined the fray. This one was equipped with ESSS stub wings installed above the crew cabins, with clusters of Hydra 70 rockets and AGM-114 Hellfires mounted to the hardpoints. It launched those munitions at will, lighting up the encroaching vehicles.

      But the enemy kept on coming.

      All of the helos were at risk, Ethan knew. A lucky hit from an RPG could easily take a bird down. The chaffs and infrared countermeasures employed by the Black Hawks were useless against such dumb weapons.

      Ethan heard the characteristic keen of bombs, followed by a thunderclap. The air shook, vibrating his lungs.

      Another airstrike. Would it be enough?

      Ethan and William finally loaded Doug aboard the helo. Ethan closed the rearward sliding door behind him.

      "Up up up!" someone shouted.

      The vehicle took to the air.

      Ethan took a seat beside Sam and glanced outside. Large clouds of smoke dotted the landscape, courtesy of the recent airstrikes. He saw several enemy vehicles emerge from those plumes.

      The helo banked sharply to avoid incoming fire, and then headed north, staying close to the ground. The gunners pivoted the M134s backward and continued firing for long moments before at last letting up. The cabin didn't get much quieter: even with the sound reduction panels installed throughout the compartment, the engine and blade noise proved damn loud.

      The corpsman finished treating Sam and focused his attention on Doug next. He injected what must have been an analgesic, because Doug's pain-tense features abruptly slackened.

      Ethan watched helplessly, worried for his friend.

      As the man worked, Doug shouted: "So what's the verdict, doc?"

      The corpsman didn't answer immediately. "Want the truth?"

      "Nothing but the truth," Doug said above the helo noise. "So help me God."

      "I'd put your chances at fifty-fifty."

      Doug smiled widely. "Okay, maybe I didn't want the truth. You could've humored me, doc."

      "Sorry."

      "Doesn't matter. I've overcome dirtier, rotten odds. Do your worst, doc." He glanced at Ethan. "Hey, you were wrong motherfucker."

      Puzzled, Ethan regarded Doug uncertainly. "About what?"

      "You said we were going to make it."

      Ethan didn't know what to say to that.

      "We didn't just make it," Doug continued. "We owned it!"

      Ethan reached out and clasped his hand. "We owned it, brother." He released his friend and told the doc: "If you need any help, tell me."

      The corpsman nodded absently.

      Ethan had no doubts in that moment about Doug pulling through. None whatsoever. The man was a fighter.

      William shifted beside him.

      Ethan glanced at him. His friend's eyes were wet. Distant.

      "You okay, bro?" Ethan asked him.

      "Yeah. Just..." William hesitated. "I can't believe we're finally out. Goodbye Iraq, you goddamn sandpit of the world you. I never want to see this place again."

      "Didn't you say that the last time?"

      "Probably."

      Ethan regarded Sam, who sat on his other side. She, too, wore a somewhat dazed look. She forced a smile when she realized he was looking at her.

      "Thank you." Sam gazed at Ethan, William and Doug in turn. "All of you. For everything."

      Ethan nodded. "Just doing our job. It is what you pay us for, after all."

      Her expression momentarily darkened. "So this is just a job to you?"

      Ethan stiffened. "Hell no. If this were just a job, the three of us would have hightailed it out of the entire damn region when you were taken prisoner. No, this is a vocation."

      The grin she wore next finally touched her eyes. "It is, at that."

      Ethan donned a pair of noise-canceling headphones taken from a box beneath his seat and then lay back to stare out the cabin window. He watched the rolling hills and lush green pastures of Kurdistan speed by.

      It was a beautiful day out there. Gorgeous.
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      Victor Bogdanov exited the vehicle near the passenger departure entrance of Turkey's Gaziantep International Airport.

      He could scarcely contain his excitement. He was going to make so much money when he landed in Istanbul, it was ridiculous. He'd already sent out the invitations, and representatives from the interested parties would be waiting eagerly for his arrival.

      When the sale was complete, he planned to use a portion of the proceeds to return to Iraq with a fresh batch of money-hungry mercenaries. And if Dmitri, who was missing and presumed dead, happened to show up, the former employee would be the first target of his new team.

      Victor approached the terminal with a bounce in his step. He planned to start the auction at one million dollars. It was a low reserve, but he hoped the frantic bidding war that must follow such a price would spur irrational, competitive behavior. If he was lucky, the price would spiral into the hundred million dollar range.

      Because of the sensitive nature of what he was selling, he had already hired a small security force. Its members escorted him even then, and more such men would be waiting for him in Istanbul. If they proved themselves, he might bring them onto his team full-time after the sale, because the DIA would want his head when news of the transaction leaked. It was a small price to pay for being a criminal mastermind.

      One of the men opened the glass door to the terminal. Another went inside to lead the way. Victor stepped forward to follow and, distracted by the dollar signs floating through his head, he didn't notice the distant glint of the muzzle flash reflected in the glass.

      It wouldn't have saved him anyway.

      Bystanders screamed as Victor toppled to the pavement. The security team dropped, drawing Makarov pistols, but it was too late.

      Victor Bogdanov lay dead with a single bullet wound to the head.
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* * *

      Ethan leaped down from the shack in the pistachio field. He shoved the TAC-338 sniper rifle into the trunk of the getaway car, a black Audi A8. The vehicle was the "Security" model—bulletproof windows, emergency pyrotechnic blow-out doors, fire extinguisher system, interior smoke extractor, run flat tires. The B7 ballistic armor was capable of defeating multiple armor piercing rounds fired from sniper rifles such as the M24 and Dragunov. It was the kind of car he would've liked to have had in Iraq. The only downside was the tight trunk—even when he positioned the sniper rifle diagonally, the weapon barely fit.

      Ethan started the engine, switched into gear, and accelerated through the bumpy field, squeezing the vehicle between the evenly-spaced pistachio trees. The thin trunks occasionally scraped the left and right mirrors. Didn't even dent the armor.

      He reached the service road and moments later turned onto Gaziantep Airport Way. He accelerated until he hit the D850 highway, and then moderated his speed, matching the flow of the other traffic.

      White and blue Hyundai Accent police cruisers suddenly approached in the opposite lane, lights flashing, sirens blaring.

      Ethan tightened his grip on the steering wheel. He prepared to floor the accelerator.

      But the cruisers raced by, headed toward the airport.

      Ethan slumped ever so slightly. He watched the police vehicles recede in the rearview mirror. He caught his reflection. Clean-shaven. Closely-cropped hair. Moderately bronzed skin. Casual white T-shirt. Black blazer. Just an average Turk returning from business abroad.

      When he reached Gaziantep proper, he stopped in a parking lot near the stadium and switched to a more inconspicuous Honda Civic. He left the sniper rifle in the trunk of the armored Audi.

      He grabbed the throwaway cellphone situated on the dash of the Civic, navigated to the "recent calls" menu, and dialed the only number in the list.

      The line connected.

      "It's done," he said, and hung up.

      He tossed the phone into the open window of the Audi and drove off.

      Ethan left behind the streets of Gaziantep for the pistachio farms that clung to life on the dry steppe outside the city. The plan was to drive to Istanbul, where he would spend a week browsing the local souks and sampling the cuisine. Then he would depart for his next assignment, whatever that might be.

      He touched the thick, ugly scab above his eye. He'd had the stitches removed yesterday. The scar from the Russian's handiwork would probably be fairly prominent. Not that Ethan cared. Well, maybe a little.

      He activated the car radio and tuned to a station playing some Turkish pop song. Though he didn't understand the words, the track was kind of catchy. He cranked the volume way up, drowning out the incessant ringing in his ears. The tinnitus had abated somewhat since the airstrike, but it hadn't gone away entirely. Probably never would, no matter how many specialists he saw. He already had a baseline level of tinnitus from his previous deployments, so it wasn't something entirely new to him. The stronger ringing was just something he'd have to get used to.

      Six hours later he topped up the Civic at a roadside gas station near the town of Aksaray, halfway to Istanbul. He snacked on a simit, the Turkish equivalent of a bagel. The place also had a pay-as-you go Internet kiosk, and after he connected a certain USB stick to the computer, he checked the draft folders of a few email addresses he monitored.

      He smiled wanly when he saw a message from Alzena waiting in one of them. He clicked the blank subject. Inside, the text proved unencrypted—a single sentence that required no answer on his part.

      Fight where you are needed.
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        Dubai, United Arab Emirates

        Two Years Ago

      

      

      Bretta thrummed her gloved fingers impatiently on the mahogany railing.

      "It's him," she said into the microphone hidden beneath the lower portion of her hijab. "It has to be. Let the team move in."

      "Hold," Sam said over the earbuds.

      The auctioneer struck the gavel. "Sold for one hundred thousand euros."

      Bretta had been working on the operation for twelve months. A terrorist financier, calling himself Al Sifr—The Zero in Arabic—had posted to a jihadist forum on the Dark Web, seeking individuals who could help him convert cash to diamonds. Bretta had responded under the alias Umm Hadara, promising him all the conflict diamonds he could dream of. Her only condition was that she meet him in-person, face-to-face.

      After several false starts, and a no-show in Estonia, finally they agreed to meet at an art auction in Dubai. He told Bretta he would be the one who purchased The Camel Jockey, by Nizar As-Suwaidi.

      Art was a means of money laundering and terrorist financing. The party in need of funding would buy a work of considerable worth, then sell it again to a specific buyer at another auction some months or even years later. Accomplices bid up the price until it reached the level agreed upon in secret by buyer and seller. For terrorist financing, the final buyers were usually representatives from Muslim charities or mosques, the latter being the most common. It was a way for religious institutions in Western countries to secretly donate to terrorist causes.

      She studied the target. He was dressed in a long, black flowing robe. His thick black and gray beard reached just below his neck. His head was wrapped in a black turban. He had arrived alone. His was the only bid on The Camel Jockey, which indicated he had no other accomplices in the crowd. Background checks on the other bidders seemed to support that notion.

      "Go down there and introduce yourself to him," Sam said. "We need to be sure he's our man, and not some stand-in."

      Bretta frowned, then she lowered the niqab—full veil—of her hijab to conceal her face. "Going in."

      She took the stairs to the first floor of the richly-decorated atrium. The niqab made it hard to see in the dim indoor light: it was like she wore sunglasses. She almost tripped on one of the steps.

      When she reached the Persian rug at the bottom, she wended her way through the cushioned seats toward Al Sifr. Some of the audience members—most of them oil sheiks dressed in white robes and black headdresses—scowled at her, this black ghost in their midst. Women were allowed to attend the event, of course, but despite the relative progressiveness of Dubai, many of the auction-goers were obviously conservative and took offense at her presence. Well, too bad for them.

      She sat down beside the target.

      Al Sifr didn't look at her. "So you have arrived," he said simply in formal Arabic.

      "I have," she answered in the same language.

      Al Sifr raised his paddle, putting on an act of bidding on the next piece. "Did you bring the proof?"

      She retrieved a small sack from the pocket of her abaya and held it toward him.

      Al Sifr accepted the sack. Holding it in his palm, he opened the drawstring and then spread the rim of the bag downward, revealing a thimble-sized, two carat diamond at the bottom.

      Bretta leaned forward to shield the jewel from the other auction-goers with her body, though she doubted the gem would be of much interest to the rich sheiks anyway.

      Al Sifr retrieved a 10x jeweler's loupe from his robe and placed the device against his right eye, scrunching the surrounding oculi muscles to hold it in place. He produced a pair of tweezers and picked up the diamond, which shimmered in the light.

      "Not the best light for viewing." Al Sifr studied the clear stone. "Completely colorless. Very slight inclusions. But otherwise an excellent cut. No serial number."

      "As requested," Bretta said. "We can also ship them uncut, if you prefer."

      "No, cut is fine. Your source is conflict diamonds?"

      "Yes."

      He pocketed his tools, then closed the sack and returned it to her. "I will need smaller carats. They need to be easily packed for transport."

      "Of course." Bretta stashed the container in her abaya.

      "I would like to start with an experimental shipment." He raised his bidder paddle again. "I will send you a date and location over I2P messenger. Your courier will hand over the diamonds, and my courier will give yours an envelope of cash in return."

      "I can only do the exchanges in the United Arab Emirates and Oman," Bretta said.

      "Yes, I haven't forgotten," Al Sifr said.

      "Then I believe our business is concluded. I look forward to a fruitful relationship." Bretta was about to stand when Al Sifr extended a hand.

      "Wait." He looked at her for the first time. "Before you go, let me see your face."

      Bretta hesitated. If she raised her veil, the microphone and earbuds would remain hidden underneath the hijab that wrapped her head and neck, so there was no problem there. She simply wasn't sure she wanted him to see her features, not until he was in custody.

      Al Sifr smiled widely. "Come now. Dubai is a liberal city. And I am a liberal Muslim. I agreed to meet you, after all."

      Yes, Bretta thought. You agreed to meet a lowly woman to advance your criminal enterprise. How very liberal.

      "There is no need to cover your face," Al Sifr continued. "Unless you have something to hide. Do you?"

      Reluctantly, she lifted the veil.

      Al Sifr appeared thoughtful. "I was not expecting one so young, nor so beautiful. How did you come into this business again?"

      "As I told you, my father is an oil tycoon. We are of a like mind, him and I."

      Al Sifr nodded. "And you have no concern as to what I do with these diamonds?"

      "None whatsoever. But I am sure our objectives align. I have no love of the West."

      Al Sifr smiled sardonically. "Few who post in jihadi forums do. Except those who work for intelligence agencies."

      Bretta merely stared at the man. "I assure you, I don't work for—"

      "I'm not saying you do," Al Sifr interrupted her. "Only that, I wouldn't have gotten this far if I had trusted everyone who offered to partner with me. Do you understand?"

      "Yes."

      He leaned forward and gripped her forearm, hard. "Those who cross me die. Remember this."

      Bretta pressed her lips together but otherwise didn't flinch, even when her hand began to grow numb from the interruption to her circulation.

      Abruptly Al Sifr released her. The smiled returned. "Now our business is concluded."

      Bretta lowered her veil and stood indignantly. As she walked away, she said quietly into her microphone: "Sam?"

      "Sending in the team," Sam replied.

      Two men dressed in the security attire of the auction house walked past her. She heard a commotion behind her, and knew those men would be restraining Al Sifr. She rubbed her forearm, trying to restore the circulation.

      Got you, bastard, she thought.

      Outside, Bretta removed the veil and entire hijab, shaking out her shoulder-length hair.

      Sam was waiting for her. She, too, was dressed in traditional Muslim attire, minus the veil. "Well done, Ms. Storm."

      "Thank you." Bretta momentarily shut her eyes. "Twelve months. Man."

      "Good thing you had other work to occupy your time," Sam said.

      "You do keep your operatives busy," Bretta agreed.

      Sam smiled. "For what I'm paying you, I want to make sure I'm getting my money's worth." She became serious as a handcuffed Al Sifr was led out.

      The terrorist financier glared at Bretta as he passed. There was such unadulterated hatred in those eyes, as if she were the source of all evil in the world. It made Bretta recoil slightly inside.

      And then Al Sifr smiled, as if it were all some grand joke. Those eyes, however, never changed.

      Three piano-black Lexus LX570s were lined up on the street directly in front of the building. Local company Mezcal Security had armored the SUVs to the B7 level, providing protection from pistols and most armor-piercing rifle rounds.

      Bretta watched in satisfaction as the operatives loaded Al Sifr into the middle Lexus.

      "I'd like you to ride with him to the airport," Sam announced.

      Bretta scrunched her brow. "Why?"

      "I'd feel better knowing someone of your caliber was aboard. Besides, he's your catch. I thought you'd be honored."

      Bretta sighed. "Yeah, you're right. I'll do it."

      "If you don't want to—"

      "No it's all right. Like you said, he's my catch." She simply wasn't all that excited about exposing herself to that hateful scrutiny again.

      Sam bid her farewell and then headed into the auction house to "clean up."

      Glancing at the sky, Bretta took a deep breath. Though it was a clear night, she could see very few stars thanks to the light pollution of Dubai. She hadn't properly gazed at the stars in a long time. Well, she supposed she would have ample opportunity now.

      She sighed, approached the SUV, and entered the rear compartment. The two pairs of seats had been arranged with their backs to the windows, leaving an open space down the middle. She sat facing Al Sifr, whose left hand was handcuffed to the security grill that separated the rear compartment from the driver area. He was already scowling at her.

      Another operative sat to her right.

      "Give me the key to his cuffs," she told the operative.

      The man reached into his shirt pocket and produced a tiny key on a keyring. He tossed it to her.

      Bretta removed her cellphone. She switched it to camera mode and aimed at Al Sifr. She held the key in front of him and snapped a picture.

      "A little keepsake," she said.

      He gave her a hateful smile. "You're a dead woman," he said in broken English.

      Escorted by the other SUVs, the Lexus took to the road.

      Bretta wondered if she should start interrogating him. Someone else would be assigned the actual task later, but she figured she'd take a crack at it while she had him.

      The best way to start any questioning was by psychologically prepping the subject.

      She held up the key. "Is that any way to treat the person who holds your freedom in her hands?"

      Al Sifr smirked. "You will never set me free."

      She shrugged. "I just might. It all depends on what you tell me."

      His lips curled in a rictus and for a moment she thought he was going to spit on her. "I'll not tell you a thing! Not ever! I knew you were a traitor when I mentioned intelligence agencies. I saw it in your eyes."

      Bretta tapped the key with one finger, pretending she hadn't heard. The keyring clinked softly with each touch. Clink. Clink.

      "Which intelligence agency do you work for?" Al Sifr asked. "Iran? Israel?"

      She didn't answer. You have no idea, do you?

      "It doesn't matter." Al Sifr sounded so confident. So full of himself. "I'm not going to prison."

      She smiled. "Aren't you? Guantanamo is still open, you know."

      Al Sifr nodded to himself. "So American, then."

      His eyes focused on the key.

      Clink. Clink.

      "You are so certain I attended the auction alone?" Al Sifr said.

      Bretta's finger froze.

      Ahead, the lead Lexus abruptly launched into the air. A fireball ignited underneath it, just as if the vehicle had struck an IED, or suffered an RPG impact.

      Before she realized what had happened, a loud explosion cut out her hearing. She felt momentarily weightless. A bright orange light flooded the inside of the compartment. The world turned.

      The light faded. The SUV smashed back into the ground, upside down, and slid forward along the pavement. It plowed into the other vehicle and spun to the left before grinding to a halt.

      Bretta was still buckled in, her hair hanging down. Her hearing was muffled, thanks to the blast, and each breath sounded like it came from deep inside her skull. She no longer held the handcuff key, but she had more important matters to worry about.

      She opened the seatbelt and dropped to the upturned ceiling. She glanced at Al Sifr. He remained in place, stunned. She helped the other operative down from his seat and then performed a quick survey of the compartment.

      The left portion of the frame had buckled slightly, but otherwise the armor seemed intact. The B7-rated front windshield had weakened, unfortunately, judging from the cracks in the glass.

      She heard muted yelling coming from the direction of the lead SUV, then gunfire.

      She withdrew the Px4 subcompact from her Blackhawk ankle holster.

      More yelling, more gunfire, this time from the trailing SUV.

      Then silence.

      A bullet abruptly struck the windshield in front of the upturned driver, right below the deflated airbag. The glass spiderwebbed, but didn't yield.

      Another bullet struck in almost precisely the same place. The spiderweb deepened.

      "Get out of there!" Bretta shouted, barely able to hear her own voice.

      The driver, who was just coming to, struggled to open his seatbelt.

      A third bullet struck. The weakened glass yielded, leaving a small hole. The driver jerked and his arms flopped downward lifelessly.

      Through the security grill, Bretta scanned the street outside. There. A man dressed in black was approaching, carrying a high-powered rifle of some kind. She couldn't see his face. She positioned herself behind the hole in the windshield, ducked low, and aimed through the grill. She jammed a forefinger into her left ear with her free hand, hoping to preserve at least some of her remaining hearing, and fired three times.

      Her first two shots struck the rim of the tiny hole, not penetrating the glass. The third got through.

      The approaching gunman retreated, taking cover behind the damaged lead SUV. She fired a fourth shot, but her gun chose that moment to jam.

      Tap, rack, go, she thought.

      She slammed her palm into the magazine to make sure it was properly seated, and then cycled the slide, ejecting the dud. All sound was still severely muted, and she heard nothing at all in her right ear, which was completely deaf by that point—firing in an enclosed space without a sound suppressor was never the best for one's hearing.

      She aimed through the hole again but the gunman was nowhere in sight.

      She retreated toward the rear of the upturned compartment and glanced through the back window. The remaining Lexus was a smoldering wreck behind them. The front door was open. The driver lay dead on the asphalt, pistol in hand. Maybe another agent was still alive inside. Maybe not. Either way she doubted any help would be coming from that quarter.

      High beams abruptly blinded her as two vehicles shone their headlamps into the Lexus from the side: the attackers were illuminating their targets, probably wanting to ensure they didn't hit the man they had come to rescue.

      Amateurs, she thought. When rescuing a hostage from a convoy, you disable the front and rear vehicles to block the target vehicle. You don't blow up the target vehicle itself!

      Bullets came in from the direction of the high beams. Countless craters marred the glass as some kind of automatic weapon concentrated on the windows. It wasn't simple AK-47 fire.

      And you don't shoot up the target vehicle!

      Bretta and the surviving operative dove for cover, but the glass, already weakened by the previous explosion, chose that moment to break in multiple places.

      Beside her the other operative was struck in the neck. Bretta meanwhile was hit in the side. She lost consciousness instantly.

      She awakened a moment later. She tried to open her eyes, but the lids felt so heavy.

      She was wearing a body-conforming bulletproof vest concealed beneath her abaya, with curved steel trauma plates in the front, back and side SAPI pockets. The plates were rated Type III, meaning they protected against all handgun rounds and most rifle bullets, save for armor piercing.

      Unfortunately, judging from the terrible wet burning in her side, it looked like she had been struck by an armor piercer. Either that, or multiple bullets had impacted in roughly the same area.

      She was vaguely aware as rough hands explored her pockets. She still had some hearing in her left ear, and she heard a man's voice. It sounded distant, but she thought he was shouting beside her.

      "I can't find it!" the man yelled in Arabic.

      She opened her eyes a crack; through the brightly-colored phosphenes that marred her vision, she caught a glimpse of a broad-shouldered, bearded man searching her.

      "Forget the key!" another voice shouted.

      Police sirens wailed in the distance, barely audible.

      She heard a weapon go off. Someone was trying to shoot through Al Sifr's handcuffs?

      Bretta's left ear was ringing after that blast, so when Al Sifr shouted, she caught only a few words: "Fool... ricochet... kill... give... knife."

      She wondered, vaguely, if he was able to hear his own words.

      "Caliph, let me... again."

      "Your knife! I... show you Afghans..."

      She blacked out again.

      When she came to, first responders were rushing into the Lexus. As they dragged her from the upturned vehicle, she glanced groggily toward Al Sifr.

      He was no longer there. In his place, cuffed to the security grill, dangled a severed hand.
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* * *

      
        Avon Suburb, Indianapolis, Indiana

        Two Months Ago

      

      

      Neculai swerved the Acura to the right, narrowly avoiding an oncoming pickup as he cut in front of another car. The pickup driver honked angrily as he went by, but Neculai had already planted his middle finger squarely against the glass of the driver-side door. Probably a futile gesture: he doubted the man could see him in the dim light of the streetlamps.

      "Stupid Americans with their big cars," Neculai said as he tailgated the next vehicle.

      Ahead of him a passing lane opened up; unfortunately a slow-moving Ford had decided to amble into the lane, bottlenecking it. Neculai anxiously flashed his brights. When the car didn't move, he left the brights on permanently.

      "Americans don't know how to drive!" Neculai cursed, slamming the steering wheel with his palms. "They all drive like old ladies!"

      He glanced at his watch. The Western Union location at the Greyhound bus terminal closed at ten p.m. Currently, it was nine fifty five. He wanted to get the cash pickup done that day so he could leave the city behind.

      He had already scheduled meetings with different sellers across Indiana. Most were from a Dark Web bitcoin exchange directory, though a few were former contacts he'd traded with in the past. These sellers would allow him to exchange his cash for digital currency. The meetings were scheduled at various low profile locations, mostly coffee shops and fast food joints.

      He used a command line tool called joinmarket to mix the blockchain entry of every transaction with random users—an anonymization method called "CoinJoin." Since the blockchain represented the history of a given transaction, if a third party like the FBI wanted to trace his buying and selling patterns, CoinJoin ensured the third party would have an incredibly hard time doing it. The sellers were the biggest risk to him, since they knew the blockchains of the transactions directly associated with him.

      The sellers. He preferred those with a good feedback history, but there weren't all that many in somewhere like Indiana in the first place, so he settled for those who sounded the least like government agents. Besides, feedback could be faked, he knew. He capped each bitcoin purchase at under five thousand U.S. dollars, mostly to avoid arousing any suspicion from the vendors. His greatest fear was that one of the sellers would prove to be an undercover FBI agent, though he knew the sellers had similar worries about him. There had been several high-profile arrests of bitcoin sellers in the news lately; they were charged by the FBI with money laundering and the operation of an unlicensed money services business. The recent arrests were another reason why it was getting hard to find vendors.

      Via the rearview mirror, he glanced at the gym bag in the back seat. Carrying all that money on his person made him nervous. For the past two months he had lived a nomadic life, driving across the Midwest from one Western Union or Moneygram location to another, collecting cash from naive Americans. Neculai only kept ten percent of that cash as a commission for his services, and he converted the rest into bitcoin, which he sent back to the ringleader overseas. He was always tempted to keep more than ten percent, but so far hadn't dared. The Yellowjacket was not a very forgiving man.

      Still, even with his measly ten percent, Neculai was on track to bank a hundred grand that year. Tax-free. Not bad for a boy from a poor town in Romania.

      Finally the slow-moving prick moved out of the lane ahead. Neculai flicked off his brights and accelerated past him.

      "Cunt!" he shouted as he went by. The driver looked like an indistinct blob under the street lamps.

      A plume of smoke drifted toward Neculai from the occupied passenger seat beside him.

      "Open the window," Neculai said. "I don't want to smell your secondhand smoke."

      No answer.

      Frowning, Neculai reached for the controls on the driver-side panel. The skunk-smelling smoke vanished as it was sucked outside by the open window.

      Neculai glanced at the passenger. "You're a blinking idiot."

      Stefan stared straight ahead. His eyes slowly opened and closed in the dim light. "I'm not blinking."

      Neculai returned his attention to the road. "You are. You remind me of a gaping goldfish."

      Stefan didn't reply at first. Then: "Maybe I should sell goldfish on the auction sites. The Americans are stupid enough to buy phones and cars that don't exist. Maybe they'd buy imaginary goldfish, too?"

      "Okay put that away," Neculai said, nodding toward the bong. "You've had enough. I don't know why I even let you take that out. Who smokes a bong in a car?"

      "That's how I roll, homie." Stefan stuffed his lips inside the rim of the mouthpiece and took another hit.

      The telltale whoop of a police warning siren cut through the night air.

      Neculai glanced in the rearview mirror and saw the flashing red and blue lights. "Shit. Shit shit shit!" He grabbed at Stefan; his fingers found the bong and he wrenched it downward. "Away!"

      Stefan leisurely stashed the water pipe under the seat. Then: "Uh, bad idea."

      "What?" Then Neculai smelled it—bong water. Some of it had spilled onto the carpet. The stink was unique, halfway between weed, smoke, and feces. "Damn it, Stefan."

      He rolled down the windows, hoping to air out the vehicle.

      The warning siren pierced the night once again.

      Neculai pulled to the shoulder of the road. It still stank in the car, though not as bad as a moment ago. He prayed the cop wouldn't notice.

      His collar suddenly felt too tight: the skin beneath the fabric throbbed in time to the frantic beating of his heart.

      Stay calm, he told himself. His eyes drifted to the rearview mirror and he gazed at the gym bag in the backseat. Stay calm.

      But his heart refused to listen.
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* * *

      Officer Chet Brown read the license plate number to dispatch. The female operator confirmed that there were no warrants out for the driver in the FBI's National Crime Information Center database. Good. It was his wife's birthday and he wanted to return home early for once.

      Chet exited the cruiser. He was solo that night. When he had first started out, almost every car had had a partner, especially after nine. These days, manpower shortages forced half the cars to go solo.

      As he approached the Acura, he placed a hand on the trunk, confirming that it was secure. Passing the left passenger side, he visually scanned the interior of the vehicle with his Pelican 8060 flashlight. He spotted a black gym bag in back. Two occupants in front.

      Chet reached the driver side and gazed into the open window. He shone the 8060 in the man's face.

      "Evening officer," the driver said, squinting. He shielded his eyes with one hand.

      Chet's mind immediately formed suspect descriptions. White adult male. Late twenties. Slender build. Brown hair. Crew cut. Light complexion. Crooked teeth. Ethnicity possibly Russian, judging from the accent. The passenger was a second white adult male. Medium build. Heavy rim glasses.

      Chet depressed the 8060's power button, cycling it to "low" mode.

      "Hello," Chet said, in a rather amiable tone that he chalked up to the wife's birthday. "Do you have a license on you?"

      The man handed over his international driver's permit along with the license from his country of origin—Romania. The "permit" was merely a multi-language translation of the existing license. The driver also presented his registration and insurance documents. Nice of him.

      Chet extended his free hand. "Passport," he said expectantly.

      The driver flashed a smile. "Of course." He handed over his passport.

      The name and address matched the license.

      "What's the purpose of your visit to the United States, sir?" Chet said.

      "This sounds like customs all over again," the driver retorted, wearing a big smile.

      Chet didn't return the grin.

      The driver became serious. "We are merely visiting. Tourists."

      "I see. Do you have a valid visa?"

      "Yes. Here." The driver turned to the appropriate page in the passport, where the embassy had stamped the blue and red United States of America B/2 tourist visa.

      "When did you arrive?" Chest asked.

      "Two months ago."

      "When are you leaving?"

      "Another month, probably."

      Chet frowned in disbelief. "And you bought an Acura?"

      The driver shrugged. "It seemed cheaper than renting. The wonders of Craigslist."

      "All right. Do you know how fast you were going?"

      "No," the driver said. "I was keeping my eye on the road. Watching the flow of traffic."

      Glancing at the quiet road, Chet smirked. "There's certainly a lot of traffic to watch the flow of tonight, isn't there?"

      The driver had nothing to say to that.

      "You were going sixty in a forty-five mile-per-hour zone," Chet said. He was about to write a ticket when he noticed the man's hands were shaking on the steering wheel.

      The driver must have realized what he was doing because his knuckles suddenly whitened and the shaking stopped.

      Interesting.

      "You play sports?" the officer inquired.

      "Excuse me?"

      Chet nodded toward the rear seats. "I noticed the gym bag."

      "Ah yes," the driver said. "Sports. Yes. We are big soccer players."

      Chet cocked an eyebrow. "You don't say. Where do you practice, if you don't mind me asking?"

      The driver furrowed his brow, as if pretending he didn't understand. Then he nodded. "Oh! I see what you mean. No, we do not play. We are soccer fans. Sorry, my English, it is not good."

      "It was good a minute ago," Chet said. "So what's in the gym bag, then?"

      "That is our luggage."

      "Do you mind if I take a look?" Chet stepped toward the rear door.

      The driver smiled coldly. "I am aware of U.S. law. You cannot search us. Not without reason. 'Probable cause,' I believe you call it. Write your ticket so that we may go."

      "Probable cause?" Chet said. "I can tell you a thing or two about probable cause." He pointed his finger at the man, ready to deliver a scolding diatribe, his wife's birthday completely forgotten. That was when an object clattered to the floor in the passenger seat. It glinted, immediately drawing his eye.

      Chet shifted to get a better look. He cycled the 8060 to "medium" mode. "What's that there on the floor?"

      "Mats?" the squinting driver asked hopefully.

      "No, that," Chet nodded toward the legs of the passenger. The water pipe was clearly visible on the floor in front of him.

      Possession of drug paraphernalia was illegal in the state of Indiana.

      The driver followed his gaze. "Uh, for tobacco use?"

      Chet took a step back. He stashed the man's documents in his pocket, switched the 8060 to his left hand, and rested his right hand on his service pistol. "I'm going to have to ask you to exit the vehicle."
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        Lyari Slum, Karachi, Pakistan

        Present Day

      

      

      Completely naked, Ethan lay prostrate on the dirt beside the graffiti-covered apartment wall. His arms and legs were splayed out. The rear of his skull throbbed where it had been struck; a headache at his temples pulsed in sync. Fallen bricks from the dilapidated building dug into his body, with a particularly sharp one pinching his left kidney, providing a secondary, subtle source of pain.

      A dead Pakistani, also stripped naked, was propped up against the wall beside him. Blood trickled from multiple bullet wounds in his chest and forehead.

      A man wearing a balaclava stood above the two of them. The underarms of his long shirt were wet with perspiration. He had a pistol pointed at Ethan's bare chest.

      A third man, also masked, finished stuffing Ethan's clothes into a small backpack.

      "Ready!" the third man said in Urdu.

      The second man nodded.

      Ethan had no idea what the men hoped to accomplish by stripping the clothes from him and the dead man. Perhaps they wanted the police to believe that it was some spat between male lovers.

      Ethan had been in the process of infiltrating an Al Qaeda sleeper cell in Pakistan. Unfortunately, the individual who had decided to vouch for him, Zahid Chatha—the dead Pakistani propped against the wall—was apparently a CIA asset. Ethan didn't know that, of course. But try telling that to these men.

      The individual with the pistol was Kashif. The accomplice, Hammad.

      "You fucking CIA fuck, you!" Kashif said in broken English. "You thought you fuck with Al Qaeda?"

      He gave Ethan a hard kick to the leg, hitting the bare ankle with his boot. Ethan nearly yelped from the agony the blow inflicted.

      There was no point trying to deny the accusation anymore. If he wanted to save his life, he had to play along.

      "More agents," Ethan said in Urdu. His voice was slurred.

      "What!" Kashif said. He kicked Ethan again. Same spot.

      "I can give you more agents," Ethan tried again, though he doubted they could understand him. His voice was too hoarse. His throat, too dry.

      "What's the fucker saying?" Kashif said in English.

      Hammad glanced at Kashif, and said, in Urdu: "I think he says he can give us more undercover agents."

      "Then give us a name, CIA fucker!" Kashif kicked Ethan again, drawing blood from the same ankle. The pain competed with his headache.

      Ethan moved his mouth as if trying to comply.

      Hammad started to lean forward but then glanced at Kashif for approval. Kashif gave it to him with a gesture.

      Hammad knelt, bringing his ear close to Ethan's face.

      "Kashif is CIA," Ethan whispered.

      Hammad stiffened.

      "What did he say?" Kashif said angrily.

      Ethan sprung into action, biting into that ear and pulling Hammad over him as a shield.

      Kashif opened fire with his pistol.

      The bullets riddled Hammad's body, but none of them penetrated through to Ethan. Kashif had already wasted most of his magazine on the CIA asset, and Ethan knew he wouldn't be able to keep it up for long.

      The pistol clicked, very subtly. It was the cue Ethan was waiting for.

      He slid Hammad aside and leaped to his feet, ignoring the flare of pain in his ankle. The sudden posture change caused his systolic pressure to momentarily drop: pinpoints of light dotted his vision, but he reached Kashif before the man could reload.

      He shoved Kashif while simultaneously hooking a foot behind him, tripping the man. Ethan initiated a mount, pinning Kashif to the floor with his knees.

      Kashif discarded his pistol and clumsily wrapped his hands around Ethan's neck in a chokehold.

      Ethan forced his wrists inside Kashif's arms and thrust outwards, breaking the hold. Then he leaned forward and unleashed three good punches, stunning his opponent.

      He noticed movement beside him and realized Hammad was still alive. From the periphery of his vision, he saw the wounded accomplice train a pistol on him.

      Ethan rolled to the side, bringing Kashif with him.

      Hammad fired twice and the bullets struck Kashif in the back. The latter man went limp.

      Ethan waited for Hammad to fire again.

      Tense seconds ticked by. Ethan couldn't see the accomplice past Kashif's body, but he had to assume the injured Hammad was lying there, ready to fire the instant Ethan peered past the corpse.

      He glanced over his shoulder and spotted Kashif's pistol lying in the dirt not far behind him. An H&K P7. Ethan tilted his body slightly, reached out, and grabbed it.

      Ethan lifted Kashif's long shirt and grabbed a magazine from the harness the dead man wore underneath. He reloaded the P7 and slowly shoved it between Kashif's lifeless arm and torso, poking the barrel out the backside.

      Hammad must have noticed because he fired again.

      Ethan squeezed the trigger three times.

      Hammad stopped shooting.

      Ethan gazed past the body. Hammad lay motionless on the other side; three red blooms marred the fabric at his chest.

      Ethan clambered to his feet and gave each man a final headshot. The balaclavas they wore over their faces made it easier, psychologically at least.

      Just like shooting burlap.

      By that point he was covered in sweat from his exertions, and he wiped his forehead. Karachi was a very hot city in the summer.

      He snatched the backpack from Hammad's body and fished out his clothes. Unfortunately, Hammad had mixed Ethan's attire with those of the dead CIA agent, so his were now bloodstained. He considered taking the clothes from Hammad or Kashif instead, but their outfits were in even worse shape.

      Ethan donned the baggy white trousers called shalwar. He pilfered the inside-the-waistband holster from Kashif's body and clipped it into place, then slid home the P7. He pulled the knee-length white kameez shirt over his head, flinching as the fabric rubbed the back of his skull.

      He gently touched that tender area with one hand, invoking more pain. The hair was matted there, and when he pulled his fingers away, the skin was coated in sticky red plasma.

      He glanced at his midsection. The P7 wasn't visible at all. The only problem was the difficulty in drawing the weapon.

      A young Pakistani in a cerulean shalwar kameez abruptly wandered around the apartment building.

      The Pakistani paused, staring, absorbing the scene in front of him.

      Ethan must have made quite the striking impression, dressed in those blood-splattered clothes, with three dead men at his feet, because the Pakistani promptly turned around and left.

      Smart man.

      Ethan put on his open toe sandals and retrieved the final item—his cellphone—from the backpack, then hurried from the quiet area.

      Despite the headache, he felt lucid. A dangerous deception on the part of his brain. Oftentimes after head trauma, the victim would feel fine, but meanwhile blood would be pooling between the dura mater and the skull, slowly crushing the brain from the inside, eventually resulting in death by epidural hematoma. He had to get the injury looked at as soon as possible. That meant getting out of the slum.

      He walked with a limp—it still hurt to put weight on the ankle. The flesh where Kashif's boot had struck was raw, with the skin peeled right off.

      He rounded the crumbling apartment and stepped onto the main pedestrian zone, where it was business as usual. Children played in the shade on broken tricycles. Passers-by strode between hawkers who sold goods from wooden-wheeled carts. The locals all acted like they hadn't heard any gunshots, though they obviously had. And though he had blood-matted hair, and red stains on his clothing, and a pronounced limp, no one looked at him twice. Spats between gangs were common in Lyari. The residents had learned to glance the other way.

      That area of Lyari didn't have pour-flush toilets connected to the sewage system, so locals often dug holes outside their houses for defecation purposes. As he avoided one such hole, Ethan spotted a Pakistani crouched beside another across the way, relieving himself on the street in front of everybody else.

      Karachi. A city of extreme dualities. Located on the Arabian sea, it was once dubbed the Paris of the Middle East for its many cultural institutions and attractions, which included high-end restaurants, exclusive night clubs, luxury hotels, and white-sand beaches. It had a thriving middle class whose members were employed in the textile, pharmaceutical, steel and automobile industries.

      Unfortunately, with its metro population pegged at a staggering twenty-three million, it was also a city bursting at the seams. There were more than five hundred katchi abadis—the Urdu word for slums—crammed between the rich neighborhoods. The squatters in these slums accounted for over forty percent of the city's population.

      He passed small, square houses made of flimsy, hastily constructed concrete and brick. Many had adjoining lean-tos made out of wood and tin. Two Pakistanis were finishing a new concrete house at that very moment: steeped in perspiration, they were rubbing the parge coat smooth with sand-filled sacks. A few dilapidated apartments completed the scene, with more squatters on the rooftops.

      Like most people, he kept to the shade as much as possible, trying to avoid the scorching heat of direct sunlight. Because of that, he passed fairly close to a wooden power pole. A spidery mass of wires dangled from the lines, where residents had hooked on their own connections to steal power. Kunda, the locals called those connections. Under the pole, some kid was eating leftover chicken biryani from a dirty, flattened paper carton—obviously it had been discarded on the sidewalk. The kid was seated dangerously close to one of the exposed wires.

      There was an eighty percent chance that the line wasn't charged—the rampant use of air conditioners to combat the heat had placed undue stress on the electrical grid, causing widespread failures.

      Ethan dragged the carton away from the boy, thinking the child would follow it. Instead the kid simply sat there, blinking stupidly, apparently accustomed to people stealing his food. With a sigh, Ethan grabbed the boy by one foot and slid him from the wires, and then returned the carton to him. The boy continued eating as though nothing had happened.

      There were more heartbreaking scenes as he wended his way through the slum: Pakistanis laughing as they kicked a stray puppy; an old woman beating a child for no apparent reason; a young girl begging a street vendor for water only to be shoved to the dirt.

      He spotted a Pakistan Ranger patrol and ducked into a side alley while the soldiers passed. The armed men would very likely detain Ethan for questioning if they spotted his bloodstained clothes.

      After the patrol had gone, he was about to return to the street when a man in a red shalwar kameez leaped in front of him.

      The man held a knife.

      "Give me your money," the would-be thief said in Urdu.

      Ethan took a step back, drawing up the knee-length hem of his shirt, revealing the P7 holstered inside the waistband of his shalwar.

      The man's eyes bulged slightly when he saw the pistol, then he turned right around and ran back into the street.

      Ethan limped onward.

      When he reached the vehicular traffic of Tannery Road, he felt safe enough to use his cellphone. It was a newer model, which he had been hesitant to use in the slum, not wanting to attract further attention.

      Karachi had 4G via the popular yet unfortunately named Zong mobile carrier, enabling him to use Sunodos, a custom, secure Voice over IP app written by the NSA. Unfortunately, most quarters of the city had only 2G coverage or worse, the current neighborhood included. Under 2G, the data transfer rate was so slow that VoIP was basically useless.

      He tried to check the temperature on his phone. After two minutes it finally updated. Thirty-six degrees Celsius. Almost body temperature. Hot, true, but nothing like the ridiculous extremes of a week ago, when the mercury had hit forty-five, the highest since 1979. Over two thousand had died across Pakistan from the heat wave, as well as zoo animals and countless livestock. Ethan had seen the bodies of dead men left lying in the street where they had fallen. Compounding the crisis were the failures of the electrical grid, and the fact that it was Ramadan—many people refused to drink, instead observing religious fasting from dawn to dusk.

      The road traffic in Pakistan was left-handed, thanks to a history of British colonial rule, so he walked on the right side of the street in the direction of the oncoming vehicles. There were smooth depressions in the road where the asphalt had melted and re-solidified. He spotted several men sheltering lethargically in the shade beneath a nearby overpass.

      After four blocks, he finally obtained a 3G signal.

      He immediately launched Sunodos and scrolled to Sam's name.

      "Ethan," Sam said. "I wasn't expecting to hear from you quite so soon." Even with 3G, the coverage was poor: jitter scrambled random syllables in her words, digitally warping her voice so that she sounded like a pop star singing into a vocoder.

      "I've been compromised," he said.

      "Say again?"

      "I've been compromised." Though he emphasized the last word, he kept his voice low, keenly aware of passers-by. English was rarely heard in these quarters.

      "Compromised? How?"

      "Apparently Zahid was a CIA asset," Ethan said.

      "Damn it. I wish they'd be more open about who they have in the field."

      Ethan kept quiet as he walked by a shifty-looking individual. "You can't really blame them. We withhold the same information. For the safety of the assets."

      "You're right, obviously. But still."

      "Maybe the Al Qaeda cell was wrong about him," Ethan said. "Let's just say, they don't operate the tightest of ships down here."

      "Maybe. What happened?"

      "The sleeper cell members took us behind an apartment building in the Lyari slum and attempted a summary execution. The CIA asset is dead. As are the Al Qaeda operatives."

      "I'm calling you in," Sam said. "Are you hurt?"

      "Head trauma. Probably minor, but I'll need to get it looked at."

      "I'll have a doctor meet you at the safehouse. I want you there ASAP."

      Ethan smiled grimly. "I'm already on my way."
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      By the time Ethan reached the safehouse—an apartment building in a middle-class area—his limp was basically gone, and he only felt the occasional stab of pain from the ankle. His headache, however, had only worsened.

      Someone had left the building's front lobby open so he went directly inside. Though he wanted to rest his ankle, he decided to forgo the elevator as he was too worried the power would fail while he was inside.

      He took the stairs to the fourth floor. After knocking twice on room number fifteen, a short, balding Pakistani answered. Though the man wasn't much to look at, his eyes shone with genuine intelligence.

      "How is grandmother?" Ethan said in his terrible Urdu.

      Upon hearing the code phrase, the Pakistani leaned out the door to check if anyone else was in the hall, then promptly let him in.

      The first thing Ethan noticed was how oven-like the apartment felt. And he thought it had been hot outside...

      "The doctor is waiting for you," the host said, beckoning toward a side room.

      Ethan was relieved to find the window open in that adjacent room, not that it helped much. He wearily approached the doctor, who was seated on the bed.

      Ethan plunked himself down beside him and the man proceeded to shine a pen light into each eye, and then asked him a long series of questions.

      "What happened? Did you lose consciousness? Experience disorientation? Loss of memory? What city are we in? What day is it? Month? Year? On a scale from zero to six, how bad is your headache? Neck pain? Nausea? Blurred vision?"

      After that, the doctor examined the head wound itself. He checked Ethan's neck for tenderness and range of motion. He made him touch the tip of his nose five times. He had Ethan remove his sandals, made him balance on each foot in turn, and then walk in a straight line. Ethan's ankle pain flared up slightly at that point, but he managed to complete the test.

      "Well, you are fine," the doc eventually told him. "You have a scalp wound, and perhaps a very minor concussion. Come to the kitchen. I will help you clean the wound."

      Not entirely sure how much he trusted the water quality, or the doctor, Ethan placed his head under the tap and let the man wash away the hair and other detritus. When finished, the doctor patted his hair dry with a towel.

      "Carefully rinse your hair in the shower with soap and water," the man said. "You can begin to use shampoo after two days."

      Next he washed and bandaged Ethan's ankle, and then led him back to the bedroom. Ethan sat in the room's only chair.

      "Take two acetaminophen tablets tonight and get lots of sleep." The doctor opened his medicine bag and handed him a twenty-five tablet strip of Panadol—Pakistan's Tylenol. "Tomorrow I want you to rest, too. Don't do anything that involves too much mental concentration."

      "So basically you're telling me not to think too much," Ethan said.

      The doctor smiled. "Should be easy for a man like you, right?"

      Ethan forced a smile. "Funny."

      "I will return to check on you in the morning."

      "All right." Ethan got up.

      "No, you stay," the doc said. "There is someone else who wishes to see you."

      Ethan was genuinely puzzled. "Someone else?"

      The Pakistani doctor nodded and left the room.

      The original host entered a moment later with a laptop and a thick antenna, similar to that found on a SINGCARS or sat-phone. He placed the laptop on the nightstand, and set the thick antenna on the windowsill. A long cord linked the antenna to the laptop.

      The host departed, leaving Ethan alone with the portable computer.

      Ethan moved from the chair to the mattress. Though the bed looked lumpy, and the sheets were an off-putting dirty brown, he wanted nothing more than to lie down. Instead, he wearily unlocked the laptop, launched the secure video conferencing application, and logged in.

      The "incoming call" icon appeared immediately. Ethan plugged in the provided earbuds and clicked accept.

      Ethan had expected Sam but another individual greeted him instead: a man with a clean-shaven face, short-cropped hair, and pale skin. He wore a prim suit.

      "Oh. The shrink." Ethan recognized Regis Bridges, Ph.D., an English psychologist Sam employed. Ethan usually visited him in person once a year, after his annual physical. He and Regis didn't get along too well.

      The psychologist grinned. "Good to see you, too. You've attained a new scar since our last appointment."

      Ethan instinctively touched the ugly bite mark on his right brow, located just above the eye, where a former Russian Spetsnaz had nearly torn off a chunk of his face. "Is it that noticeable?"

      "Nothing a skilled make-up artist couldn't conceal, I'm sure." On the screen, Regis leaned forward slightly. "And I can't even see the little nick you obtained in Syria."

      Regis was referring to the perforating gunshot wound Ethan had taken in his left bicep while crossing over to Kurdish territory in Kobane, Syria. He had worn a sling for three months, withering the muscle. The bicep had only recently returned to its former size, thanks to the impromptu curls he'd practiced at every opportunity. The entrance mark on the outside of the arm was an almost unnoticeable pale line, while the exit scar on the inner bicep was a sunken, jagged circle.

      "Okay great," Ethan said. "I'm glad my scars meet with your approval. But I don't get it. Why are you calling me? I have another six months till our regularly scheduled appointment."

      Regis shrugged. "The Swan told me I should ping you." That was Sam's codename—Black Swan in full. The title was often perverted by hostile intelligence agencies; the Russians liked to call her the Black Widow, for example.

      "This is her idea?"

      "For the most part. She worries about you, you know. As do I. But shall we begin?"

      "I have a killer headache right now," Ethan said. "And all I want to do is lie down. Long day, you know?"

      "I understand. I won't take up too much of your time. So what happened today?"

      "Classified, bro," Ethan said.

      "Did you kill someone?" Regis guessed.

      "Like I said, classified."

      "And how did that make you feel?" Regis said.

      Ethan felt his eyebrows draw together. "What the hell, doc? I said I wanted to sleep." He sighed, rubbing his eyes. "And why would you ask me how it felt? I didn't admit to anything."

      "Well, I saw your left eye twitch right when I inquired as to whether or not you killed someone," Regis said. "That's a sign, to me, that you did. So I ask again, how did that make you feel?"

      Ethan exhaled deeply. "Doing my job. Didn't feel a thing. Can I go now?"

      "Are you sleeping okay at night?"

      "Perfectly," Ethan lied.

      "Have you had any troubling dreams lately?"

      "None." Ethan said flatly.

      "No night sweats? No waking up, screaming into the dark?"

      "Nope."

      "No other symptoms of post traumatic stress?"

      "None whatsoever." Ethan kept his voice as disinterested as possible.

      "No visions of children?"

      Ethan hesitated for a half second. He hoped the psychologist didn't notice. "No visions."

      Regis regarded Ethan intently for a moment. "You do know if I deem you unfit for duty it is well within my power to have you suspended. Indefinitely."

      Ethan held Regis' eye on the screen. "I told you, I'm fine."

      Regis nodded, but looked skeptical. "Very well. I will give you a pass. For now. I'll see you in six months, and I hope to see an improvement in attitude if nothing else. Until then, ta-ta. If you need anything, you know whom to call."

      "Not you."

      Ethan closed the laptop, removed the earbuds, and lay down. He didn't bother to go underneath the covers. In his bone-weary state, he hardly noticed the lumps in the spring mattress. He prayed there weren't any bed bugs.

      The host abruptly came into the room and set a glass of water on the nightstand.

      "For the Panadol," the host told him.

      Ethan dismissed him with a weary wave.

      He forced himself upright when the man had gone and groped for the Panadol box. He missed and the tablet strip fell to the floor.

      Cursing, he reached down and retrieved the strip. Stars dotted his vision. He propped himself up on one elbow and pressed four tablets into his hand.

      "That should be enough." He palmed the tablets into his mouth, replaced the Panadol box, and then guzzled the glass of water.

      Ethan lay back and shut his eyes. His entire face pulsed in time to the oven-like heat. His temples, and the back of his head, throbbed in painful counterpoint.

      He heard the front door of the apartment open and close. He thought the floor creaked; he opened his eyes a crack, but saw no one. He wanted to get up and close the door to his room, but he was suddenly very groggy.

      Though it was a "safehouse," Ethan felt very vulnerable in that moment. Trusting his life to some Pakistani host whom he knew nothing about wasn't his notion of the ideal. Ethan might wake up in prison.

      Or he might not wake up at all.
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      Ethan opened his eyes to a darkened room. The pounding in his temples had decreased a few notches, but was still present. The back of his head no longer throbbed at least.

      He fumbled for his cellphone, intending to activate the flashlight function, but the phone was dead.

      He swung his feet over the edge of the bed and got up. He took a step: his foot slammed loudly into the nightstand and he bit back a curse. He had struck the same beat-up ankle.

      He took a few tentative, limping steps, trying to find his way to the hallway via the dim light from outside.

      The room light went on. Ethan squinted his eyes at the sudden brightness, and saw the Pakistani host standing in the doorway, his hand on the light switch.

      "Is everything all right?" the host said.

      "I really have to pee," Ethan said.

      The host showed him to the bathroom and he relieved himself in the pour-flush squat toilet. When Ethan was done he limped to the kitchen. He found a meal of chicken biryani wrapped in aluminum foil waiting for him in the fridge.

      He transferred the chicken and rice meal to a plate and reheated it in the microwave. The inside of the oven was covered in splattered, uncleaned food, though the glass turntable was clean. When the meal was ready, he wolfed it down.

      The host came in and poured him a cup of tea from a copper samovar.

      "Masala chai?" Ethan asked, scooping up the last of the rice from his plate. The spiced tea was the most popular drink in Karachi.

      "Noon chai," the host corrected him. "From Kashmir. Drink. Is very good."

      Ethan glanced at the cup. Definitely wasn't masala chai. Far too pink for that.

      He swirled the liquid uncertainly. He figured if the host wanted to kill him, the man would have done so already, without having to resort to something like poison.

      Ethan took an uncertain sip. He detected hints of pistachios, almonds, cardamom, and cinnamon. He nodded at the host.

      "It's good."

      The host beamed at that, as if Ethan had paid him a huge compliment. "Drink, drink!"

      Ethan obliged.

      "You sleep for fifteen hours," the host said.

      Ethan nodded slowly and finished the drink.

      Feeling way more energetic, he returned to his assigned room. The wonders of a good breakfast. It was starting to get light outside, but he left the room light on since it wasn't yet bright enough to properly see. A call to prayer issued from somewhere.

      He walked toward the bed. His ankle was feeling good. His head, not so much. He pressed two Panadol tablets into his palms and swallowed them.

      He approached the windows. The satellite antenna was still on the windowsill where the host had left it the night before. Seeking privacy, he shut the horizontally-folding panes, leaving them open only a crack for the antenna.

      He closed the door to the room, sat on the bed and opened the laptop. He plugged in his earbuds and launched the secure video conferencing application. He clicked the identifier labelled "Black Swan" and waited for the call to connect.

      Sam appeared on the screen. "A little early, hotshot."

      She wore a black abaya. The full veil of her hijab was currently lifted to expose her features. Her skin was pale, as befitted a devout Muslim woman who dutifully covered her face when leaving the house. She was pretty, but not overly so—her features wouldn't draw too much attention in countries where traditional Muslim attire wasn't worn. And that was the way she preferred it, no doubt. She looked like she was in her late twenties, but Ethan had her actual age pegged somewhere north of forty. Her eyes shone with an intelligence and spirit that very few people possessed.

      She was a senior non-official cover case officer, or NOC, in the Defense Clandestine Service, clandestine arm of the Defense Intelligence Agency, or DIA. Like the CIA, it had case officers, linguists, analysts and so forth, but was hampered by far fewer congressional reporting requirements. She'd originally been part of the Strategic Support Branch before it was absorbed into the DCS, and, like Ethan, had also worked a stint in Black Squadron, the clandestine division of Seal Team Six. These days, Sam answered directly to the Secretary of Defense.

      Ethan's job description wasn't as clean cut. Case officer, private investigator, kidnapper, assassin, he did it all. He wasn't constrained by the job descriptions of traditional operatives. Officially, he didn't exist. Unofficially, he worked directly for Sam as an independent contractor. Her team wasn't on the list of the DIA's approved contract companies, but her boss, the Secretary of Defense, circumvented those rules with some creative accounting. The Secretary probably expensed Ethan as a hard drive of some kind. A very costly hard drive.

      "Early bird gets the worm," Ethan said.

      "You interrupted my prayers," she said.

      "Sorry."

      "It's fine," she said. "Are you feeling better today?"

      "Much, thank you."

      Sam frowned. "If you say so. You look pretty beat up, Copperhead."

      He shrugged. He noticed she used his codename, even though the line was secure. It was a formality dictated by protocol. In the past, Sam hadn't been too strict about it, but lately she had begun to enforce the rule, scolding him whenever he used someone's real name. Her recent capture and subsequent torture in Mosul, Iraq had probably made her a little paranoid. He didn't blame her. If he had been through what she had, he would probably be cowering in the basement of his home all day, cringing at every knock on the door.

      "The shrink tells me you were fairly uncooperative," Sam continued.

      Ethan pursed his lips. "I was a little annoyed at the timing."

      "You're right." Sam sounded apologetic. "That was my fault. I should have told him to call you today instead. I'll get him to ping you after we're done, if you like."

      "No thanks," Ethan said. "I'd prefer to stick to the regularly scheduled evaluation. If that's all right with you."

      She pursed her lips. "No, that's fine. So you said you were compromised yesterday. Is your cover salvageable at all?"

      "The two men who tried to execute me told the others about their suspicions regarding Zahid, no doubt."

      "So your cover is basically blown," Sam said. "When the two men turn up dead, the other members of the sleeper cell will have your head. Literally."

      "Send me back in. I'll come up with an excuse. Claim I didn't know Zahid was CIA, which I honestly didn't. I'll say he shot the others and I fought back, killing him and barely escaping with my life."

      Sam shook her head. "No. I'll move someone else in."

      "Swan—"

      "Listen," she interrupted. "The Al Qaeda cells in Pakistan and India are small players in the region anyway. They've attacked some buses in Karachi, killed some activists in drive-by shootings. I feel your skills are wasted there. Especially considering that something more important has come up."

      Ethan leaned forward. She certainly knew how to pique his interest. "I'm listening."

      She explained the mission, which sounded doable enough. His only objection was the part about being paired with a female operative. He hated babysitting tagalongs. But somehow, Sam convinced him to take the woman on.

      "Rest here for a few days," Sam said. "Then I want you on the plane. Your host has the travel documents you need."

      "A few days?" He glanced at the crack in the window frame, and gazed toward the city beyond. "I'm ready to go now."

      She smiled gently. "Copperhead, rest. You need it. The world isn't going to miss you for two days."

      "I want to work," he said.

      She smiled gently. "And you will."

      "Then let me."

      "I already booked the airfare tickets to Romania, two days out."

      He scrunched his brow. "I'm flying commercial?"

      "It's probably best to fly commercial out of Karachi, yes."

      He sat back. "All right. Okay."

      She smiled briefly. "Enjoy your two days off, Ethan, while you can."

      Ethan closed the laptop. Behind him, the sun had fully risen. He opened the windows. It looked to be another scorching day.

      He'd have to lay low for the next two days, of course. Still, none of the Al Qaeda members lived in the area, as far as he knew. He decided he could probably explore the middle class neighborhood a bit. His Urdu was fairly poor, but it was enough for him to get by. It helped that a lot of Arabic words were readily recognizable in formal Urdu.

      He opened the closet and found new garments waiting. He changed clothes, and promised to enjoy himself.

      Yeah, good luck with that, he thought. Going to be looking over my shoulder for the next couple of days. Sam, Sam, Sam. You should've shipped me out. Though things could be worse, I suppose. At least I'm alone, for the moment. Some peace and quiet. Like she said, better enjoy it while I can.

      A knock came at the door to the room. The host came inside, grinning amiably, carrying a steaming samovar in one hand and two empty cups in the other. "Noon chai, my good friend? We drink and revel all day!"
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        Qatar Airways Flight 223

        Somewhere Over Turkey

      

      

      Ethan sat near the middle of the Airbus A320. He had an aisle seat. Inconspicuous. Unrecognized.

      Because of a five-hour delay brought about by a sandstorm, the connecting flight from Doha, Qatar was due to arrive in Bucharest at eleven p.m. It was currently nine. The cabin lights had dimmed moments ago, coinciding with sunset in Bucharest. Meal and garbage services were over—the economy class crew had vacated the aisles to sit in the fold-out jumpseats located behind the lavatories.

      Roughly half the people around him were asleep, the other half wore headphones jacked into the in-flight entertainment system. The Pakistani insurance salesman beside him snored loudly, having expended all his energy on trying to get Ethan to buy life insurance. If the man had known Ethan's real occupation, he wouldn't have bothered.

      Ethan had a nice scab at the back of his skull underneath his hair. He still occasionally felt some pain when he pressed the area against a pillow, but otherwise he was fine. His ankle was doing well, too. He had no trace of a limp, and the torn skin was healing nicely.

      He thought back to the earlier mission briefing with Sam. Two months ago, an officer had stopped a pair of Romanians for speeding. He spotted drug paraphernalia in the vehicle and promptly arrested the men. A search turned up ten cell phones, four laptops, several fake IDs and credit cards, eighty thousand in cash, a used Xerox machine, and over fifty money transfer receipts. During interrogation, the two revealed they had driven around the U.S. Midwest for a month, collecting cash from Moneygram and Western Union locations—payments for products listed at online auction and classified ad sites. Cheap cellphones. Computers. Even cars. None of the items existed, of course.

      As for the Xerox machine found in the trunk of the vehicle, the scammers admitted to buying several such copiers from warehouses, targeting older models with a high page count. Using forensic software available for free on the Internet, they had downloaded tens of thousands of photocopied pages that had been archived on the internal hard drives, and then used the resulting documents for identity theft.

      Their confessions led to wiretaps and surveillance of suspects on both sides of the Atlantic. Accomplices had been arrested. So far the Romanian ringleader, one Andrei Funar, known as the Yellowjacket, had eluded capture. That was where Ethan came in.

      "What's our interest in a smalltime scammer?" Ethan had asked Sam.

      "Smalltime?" she said. "His ring has duped thousands of Americans out of millions of dollars."

      "Okay. Let me rephrase that. Why are we interested?"

      Sam smiled patiently. "There's a terrorist link."

      "Do tell."

      "After the Yellowjacket's Romanian accountant was captured, he told the investigators something interesting: the bitcoins received from the arrows—money couriers—overseas were exchanged for diamonds."

      "All right. So where's the terrorist link?"

      "The accountant showed the interrogators how he sent the diamond payments to a Stealth address—which is basically a publicly known key that jumbles bitcoin transactions in an attempt to mask the identity of the payee. An astute Romanian cybersecurity investigator passed the Stealth address on to the SRI—the Romanian domestic intelligence service—whose members in turn notified a few American intelligence agencies. Someone did an ICREACH search"—that was the Google-like search engine built by the NSA that had access to a trillion transcribed phone calls, emails, cellphone locations, internet chats, and Dark Web forums—"on the Stealth address and discovered it was posted on several private jihadi message boards and blogs: basically a donation address for terrorist funding."

      Ethan sat back. "I see. So our good friend the Yellowjacket moved his bitcoins to the account of a terrorist financier, and the financier sent him diamonds in return. Charging a fee, of course."

      "Yes. Since we had all the bitcoin transactions the accountant made, our techs were able to find patterns in the jumbled blockchains using clustering methods. It was a complex process, because the payee in turn apparently sent the bitcoins to secondary Stealth addresses, mixed with CoinJoin."

      "All right, enough technical details," Ethan said. "What did we find?"

      "The coins were eventually moved to addresses believed to belong to unlicensed hawaladars in Saudi Arabia, probably in exchange for cash, not diamonds. Unfortunately, that information doesn't help us very much, given that there are at least a thousand unlicensed hawaladars in Riyadh alone."

      A hawala was essentially a money services business based on the honor system. A customer left money with a hawaladar in one city, and the recipient retrieved the money from another hawaladar, usually a relative or other family connection of the first hawaladar in the destination city. No promissory notes were exchanged between brokers; the hawaladar in the destination city had to trust that the first would settle the debt at a later date, either in cash, stored value cards, or high value commodities such as gold, diamonds, and property. Very popular among Muslims, a huge network of hawala brokers facilitated money transfers throughout the Middle East, and because no actual money was moved, it was very hard for law enforcement to track, especially when multiple unlicensed hawaladars were used to obfuscate a transaction trail.

      "Okay, then what about the jihadi message boards and blogs where the Stealth address was posted," Ethan said. "Do we have anything on the individual poster?"

      "We did some takedowns on the different hosting sites. The IP addresses of the poster were traced to Internet cafes in Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and the United Arab Emirates. The first post was eighteen months ago, when the Stealth address technique first came out. In the posts, a user calling himself The Caliph pleads for his brothers to help finance the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria, and gives instructions on how to send payments. The last post was a little over a year ago. So that trail has gone dead."

      Ethan tapped his chin. "We have nothing else on this Caliph?"

      Sam hesitated. "Two years ago we captured a terrorist financier in Dubai who went by the alias Al Sifr. Unfortunately, he escaped on the way to the airport. We have reason to believe that this 'Caliph' and Al Sifr are one and the same."

      "What do we know about him?"

      A grainy picture appeared on the screen. It looked like it had been taken by a cellphone in the back of a police cruiser. A bearded man with a black turban and robes was handcuffed to the security grill behind the driver. Someone held a tiny key in the foreground.

      "The men who sprung him attacked our convoy with rocket propelled grenades," Sam said. "Shot up several agents. When his rescuers couldn't find the key to his cuffs, Al Sifr cut off his own hand to free himself."

      "So he's a religious fanatic with a stump in place of his left hand," Ethan said.

      "That's about right."

      Ethan swatted a fly from the laptop screen. "How did we catch him the first time?"

      "One of our agents replied to a Dark Web posting he made on a jihadi message board, saying she could hook him up with conflict diamonds."

      "He's since found another source," Ethan mused.

      "He has."

      Ethan considered the options. "Did we try responding to his 'Caliph' posts from last year?"

      "Of course. No answer."

      He tapped his lips. "The accountant doesn't know where, when, and how the diamonds get to the Yellowjacket?"

      "That is correct. He was only involved in moving the bitcoins. He never saw how the diamonds were actually delivered."

      "So by capturing this Yellowjacket," Ethan said. "We climb the next link up the chain."

      Sam smiled obligingly. "Bingo."

      "You know, it's funny," Ethan mused. "You said the recipient of the bitcoins, let's call him Al Sifr's moneyman, made new Stealth addresses to obfuscate his trail. But why wouldn't the moneyman simply give a new address to the Yellowjacket's accountant, rather than reusing an existing one posted to some jihadi forum and risk discovery?"

      "We believe the Yellowjacket's ring is but one supplier in a vast network of funders," Sam explained. "One tiny cog on the terrorist financing wheel. Al Sifr no doubt has funds coming in from all over the place, likely in a complex web involving bitcoins, conflict diamonds, smuggled cash, false invoicing schemes, the works. With all those sources of funding, it was probably inevitable his moneyman would make such a mistake. Even so, I suspect he's going to be very hard to track down."

      "Which is why you chose me," Ethan said.

      Sam nodded. "Follow the money trail to Al Sifr. Remove him from the equation and starve the terrorist groups he funds."

      "There's more to it, isn't there?" Ethan said. "Or you wouldn't be involving me."

      Sam sighed. "Given the large amounts of money we estimate Al Sifr is siphoning, we suspect he's planning something more elaborate than simple run-of-the-mill terrorist financing. Especially given the clandestine nature of his operations."

      "What kind of attack?" Ethan said.

      "That's for you to find out. And stop."

      And so Ethan had gone.

      He looked past the snoring Pakistani at the window. The sun shade was open, revealing the sky beyond. The remnants of twilight colored the horizon, but above, the night was dotted by stars. So many shining points of light. An infinite number.

      What am I doing? I've saved up enough to retire. I should be living off the fruits of my labor. Married, kids, the whole package.

      He chuckled softly at that. He wasn't the family type, as much as a part of him dreamed of a simpler life. Still, he was getting old, and sometimes he wondered if he had made the right choice. It wasn't too late to change course. Not yet. Though he couldn't help but feel that if he waited any longer, such a family life would never be available to him. Kids were a young man's game, after all.

      What are you talking about, Ethan? A man can father kids well into his eighties, and then hire an au-pair to take care of them.

      Well, assuming one caveat: that he lived that long.

      He felt suddenly cold and he buttoned his blazer over his white dress shirt. When that didn't help, he grabbed the airline-supplied blanket he'd wedged beside his hip. He removed the blanket from the clear plastic bag and spread it over his body.

      Still cold.

      Turbulence shook the plane. Ethan felt himself zoning out, losing touch with reality. He was in an Airbus, flying over Turkey, and yet he was not. The feeling of disassociation was unnerving. Like a presence of some kind was lurking over him, looking down on him. A presence that was himself.

      When he had left Iraq the last time, the terrible memories the mission had awakened didn't fade like they had before. Many years ago, when he had permanently left Black Squadron—the clandestine division of SEAL Team Six—he had been able to banish the memories by the sheer force of his will alone. It was incredibly difficult, but he'd done it.

      That didn't work anymore. No matter how hard he pushed, the memories wouldn't go way. He tried everything: psychological tricks such as re-imagining the disturbing scenes in black and white and shrinking the images in his mind. Physical tricks like breathing exercises and myofascial release. But if anything, the memories only became stronger.

      Something had changed inside him during the last undercover operation in that country. He and his team had experienced one too many close calls. Sometimes it felt like he was a porcelain figure, dropped countless times on the hardwood floor, and one more fall would shatter him into a thousand pieces.

      The turbulence came again, stronger. He heard a disembodied female voice call his name in the distance. The soft sound was nearly lost to his tinnitus.

      Ethan.

      It was Sam. Trying to call him back from the brink, as she had done once before. He knew it was no use, though. A flashback was coming on.

      I refuse to remember this time. I refuse!

      The cabin shook. The seatbelt sign lit up, accompanied by that characteristic warning tone. The overhead bins clattered loudly. One of the bin doors fell open and bounced ominously.

      Ethan's tightened his grip on the armrests until his knuckles were white. His heart pounded. His breathing increased. The high-pitched tinnitus in his left ear rose in volume until it consumed all else. The beds of his fingers and toes throbbed as his brain remembered the pain of having his nails torn away. He closed his eyes tight.

      No no no!

      And then he was in Iraq. Reliving his three deployments and the pitched battles therein. He lost close friends all over again. Brothers.

      The battles faded, replaced with his trials in Black Squadron. He remembered a boy, his face burned off by white phosphorous. Ethan tried to save him, but couldn't.

      Those memories faded, replaced by more recent ones. Trying to save another boy in Syria, who had foolishly joined Islamic militants. Trying and failing. His fellow operatives Aaron and William, getting shot. Sam, under the influence of scopolamine, attacking him in Iraq. Torture at the hand of terrorists.

      Then he was staring down the sights of an assault rifle as he surveyed a battle-damaged city street. No, it wasn't an assault rifle, it was a mounted MK 43. He had returned to his second deployment again.

      A boy and his sister came into view. The sister, about the same age, retrieved an AK from her abaya. She gave it to the boy who, after suitable prodding from the sister, proceeded to assault Ethan's position. She stood in front of him, acting as a human shield. She was shorter, so that the kid could easily fire over her head.

      None of the men with Ethan returned fire.

      Ethan aligned his sights over the threat. The MK 43 would easily cut both the boy and his sister in half.

      He couldn't bring himself to shoot, not at first. But he knew all it would take was a lucky shot from that kid and one of his men would go down. He couldn't allow that.

      He would do his job.

      He would do what he was trained to do.

      Ethan squeezed the trigger...

      "Excuse me sir, are you all right?" she said in English.

      Ethan's eyes shot open. He was drenched in sweat, breathing hard. He found himself staring into the face of a sympathetic flight attendant. A friendly, caring face. It was so far removed from what he had just witnessed that he felt his eyes grow moist, and he nearly cracked.

      "Yes," he managed, feeling his chin quiver. "Sorry, I'm just—" He couldn't finish.

      "Sir—"

      He released his deathgrip on the armrests and waved dismissively. He sat up, rubbed his eyes angrily, and then swept a hand across his forehead, trying to wipe away the perspiration. All he did was smear the sweat.

      "I'm fine," he managed. His voice sounded more controlled. Good.

      The cabin was no longer shaking, he realized, and the seatbelt sign was off.

      "I'll be right back." The attendant vanished down the aisle.

      Ethan noticed that the people across the aisle were staring at him. They quickly looked away when he met their eyes.

      The attendant returned with a hot towel.

      He accepted it gratefully and wiped his face. "Thank you. I'm not the best flyer."

      His eyes flicked to the Qatar Airways oryx stamped onto the red, brimless cap she wore.

      The Arabian oryx. Once nearly extinct, the species had fought its way back from the brink. Would Ethan be able to do the same?

      The attendant smiled sympathetically. "Is there anything else I can get for you? Coffee or juice? Some water?"

      A part of his mind registered that she was cute. But he truly didn't care in that moment. He felt embarrassed more than anything else. And sickened.

      "No. But thank you." He glanced at the other passengers across the aisle. "Did I... did I say anything strange while I was asleep?"

      She paused uncertainly. "A few words. But don't worry, it wasn't too loud. I only heard you because I was performing a cabin check."

      "What did I say?"

      She frowned. "It doesn't matter. It was a nightmare."

      The people in the nearby aisle were watching him again.

      His hand shot out and he grabbed the flight attendant by the wrist. Hard. "What did I say."

      Her expression became a mixture of terror and outrage. "You said: 'I don't want to kill them.' Over and over."

      Ethan released her. "Sorry." He returned the towel and she left him to his troubled thoughts.

      Beside him, the insurance salesman continued to snore, having slept through the whole incident.

      That was the third episode since his Iraq mission. Each time, the all-encompassing memories only seemed to draw him in deeper, threatening to swallow him entirely.

      Perhaps he should have told the shrink after all. No, he could get through this on his own. He could.

      And yet he had to wonder what would happen if an episode ever came on when he was in the middle of an important operation. Or a gunfight.

      But he already knew the answer to that.

      Rubbing his eyes, he accessed the AVOD screen embedded into the seat in front of him. He tried watching an in-flight movie, but his mind constantly drifted off.

      Of all the memories that had flashed through his mind, terrible though they were, two bothered him most: the kid with the face burned off by white phosphorous. And the boy in his sights, firing at Ethan's squad while the sister shielded him.

      Ethan couldn't remember if he'd shot the two kids.

      And that was the most disturbing thing of all.
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        Romania

      

      

      Ethan opened his eyes. He'd napped for a good hour in the passenger seat of the armored Audi A8. Though there was only a two hour time difference between Karachi and Bucharest, he was still feeling slightly jet lagged, even after spending the night in a cheap hotel. He blamed it on the early morning departure from Karachi followed by the long layover in Doha waiting for the connecting flight.

      He glanced at the driver, his new partner. She was dressed all in black, with a jumpsuit more suitable to a motorcycle rider, replete with black gloves and boots. At her throat was a short necklace with a silver feather dangling from the middle.

      She wore her dark hair in a pony-tail. There was almost no makeup on her pale face, save for dark red lipstick. Her eyes were a startling cerulean. Almost inhumanly bright. No one should have eyes like that. And yet there she was.

      He remembered his objections when Sam had told him he'd be working with her.

      "You will be assisted by one of my operatives," Sam had told him. "Codename Maelstrom. She speaks perfect Romanian."

      Ethan immediately looked up the codename in the secure database on the laptop. Bretta Storm.

      "Nice alias," Ethan said.

      Sam shrugged. "It's what she prefers."

      "You know what I think about tagalongs. Especially ones with names based on weapons."

      Sam wore a knowing smile. "She's more than a tagalong. And as for her alias and codename... trust me, both suit her."

      "Look, a support team working in the background is fine," he said. "But an inexperienced operative paired directly with me? A translator? Come on."

      "She's hardly inexperienced," Sam said. "Besides, you don't speak Romanian, last time I checked. Unless you've been taking lessons without telling me?"

      Ethan frowned. She knew quite well he hadn't had time to prepare for the mission.

      Sam nodded to herself. "That's what I thought. I'm sorry, I've made my decision. She's the best I have available at the moment. Trust me, you'll like her."

      When he had met Bretta for the first time outside the hotel that morning, his objections had only worsened. She was too goddamn beautiful, with the kind of flawless face men fell in love with after the first glance. She would be fine in a Muslim country, wearing a full veil, but not there. He was supposed to be operating undercover—the Romanian government hadn't sanctioned his visit. How the hell was he going to avoid attracting attention with a woman like that at his side?

      "You think I'm a sex object?" Bretta said suddenly.

      Her voice knocked him from his reverie.

      "What?" Ethan said. "No."

      "You've been staring at me for the past two minutes."

      "My mind was elsewhere. I didn't sleep too well last night."

      "I see. Well I hope you had a good nap, then."

      "The best," Ethan lied.

      "You didn't look too happy when I picked you up at the hotel," she continued. "I take it you're not accustomed to working with a partner?"

      "I'll be frank," Ethan said. "You're too good looking for this job. I almost feel like telling Sam I can't work with you."

      "Because of my looks?" she sounded exasperated. "My face has often proven to be my greatest asset. Opening up doors that would ordinarily be off limits to a male operative."

      Ethan fidgeted. "That may be so, but do you really have what it takes? I mean really? Because where we're going, you blink, you look away even for a moment, you're going to get chewed up and spit out for breakfast. Terrorists don't care if you're a woman, they're going to kill you the same as any man."

      "So that's what this is about! That I'm a woman? Not a member of your precious Navy SEAL brotherhood? Oh, don't look so shocked. Sam shared a few choice tidbits from your past."

      "It's not so much that you're a woman, but that you're inexperienced. I—"

      She abruptly slammed on the brakes and shifted the vehicle into second gear. She flicked the wheel to the right and then spun it hard left, fishtailing the Audi's rear. The vehicle performed a one-eighty in the middle of the highway and came to a complete stop; she immediately shifted into reverse, looked over her shoulder, and slammed down the accelerator so that they were driving backward in the same direction they had been going forward a few seconds ago.

      Ethan pressed his lips together. "Bootleg turn to reverse. You got driving skills, I'll give you that. Now would you please turn us back around?"

      She spun the wheel hard to the left, shifted into first gear when the vehicle hit the ninety-degree mark, and hit the gas. The rear fishtailed the rest of the way so that the Audi was once again facing the proper direction. She slammed down the accelerator and shifted up.

      "And a J-turn back to the front," Ethan said, relieved that they were going forward again. "Nice. But a bit reckless. I'm going to have to give you a C minus for performing dangerous turns in the middle of a major highway like some teenage joyrider showing off to her crush."

      "You're hardly my crush," she said petulantly. "And I wasn't trying to show off.  Only proving a point. And the highway was completely clear of vehicular traffic."

      "It's also hard on the car," Ethan said. "Especially the front tires. And what point exactly did you want to prove? That you can drive? It's not going to help you when we're pinned down somewhere with bullets streaming over our heads, and RPGs about to come in. When the shit breaks through the fan and floods the attic, can I count on you to keep it together? Can I count on you to watch my back and provide cover when I need it most?"

      She gripped the steering wheel so hard that the blood pooled beneath her skin on either side of the knuckles. Her body seemed so stiff that Ethan could've probably broken a board against her and she wouldn't have moved.

      Then she abruptly relaxed. "You can count on me."

      The earnestness in her voice got to him, and a door opened somewhere inside him. A door that he let few people into; he allowed her to step upon the threshold, but no further. Not yet.

      He nodded slowly. "All right. Okay. I believe you."

      "Though I doubt we'll be facing something so drastic here," she said.

      He chuckled softly. "True enough. I was being metaphorical, of course. I mean come on, it's only Romania, not a war zone, right?"

      She smiled at him for the first time. "Right." There was nothing hidden behind that smile. No mockery. No distrust. Only sincerity.

      "What's that at your neck?" Ethan asked. "An eagle feather?"

      She touched the silver object hanging from her neck and smiled. "Yeah." Her voice, and that smile, both seemed a little forced.

      "No really," Ethan said. "What is it?"

      She hesitated, then said, softly: "An angel wing."

      Ethan was a bit taken aback by her tone. Gone was the strong, resolute woman he had been talking to, replaced by someone who seemed on the verge of tears. He'd hit upon a soft spot, apparently, and decided not to pressure her into revealing anything more about it. The bauble obviously had some sentimental value to her, and that was everything he needed to know.

      So all he said was: "Oh. Okay."

      The two were quiet for a time.

      Ethan glanced at the rearview window. "Sam said we were getting a support team."

      "Support team Eight-Blue will be meeting us at the destination city."

      Ethan pursed his lips. "I'm used to operating in countries where I don't have a support net."

      "You like to brag, don't you?" she said.

      "I'm merely stating the facts."

      "Welcome to Western Europe," she said. "We have support teams all over the continent."

      "Well okay then, ma'am."

      "Don't call me ma'am," she said. "I hate that."

      "What do you want to be called? Maelstrom? Miss Storm? You're certainly stormy enough."

      "Bretta," she said.

      Ethan shrugged, pretending he hadn't heard. "Miss Storm it is. So who's the leader of my support team?"

      "Jerry Wong." She glanced at him. "And it's our support team."

      "Jerry Wong. Never heard of him."

      "I've worked him once before," she said. "He—"

      "Worked him, or worked with him?" Ethan interrupted.

      "Slip of the tongue," she replied.

      "Freudian slip, more likely," he said slyly.

      She rolled her eyes. "Look, Jerry's a good guy. Excellent at what he does."

      "But not as good as you, I take it?"

      She smirked. "No one's as good as me. Not even you."

      Ethan sat back. "We'll see."

      His eyes were drawn to the lower hem of her jumpsuit, where a very slight bulge told him she wore a concealed ankle holster. "I bet I can guess what sidearm you're packing."

      "I bet you can guess, too." It sounded like she had gone through this routine before.

      "Beretta Storm Px4 Subcompact."

      "Very good," she said sarcastically.

      Ethan shrugged. "I know my pistols."

      "And my alias obviously had nothing to do with your guess."

      "Not at all. Don't get me wrong, the Px4 is a fine weapon. And it's probably a good fit for your small hands."

      "Small hands," she said. "Big punch."

      "I can see why Sam likes you," Ethan said.

      "Really?" Bretta countered. "Well I can't see why she likes you."

      "Thanks. I don't care if you actually like me or not. As long as you know who's in charge, then we're good." He nodded toward her ankle. "Anyway, you might want to consider switching to something smaller, like one of the Glock subcompact platforms. You'd get rid of the ankle bulge entirely. And you should wear pants with a looser hem. What you have now is a bit tight. In times of need, when every moment counts, you don't want to waste precious seconds rolling up the hem simply to draw your pistol."

      Her face darkened. "Thanks, dad."

      He chortled at the age reference. "I'm surprised the police don't arrest you for carrying a concealed weapon when you walk down the street with that."

      "It's not that noticeable," she said. "Besides, the police usually look at something other than my ankles."

      "I'm sure they do." He opened the glove compartment and scanned the contents. "When do I get a weapon?"

      "There are a few choice pieces in back," Bretta told him. "When we reach Râmnicu I'll hook you up."

      Ethan fished out his phone and activated the GPS: he liked to be aware of the highway exits, a carryover from his war days when he never knew where the next ambush might come from.

      The two-lane A1 freeway cut through the countryside to the northwest of Bucharest. After passing the town of Pitesti, home of Romanian auto icon Dacia, Bretta turned onto the DN7 / E81 undivided highway, a two-way, single lane arterial road. Meadowlands alternated with thick forests on either side, giving the impression of a journey deep into the wilderness. Now and again the foliage yielded to valleys and tree-covered foothills, along with farmer's fields, villas, or small towns with names like Căzănești and Aldesti. The traffic was comprised of transport trucks and compact cars. Dacia models accounted for roughly one third of the latter vehicles, with the remainder belonging to manufacturers such as Opel, Volkswagen, and Toyota.

      Eventually Bretta began the ascent into the foothills of the Transylvanian Alps. According to the GPS, the Olt river was just beyond the roadway to the west, though Ethan couldn't see it because of all the fenced-off villas and trees that bordered the road. Mangy dogs wandered the litter-strewn gravel shoulders of the road. Beyond the fences, the houses were in fairly bad shape, reminding him of wooden versions of the ones he had seen in Karachi: graffiti, peeling paint, collapsed walls. Laundry hung from clotheslines. Chickens and roosters inhabited the gardens.

      And then, unexpectedly, in the middle of a grassy field, a Mercedes-Benz "AutoPortal" dealership cropped up, teasing the passersby with gleaming luxury sedans tucked away behind glass walls.

      The route turned west. As the Audi reached a road built over a dam, the mysterious blue waters of the Olt finally presented themselves. Sourced in the Eastern Carpathians, the river flowed six hundred kilometers across Romania before eventually joining the Danube.

      Across that dam awaited the riverside town of Râmnicu Vâlcea, their destination.
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        Râmnicu Vâlcea, Romania

      

      

      Râmnicu Vâlcea had a population of ninety thousand people. One could travel its seven kilometer length by car in twelve minutes. Inhabited since Roman times, it had become a major cultural center by the 1500s, only to experience a long decline. In modern times, the town underwent a revival when the chemical giant Oltchim opened up a plant, providing thousands of jobs, but the company went bankrupt in 2012. By then, the local youth had already discovered other means of making money. The criminal-minded ones, anyway.

      The buildings were similar to what Ethan had seen in other European towns: mostly apartments and gated bungalows. The apartments literally abutted one another, and various retail shops rented out the ground levels of each one. Residents parked their vehicles on the shoulders of the road, reducing the width of the streets and choking traffic in areas. Sometimes, on the busier roads, vehicles parked on the sidewalks between the trees instead of the shoulders. One-ways were prevalent. Like most European and Middle Eastern cities, names were used for the streets rather than numbers. Without GPS, Ethan knew Bretta would have been lost. He would have been, too.

      "I'll let Eight-Blue know we're here." Bretta grabbed the sat-phone from the center console.

      "Wait." Ethan had his GPS open in front of him. "Pull up here."

      She doubled-parked in front of the indicated building.

      "I'll be right back." Ethan leaped out and returned a few minutes later with a case of Ursus Black, the top-rated beer in Romania.

      He had Bretta pop the trunk, then loaded the case in the rear compartment. He grabbed one of the cans before returning to his seat.

      Bretta gave him a look of disbelief as he took a long quaff.

      "Really?" she said.

      Ethan shrugged. "You don't realize what a simple luxury it is to drink beer. When you've worked in the Middle East for as long as I have, you take advantage of every opportunity to drink that you get, because you never know when the chance will come again." He took another long swallow. The beer wasn't bad. Not the best he'd ever had. Not the worst.

      Bretta waited a few moments, then started the engine.

      "Eight-Blue just pulled up behind us," Bretta said, accelerating away from the liquor store. "Two cars behind."

      Ethan glanced in the right rearview mirror and spotted the Ford Transit 2T.

      "The white van?" he asked.

      "That's the one."

      She reached beneath the collar of her jumpsuit and produced two wired earbuds. She  attached the clothing clips to her collar and popped the earbuds in, tucking the coiled wires behind her ears.

      "Eight-Blue, this is Maelstrom, do you copy, over?" She paused. "Loud and clear Eight-Blue."

      Sensing Ethan's gaze on her, she cracked open the center console. "Here. Put these on." She indicated a small headset whose microphone and earbuds were connected to a lanyard. There was also an inconspicuous-looking radio about the size of a pack of cards.

      He clipped the radio to his belt and then unbuttoned his white dress shirt. He fetched the in-ear transducer headset and slid the lanyard over his neck. He tightened the cord, bringing the microphone close to his throat, then attached the earbud clothing clips to his collar. He popped the actual earbuds in, sliding the wires over the fleshy part of his ears like a pair of glasses. He connected the headset to the radio at his belt and then activated the radio.

      He hit the transmit button. "Eight-Blue, Copperhead here."

      "Eight-Blue team leader," came the answer. Jerry Wong. "Good to be working with you, Copperhead."

      Satisfied that the radio was working, Ethan buttoned up his shirt and concealed the main wire.

      As Bretta approached the city center the traffic increased. Audis, BMWs, and Mercedes-Benzes began to dominate the roadways, driven by men in their twenties and thirties.

      The vehicle passed the River View Plaza, a sprawling, modern mall with a multi-faceted glass half-dome at the front that wouldn't have been out of place in a science fiction movie.

      A Dacia Logan police cruiser sped by.

      "How come the local police weren't able to capture this Yellowjacket?" Ethan asked Bretta.

      "Look at the cars they drive," Bretta deadpanned.

      "Funny."

      "According to the report," Bretta continued. "He fled his penthouse only a few minutes before the police arrived."

      "Ah. So let me guess, you're driving to the penthouse right now?"

      "You're a good guesser."

      "I don't think we'll find anything there," Ethan said.

      "It's a start."

      "Eight-Blue," Ethan said into the radio. "Tell us what we have on Andrei Funar, the Yellowjacket."

      "Parents divorced when he was thirteen. During high school, he fell in with the Internet scamming crowd. You know, the whole post fake ads, get people to send you money thing. It was a big game to them. A competition of sorts, to see who could outdo the others. Most of them ended up making millions. After that, everyone and their dog started doing it. So much so that the city attracted the attention of the FBI, who nicknamed it Scammerville. I guess there isn't really much else for smart kids to do in a place like this.

      "Anyway, the original crew started to get caught. The smarter ones dropped out of the game. Not Andrei. He was eventually convicted, and went to jail for six years starting in 2008. When he got out again in 2014, he went right back at it, using advanced techniques he learned in prison to hide his trail. He even hacked the local police network, installing malware that let him take control of their webcams, basically turning the police computers into his own surveillance network. When they came to his luxury condo to arrest him, he knew."

      "Does he have any immediate family members?" Ethan said over the connection.

      "His mother lives in a well-to-do condo he bought for her in 2007. That's about it."

      "Does he or his mother own any vacation property?"

      "Not according to the city records. Though it's possible he bought something like that using an alias. I'll have one of my analysts dig up his bank transactions."

      "All right, then." He glanced at Bretta. "I say we forget the penthouse and go see the mother."

      "You're asking for my permission, or my opinion?"

      "Neither." Ethan spoke into the radio. "Eight Blue, we're going to need an address on the mother."

      Jerry read the location over the line and Ethan entered it into his phone's GPS.

      Bretta was about to turn the car around but Ethan stopped her. "Let's find a park or something first. I want you to show me what kind of pieces you have in back."

      Bretta allowed him to guide her to a quiet park on the outskirts of the city. She popped the trunk and exited the Audi. Ethan joined her.

      In the storage area at the back were two cases piled one atop the other.

      She opened the first case, revealing the dismantled parts of a takedown sniper rifle.

      Ethan never really trusted breakdown rifles. "How well does it return-to-zero?"

      She smirked. "This is the Valkyrie, a special order by Nemesis Arms. All their chassis are return-to-zero. Take it apart and put it back together as many times as you wish, the scope accuracy will always be the same."

      "All right," Ethan said. "But I need something smaller."

      Bretta closed the case and reached for a Blackhawk load-out bag just to the left. From it she produced an ankle holster with a Px4 Subcompact inside.

      Ethan accepted the holster and removed the Px4.

      "A little small for my hands," he said, showing her that when he held the pistol, his pinky finger had nothing to grip but air.

      Bretta shrugged. "There's an adapter that lets you use the full size magazine. But it will affect concealability. You'll be fine. Just don't pinch yourself while reloading."

      He regarded the ankle holster dubiously. "Do you have a shoulder holster getup?"

      She produced a shoulder holster and harness from the load-out bag.

      While Bretta shielded him from the road, Ethan removed his blazer, buckled on the harness, and slipped the Px4 into the clamshell holster under his left armpit. He replaced his jacket and practiced drawing the Px4, taking the first steps to train the muscle memory. The short grip was a little awkward but he could deal with it.

      He loaded a thirteen round magazine into the Px4 and racked the slide, chambering the first round, then drew the weapon a few final times before leaving the weapon in the holster.

      Bretta handed him flexicuffs from the load-out bag; he secured them to the shoulder harness, making sure they weren't visible with the suit jacket on, and then he returned to the passenger seat.

      Bretta joined him inside. "Feels good, doesn't it?"

      Ethan was well aware of the slightly uncomfortable yet reassuring press of the pistol against his ribs and inner arm. "Always does."
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      "Park along here," Ethan instructed Bretta when the two of them were a block away from their destination.

      She did so, taking the first available spot, which happened to be beside a phone booth with the word Telefon painted in bright white letters on it.

      "I'll be right back." He walked into the booth and pretended to make a call. Meanwhile, he surveyed the surrounding street, with special emphasis on the area in front of the target's apartment. He spotted a white sedan parked across from the building. Two occupants. Likely a surveillance team from the Romanian police. They probably carried full frame digital SLR cameras to take snapshots of all visitors coming to and from the apartment. Ethan didn't need his picture in some police database, especially if things had to get nasty inside.

      Over the secure radio, he said, "Maelstrom. I want you to get rid of the surveillance team."

      "Permanently?" she returned.

      He glanced at her through the booth's window. She wasn't smiling. A dangerous woman.

      "I'd prefer it if you didn't harm officers of the law," he said. "Move them out of the area, if possible. Or block their view. And be discreet about it. We don't need Sam to catch any flak because of our actions."

      "I'm coming with you," she answered over the line. "So I'll have Eight-Blue handle it."

      "No you're not."

      "Who's going to translate for you when you get inside?"

      That was a good point.

      "Eight-Blue," Bretta said. "Did you copy that? We're going in and need a diversion on a white sedan parked in front of the apartment."

      "Roger that, Maelstrom," Jerry's voice came over the line. "One diversion coming up."

      He waited, putting on a show of using the phone booth, keeping the handset at his ear. He studied the surveillance vehicle, and thought it too bad that his team couldn't involve the Romanian authorities. Usually he didn't mind requesting permission from a European government for such mundane tasks as surveillance, or search and seizure—Europe was an ally, and the governments were somewhat accommodating. But Ethan had more than simple surveillance or seizures in mind. He'd have to perform some interrogations and he didn't need some Romanian observer trying to enforce the UN Convention Against Torture while he questioned subjects. He'd have to make threats. Coerce. Blackmail. Hurt. He might have to kill some people. For that, he had to operate under the radar.

      It was a funny thing. In the Middle East, because of the clout the U.S. wielded in the region, operatives received far more leeway. The U.S. often had permission to conduct full-blown, standalone military raids, though usually in remote areas. And in regards to interrogation, Middle Eastern governments were way more accommodating. For one thing, said governments were quite good at it. And if an interrogation—torture—was required, it was often preferable to have members of the foreign intelligence service conduct it, allowing the U.S. agencies to skirt any accountability issues.

      After about ten minutes of standing there in that booth, Ethan was beginning to grow impatient.

      "Well, Eight-Blue?" he said over the line.

      "Here you go," Jerry returned.

      On the opposite side of the street a garbage truck drove behind the unmarked sedan and started honking. The surveillance vehicle was parked ahead of three smallish bins: the first for bottles, the second for plastics and papers, the third for garbage. The unmarked vehicle wasn't blocking any of the bins, however, so Ethan was unsure what would go down.

      The garbage truck abruptly drove forward a car length and stopped again, effectively providing a shield.

      Bretta abandoned the Audi. "That's our cue."

      Ethan followed her, walking at a brisk pace. Honking and shouting came from the direction of the unseen sedan.

      The rear of the trapped vehicle came into view behind the garbage truck as Ethan and Bretta neared the front door of the apartment.

      "Eight-Blue, back up a little," Bretta said into her concealed mic.

      The garbage truck slowly moved back, keeping Ethan and Bretta concealed.

      At the front door Ethan pressed the button labeled Funar. Through the lobby window he saw walls of gray-veined Calacatta marble; a Turkish carpet patterned with geometric designs covered the floor.

      "The driver and passenger are getting out," Jerry warned over the comm.

      Before Ethan could say anything a voice came over the apartment speaker. "Alo."

      "Tell her we're delivering fliers," Ethan said, keeping his back to the street.

      "Foaie volanti, doamnă," Bretta said.

      "Ce vrei?" the voice over the line returned.

      "Foaie volanti!" Bretta said.

      The door clicked open.

      Ethan hurried inside, not daring to look back. He turned a corner and ducked from view.

      "We're good, Eight-Blue," Bretta said into her mic.

      Ignoring the elevator, Ethan took the marble stairs and climbed the two stories to the destination apartment. When he arrived, he popped out the earbuds and hid them beneath the collar of his shirt. Bretta did likewise.

      He knocked.

      A woman in her sixties, presumably Mrs. Funar, opened the door. She wore a blue silk caftan with an orange belt that proclaimed "Moschino" in big gold letters—a luxury brand of some kind. Her gray hair was packed into a tight bun, with a long hairpin sticking out the right-hand side.

      Behind her was an expansive living room with hardwood floors and a marble fireplace. Fine art hung from the walls. The furniture was a blend of Romanian antiques and contemporary models. A mosaic tile bathroom was visible on the far side.

      "Ce vrei?" the woman said.

      From her expression and body language, Ethan knew she meant: "What do you want?"

      "Translate," he told Bretta. "Tell her I'm a friend of Andrei's. That I have a message from him."

      While Bretta translated, Ethan surveyed the apartment behind the lady more carefully. His eyes drifted to the fireplace on the far side of the family room. Almost hidden from view by the placement of Mrs. Funar's body, a series of photos and trophies had been set upon the mantelpiece. The photos depicted a young boy in love with soccer. In one, he was holding a soccer ball, smiling widely beside an older man, presumably his father. In another, the boy kicked the ball toward a goalie. In a third, he posed with the team. There were awards beside each picture, seven in total, probably one for each elementary school grade.

      Mrs. Funar responded to Bretta.

      "She says she isn't surprised her son sent a message," Bretta told him. "Because Andrei promised he would contact her when he was able."

      "Tell her to come out into the hall," Ethan beckoned for the woman to join them. "Tell her the apartment could be bugged."

      When Bretta explained what Ethan had said, Mrs. Funar nodded reluctantly and then stepped into the hall. She shut the door behind her and spoke a few words to Bretta.

      "So what is this message?" Bretta translated.

      Suddenly leery about listening neighbors, Ethan lowered his voice. "Andrei says he wants to meet you. He has something urgent he needs to give you. He says you would know where to find him."

      Mrs. Funar firmly shook her head. "No. He never told me where to find him. Didn't he give you an address for me?"

      "We have no idea where he is. Andrei isn't even telling his close friends. I'm sure you can understand why. But he called me and said you would know how to reach him. Think for a moment. Is there some favorite place you took him as a child? Some spot that would be special to him? A house in the woods. A cottage by the lake. A skate park?" Ethan tried to think of all the spots where he would hide out if he lived in such a small city.

      Mrs. Funar hesitated. Finally, through Bretta, she said: "Yes. I think I know of a place. But what about the police? They watch my every move."

      "The white sedan?" Ethan asked.

      Mrs. Funar nodded. "The very same."

      "They won't be a problem soon," Ethan said. "Look down at them from your window after we're gone and you'll see."

      Mrs. Funar hesitated a moment longer. "You say you are one of his friends? Why don't you speak Romanian?"

      Ethan smiled. "I met him in prison."

      Her face momentarily darkened, then she nodded. "I understand." She reached for the doorknob behind her.

      In that moment Ethan realized it wasn't enough. She was merely playing along and had no intention of leaving to find her son. She needed proof that Ethan was who he said he was, that he, this stranger who had come knocking at her door claiming to be a messenger from her son, was truly his friend. She knew the police were outside her building, watching. Of course she would be on the lookout for undercover officers. She'd probably fielded a few already.

      How could he get to her?

      Recalling the soccer—or football, as it was called in Europe—photos and trophies he'd seen when her apartment was open, on a whim he said: "In prison your son told me he once dreamed of playing football in the big leagues. He wanted to join the Romanian national football team and play for his country. He was a big nationalist. Loved Romania. He regretted, deeply, the choices he made and wished, with all his heart, that he could go back and take a different path. But the divorce changed everything."

      It was pure conjecture, of course, but Ethan was betting those soccer trophies were from grades one to seven, with the last one coinciding with the divorce of his parents at thirteen. That was about the right age for a boy in seventh grade. Besides, in all the soccer pictures, the boy hadn't appeared any older than thirteen.

      Ethan stared at the woman expectantly. When Bretta finished translating, for a long moment Mrs. Funar didn't speak. When she did, her words were almost a whisper.

      "Yes," Bretta translated. "She says that's exactly right. The divorce was the year he chose the bad path that led him to where he is today."

      "Go to him," Ethan implored. "Now, when he needs you most."

      The woman nodded and stepped inside her apartment. Before she shut the door, Ethan reminded her: "Look to the street below and watch for your cue."

      Bretta translated and with that the two operatives left.

      In the stairwell, Ethan inserted his earbuds again. When he reached the first floor, he stayed behind the bend at the far side of the lobby, out of sight of the sedan that he knew waited across the street.

      "Eight-Blue," Ethan said into the mic. "Can we get that sedan disabled?"

      "On it," Jerry returned.

      Bretta edged past the bend, peering toward the entrance; she abruptly ducked back. "Not yet," she told Ethan.

      He heard a crash outside. He glanced at Bretta, then around the corner: the garbage truck had plowed right into the sedan.

      "Nice," Ethan said over the comm. To Bretta: "Let's go!"

      The pair burst from the apartment and hurried along the sidewalk, making their way toward the Audi. Ethan resisted the urge to look at the sedan.

      "Do you think they snapped our faces?" Bretta said from the driver's seat when they were inside.

      Ethan took a moment to study the accident. The two passengers of the sedan were arguing on the street with the driver of the garbage truck, who appeared to be a skinny Romanian with a thick mustache. A member of Eight-Blue, obviously.

      "Doubt it." Ethan fastened his seatbelt. "Be ready. She could come out anytime. Think you can handle this?"

      Bretta laughed aloud. "Please. I think I can tail one little old lady."

      Ethan opened the glove compartment.

      "What are you looking for?" she said.

      "These." He produced the pair of Zeiss binoculars he'd spotted in the glovebox earlier. With it he kept watch on the entrance to the apartment.

      "You must have really bad eyes," Bretta said.

      Ethan ignored the comment and kept the binoculars pointed at the lobby door.

      In a few moments Mrs. Funar emerged from the apartment. She had taken the time to change into a flower skirt and black blouse. Probably expensive, but a little unfashionable.

      The woman descended a ramp that led to the building's underground parking garage. A minute later a silver Mercedes-Benz CLS ascended the ramp. The luxury vehicle was driven by Mrs. Funar.

      "Tail her," he told Bretta.
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      Ethan sat back as Bretta pulled onto the road in pursuit. Into his concealed mic he said: "Eight-Blue, you with us?"

      "Two car-lengths behind," Jerry returned.

      Ethan glanced in the rearview mirror and saw the white van. "Where the hell did you come from?"

      "Tradecraft secret."

      The Audi passed the accident—the operative in play appeared to be doing his best to occupy the Romanian surveillance team. One of the officers was talking on a cellphone, likely with headquarters.

      On cue Jerry's voice came over the line: "My comm guy tells me the police just issued an alert for a silver Mercedes-Benz CLS."

      "Got it," Ethan said. "Watch for police cruisers."

      Always keeping at least three cars between her and the target, Bretta followed Mrs. Funar westward from the city. After about twenty minutes, the Mercedes-Benz turned into the parking lot of a large forested nature reserve. Bretta waited curbside a few moments, then navigated into the lot and parked near the entrance, using a nearby Dacia subcompact to shield her from view of the Mercedes-Benz on the far side of the lot.

      Mrs. Funar was already out there, walking onto one of the trails. She glanced over her shoulder once and then hurried onward.

      Eight-Blue's Ford Transit pulled into the lot behind them.

      Ethan and Bretta proceeded on foot after Mrs. Funar. The path wended between Swiss stone pines and junipers. Using the trees for cover, the pair kept well back, giving the woman lots of room.

      "Status," Jerry's voice came over the comm.

      "Still in pursuit of subject," Ethan returned.

      Mrs. Funar took a side trail. Ethan halted behind a thick trunk at the edge of said path and peered past: he spotted a decrepit-looking shack through the pines. The woman approached it.

      A strongman stood guard at the entrance. Mrs. Funar seemed undeterred by him: in fact, she walked right up to the individual and, judging from his subdued body language, she must have been scolding him. With his head down, he let her inside the shack. A moment later another man emerged; he clasped his palms together in front of him, doing a bad job of hiding the pistol he held.

      Ethan pressed the transmit button. "The subject has entered a shack in the woods. There are two guards, one armed. Maelstrom and I are going in."

      "Roger that," Jerry returned. "We got your back."

      He glanced over his shoulder and spotted various members of Eight-Blue taking up support positions in the trees around them.

      He was about to approach the shack when up ahead a man walking a Romanian shepherd dog on a leash came into view.

      "I have an idea," Ethan told Bretta.

      He let the man pass and then followed him, allowing the thick pines to shield him and Bretta from the shack. He knew that members of Eight-Blue would alert him if anything important transpired behind him.

      Ethan closed the distance as they neared the parking lot.

      "Salut," he told the man.

      "Salut," the man answered cautiously.

      "Tell him I'll pay him five hundred euros to borrow his dog," Ethan instructed Bretta.

      When she finished saying the words, Ethan handed him five crisp bills.

      The man tossed Ethan the leash and spoke something in rapid-fire Romanian.

      "Borrow?" Bretta translated. "You can have the dog, man!"

      The guy pocketed the money and ran off, perhaps worried Ethan would change his mind.

      Ethan exchanged an astonished look with Bretta, then made his way back down the trail with the Romanian shepherd in the lead.

      "There's always something disarming about a couple walking a dog," Ethan explained.

      "Sure, but who walks a dog in a business suit?" Bretta commented.

      "Lots of people."

      He saw a member of the support team standing on the trail far ahead. The operative was waiting there to direct people away from the shack, Ethan knew. He glanced over his shoulder. Sure enough, another operative watched the tail end of the path behind them.

      Bretta retrieved her cellphone and started texting. No, she wasn't actually texting, but merely pretending.

      At the side path, Ethan swerved off the main trail and headed toward the shack, trying to pretend the black and white dog led him. Once the Romanian shepherd had the scent of the two men, Ethan no longer had to pretend, as curiosity led the animal forward. Bretta followed beside him, texting away, eyes glued to her screen.

      As Ethan approached, the Romanian strongman with the gun gave Ethan a defiant look and purposely switched the order of his folded palms so that the pistol was more readily visible.

      Ethan halted, tugging on the leash. The dog stopped but didn't turn away. It barked at the two men.

      Bretta continued forward, texting on her phone, seemingly oblivious.

      "Gabriela," Ethan said in his best mimicry of the Romanian accent that he could manage. "Gabriela!"

      The armed strongman shifted uncomfortably, and Ethan was worried he might try to shoot Bretta.

      "Gabriela!" he tried again.

      When she was four meters from the shack she abruptly looked up and pretended to notice the man with the pistol for the first time.

      "Vă rog!" Bretta said. "Nu ne omoare!" From her body language, and the pleading in her voice, Ethan presumed she was asking the man not to kill her.

      She dropped to her knees and clasped her hands. "Vă rog!" Please.

      She was a great actor. Ethan could almost believe she was terrified.

      The strongman said something in Romanian to Ethan, beckoning anxiously toward Bretta with his pistol. Ethan thought he was asking him to get her out of there.

      Ethan raised a pacifying palm and approached very slowly, keeping his gaze on the strongmen. His body language was saying: "It's okay. I'm only going to get my girlfriend and then we're going. Please don't shoot."

      When he was beside her, he gave her a gentle kick with one foot, not letting his gaze leave the strongmen. "Gabriela."

      He slowly turned his body toward her, placing his back to the strongmen. He switched the leash to his left hand and surreptitiously reached inside his jacket, wrapping his fingers around the Px4.

      "Gabriela," he said. She looked up at him, the tears streaming down her face.

      Then she winked. He realized her hand was at her ankle.

      Ethan nodded very slightly. He abruptly released the dog and turned around, drawing his weapon in the same motion. Bretta likewise unholstered her Px4. Together they trained their handguns on the guards.

      The armed strongman raised his own pistol but he couldn't decide whether to target Bretta or Ethan, and his aim constantly switched between the two.

      Bretta calmly addressed the man in Romanian. She was holding a badge in her left hand. Probably a Romanian police replica.

      The armed man's eyes darted uncertainly between Ethan and her. Ethan was about to call in the rest of the team when Bretta spoke again, her voice harder this time.

      The strongman slowly lowered the pistol to the ground, then raised his hands.

      "Cover me." Ethan holstered his Px4 and retrieved the abandoned pistol, a Glock 17. He slid the Glock toward Bretta and then forced the two men to the ground. He flexicuffed them in turn.

      The dog had run off by then. Probably back to its owner's residence.

      Two other members of Eight-Blue approached, pistols at arm's length, ready to fire at the dilapidated structure. He spotted more operatives coming from the trees on either side of the building.

      "We've formed a perimeter around the shack," Jerry said over the line. "Looks like the front door is the only access point."

      Ethan retrieved the Px4 from his shoulder holster. "Going in."

      One of the operatives took Ethan's place above the prostrate strongmen.

      Ethan and Bretta assumed positions on either side of the door. Ethan indicated that she was to go low. Bretta nodded.

      He counted down on three fingers and then kicked the door in. He went high, Bretta low. There was no one in his Px4 sights.

      A table with three laptops running third-person shooters was set against the wall, along with folding chairs. Bags of chips and pop cans lay open beside the laptops. A fridge resided against the opposite wall. Near the far side of the room squatted a wide desk, its drawers obscuring any potential tangos on the other side. On the desk was a large, sealed gym bag.

      Ethan motioned for Bretta to take the left side of the shack. Ethan, meanwhile, took the right. A third operative joined them, moving down the middle. Pistols held at eye level, together the three of them advanced, slowly making their way toward the desk.

      Ethan passed the gaming laptops, ignoring the distracting sounds of gunfire coming from the headphones.

      Bretta and the support operative closed in on the left side of the desk while Ethan took the right. Staying a meter from the edges, they slowly increased their angles of exposure until the back of the desk was revealed. Three individuals huddled behind it.

      "Up!" Ethan said. "Hands in the air!"

      The individuals complied.

      The first was Mrs. Funar. The second, a hot blonde number dressed in a midriff-revealing top and short skirt. Couldn't have been more than nineteen. The last was Andrei aka The Yellowjacket. Ethan recognized him from his booking photos. He was a lanky thirty-six-year-old whose boyish features made him appear little more than a geeky high school student. He had acne scars, with a few fresh pimples. Thick-rimmed glasses. A touch of rosacea on his cheeks and nose. His T-shirt depicted a sword-wielding knight defending against a huge black dragon with a maw that dripped slime.

      Andrei held a closed laptop under his arm; keeping his Px4 trained on the man, Ethan snatched the computer and tossed it onto the desk.

      Ethan glanced at Bretta. "Care to do the honors?"

      She proceeded to flexicuff the wrists of all three prisoners behind their backs.

      Ethan glanced at the support operative. "Get the women out of here. They don't need to see what happens next."

      The mother began to protest in Romanian.

      "Now!" Ethan said, shoving the woman away.

      The support operative took over and directed the bound women toward the door. The young girl looked like she was going to cry.

      The mother glanced his way and spoke again before the operative forced her outside.

      "What did she say?" Ethan asked Bretta.

      "You don't want to know."

      Ethan spoke into his mic. "Eight-Blue, we have the suspect. I'm going to need you to hold the fort while we engage in a little one-on-one."

      "Got it," Jerry returned. "Switching to covert mode and maintaining defensive perimeter. Please advise when you're ready to relocate the subject."

      "Will do."

      Ethan holstered the Px4 in his shoulder harness and grabbed two wooden chairs from the gaming area. He positioned them in the middle of the room, facing each other.

      "Put him here," he told Bretta.

      She forced Andrei into the chair. His bound knuckles thumped loudly on the hard seat.

      Ethan sat down in front of him.

      "Translate," he told Bretta.
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      Before Ethan could speak further, Andrei interrupted him.

      "I know English." Andrei spat the latter word as if he hated the language. "So you won't be needing your little girlfriend." His accent was thick but understandable.

      "First thing you're going to learn is some respect." Ethan got up, grabbed Andrei by the hair and led him to the desk. He proceeded to slam Andrei's head onto the hard surface.

      Andrei looked up. He appeared stunned. "Hey, you can't—"

      Ethan slammed his head down again.

      When Andrei raised his chin again, his face was all red and he blinked rapidly. Blood trickled from a small gash in his cheek.

      "Ready to show some respect now?" Ethan asked him.

      Andrei nodded quickly.

      Ethan led him back to the chair and sat down in front of him once more.

      Bretta opened the gym bag on the desk and produced several bundles of purple and red euro bills. She retrieved a black sack, too, and from it scooped out a handful of diamonds.

      "I don't know where those came from," Andrei said.

      "Bye-bye money stash," Ethan said. "Bye-bye hot girlfriend. You're going back to jail."

      "Can I talk to my lawyer now?"

      "There will be no lawyers here. I'm not with the police, nor government."

      "Then who are you?"

      "Call me a vigilante."

      Andrei laughed. "I'm the vigilante. Romanians have been beaten down for decades. Our country was given to the Soviets after World War II because of our stupid leaders, who backed Hitler. Like we had any choice. Finally we broke free of the dictatorship in 1989 to join NATO, and eventually the European Union. And yet we're still treated like a bunch of gypsies, no matter which countries we visit. Like we're worth little more than dogs. Twisted teeth and dirty skin, they say we have. And they give us the worst jobs. Well to hell with you foreigners. We'll scam you all. You'll make us rich. It's our way of fighting back. You can call us whatever names you want. Spit on us. Shit on us. Do your worst. Meanwhile, we have a hand in your back pockets, whisking away your money right out from under your insulting noses."

      Andrei pulled at the hem of his T-shirt, straightening the colorful image depicted there. "You see this? That's me. I'm a Romanian knight fighting off the black dragon of the European Union and NATO oppressors."

      "Touching story," Ethan said. "You fancy yourself quite the hero of your people, don't you? A modern day Robin Hood?"

      "That's it exactly," Andrei said.

      "Well you're forgetting," Ethan said. "That Robin Hood robbed from the rich and gave to the poor. He didn't hoard the proceeds of his crimes all to himself so that he could impress girls and buy fancy cars."

      Andrei seemed speechless. Then: "Well, I always hired locals to work for me. So I was helping my countrymen, if you think about it."

      "Tell that to the beggar I saw outside the cafe down the street. Or the dumpster diver in the park. And tell that to the jury. Like I said before, you're going back to jail." He leaned forward. The set up was done. Time to dangle the hook. "Unless you help us."

      Andrei seemed dubious.

      "Tell me," Ethan continued. "What you did with the bitcoins you received from your arrows overseas."

      Thanks to Sam he already knew the answer to that, but the hallmark of a good interrogation was to ascertain the truth of the subject's responses by asking questions you already knew the answer to, so that when you asked something you didn't know, you could be reasonably certain the subject spoke the truth. Reasonably certain.

      But Andrei didn't answer.

      "You're not going to cooperate, are you?" Ethan said.

      "I want to speak to my lawyer first."

      Ethan laughed. "Didn't you hear what I just said? There are no lawyers here. No one can protect you from me."

      Andrei smirked, as if he thought he didn't need protection from Ethan.

      Bad move.

      Into his mic Ethan said: "I don't suppose we have any interrogation drugs handy?"

      "We can make a quick trip to the pharmacy," Jerry returned.

      "That won't be necessary." He glanced at Bretta. "Why don't you wait outside?"

      "I'm staying," Bretta insisted.

      "Are you sure you want to be present for this?" he said.

      "I'm more than capable of doing my job."

      "I don't want you to see anything that you might have to report as inappropriate."

      Bretta forced a smile. "You asked him what he did with the bitcoins. He answered without protest."

      Ethan nodded. "Good girl."

      He walked to the fridge and opened it. He grabbed a small plastic container of apple juice he found inside and offered it to Bretta: "Hold this."

      When she took the juice container, Ethan lifted the dragon shirt by the bottom hem and roughly pulled it over Andrei's face.

      He started to protest. "What are you—"

      Ethan slammed his palms into Andrei's shoulders.

      The chair fell backward and the ringleader toppled.

      Ethan knelt. "Open the juice," he commanded Bretta. "And give it to me."

      She complied.

      Ethan poured the liquid over Andrei's cloth-covered face, concentrating on the nose and mouth region.

      Andrei was obviously holding his breath, so Ethan jabbed him good in the diaphragm. Andrei spluttered, then hacked and gasped for air.

      Ethan poured for another three seconds for good measure, then he sat back and lifted the shirt.

      Andrei coughed up liquid frantically. It took him several moments to recover.

      "Tell me what you did with the bitcoins," Ethan asked again when the man had settled somewhat.

      "Fuck you," Andrei said between coughs.

      Ethan repeated the torture twice more, with similar results. Finally he righted the chair and took a seat across from him.

      "A resilient little son of a bitch, aren't you?" Ethan said. "I've dealt with religious fanatics who've broken faster than you."

      "We Romanians are a tough stock," Andrei said.

      "There it is again," Ethan said. "Romanian nationalism. Why won't you talk? You think those you are protecting would do the same for you?"

      "There is such a thing as honor," Andrei said. "When I give my word, I don't break it."

      "We'll see." Ethan retrieved the Px4 from his shoulder holster and casually directed the barrel toward Andrei's knee.

      "Do you know what a gunshot wound to the knee does? The bullet travels at over a thousand meters per second. Can you imagine that? A thousand meters, in one second. Guess what that will do to your knee. The bullet mushrooms upon impact. The impact shatters the patella, tearing through ligaments and cartilage as it passes through the notch at the bottom of your femur, getting lodged somewhere between the femur and the tibia.

      "You'll have to get a complete arthroplasty done. A full knee replacement. The surgeons cut off the lower part of your femur and the upper part of your tibia and file it down, then fit it with a titanium replacement. If everything goes well, after a year, maybe two, you'll finally be able to walk without a cane. Of course, I haven't even touched on the excruciating pain. Not just after the bullet strikes, but in the months to come. Getting your bones sawed off isn't the most pleasant experience."

      Andrei swallowed, obviously a bit squeamish. Still he made no comment.

      "Tell you what," Ethan continued. "I'll shoot you in both knees. Then I'll take your laptop and cellphone, and have my analysts crack them wide open. I'll find out everything I need to know. It'll take longer, sure, but the outcome will be the same." He tapped the pistol on Andrei's knee. "It's your decision. Choose the first path, answer my questions truthfully, and I'll let you walk out of here on your own two feet. I'll tell the prosecutor you were cooperative and urge her to be lenient. Choose the second path, and your life becomes a living hell of pain and suffering, not to mention extensive jail time, and I get what I want eventually anyway. So. What'll it be?"

      Andrei glanced at the Px4 but remained silent.

      Ethan pressed the tip of the pistol flush against his knee. He stared Andrei in the eye. "You've got five seconds."

      "Four."

      "Three."

      The man's eyes grew moist but he said nothing.

      "Two."

      "One."

      In another situation, where the lives of millions were at stake and time was of the essence, Ethan might have squeezed the trigger. But in this case such violence was entirely uncalled for. There were other ways to break a man. It would simply take a bit longer.

      Ethan removed the pistol with a sigh, and stood. He'd underestimated Andrei. If there was one thing he had learned in this business, it was that each man had a different limit. He would have never expected such a skinny guy to resist so fully. Then again, a lot of recruits back in SEAL training had similarly surprised him—the strongest-seeming men dropped out first, while many of the thin, almost geeky types made it through to the end. It was all about mental discipline.

      Andrei blinked and a tear rolled down his cheek.

      Though he didn't want to, Ethan found it hard not to respect the Yellowjacket in that moment.

      Bretta approached. "May I try?"

      "Be my guest." Ethan retreated a step and holstered the Px4.

      Bretta sat seductively in Andrei's lap and leaned forward to whisper in his ear. Ethan noticed that her cleavage was almost in his face.

      When she reclined in his lap, Ethan saw that Andrei had become very pale.

      He glanced at Ethan. "I'll talk."

      Bretta got up, shot Ethan a mischievous look, and beckoned toward Andrei. "All yours."

      "What the hell did you tell him?" Ethan said to her underbreath.

      She shrugged slightly.

      Ethan resolved to ask her later. For the moment, he returned his attention to Andrei. "Where did you send the bitcoins you received from the arrows?"

      "My accountant sent them to a Stealth address," Andrei said. "I have no idea who the recipient was."

      That matched up with what Sam had told him. So far, so good.

      "What happened after that? How would you receive the diamonds?"

      "Someone—I'm not sure who—would drop off the diamonds in exchange. Always in a random location in town. I'd get an anonymous message indicating the GPS coordinates. The locations varied, but it was usually a little sack stuffed underneath a mailbox, or taped under a park bench, places like that. I only received fifty percent of the value of the bitcoins in diamonds, but the method was completely untraceable."

      Diamonds were a far more permanent tool for money laundering than the volatile bitcoins. While the gems were slightly more difficult to carry across borders due to the physical nature of the goods, at least they kept their value, and they were far easier to smuggle than bigger commodities like gold or cash. Plus, all local black markets accepted diamonds. Bitcoins, not so much. Though that would probably change in the future.

      "You said you received an anonymous message indicating the GPS coordinates of the diamond stash," Ethan said. "What, through Tor?"

      Andrei shook his head. "I2P Messenger."

      I2P was an anonymous network layer, similar to Tor, but supposedly more secure. Like Tor, it was used by journalists, whistleblowers, activists, the oppressed, government agencies, and criminals to access the Internet anonymously.

      "After you sent the bitcoins," Ethan said. "How long would it usually take for the diamond smuggler to respond with the location?"

      "Usually the same day."

      "So your smuggler is in the city, too," Ethan reflected. "How did you set up all of this anyway?"

      "When I was in prison I met another inmate. He promised he could teach me how to launder without getting caught. That he could hook me up with a diamond smuggler who would take a cut."

      "Who was this inmate?"

      "He called himself Abu Yazid Al-Tunisi. Said he was Tunisian."

      "You get that, Eight-Blue?" Ethan said into the mic.

      "On it," came Jerry's voice in his earbuds. "Abu Yazid Al-Tunisi. So far nothing is showing up in any searches."

      "Keep going," Ethan told Andrei. "This Al-Tunisi hooked you up with a diamond smuggler..."

      "Yes, the inmate gave me a gmail account to contact, and when my prison term was up I sent a message to the account. The smuggler responded with instructions on how to exchange my bitcoins into diamonds, which included a public key I could use with the I2P Messenger program."

      "So do you have this gmail account written down somewhere?" Ethan said.

      "I have it in my contact list, yes." Andrei nodded toward the laptop on the main desk.

      Jerry spoke over the earbuds. "If the smuggler in question accessed the gmail account via I2P, the IP addresses we subpoena from Google will be useless."

      "But there might be some useful message exchanges," Ethan said into the mic.

      "They're probably encrypted," Jerry sent. "But we'll check anyway of course."

      Ethan tapped his lips as he studied Andrei. He fetched the laptop from the desk and sat down again. "I want you to send a message to your diamond contact."

      Andrei hesitated. "Okay."

      "You have no idea who he is?" Ethan said as the laptop booted up. "No home address? No face?"

      "Nothing," Andrei said. "Other than that initial gmail account. And like I said, we talk through I2P Messenger. It's completely anonymous."

      "So what you're saying," Ethan said. "Is that we have to draw this guy out."

      "He won't come out," Andrei stated flatly. "Would you, if you were him? By now he knows I'm a fugitive. Everyone knows."

      "There's always a way to draw a man out. By the way, did Al-Tunisi get out of prison before you?"

      "He did."

      Ethan glanced at Bretta. "How much do you want to bet this Al-Tunisi guy and the smuggler are one and the same?"

      Bretta nodded. "I'd say there's a good chance they are."

      Ethan returned his attention to Andrei. "How well did you know Al-Tunisi?"

      "After I got out of prison I went to his house a few times," Andrei admitted. "But he moved a while ago. I don't know where. And his phone number stopped working."

      "Was there anyone else who lived with him at the time? A wife? Mother?"

      Andrei nodded. "Yes. He had a sister. Eighteen, back then. Quite cute even with a hijab. She moved out to live with roommates a month before Al-Tunisi left town. Again, I don't know where."

      Ethan nodded. That little tidbit might just work for what he had planned.
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      The laptop made the beam-up sound from Star Trek, indicating a successful boot. Ethan made Andrei log in and then he deleted the administrator password.

      "How do I launch your I2P Messenger app," Ethan asked Andrei.

      "You'll need to start the local VPN," Andrei said. "And connect to a Wi-Fi hotspot. I usually tether to my prepaid burner phone."

      Ethan unlocked his own cellphone and turned on the personal hotspot. He logged into the network with the laptop and had Andrei walk him through the task of connecting to I2P. Then he launched the Messenger application.

      "You'll want to click on DiamondMan," Andrei said.

      Ethan selected the indicated nickname from the list and a message box popped up.

      "How do I view the message history?" Ethan said.

      "There isn't any," Andrei answered. "What would be the point of encrypted communication, otherwise?"

      Ethan typed in the following and hit "send:" I'm back in business. -Yellowjacket.

      "How long does it usually take for your contact to answer?" he asked Andrei.

      "Depends," Andrei said. "Whether he's near his computer or not."

      When no response came after a few minutes, Ethan tried again.

      Still nothing.

      "I told you he wouldn't answer," Andrei said.

      The laptop abruptly played the communicator sound from Star Trek, indicating a reply.

      Ethan read the message:

      You think I'm some stupid gypsy? How do I know you aren't with LE at this very moment?

      He glanced at Andrei. "LE?"

      Bretta answered for him. "Law enforcement."

      Ethan responded:

      No LE. Look, I have sixty thousand dollars, CASH, with your name on it. Can you give me diamonds or not? I'll leave the cash at a drop.

      Because of your legal problems, came the response. I will only accept bitcoins from you. No drops. Exchange the money, then send the bitcoins to the agreed address. Do this, otherwise you are LE.

      Ethan typed: Fine. But I want to renegotiate my cut. Fifty percent is too low for the risks I take. I want at least seventy.

      Two minutes passed before the reply came: You are LE.

      Time to use the trump card.

      If you don't meet me to pick up the cash and renegotiate my take, Ethan typed. I'll cut off the fingers of your cute little sister.

      He waited another three minutes, and when still no response came, he added: Would LE make a threat like that, Al-Tunisi? Yes, I know where she lives. I'll bring her to a pigsty. Feed her fingers to the pigs one by one. Then let the swine rape her.

      "Classy," Bretta commented.

      "Hey, gotta invoke religious sensibilities if you want to properly threaten these guys," Ethan said.

      "Sometimes I wonder if you've been undercover too long." Bretta shook her head. "Feeding fingers to pigs."

      After five more minutes he still hadn't received an answer.

      "Maybe it wasn't Al-Tunisi after all," Bretta said.

      Ethan nodded slowly. "It was a gamble. And it failed."

      "So what now?" Bretta asked.

      Ethan stared at the laptop, hoping a message would finally come up. He double-checked the Internet connection. Everything was running.

      He sighed, then pressed the transmit button on his radio. "Eight-Blue, do we have a nearby black site where we can take the suspect for further interrogation?" The DIA had one in Bucharest, adjacent to the CIA black site, but Ethan was hoping for something closer.

      "We do," Jerry's voice came back. "We scouted out a temporary site a few days ago in a small town thirty kilometers to the southeast."

      "Perfect." Ethan released the transmit button. He stared at the display a moment longer, then reluctantly powered the laptop down.

      Ethan scooped up the other portable computers and headed outside, handing them to a support operative waiting by the entrance. Ethan pointed out Andrei's laptop. "This one belongs to the Yellowjacket. I've deleted the admin password. I want you to put an analyst on it ASAP."

      "Yes sir."

      Bretta emerged with Andrei and delivered him to another nearby operative. Then she followed Ethan back inside and the two proceeded to search the shack.

      "You know," Bretta said as she examined the undersides of the folding chairs. "Eight-Blue is going to call in a dedicated team to scour this place all over again."

      Ethan tapped different sections of the door, listening for a hollow sound. "That's fine." Satisfied that the door contained no hidden compartments, he proceeded to the fridge.

      "You really are used to working alone," she said.

      Ethan opened the fridge and checked an egg carton: he lifted each egg individually, and then cracked the shells in turn. "So you have to tell me, what did you say to get the Yellowjacket to open up back there?"

      Bretta smiled. "I used my womanly wiles."

      "Womanly wiles," Ethan said flatly. He shoved the fridge forward to search behind it.

      She smiled. "I simply told him that I had some good friends incarcerated in the Romanian prison system. Friends who could either make his prison term a walk in the park, or a living hell, and if he didn't want to become the go-to bitch in prison, he would answer your questions. I mentioned the names of, oh, you know, certain Romanian gang members he might happen to recognize, and I guaranteed him that these were men who would not back down, as you did."

      "I didn't back down," Ethan said.

      "Yes, you did," Bretta answered.

      "I wasn't going to shoot him in the knee for no reason," Ethan said.

      "Maybe you should have," Bretta said. "Pain can be a surprisingly good loosener of tongues."

      "Or merely bowels," Ethan said.

      When he met her eye, she casually shrugged. "Most men break after they've shit themselves."

      Dangerous woman, indeed.

      The two of them didn't find anything else of interest in the shack and the pair shortly abandoned the place. The operative on guard duty nodded when they passed him on the trail outside.

      At the parking lot, Jerry and another operative were waiting for them in front of the Audi. Another two stood watch in front of the mother's Mercedes-Benz. In the back seat sat Andrei's mother and the blonde girl—they would be taken in for further questioning. The Mercedes would probably be used to transport them, as it couldn't be left there. The Yellowjacket and his two men were being held inside the white van, of course.

      "Well I guess we're going to have some down time over the next few days," Ethan said. "Until we find the next lead." He shook Jerry's hand. "Good working with you."

      "You too," Jerry said. "We'll be in touch."

      Ethan shook the other operative's hand, then he opened the Audi's passenger door.

      "Eight-Blue Leader, you might want to see this," a member of the support team said over the secure comm.

      Jerry touched his earbud and swung his body toward the Ford van. "What do you have?"

      "I'm looking at the Yellowjacket's laptop," the operative said over the line. "Looks like someone installed a keylogger. Maybe the Romanian cybercrime division did it before our Yellowjacket went AWOL on them. Or maybe he did it himself, paranoid that someone might access his laptop when he was away from it."

      "If the latter is true, then the bastard lied to me," Ethan responded. "I specifically asked him about the message history and he said there wasn't any."

      "Either way," the operative continued. "Looking through the logs, I discovered he managed to send off a message before you secured him. To the user DiamondMan, I think."

      "What does it say?" Ethan asked.

      "It reads: Compromised. Can you help? Then he gives the GPS location of the shack."

      Ethan exchanged an urgent look with Bretta. "The idiot—"

      A rocket propelled grenade tore past from the woods and struck the van. The resultant fireball launched the vehicle three feet in the air.
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      The shockwave threw Ethan to the ground. Debris flew over his head. The ear-splitting explosion caused his tinnitus to flare, and that constant, high-pitched tone drowned out everything else.

      Ethan found himself very far away, his convoy caught in the open desert, surrounded by enemy forces. His men were under fire. They crouched against the steel skirts of their Bradleys for cover. Roland fought beside him.

      The RQ-16 T-Hawk smashed into the ground nearby, shot out of the sky. The convoy had been using the trashcan-sized UAV to reconnoiter the land ahead for potential ambushes and roadside bombs, but had withdrawn it to refuel. That was when the insurgents had attacked.

      An RPG struck their position. Ethan was thrown to the sand.

      He got up. Roland lay face first on the ground beside him. His friend wasn't moving.

      Ethan turned him over. Roland's chest and face were covered in red mud—blood mixed with moon dust.

      "Man down!" Ethan shouted. "Man down!"

      The AK bullets came in relentlessly. More men fell beside him. Brothers.

      "Men down!" Ethan groped for the radio, and made a call to HQ. He forced himself to speak clearly and calmly. He might not have a chance to repeat the call. "We've been ambushed. My men are getting eaten alive out here. We need help."

      "Ethan!" Bretta tugged at his arm, ripping him from the waking nightmare.

      Ethan blinked. He was drenched in sweat and lying facedown on the asphalt near the Audi. He rolled over, trying to get his bearings. The van burned across the lot. Jerry and two other operatives were crouched beside him, firing past the Audi into the tree line.

      Jerry paused to reload his pistol.

      Ethan scrambled to his feet, drawing his concealed Px4. "Jerry, some covering fire."

      Jerry nodded.

      "Bretta, with me!" Ethan and Bretta raced toward the tree line while Jerry and the others covered them. When the pair reached the trees the support operatives ceased firing.

      Ethan wended through the lightly forested area, pausing behind a trunk every few paces. He guessed the launch point of the RPG based on its flight path, and was slowly making his way toward that spot.

      Movement drew his eye up ahead. He took cover as bullets raked the juniper trunk beside him. Bretta dove behind a small bush.

      When the gunfire ceased, Ethan leaned past, pistol raised. He spotted a blur as someone ran away through the trees. He released three quick shots, but knew his chances of hitting anything with a pistol at that range were next to nil.

      He hurried onward. When he reached the tree where the suspect had been hiding, he spotted a discarded RPG launcher.

      The squeal of tires on asphalt came from up ahead. Ethan increased his pace. Bretta dashed past him and burst through the tree line first.

      Getting old, Ethan.

      Bretta began to fire.

      Ethan emerged from the forest onto a road. A blue Peugeot fled the scene, racing east toward the city.

      With his Px4, Ethan flagged down an approaching Alfa Romeo and hauled the driver onto the asphalt. Unfortunately, the man had forgotten to put the car into park, so Ethan had to rush inside and slam on the brakes to let Bretta in.

      Once she was secure, he floored the accelerator. Ordinarily, as the lead on a mission, he would have let Bretta drive. But there wasn't time to argue protocol when the suspect was getting away. He didn't entirely trust her combat driving skills, anyway. Bootleg turns were fine on an empty highway or in training, but in a real-life chase situation the more experienced driver was always preferred.

      "Eight-Blue," Ethan said into his mic. "A blue Peugeot is fleeing the scene. We have wheels and are in pursuit. Take the Audi. We'll rendezvous with you at the black site later."

      "Roger that," Jerry returned, his voice warping because of the range.

      "Eight-Blue, I don't suppose we can get eyes on the suspect vehicle?"

      "Negative," Jerry said. Ethan barely understood him through the heavy jitter. "We lost our nano drones with the van. We're blind."

      "Damn."

      The roadway was flanked by thick forest on either side. As the Alfa Romeo neared the city, the trees fell away, replaced by gated bungalows. Other streets merged with the route, bringing in more traffic.

      Ethan weaved past the other cars, closing with the Peugeot. Ethan planned to remain about five car lengths behind and attempt a stealth pursuit, but when he saw the target swerving in and out of oncoming traffic he switched into a higher gear and accelerated.

      The Peugeot swerved down a side street.

      Ethan geared right down, letting the downshift brake the vehicle, and he spun the wheel early. As the rear fishtailed, he accelerated, completing the high speed turn.

      The street was tiny there, thanks to the double-parked cars on either side. The driver of a parked compact decided to open his door at the wrong moment, and Ethan ripped it off.

      As the Alfa Romeo neared the Peugeot, Bretta carefully leaned out the window and aimed her Px4. Ethan pulled the vehicle slightly to the left, moving away from the parked cars to give her room.

      "Careful," Ethan said. "Miss, and a stray bullet enters any one of these homes."

      She didn't bother to reply. After taking a moment to aim, she fired twice.

      Two indentations appeared in the Peugeot's rear bumper.

      "Yep, you missed," Ethan said.

      The fleeing driver fired a pistol in return. Bretta ducked back inside and Ethan partially ducked: three bullet holes spiderwebbed the Alfa Romeo's laminated windshield.

      Ethan sat upright once more; he was forced to lean his body to the side to peer past the cracks in the glass.

      The vehicles approached a Y intersection; the Peugeot took the right branch.

      Ethan pursued. The Peugeot sped past an intersection marked with a stop sign. Ethan followed right behind, accelerating. A bus nearly struck the Alfa Romeo. The Doppler shifting sound of its horn was a cruel reminder of how close he had come to ending both their lives.

      Careful, Ethan. You're driving like you're alone, but it's not just your life at stake here.

      Bretta leaned out the window and took another shot. That time she hit the rear tire. The fleeing car fishtailed badly. The driver tried to turn down an intersection, but the unbalanced vehicle swerved sideways into the oncoming lane. A BMW slammed into the passenger side of the Peugeot, wrapping the vehicle around its front end.

      Ethan performed a U-turn and halted beside the accident.

      With her free hand, Bretta retrieved a tiny aerosol can from one of the pockets of her jumpsuit. Ethan thought it was Mace.

      He jumped out of the Alfa Romeo, drew his pistol, and approached the Peugeot with Bretta.

      Around them other vehicles had stopped. Bystanders were approaching. When they saw Ethan and Bretta holding Px4s, the onlookers quickly backed off. Some of the vehicles fled, while in others the drivers ducked out of sight behind their window frames.

      Bretta paused beside the rear of the ruined Peugeot and spray-painted the license plate black with her aerosol can.

      "You keep spray paint in your pocket?" he said softly.

      She shrugged. "Tradecraft."

      Ethan continued toward the driver side, his Px4 held at the ready in front of him.
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      Ethan crept past the passenger door of the folded Peugeot, keeping his pistol trained on the windows. There was no one in the back seats. In front, it looked like only the driver side was occupied.

      The motionless operator was still buckled in. His head leaned to one side. The airbag hadn't deployed. Maybe that model didn't have one.

      Ethan reached through the open window and held a finger under the man's nose. Still breathing. Good. Judging from his closely cropped beard and hair, tanned skin, and Gulf features, Ethan guessed the man was from Yemen or Oman.

      The door wouldn't open, so Ethan released the seatbelt and dragged the man through the window. The suspect moaned as his side scraped the door frame.

      Ethan lowered the man to the asphalt and patted him down. No weapons. His rifle and pistol were likely somewhere inside the Peugeot, but Ethan had neither the time nor the reason to retrieve them.

      Ethan dragged the guy toward the Alfa Romeo while Bretta kept the onlookers at bay. Ethan shifted his hold and the man yelped suddenly. Ethan realized a thick, triangular shard of glass protruded from the man's right shoulder. Ethan adjusted his hold, taking care not to touch the shard. That injury might prove of use later.

      He heard a siren in the distance. Two blocks away, red and blue lights flashed as a police cruiser hurried to the scene.

      "Ethan, time to go." Bretta opened the driver side of the Alfa Romeo and sat down. She left the door open, keeping her Px4 pointed outside to deter any onlookers.

      Ethan wanted to drive again, and was about to tell her to move, but he decided it was probably better if he sat with the prisoner in the rear instead.

      Ethan hauled the Arab into the back seat and piled in after him. The moment he shut the door, Bretta spun the vehicle into a U-turn and raced from the scene.

      He glanced through the rear window. Behind him, the police cruiser arrived at the accident site. Bystanders hurried to the vehicle and pointed frantically at the fleeing Alfa Romeo. Nice of them.

      The cruiser promptly pursued.

      "Bretta..." Ethan said.

      "I see it," Bretta said from up front. "Nothing I can't handle." She met his eyes in the rearview mirror. "Our friend there doesn't look so good."

      "No," Ethan said.

      Internal hemorrhaging was a nasty thing. Probably a good idea to interrogate the man sooner rather than later.

      He slapped the man gently in the face a few times until he opened his eyes.

      "What is your name?" Ethan asked him.

      The Arab didn't answer. Either he was in too much shock, or refused to talk. Probably the latter.

      Ethan twisted the shard of glass embedded in the man's shoulder as hard as he could. The Arab moaned, then struggled weakly, clawing at Ethan's hands.

      Ethan released the pressure and the man gasped for several moments.

      "Your name?" Ethan tried again, switching to Arabic.

      The victim's eyes widened in surprise, but still he said nothing.

      Ethan twisted the shard once again. Fresh rivulets of blood surged forth, pouring onto Ethan's fingers. The man's entire face twisted in agony. His head abruptly fell to the side: blacked out.

      Ethan waited a few seconds until the man came to, then he twisted the shard again. The victim's body shook from head to toe. Ethan backed off before he lost consciousness again.

      "I thought you were an infidel," the man said between gasps, in Arabic. He spoke the language with a Pakistani accent.

      Ethan was tempted to try Urdu, but decided Arabic suited his purposes well enough.

      "The only infidel in this car is you," Ethan told him. "What is your name?"

      The vehicle lurched to the left and the G-forces sent the injured prisoner plunging into Ethan. The man actually tried to bite his ear, but Ethan beat him back with a few well-placed gut punches. Then he twisted the shard for good measure.

      "Yazid!" the man answered frantically. "My name is Yazid Al-Tunisi!"

      "Your real name," Ethan said.

      The man's eyes darted to the houses racing past outside. The buildings were awfully close, the parked cars even closer—some almost scraped the sides of the Alfa Romeo. Police sirens wailed in the background.

      Ethan was ready to pounce on him in case he tried to open the passenger door, but the man abruptly lowered his gaze. He must have realized there was no escape that way.

      "I am Iqbal ul-Haq." The name was Pakistani.

      Broken, already. Probably not surprising, given the man had only just stepped away from a near-fatal collision. Ethan reminded himself that you couldn't judge a man's limits, nor his character, simply by looking at him.

      "Who do you work for?" Ethan said.

      Iqbal hesitated.

      Perhaps not broken entirely... Ethan glanced at the shard.

      "Wait wait," Iqbal said. "Can you give me protection?"

      "Protection?"

      "The man I work for will not be pleased. You must take me where no one can find me."

      Ethan considered it. Sam could probably arrange something. "Sure. We'll lock you away in a prison so deep underground that not even the guards can find you. Now tell me who you work for."

      "That doesn't sound very reassuring," Iqbal said.

      Ethan reached for the shard. He felt no pity for the man, none whatsoever, not after Iqbal had murdered his fellow operatives in cold blood back there.

      The sheer ruthlessness must have shown in Ethan's eyes, because Iqbal quickly ceded.

      "I work for The Caliph," he said.

      "Al Sifr?" Ethan asked.

      "That is one of his names, yes."

      Ethan regarded Iqbal intently. "Tell me about Al Sifr."

      "I know him only by reputation."

      Ethan frowned. "You know him only by reputation, yet you work for him..."

      "I do not work for him directly. It is like at any big company. How many of the line employees know the CEO?"

      Ethan crossed his arms. "All right. So tell me what you know about him. By reputation, as you say."

      "He is a powerful man, with much influence. It is said he even has influence with the Royal family."

      "Royal family. Let me guess, he's either Jordanian or Saudi Arabian."

      "Saudi, yes," Iqbal clarified.

      "Why does he call himself Al Sifr? The Zero?"

      "Because he is the source of everything," Iqbal said. "The zero. He will change the world."

      "And how will he go about that?"

      "I honestly don't know. But he has promised that the U.S. will not bother the Middle East for very much longer. He will see to it."

      "Hang on!" Bretta said.

      Ethan was pulled hard to the right and slammed into the prisoner. He made sure to brush the shard as he hit; Iqbal grimaced in pain.

      When the turn—and the G-forces associated with it—ended, Ethan asked Iqbal: "How do we find Al Sifr?"

      Iqbal shook his head. "You can't. I only met him once, two years ago, when he recruited me after speaking at the mosque, for Friday Prayer."

      "Which mosque is this?" Ethan said.

      "Al Rajhi Grand Mosque," Iqbal answered. That was the biggest mosque in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia.

      "You don't know his real name?"

      "No," Iqbal said.

      Ethan glanced at the shard embedded in the man's shoulder, wondering if he should give it another twist, but decided Iqbal was probably telling the truth. Why would Al Sifr reveal his true identity to someone like Iqbal—a tiny cog on a much larger wheel?

      The Alfa Romeo hit a substantial bump and Ethan and Iqbal were momentarily thrown into the air.

      "Watch the bumps!" Ethan cursed. "We're trying to work back here!"

      "Sorry," Bretta said over her shoulder.

      He heard multiple sirens. Looking through the rear window, he spotted three police cruisers in pursuit. Another joined them as he watched.

      "You are planning on losing them, right?" Ethan asked Bretta.

      "Yup." She sounded annoyed.

      Ethan returned his attention to Iqbal. "What's your role in the organization?"

      "I'm the money collector for the Romanian southeast," the man said.

      "But you're also an enforcer, apparently."

      "I do handle any problems presented by the workers, yes."

      "Like if they ask for your help," Ethan said sarcastically.

      "I only killed him when it was obvious he was being detained by some sort of intelligence apparatus," Iqbal said. "His detention put the entire Romanian operation at risk."

      "They've called off the pursuit," Bretta said. "Probably asking the Poliția Română to take over." That was the national police.

      Ethan glanced behind. Sure enough, the cruisers were gone.

      "They'll be setting up a roadblock somewhere ahead," Ethan said. "Turn around and head to the black site ASAP. And update Eight-Blue on the situation, would you?"

      As she retrieved the sat-phone Ethan returned his attention to Iqbal. In Arabic: "Tell me how this little operation of yours works."

      "I receive diamonds once a month and distribute them to the Romanian ringleaders in our employ, as appropriate."

      "What happens to the bitcoins they send you?"

      Iqbal shook his head. "They don't send them to me. The money is handled by someone higher up. I simply receive a message when a transaction is made, telling me which of our Romanian ringleaders to pay. I do not know who sends the message. We do everything through I2P."

      "You can send a message back, of course, in case of problems?"

      Iqbal hesitated, then nodded. "Yes. I can send a message. With my laptop. It's at my apartment."

      "Good. So tell me, you don't actually report to anyone?"

      "No," Iqbal said. "I run the Romanian operation by myself."

      Ethan pursed his lips in disbelief. "By yourself."

      "It is the truth. Al Sifr believes in compartmentalization. Each collector must operate independently, and has no knowledge of any of the other collectors, nor anyone else in the organization."

      "Where do the diamonds come from, then?" Ethan asked.

      "Once a month I receive a shipment of wine from a vineyard. The diamonds are hidden inside secret panels at the bottom of the shipping cartons. Not all of the Romanian ringleaders use bitcoins, so I have the vineyard invoice me for the shipment and I wire them all the cash I have on hand, using a different alias and Western Union location every month. I break the transactions into smaller amounts, if too big."

      Vineyards. An interesting choice. Russians and Chinese were buying up vineyards throughout France, Italy and Switzerland because of the ease of money laundering via trade-based schemes such as false invoicing that misrepresented the price, quantity or quality of the goods. This allowed the launderers to move money while avoiding taxes and tariffs, bypassing any capital movement limits imposed by the source and target countries.

      Wine was a prime target for such schemes, as its price was never the same, making it easy to explain over- or under-invoicing. By setting up multiple holding companies and structures involving tax havens—similar to the tax-avoidance schemes practiced by the Googles and Yahoos of the world—and then creating a legal French or Italian company whose majority shareholders were comprised of these shell structures, it became virtually impossible to determine who actually owned the vineyard.

      "You have an address for this vineyard?" Ethan said.

      "No," Iqbal said. "Well yes, but it changes every month. It's fake."

      "What about an address for the Western Union location you send the cash to?"

      Iqbal shook his head. "Not only do I send the wires from different Western Unions, but to different locations and aliases as well."

      "As orchestrated over I2P," Ethan said.

      "That's right."

      Iqbal said he received his shipment of weapons, including the RPG launcher, from the unknown vineyard, too. He explained that the wine cartons were delivered every month by an unmarked truck. Ethan got Iqbal to describe the truck, guessing that the same vehicle was used to distribute diamonds and weapons to Al Sifr's money collectors throughout Europe, but the description proved generic, applicable to countless transport vehicles.

      Iqbal gave him the address to his apartment and repeatedly claimed that he lived alone. Whether that was true or not, Ethan hoped a search of the place would yield something actionable. The laptop Iqbal used for I2P was a good start.

      But before they could visit the apartment, first Ethan and Bretta had to dump the vehicle.
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      Still driving the Alfa Romeo, Ethan and Bretta linked up with Jerry in a small town thirty kilometers southeast of Râmnicu Vâlcea, where the temporary black site was located. They hadn't encountered any more police, luckily, though they knew officers were out there looking for them. Jerry confirmed as much when he described the calls going out over the police radio.

      In front of the black site the armored Audi A8 was parked beside a Smart car and a backup support van, this one a white Dacia Dokker. The mother's Mercedes-Benz was also there, though covered in a tarp.

      The black site itself was a warehouse that had once belonged to a meat packing plant. Inside, lots of chains with hooks on the end hung from the ceiling, with some floors and walls permanently stained in blood. The place was rank, too. Black sites like that usually had a positive psychological effect on any prisoners brought in—the sights and smells alone could break men.

      They transferred Iqbal over to Jerry, who had his men bring him inside. The prisoner protested the entire time. "The interrogator promised I would be protected! I told him everything already!"

      Jerry smiled at that, revealing his teeth. He wouldn't be very happy about losing two operatives back at the park. "That wasn't the interrogator."

      "He wasn't?" Iqbal glanced at Ethan in confusion.

      "Nope," Jerry said.

      "Then who is he?"

      Jerry's grin deepened. "The cook."

      They left Iqbal tied to a chair beneath a hook and under observation by two guards.

      Then, after removing the plates from the Alfa Romeo, Ethan and Bretta wiped the car down and abandoned it in a farmer's field several kilometers down the road.

      The pair loaded into the waiting van and began the drive back. The Smart car from the black site tailed them.

      It was late evening by then, and getting dark out.

      "We have to go back to Râmnicu Vâlcea," Ethan said from the cramped rear area of the van. "And make a visit to Iqbal's apartment."

      "Did you black out the Peugeot's plates?" Jerry said from the front passenger seat.

      "Maelstrom did, yes."

      "That leaves us some time before the police track down the serial number from the trunk or door."

      "Don't think it will matter even if they do. Our friend Iqbal used a fake ID when he registered the car. He told me that, among other things, during the drive."

      "All right." Jerry turned toward the driver. "Slight change of plans: we're going to the prisoner's apartment. The address, Copperhead?"

      Ethan gave it and then sat back to enjoy the ride. Well, enjoy perhaps wasn't the right word. There wasn't much legroom at all in the rear area. Though it was only Ethan, Bretta, and one other analyst, firstly it was a Dacia Dokker, not the biggest model of vans around. Secondly, the analyst's desk took up half the space with its multiple laptops and display screens. The analyst himself was wearing a virtual reality headset that made him look like some diver with a painted-over mask. Why he needed all those screens when he had that headset, Ethan didn't know.

      The windows of the mobile command center utilized smart glass: currently, the opacity levels of the rear windows were set to full, completely blocking the outside world.

      There was other tech in use that hadn't been released to the general public yet. For example, he noticed the four monitors were wireless. As was the virtual reality headset.

      "WiGig?" Ethan asked the analyst at the desk.

      "That's right," the analyst said. Though he was immersed in his virtual environment, apparently he realized Ethan was talking to him. "The monitors and headset are connected via the Wireless Display Extension protocol for HDMI, while the headtracking data from the headset is sent to the laptop via the Wireless Serial Extension for USB 3.0. The WiGig Bus Extension for PCI Express is used to communicate wirelessly with two desktop-caliber GTX 980 graphic cards in SLI configuration."

      "You get all the latest and greatest toys before anyone else," Ethan said. "Our intelligence dollars at work."

      Normally a sarcastic comment like that might have elicited a laugh, but the analyst's face remained completely sober. As did Jerry's. Ethan had an inkling of why.

      "Did you collect the bodies of the operatives in the van?" he asked Jerry.

      "There was no time," Jerry said. "We got the hell out. We'll have to send the cleaners in to extract the bodies of Jake and Dilon from the morgue."

      Ethan thought of the young operatives who'd escorted the Yellowjacket and his men to the van. "Jake and Dilon."

      "Jake Ryerson," Jerry said. "And Dilon Smith. Good men. Outstanding operatives."

      "I'm sure they were." Ethan sighed. More innocents who died on his watch. Not to mention Andrei and the bodyguards. Though they were criminals, they didn't deserve to die the way they had. Ethan knew he couldn't save everybody, but their deaths still stung. He could only imagine how heartbroken the mother must have been, watching her son die like that.

      He returned his mind to the situation at hand. "The Romanian investigation team will find our shell casings in the woods and on the streets. They might find bullets embedded in the Peugeot, too. And what about all the damaged surveillance equipment in the van you left behind?"

      Jerry nodded. "They'll be able to figure out some sort of intelligence apparatus was involved. We'll try to steer the detectives down a different path, though, make them think we were highly-equipped mercenaries hired by Andrei for protection. We'll have some eyewitnesses come forward and paint a picture of what happened: a jealous rival hired a mercenary to attack Andrei; when he was killed, Andrei's team set off in pursuit and captured the assassin."

      Ethan exchanged a look with Bretta. She shrugged.

      "The story needs some work," she said. "But it's a good starting point."

      At the apartment building, they posted operatives in the back in case anyone tried to escape by the fire exit, while another man stayed behind to guard the main entrance.

      The support team picked the lock to Iqbal's room and cleared the place. If there had been anyone else living with Iqbal, they were long gone by then.

      The team proceeded to ransack the apartment.

      Ethan noticed the couch in the family room had a well-used look to it, making him wonder if someone had been sleeping there. He pointed it out to Jerry, who nodded.

      "Noticed the same thing myself," Jerry said as he removed the cushions one by one and tore them open with a knife.

      Ethan walked to the window and parted the curtain. "There's another apartment building right across the street."

      "What are you thinking?" Bretta said, joining him.

      "If someone else had been living with Iqbal, that would be the ideal evac spot. A temporary safehouse that could be used in emergencies to observe the apartment for intruders, and flee if anyone actually came." He turned toward Jerry. "We should assume Iqbal had an accomplice who escaped."

      Jerry nodded. "That's an assumption I'd make. We'll learn who it was later, when we break the prisoner fully."

      "So that means the I2P contacts we get from his computer will be useless," Bretta said.

      "Most likely," Ethan agreed. "The first thing any good accomplice would do is alert his brothers-in-arms, even if they were virtual."

      "That also means the truck from the vineyard won't come to make its monthly deliveries." Bretta folded her arms. "We might have already reached a dead-end."

      "Let's see what the apartment search yields before we jump to any hasty conclusions," Ethan said.

      One operative found a satchel of diamonds in the bedroom closet, while another discovered a shoebox full of cash and wire transfer receipts in the den.

      Jerry handed Ethan the shoebox. "If there was an accomplice, he sure left in a big hurry."

      Ethan studied the receipts. They were all sent to different aliases, as Iqbal had said. But there was something else.

      "These addresses are clustered in the southwest of France," Ethan announced.

      "That doesn't tell us anything," Bretta said. "The vineyard could be on the opposite side of France, or a different country entirely. Italy. Switzerland."

      "Maybe," Ethan said. "But we're talking logistics, here. It would make sense for the vineyard to be close to the wire transfer locations. Cheaper, less manpower. Iqbal said Al Sifr liked to compartmentalize his operations. Why have two cells handle the receipt of the cash and dispatch of the diamonds, when one would easily suffice? Especially when a lot of that cash was incidental, with most of the funds coming in the form of bitcoins."

      "All right," Bretta said. "Let's assume Al Sifr had a single cell handle the receipt of Iqbal's money, somewhere in the vicinity of those Western Union locations. We get Sam to pull a list of private vineyards in the southwest of France. We look for those companies whose majority shareholders are shells, and whose lands reside within, say, fifty kilometers of the center of the cluster. We initiate surveillance on those vineyards, calling in support teams throughout Europe to help."

      "Sounds like a good start to me," Ethan said.

      The team finished its search of the apartment a few minutes later, and stowed the diamonds, receipts, and computers they found in the van. Two operatives stayed behind in the Smart car to monitor the apartment when the van left.

      Ethan helped unload the equipment at the black site while Bretta updated Sam on the sat-phone inside.

      Bretta met him and Jerry on the way out. "Looks like we're going to France."

      "Good luck you two," Jerry said.

      "You never know, The Swan might call you in to help," Ethan said.

      Jerry chuckled. "Doubtful. I think she'd agree it was best if we stayed here, in the off-chance the delivery truck decided to make an appearance. We'll call The Swan if we learn anything new from Iqbal."

      "All right." Ethan offered his hand. "It was good working with you. I'm only sorry you had to lose two good men—"

      "No," Jerry said. "I don't want you blaming yourself. I was in charge of them. If the fault is anyone's, it's mine." Jerry shook his palm, squeezing tightly. Then he turned to Bretta and kissed her hand. "The beautiful Maelstrom. I know I won't be the only one who misses your Px4."

      "Thank you," Bretta said. "Finally a man who knows how to properly compliment a woman."

      "Give 'em hell," Jerry said.

      "Always do and always will."

      Ethan cleared his throat. "If you two are done flirting..."

      Jerry gave Ethan a sheepish look and quickly went back inside the black site. Bretta smiled knowingly, brushing past Ethan to take the driver's seat of the Audi.

      Ethan leaned against the headrest as they got under way. He closed his eyes entirely when she turned north onto the DN7 / E81 undivided highway. They planned to alternate in five hour shifts during the twenty-five hour, four-country drive. Bretta had generously volunteered to take three of those shifts, leaving Ethan to drive only two.

      "I didn't want to talk about this in front of Jerry," Bretta said. "But... what happened back there?"

      "What do you mean?" Ethan glanced at her. "I was joking about you two flirting. I'm not jealous or anything." Well, maybe slightly. But hopefully his playful tone concealed that.

      "No," Bretta said. "Not that. I'm talking about after the van exploded."

      Ethan straightened. "I still don't follow you."

      "You kept shouting men down."

      Unsure of what to say, Ethan watched her warily. He'd never zoned out during an emergency before. It set a troubling precedent.

      She momentarily looked away from the road to meet his gaze. "Maybe you should tell Sam you need a break."

      "I don't need a break."

      "PTSD," Bretta said. "It affects the best of us."

      "I'm fine. Completely operational. The explosion disoriented me for a moment, that's all. I don't have post traumatic stress disorder." At least, not the kind normal people get.

      "All right," Bretta said. "I'll let it slide. This time. But if it ever happens again, you know I have to tell Sam."

      Ethan closed his eyes.

      "Did you hear what I said?" Bretta asked.

      "Yeah," he said curtly.

      He had intended to take a nap, but her probing words reminded him of the attack all over again. The explosion kept playing through his head. The van, engulfed in blistering flames, launching three feet into the air. He imagined Jake and Dilon burning inside, along with the Yellowjacket and his two bodyguards.

      Men down.
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        Bucharest, Romania

      

      

      Ahmed Al-Afghani sat in his hotel room. He had moved the chair to the window so that he might gaze down upon the city below. Such a strange arrangement of buildings. It was like an alien world compared to his native Afghanistan. Skyscrapers of glass and steel stabbed the sky, while beside them squatted medieval palaces of travertine and marble. And beyond them all, a backdrop of utilitarian, high density apartment blocks.

      Bucharest was a European city of high culture and beauty at first glance, but upon a second, more detailed viewing, the luster quickly faded. Pickpockets frequented the public transportation networks. Beggars crowded the intersections. Six thousand homeless, the lowest rungs of Romanian society, lived deep underground in a combined network of sewer and stormwater tunnels. Countless stray dogs roamed the streets, providing employment for the dogcatchers who routinely captured and strangled them to death with garrote loops at the end of poles, usually in front of onlookers.

      Ahmed shook his head. He yearned for the simpler days of his youth, when he lived in a village a hundred kilometers to the southwest of Kabul, where no one ever stole from anyone else, and the people welcomed stray dogs with open arms. Well, there were other problems, he supposed. But still, home was often on his mind. Not that he could return. Not yet, anyway. His instructions were clear: lie low in the vast city of Bucharest until further notice.

      When Iqbal had texted him that fateful day, Ahmed had been making a diamond drop a short distance outside Râmnicu Vâlcea. He had raced back to the city but hadn't dared return to the apartment. He went to the safehouse across the street instead. There he waited, and when he was convinced no one was watching, he decided to risk entering the apartment to retrieve a certain shoebox. He made it as far as the front lobby of the safehouse when the Dacia van and Smart car appeared across the street, and the men dressed in black emerged. They rushed the apartment.

      Ahmed fled through the rear exit of the safehouse and sent a message on his burner smartphone using the encryption app The Mujahid's Security:

      Prhaang has been compromised.

      Prhaang was the name of his cell. It meant tiger, in Pashto.

      The contact responded some hours later. After decryption, the message read: I will alert Al Sifr.

      A few hours later he received another message. Go to Bucharest. Tell no one where you are.

      He obeyed. When he arrived, he checked into the Capitol Hotel and received another message.

      Al-Shab Saqr is coming. What is your location?

      Ahmed sent the location. He was relieved, yet apprehensive at the same time. He had fought with Al-Shab Saqr in Afghanistan, first against the Soviets, and later the Americans. He considered him his friend. If anyone could help Ahmed flee the country, it was he.

      And yet it was well known that Al-Shab Saqr was one of Al Sifr's greatest assassins. The name meant "Young Falcon" and it suited him all too well. Like the bird of prey, he struck at his enemies when they least expected it, with a dagger in the back or a bullet to the head.

      Be in your room at eight o'clock tonight, the return message came.

      Eight o'clock had come and gone. Then nine o'clock. It was currently nine thirty.

      Ahmed poured himself a vodka from the samplers the hotel supplied in the fridge. He was a strict Muslim, for the most part, except when it came to alcohol. He was probably going to hell anyway for all the people he had killed, so it didn't really matter if he indulged in a little drink now and again.

      He had only taken one sip when a knock came at the door. He jumped, spilling half the vodka over his hand.

      "A moment!" he shouted. He hurried to the sink and dumped out the vodka, then meticulously scrubbed his hands under the tap and rinsed out his mouth, hoping all traces of the scent were gone.

      He hastened to the door and gazed into the peephole.

      He recognized the Iranian. Despite his nom de guerre, he was not so young, though he dressed like it. He wore black dress pants and a blazer over a pink plaid shirt that hid his wide shoulders. His beard was cropped short, as was his hair, the latter spiked into a fashionable faux hawk. Both beard and hair were dyed jet black. Aviator sunglasses covered his eyes. He would have fit right in on the streets of any European city.

      "Young Falcon, my good friend," Ahmed said, opening the door. He stepped outside and hugged the visitor. "It is good to see you!" He couldn't conceal the tremor in his voice.

      "And you as well," Young Falcon said emotionlessly. "May I come in?"

      "Of course," Ahmed said, but Young Falcon had already stepped inside.

      Ahmed shut the door behind him. "Would you like some water? Juice?"

      Young Falcon shook his head. "I am fasting."

      "But the sun has set," Ahmed said.

      Young Falcon sat on the bed and removed his sunglasses. He stared at Ahmed with steely gray eyes. "I am fasting." He beckoned to the chair at the foot of the bed. "Have a seat."

      Ahmed hesitantly lowered himself into the seat.

      "What happened in Râmnicu Vâlcea?" Young Falcon said.

      "I was making a diamond drop when Iqbal, my partner in Râmnicu Vâlcea, sent me a message. He said he was leaving the apartment to terminate a compromised asset. He sent me another message a short while later, while driving. He said he was being chased."

      Ahmed explained how he had hurried back to the city, hid in the safehouse, and eventually fled when the undercover police arrived.

      "Does anyone else know you are here in Bucharest?"

      "No," Ahmed said. "I haven't contacted relatives, friends, anyone. As instructed."

      "Good." Young Falcon removed a concealed pistol from his jacket.

      Ahmed smiled faintly. So this is how it ends.

      He turned away, hoping Young Falcon wouldn't be able to shoot him in the back.

      "Do you remember that day," Ahmed said. "When I saved your life?"

      "How could I forget?" Young Falcon replied.

      "The Soviet ground forces spotted us. We retreated into the trees. You were hit. I scooped you up over one shoulder and ran without looking back. More bullets came in. I was struck in the shoulder but didn't stop. I kept running. Resistance fighters deeper in the forest lay down suppressive fire. We escaped, found a village. Holed up. With the help of the locals I nursed you back to health. We returned after eight months and resumed the fight."

      "I remember," the Iranian said. "Look at me, Ahmed."

      "No."

      "Look at me."

      "But you are going to shoot me."

      "Wouldn't you rather see it coming?" Young Falcon said.

      Ahmed sighed. "I have done nothing wrong."

      Young Falcon's hand rested on his shoulder and he flinched.

      "Look at me," Young Falcon repeated.

      "I refuse to make it easy for you."

      "The Caliph and I appreciate all you have done for us over the years," Young Falcon said. "But it is time for you to leave our service."

      Ahmed shut his eyes. Let it be quick, he thought.

      He heard a thud on the nightstand beside him. Opening his eyes, he saw that Young Falcon had set the pistol on the table.

      "You're not going to kill me?" Ahmed said, somewhat surprised.

      "We do not kill those who have rendered such invaluable service to us," Young Falcon said. "This is for you. A parting gift, in remembrance of all you have done."

      Ahmed retrieved the pistol in wonder. Not a pistol, but a revolver. Ahmed recognized it as the antique Colt M1892 that had been given to Young Falcon as a present from the CIA all those years ago.

      "I have arranged passage for you back to Afghanistan," Young Falcon said. "You are going home, my friend."

      Ahmed felt the tears welling and he could not speak.

      Young Falcon went to the entrance and opened the door. Two more men entered. They were dressed in T-shirts and jeans like the locals, but their square noses and thick brows betrayed their Afghan origins.

      "Abu Mohammed and Abu Maqadar will help smuggle you back to your village in Afghanistan," Young Falcon said. "All I ask is that once you arrive, you send us some of your sons, and the sons of your friends and neighbors. Tell them of our plan to free the Middle East. Tell them of the great future we have in store for our countrymen."

      Ahmed was still speechless, and before he could find  the words to thank him, Young Falcon was gone.

      He slumped over the nightstand, the tears flowing freely.

      He was alive. Alive. Thanks to the mercy of Young Falcon.

      His fingers tightened around the revolver. A priceless gift. He swore in that moment to gather every last capable man and boy in his village, including all of his sons, and he would bring them to serve Al Sifr and Young Falcon himself.
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        Oslofjord Inlet, Skagerrak Strait

        5km South of Oslo, Norway

      

      

      Al Sifr waited in the master suite of his yacht for the pilot to arrive.

      The waters of the North Sea were choppy today, whipped into a frothing frenzy by the heavy winds, and the boat rocked to and fro. At least one deckhand had already vomited his lunch over the rail. With the churning he felt in his own stomach, Al Sifr wondered if he would be next.

      He sat back on the cushions and glanced at the laptop on the floor beside him. A cord ran from the computer into the ceiling, where it was connected to a satellite antenna outside. Satellite Internet. What would he do without it?

      His laptop issued an alert.

      He maximized the I2P Messenger application and read the message.

      It is done.

      Al Sifr felt a moment of remorse. He had wanted to keep Ahmed in his employ. The two of them went way back, and it was a pity to send him home. As the emir of the Romanian southeast, Ahmed knew precisely how to run the operation there, from recruitment to fund collection to payroll. Unfortunately, that knowledge was also what made him dangerous. Ahmed had to go.

      Al Sifr had decided to permanently shutter the Romanian division—he no longer needed the money. In fact, he was slowly winding up operations worldwide. The time of reckoning was nearly at hand. The United States and Russia would pay dearly for what they had done to his adopted homeland and his family.

      Still, he wondered if Young Falcon had followed his instructions. The man was a wildcard. He was just as likely to kill Ahmed as set him free. Al Sifr wanted Ahmed to return to Afghanistan, so he could recruit others to the cause: Al Sifr was always in need of good fighting men. But Young Falcon might ruin all that. Al Sifr had often wondered if he should rid himself of Young Falcon and find someone else, but there was a Bedouin saying: "He who doesn't know the raptor roasts it." Young Falcon was indeed a raptor. A very valuable one.

      Young Falcon was Iranian, yet he was not Shia. In fact, he followed no religion. He hadn't since The Incident. Young Falcon had been a young, elite soldier of the Quds Force in the 80s. Because he spoke Russian, Iran's Revolutionary Guards had assigned him to infiltrate the occupying Soviets in support of the Shia mujahadeen in the west of the country; his modus operandi was to embed in a Soviet-occupied city, obtain some sort of administrative job in the puppet government, usually as a translator, and leak intelligence to his Iranian handlers. Young Falcon soon realized that the Iranians were doing nothing with the intel he provided, but he continued his mission nonetheless, dutifully sending missives to his handlers, until one day he fell in love with a local Afghan woman. A Sunni.

      That changed everything.

      Young Falcon fled with the woman, whom he married, and joined the Sunni mujahadeen. In the months that followed, he became a rebel leader, a hero among the Afghans who knew where and when to strike the Soviets at their weakest. He fathered three sons, and retired from fighting after the Soviets left the country. When the Taliban took over, though he did not support them, he preached forbearance and cooperation. When the Americans invaded years later, at first he refused when his followers asked him to take up arms again. "My killing years are behind me," he told them. He probably even believed it. Until The Incident had broken Young Falcon.

      Al Sifr had made his hegira from Saudi Arabia to fight the Soviets in the 80s. In Afghanistan, he was struck by the charisma of one particular young fighter whose ability to inspire men with words was matched only by his ferocity on the battlefield. Al Sifr and others began to follow this fighter, who they named Young Falcon. The rumors of his prowess spread, and others traveled across the country to join him, too, until Young Falcon was the emir of a veritable army. With his daring guerrilla tactics, he helped drive a stake through Soviet morale, and contributed to their departure from the country. Equipment from the Americans helped, too, but Al Sifr would never publicly acknowledge that. Not ever.

      During that time Al Sifr, like Young Falcon, had taken an Afghan woman as wife. He brought her back to Saudi Arabia with him, along with the two sons she had borne him during the Soviet occupation.

      In 2001, both of his sons, in their teens, made their hegira to Afghanistan after 9/11 to join the tribes of the United Front against the Taliban. They fought on the side of the Americans, and because they spoke English, they helped coordinate with the Green Berets the US-led forces had embedded in the tribes. Unsurprisingly, his youngest son fell under the spell of an Afghan woman, and when the major fighting ended, he announced his intention to marry.

      Young Falcon had already sent word to Al Sifr that one of his own sons was to wed that year, so Al Sifr suggested they perform the ceremony on the same day. Young Falcon readily agreed. Eager to see his old friend again, and desiring to preside over the marriage of their sons, Al Sifr traveled to Afghanistan with his wife and joined the wedding party. He smuggled much gold across the border as part of the bride's mahr—the traditional wedding gift made on behalf of the groom to his bride.

      For the sake of old times, the fathers of the two grooms rode together in the lead vehicle, along with the brother of the bride. The gold was in the back seat.

      Then came The Incident.

      For some reason, the Americans thought their convoy was Taliban. They launched a drone strike.

      The lead vehicle was the only one that had survived.

      Wives and sons and future daughters-in-law, all erased in the blink of an eye. And yet the oldest and least deserving had lived.

      When he finally opened his eyes, Al Sifr found himself upside-down in the SUV, still buckled in. He saw the American special forces teams hurrying from the site into their helicopters. Young Falcon was unconscious beside him, in the driver's seat. Blood dripped from a wound on his head. Al Sifr freed himself, and dragged Young Falcon and the brother of the bride from the wreckage. In the back, all the gold was gone. The Americans had taken it.

      When Young Falcon awoke from his coma many days later in the tiny village where Al Sifr had taken him, he remembered nothing of the incident. It was up to Al Sifr to explain that his wife and three sons were dead. Young Falcon didn't believe it. Wouldn't. He left that day, stealing a horse from the village elder. He must have followed the dirt road and found the remnants of the vehicles, and the graves Al Sifr had dug, because when he returned that night, he refused to speak a word to anyone. The next morning, the first thing he said was: "Retribution."

      Al Sifr stared through the portal at the choppy sea. After all those years, he still dreamed of his wife and sons occasionally. They were not good dreams. He would see the bloodied and mangled form of his son in his arms. He would cry out to Allah, asking him why. Why.

      A lone tear streaked down Al Sifr's cheek. He wiped it away briskly. He had no time for weakness. He had to appear as a pillar of strength to all his followers, especially the man he was to meet. Beyond the portal, Al Sifr could see the pilot's small boat approaching on the frothing waves.

      In the past, he would have met the man in the city, perhaps even at the airport. But these days Al Sifr avoided cities and airports. Too many security cameras running biometrics and facial recognition software.

      If only he had been more careful two years ago. He had stupidly allowed that she-bitch to unmask his identity. He rubbed the stump of his left hand, the consequence of that carelessness. If it weren't for Young Falcon, he would be rotting at the bottom of some CIA dungeon right now.

      The she-bitch had taken his photo. His face was probably in every major intelligence database out there. Interpol, CIA, Mossad. They were waiting for him to make another mistake.

      They would wait a very long time.

      Still, the shuttering of his Romanian operation was troubling. He had taken so many precautions to secure his enterprise, but no matter how many safeguards one made, human ingenuity always found some overlooked backdoor. Al Sifr wasn't going to allow himself the luxury of overconfidence. A few errant threads yanked here and there and the entire operation would unravel. He couldn't afford to wait much longer to launch the attack.

      Al Sifr watched the incoming skiff moor with the yacht; a crew member helped the pilot aboard.

      Al Sifr sat back in his cushions and waited. He hid his stump of a hand behind him.

      No weaknesses.

      The pilot entered.

      He was a tall Afghani, one of the tallest Al Sifr had ever known. His hair was cut short, and a thin beard framed his round, petulant face. His brows were unusually thin and effeminate, as if he plucked or waxed them. He was slightly overweight, as could be expected of an individual who spent the majority of his working life sitting down.

      Ghazwan was the third and final survivor of the drone strike that day. The brother of Young Falcon's bride. His name meant warrior.

      Al Sifr had taken him in and specifically groomed him for the task at hand. Al Sifr had planted him seven years ago, the leader of a sleeper cell very important to his plans. He needed to ensure that the man would be ready when the time came.

      "You look well, Abu Ghazwan," Al Sifr said.

      "As do you, my caliph," Ghazwan said.

      "How is the family?" Al Sifr had arranged for Ghazwan to marry one of his cousins. However, a man would never say the name of another man's wife or daughters outright. Inquiring about the 'family' was the discreet way of asking after the spouse.

      "Excellent," Ghazwan said, a little quickly. "Couldn't be better."

      Al Sifr raised an eyebrow. "You seem nervous. Don't be. You are in the company of kin."

      "I'm sorry," Ghazwan said. "It's the waves. I don't function well at sea."

      Al Sifr thought he was lying, but let it pass.

      A male servant came inside, carrying a tray of dates and a traditional dallah coffee pot. The delectable scents of cardamom and precisely brewed beans wafted through the suite.

      "Qawha?" Al Sifr asked, beckoning toward the servant. Saudi coffee.

      "Thank you." Ghazwan took the small, handleless cup, and the servant poured just enough to cover the bottom with liquid. As the coffee was boiling hot, delivering any more than that would make it prohibitively difficult to drink. The servant stood nearby, waiting to refill the cup.

      "Thank you for agreeing to meet me." Ghazwan swirled the tiny amount of coffee in the cup and drank it. He held the container to the side and the servant promptly poured a few more centiliters. Ghazwan used the opportunity to grab a date from the tray.

      Al Sifr decided to dispense with the pleasantries. "You said you have concerns regarding the martyrdom operation?"

      "Yes." Chewing the date, Ghazwan glanced nervously at the servant.

      "Go," Al Sifr told the servant, who nodded and promptly left the suite. The servant was fully in his confidence, but it was obvious Ghazwan preferred to talk in private.

      When the man was gone, Al Sifr said: "So, your concerns."

      Ghazwan swallowed the chewed date. "Abu Rashid, the co-pilot, hasn't been promoted by the airline yet. He has been flying well, at least he says he has, but the competition for new pilots is immense. I think it will be another year, maybe two, before he is promoted to senior."

      "Remind me why this is important?" Al Sifr said.

      "He is still on reserve, meaning the airline computers can call him up at any hour, and assign him to a random flight. When he is senior, he can bid on his schedule. And then we have a greater chance of being booked together. Of course, we might be randomly paired at any time before then, but the odds of the computer choosing Domodedovo Airport as our destination are very very slim. And—"

      Al Sifr raised a hand. "Relax, Abu Ghazwan. You are speaking very fast. Too fast. We are family, as I said. Do not be afraid."

      Ghazwan lowered his eyes. "I— I'm sorry."

      "My brother," Al Sifr continued. "I am going to tell you something that may surprise you. It is this: you do not need Abu Rashid."

      Ghazwan seemed puzzled. "But how am I to complete the mission without him?"

      "You will find a way," Al Sifr said. "Here. This may be of use." Al Sifr rose, went to his medical cabinet, and produced a particular pill bottle. He tossed it to Ghazwan.

      Ghazwan read the label in puzzlement. "Ambien?"

      "Yes, it contains Zolpidem, a powerful hypnotic. Dissolve four of those in a man's drink and he will pass out within fifteen minutes. If security or customs finds it, say it's your medicine. Say you have trouble sleeping at night, thanks to all those long flights."

      Ghazwan examined the label and frowned. "The prescription isn't even in my name."

      "Get the label replaced," Al Sifr said. "I've shown you how to make counterfeit documents, haven't I? Labels should be quite easy in comparison."

      "I don't know..."

      Al Sifr leaned forward. "You are the backbone of my plan. Without you, the chances of changing the world become very, very slim. Can I trust in you to be ready to act alone, when the time comes? Can I trust you to avenge our fallen brothers? For Allah, and the New Caliphate?"

      The pilot hesitated a moment longer.

      "Remember what your name means, Abu Ghazwan," Al Sifr said.

      That did it. A familiar gleam shone in those eyes. A gleam that Al Sifr had seen in many other men who were willing to die for what they believed in. It pleased Al Sifr.

      Ghazwan pocketed the pill bottle. "I will be ready, my caliph. We will have our vengeance. We will free the Middle East. For Allah, and the New Caliphate. I swear it will be so."
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        Aquitaine Region, France

        10km Southwest of Bergerac

      

      

      Ethan guided the PD-200 X Black Hornet over a vineyard via the custom radio. A nano surveillance drone made in Norway by Prox Dynamics and commissioned by the DIA, the 200 series was similar in shape and function to a fist-sized, four-bladed quadcopter, and had far greater range and maneuverability than the helicopter-inspired 100 series.

      The radio outputted the view from the camera on a built-in display, allowing him to fly the craft beyond line of sight via FPV—first person view. The resolution of the display was mediocre and Ethan had trouble at times discerning the more distant objects, but it allowed him to do what he needed to do, namely surveillance.

      Staring out through the tiny, wide angle camera lens made everything look farther away than it really was, and it took practice to learn the limits of the drone and recalibrate one's spatial awareness. It was like trying to drive a car while looking through a fixed telescope attached to the hood.

      The breakneck pace of drone tech advancement never ceased to amaze Ethan. Already consumers could buy models from the local Radio Shack that transmitted HD video from gimbaled cameras up to two kilometers away to a pair of head-tracking FPV goggles. And yet Ethan was stuck using a clunky, out-dated system like the Hornet. Though he had to give it some credit he supposed. The quadcopter was damn quiet, and so small that it was virtually undetectable above thirty feet in the air. It had some problems in high winds, but that could be expected for something so tiny. Plus it had a built-in thermal imaging camera for night operations. Even so, he would have loved some HD head-tracking FPV goggles...

      This is a job, he reminded himself. Not some game. Leave the head-tracking FPV goggles for when you're at home.

      An alert flashed on the HUD.

      "Battery is getting low," Ethan said. "I'm pulling Carl back."

      Bretta rubbed her eyes, waking from her nap. "All right. I'll get Carla in the air."

      Ethan turned the quad around and when it got close enough, he landed it via visual line-of-sight. He replaced the battery then shoved the drone, base station and remote into the backseat.

      Before he got back in the car, he glanced toward the estate. He could partially see the buildings in the distance through the screen of trees. The main chateau was a sprawling, white-painted, tile-roofed affair. There were four other outbuildings, which, according to the documents Sam had obtained, were: the caretaker's apartment, the guest house, another apartment for temporary migrant workers, and a winery for on-farm processing of grapes. The latter outbuilding was a plank-walled structure about the same length as the chateau.

      If it had been harvest season, the lanes between grapevines would have been full of migrant pickers or mechanical harvesters. But given that it was early summer, the estate was relatively quiet. Ethan only ever saw the French caretaker, a small mustached man who went about his business wearing a denim work shirt and suspender pants.

      The caretaker lived in the chateau, not the apartment. He never left the grounds. A delivery truck arrived once a week, bringing groceries likely ordered online. Another truck, run by a private refuse collection service, arrived every Tuesday to retrieve the trash he set out in the front of the estate.

      The French caretaker delivered some of the groceries to the winery outbuilding, and left with a full garbage bag. It was obvious someone was staying there, but so far neither Ethan and Bretta nor the night crew had seen anyone emerge.

      Ethan had used the drone to peer into the various windows of the chateau, and he'd seen some expensive-looking furniture, but otherwise no other occupants. Unfortunately the windows of the other outbuildings, including the winery, had thick curtains shielding the insides.

      As he stared at the chateau through the trees, Ethan wondered, not for the first time, if he had the right estate. Sam had someone pull the corporate records from the French governmental database; she targeted privately-owned vineyards whose major shareholders were suspicious shell companies, having an operating location within fifty miles of the cluster of Western Union addresses where Iqbal had sent funds. Seven vineyards matched the profile. She gave Ethan and Bretta the daytime task of monitoring one of those vineyards: the innocent-sounding Château Couleurs Du Vin. Sam pulled in other teams throughout Europe to case the remaining six potentials.

      Sam had tasked the NRO—National Reconnaissance Office—with providing satellite photos of the estates. The NRO had assigned two spy satellites to collect the image intel. The satellites took turns passing overhead, so that every three hours the NRO dispatched a fresh picture to Sam. Because of resolution issues, the satellites could focus their telephoto lenses on only two vineyards per orbit, and did so in a round-robin fashion. Sam promised to have the NRO assign more satellites in the coming weeks as they were freed up from other reconnaissance duties. Ethan doubted they would get any more than those two, given that Sam had to compete with seventeen other U.S. intelligence agencies for access. He didn't really see the point of using spy satellites anyway, given that Sam already had ground teams performing surveillance, but he didn't raise any objections.

      Sam also informed him that Iqbal had finally revealed the existence of the suspected terrorist safehouse. As Ethan had guessed, it was located in a condo across the street from the apartment. Unfortunately a search revealed nothing important. Iqbal also admitted to having a roommate—one Ahmed Al-Afghani. Iqbal had worked with a forensic artist to come up with a composite drawing of the man, which Sam sent Ethan's way. Ahmed was six feet tall, of lean build, with a star-shaped mark on his right shoulder where he'd apparently suffered a gunshot wound. A biometrics search in various intelligence databases hadn't revealed any results. Sam had shared his alias, description and composite sketch with several European agencies, as well as Interpol. So far, they hadn't had any hits. Somehow, Ethan doubted they ever would.

      He got back in the car. They always parked the Audi in the same place, on the shoulder of a rural road that ran alongside the property. There was another vineyard on the other side of the road, and similar estates beyond it. You knew you were in wine country when all you could see for miles around were precisely arranged grapevines.

      They chose that particular spot because of the two trees—a maritime pine, and a birch—that screened the Audi from view of the property. In addition to the drones, they sometimes used binoculars, driving to the edge of the trees to scan the estate and its buildings. Bretta had an off-the-shelf Nikon Coolpix P900 digital camera, capable of 83x zoom, and she occasionally snapped photos of the property through the branches.

      "Buy that yourself?" Ethan asked her one time, distracted by the subtle motor noise from the zoom lens.

      "It's better than any camera the agency gives us," she quipped, then admitted: "Can be hard to focus, though."

      Ethan closed his eyes and napped. For the rest of the day they took turns flying the two Hornets, affectionately titled Carl and Carla, so that when one drone returned for a battery change, the other was in the air.

      When evening came, a black Renault Espace pulled up. The night crew. Ethan and Bretta waved their thanks and departed. Ethan had spoken with the other operatives face-to-face only once so far, on the first day. The men had given Ethan and Bretta the Hornets, agreed on a surveillance schedule, and then wished them good luck.

      He and Bretta rented a suite at a nearby family-owned bed and breakfast called En Blanc Et Noir. They played husband and wife for the benefit of the owners, but in the suite Ethan slept on the couch and gave Bretta the bed. The night crew members were the only other guests, as the remaining operatives in the region used lodgings closer to their assigned vineyards. However, since the night crew was never there at the same time as Ethan and Bretta, the two of them had the whole place mostly to themselves—excepting the locals and tourists who occasionally frequented the outdoor restaurant connected to the B&B.

      That night at the restaurant, Ethan ordered himself Tourin—a garlic soup—and Ballotines De Poulet—chicken stuffed with forcemeat.

      "Can't wait to smell your breath after that deadly combination," Bretta commented.

      "You'll never get close enough, my dear, trust me," Ethan said.

      "Like I want to," she retorted.

      For his shared appetizer with Bretta, he ordered a baked brie with walnuts picked from the Aquitaine region.

      Bretta returned to the room to get a head start on the bug-sweeping process: they checked the suite every night, as demanded by tradecraft.

      While he waited for the food to arrive he watched the owner's kittens and puppies chase each other under the empty tables. Hens and roosters clucked inside a nearby henhouse. Just inside the lounge area, the sounds of a revving engine could be heard as the owner rode his DIY six degrees of freedom motion racing simulator—three large LCD screens attached to a chair powered by windshield wiper motors, linked to a computer game. It was silly to watch, but the movements apparently simulated g-forces. The owner's loud French curses occasionally drifted outside. "Merde! Va te faire foutre!"

      The food arrived in takeaway containers and Ethan returned to the room, helping Bretta complete the sweep. Then they sat down to eat.

      Ethan served himself some brie and, always one to multitask, retrieved the secure sat-phone to check-in with Sam. After he updated her on his progress, he asked if Eight-Blue had learned anything new from Iqbal in Romania.

      "He did tell us a bit more about his roommate, Ahmed Al-Afghani," Sam said. "Apparently Ahmed fought with Al Sifr in Afghanistan during the 80s, against the Soviets. Ahmed and Al Sifr followed someone named Young Falcon back then. I had my CIA contact look into it, and this Young Falcon was propped up by the CIA, big-time. We're talking weapons, logistics support, troops. The CIA had one photo of this Young Falcon on file. It's a bit grainy, but I'm sending it your way. Check your cellphone."

      Ethan's smartphone buzzed. He put down the sat-phone, opened the secure messaging app on the smartphone and enlarged the photo. The picture showed a young, bearded Arab in black headgear, wearing a harness stuffed full of magazines. In one hand he held an AK-47 pointed skyward. His other arm was wrapped around a fatigue-wearing CIA officer. The Arab wore a huge grin while the CIA officer's smile seemed forced.

      Ethan showed it to Bretta, who shrugged.

      He retrieved the sat-phone. "Got it."

      "I'm going to pore over as many old CIA photos from that period as I can," Sam said over the line. "And see if I can I.D. any other members who fought under this Young Falcon. With luck, we might be able to bring some of these guys in and see what they know. That's all I have. Keep me apprised of the situation in France."

      "You know I will," he said.

      "And Ethan?" Sam returned.

      "Yeah?"

      "Be careful."
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      Ethan disconnected. He finished the rest of the walnut brie and dove into the main course.

      "So tell me how you got into this line of work," he said between sips of garlic soup.

      "It's a long story." Bretta removed the paper cover from the aluminum container that held her pâté de foie gras and filet mignon.

      "Indulge me."

      "Okay. I'll start from the beginning. I was born in Genoa, Italy. Moved to Israel when I was seven. Did my mandatory two-year army enlistment at eighteen. Graduated with the rank of samal—sergeant."

      "Nice."

      "Not really." She chewed a piece of steak. "In the Israel Defense Forces, enlisted ranks are earned based on time served, rather than any achievement on the part of the conscript. Anyway, after completing my military service I joined the Mossad. When I finished the two year training course, someone decided I would make a good operative for the kidon."

      "Remind me what that is again."

      "An elite clandestine group within the Mossad. The men are mainly recruited from the IDF special forces. The women, well, they come from all over, but mostly they're selected for their intelligence and sex appeal. Kidnapping, extortion, assassination, whatever the ordinary Mossad can't do, the kidon handle. The targets are terrorists, Iranian nuclear scientists, and anyone else threatening the state of Israel."

      Ethan wasn't impressed. "A Mossad within the Mossad."

      "That's exactly what it is. I remember the first day I went out to the base in the Negev desert for training. The very first question they asked me was: 'would I sleep with a stranger if required by the mission?' My naive response was, 'it depends on how cute he is.' The questioner responded by telling me, 'what makes you think the stranger will be a he?'"

      Bretta shook her head. "In the coming months, they trained me in different clandestine killing techniques. How to inject levofentanyl into a man's ear to leave no mark. How to inject succinylcholine between a man's toes to paralyze his entire body and then use a pillow to suffocate him. How to affix tiny explosives to car doors while speeding past on a motorcycle driven by an accomplice.

      "They also made me practice my feminine skills. They would send me to nightclubs and see how many I pulled home. My trainers chose the guinea pigs. Rich men. Married men. Single women. Men whose girlfriends were on their arms. I got extra points for the latter targets, which were usually harder, and for the speed of the seduction. I always ditched the guinea pigs right outside their residences and then returned to the club to pick up my next target. Sleeping with a target was required only on an actual mission, you see.

      "I graduated near the top of my class, becoming one of eight women in a unit of fifty. They sent me into the fray. I joined a team of four field intelligence officers in Yemen. I was the only female on the team. We were tasked with infiltrating an Iranian-backed terrorist cell in Sana'a, a band of Shiite Houthis suspected of supplying arms to Hezbollah. A field officer posted to the online message boards the terrorists frequented, back before the insurgents knew we monitored all of that, and praised the brave men who waged jihad against the Yemeni Sunnis, saying that if any of them ever needed a wife, his sister was ready and nubile.

      "One of the Houthis bit. I went to the KFC in Sana'a with a male field officer to meet him. When we got there, I received a text, telling me to visit the women's washroom alone. I did so. There I met a woman whose face was veiled by a niqab. It turned out to be Sam. She told me I didn't have to whore myself out to gain intel. Told me there was an alternative. She gave me her number."

      "So what happened?"

      "I ignored her advice," Bretta said. "And married one of the Houthis. When my husband discovered I was on birth control pills, he beat me close to death, saying what I had done was strictly haram. Forbidden. It was my duty to bear him children." She paused then, her eyes glazing over as she stared right through Ethan. "Some people think it's glamorous, working as a field officer for an intelligence agency. That it's all James Bond. But mostly it's cold, it's rotten, it's dirty."

      Ethan had no words to console her. There weren't any. He knew firsthand the raw, visceral truth of what she was saying.

      "Sam visited me in the hospital," Bretta continued. "She pretended to be a nurse, and used her disguise to sneak past the field officer who guarded my door. It was the day before the kidon were going to ship me back. She convinced me to stay. Convinced me that I would have vengeance. When I agreed to go with her, she covertly injected the field officer with succinylcholine, then helped me from the room to her car. She nursed me back to health in her small Sana'a apartment.

      "When I was well enough she instructed me personally. Sam's exercise and weapons-training regimes were insane. But they worked. I thought I was good before, but by the time I was done with Sam, I was one of the top ten shots in the world with a handgun. Using a Smith & Wesson Model 41, I could hit inside the ten-ring of a bull's-eye at fifty yards, slow fire."

      "You kidding me? At that range, the target is minuscule." With a pistol, Ethan could strike a mark with reasonable precision up to thirty yards, which he considered above average, as most people had difficulty hitting accurately beyond twenty. "Though, as I'm sure you know, target shooting prowess rarely translates into the real world. Hitting a living and breathing target in the middle of a deadly gunfight takes a lot more resolve than shooting at an unmoving piece of paper from the safety of a gun range."

      "Yes, it does," Bretta agreed. "Which is why I trained for months in virtual reality and live fire shoot houses, too. But my training wasn't all weapons. She'd give me specific real-world tasks, like in a mall I'd have to approach ten random people, one at a time, and borrow their cellphones, surreptitiously replacing the devices with a matching model from a stash of phones I kept inside my jacket. If someone noticed the switch, she'd make me approach another ten. It was like kidon training all over again, but with less emphasis on seduction."

      "So what happened?" Ethan pressed.

      "When she considered me ready, Sam offered me a position in her outfit. Said the best place for me to enact vengeance was with her. She promised me that she had access to cells and information that the Mossad could only dream of. Her only condition was that I abandon the Houthi cell.

      "I was taken aback. Stunned. I reminded her of the vengeance she had promised me, and her only response was that it would come, in time. I turned her down and returned to the Houthis. I didn't inform the other field officers, of course, but they would have known I was back, given the surveillance they were performing on the house. My husband reluctantly allowed me to stay in his residence, but he had already taken another wife in my absence, even though in theory he needed permission from me, the first wife. But that was good because I no longer had to share his bed.

      "I waited, biding my time, until my husband gathered the cell for a meeting one day. They assembled in his family room, mostly to debate the meaning of various hadiths and passages from the Quran while they chewed their qat and burned their incense and dined on chicken and rice. In the middle of the evening, growing weary of their religious talk, I struck. I had no evidence, nothing to prove what they were planning, other than rumors and innuendo. But I killed them all."

      She paused for a moment. "I fled the scene immediately and called Sam from the Yemen Mall. I told her what I had done. She revealed that not only had I eliminated a cell without gathering proper intel, I had killed one of her low-level assets who had been in attendance. She told me I could never work for her, not anymore. She had no use for operatives who couldn't function objectively, she said. Operatives who allowed themselves to be blinded by vengeance.

      "When I called my boss at the kidon he was furious. He told me I was supposed to have abandoned the country months ago after the beating. He commanded me to report to the other officers in Sana'a for immediate recall. He said I was too unstable for the field, and that after the psychiatrists were through examining me, I'd be lucky to have a job. I told him to go to hell."

      "He didn't take that too well I'm guessing," Ethan said.

      "No. He promised to send kidon officers to hunt me down, probably the very same men I had worked with. I don't know how they found me, but they did. I was walking through the cramped streets of Sana'a's Old City, making my way home. I heard the muezzin's call to prayer and as if on cue masked kidon gunmen pulled up in a Toyota Hilux and tried to abduct me.

      "But Sam rescued me. She must have been watching me for some time, because her team immediately surrounded the gunmen. Both sides pointed assault rifles at one another. A five-way Mexican standoff. Sam entered the deadly circle alone and led me out. I jumped in her black hatchback and we drove away."

      "She forgave you? After you killed one of her assets?"

      "No. She made that clear. But she did tell me a story of a young woman much like myself who had once been sent to infiltrate a terrorist cell. A young woman who was similarly beaten and left for dead. A woman who returned to her oppressors and systematically hunted them down, one by one, without mercy."

      "That woman was Sam, wasn't it?"

      Bretta pressed her lips together, hard. "She never said, but I'm fairly sure it was. She told me it was partially her fault for not warning me she had an asset embedded in the Houthi cell. She also told me she hated to see such potential go to waste, especially when she had invested so much time in me. She agreed to hire me on a trial basis, try me out on some smaller operations. If I proved myself she might consider taking me on full-time."

      "And here you are today."

      "Here I am," Bretta agreed. "Told you it was a long story." She slid a spoonful of pâté into her mouth.

      "So what about the Israelis? Did they give up hunting you?"

      "There were a few more close calls in the early days, but for the past eight years, I haven't heard a whisper out of the kidon. I think they might have actually given up. Bigger fish, and all that. Maybe Sam threatened them." She stared off into space. "You know what the worst of it is? I can never visit my family in Israel ever again. Nor even contact them. They're under observation, I'm sure of it." She wrapped her fingers around the silver angel wing she wore at her neck. "My little sister gave this to me. I'll never see her again."

      "Sorry to hear that."

      "Don't be. This was my choice."

      Ethan nodded. "We all make our choices."

      "We do." She paused. "It's funny. I don't know what Sam saw in me back then. I was a lost, beaten-down, angry soul. The idealistic little girl who wanted to make a difference in the world was long dead. But she took me in."

      "Like you said, she saw herself in you."

      Bretta pursed her lips. "I guess so."

      "You have to give her credit, Sam does have a penchant for spotting potential. She hired me, after all." Ethan smiled widely.

      Bretta ignored the quip. She remained silent for a moment. "She's like a mother to me."

      Ethan nodded. "I think most of us who work for her have similar feelings. For me, she's the big sister I never had. When she hired me, I was in a dark, dark place. She got me out. Gave me hope. Purpose. She turned us into finely-honed weapons, you and I. Sharp, precise blades. We excise the bad from the world, leaving the good in place."

      "We do," Bretta said. "Still, sometimes I wonder. I've been through enough to know by now that good and bad are only a matter of perspective. The men we fight, they believe we are the bad ones. How do we know they're not right?"

      Ethan cut away a chunk of chicken from his dish. He chewed it, gathering his thoughts for a moment. "Our government has launched unmanned drone strikes that kill innocents. It has organized hunter killer raids on civilian villages. It has enacted foreign policies that destabilize entire regions. Some of those actions were mistakes, others intentional. Those are our dark days, the times when we're the bad ones, even though in the end we're only trying to protect ourselves.

      "Still, the bad things we do are overshadowed by the misdeeds of the enemy. When you have men performing ethnic cleansing in the name of religion, and planning terrorist attacks to kill thousands of civilians worldwide, it's pretty clear to me who's on the side of good and who's on the side of evil."

      Bretta forced a smile. "Will the world ever know peace?"

      Ethan shrugged. "As long as there are men who have something others want, there will always be wars."
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      In addition to the drones, Ethan had other intelligence gathering methods at his disposal. One was the use of a laser microphone. Each morning, he stepped to the edge of the tree coverage and erected a tripod, affixing the laser mic to the mounting plate. With the help of a built-in range finder, he bounced the laser off the distant windows of the winery outbuilding. The glass panes served as an acoustical diaphragm—the varying air pressure from any sound waves would impart vibrations onto the window, which the laser would detect and convert back into sound.

      After three days, the laser microphone finally picked up muted conversation at a time when the caretaker was definitely not inside. Though Ethan couldn't hear what was said, nor the language used, he confirmed that at least two people were living in the winery, probably a man and a woman, judging from the vocal ranges.

      The support team gave them some other spy tools. Law enforcement credentials and badges. A portable police light and siren. A cellphone signal blocker. A radio scanner. A Stingray. The scanner allowed Ethan and Bretta to listen in to any unencrypted radio calls, but they caught only the occasional French trucker: the usage of CB radios was still surprisingly popular among that lot. The Stingray, on the other hand, emulated a cellphone tower, and allowed them to spy on cellphone calls and data. Since it collected data from all phones nearby, in crowded areas and cities it was useless without knowing what serial number to hone in on. But in a place like this, with only a few neighbors and passing cars, the usage was ideal.

      The Stingray worked by exploiting a vulnerability in the 2G protocol, as GSM didn't require authentication with the base station in cellphone towers. By jamming the 3G and 4G networks, the Stingray forced the cellphones to downgrade to 2G. It worked great in the countries Ethan usually operated in, where 2G was the best signal the residents could hope for. But in First World countries, they had to use the device with care so as to not disrupt the service of too many cellphone users, which would flag their presence to the phone provider, and potentially the local intelligence agency.

      The Stingray could also send exploits to a cellphone's baseband device, which was a dedicated ARM processor that managed the antenna. Since radio functionality was timing-dependent, the baseband processor utilized a small realtime operating system, or RTOS, that ran separately from the main OS, be it Android, iOS, or PalmOS. The RTOS was stored in firmware and loaded at phone startup. With some cellphones, the Stingray could issue certain exploits to the baseband processor, allowing Ethan to flash the firmware with a stealth version of the RTOS that converted the phone into a remote microphone. The firmware flash capability had worked great in the past, but phones weren't as susceptible these days—telecommunications vendors had patched many of the bugs. Well, there would always be new exploits: the NSA had an entire team of software engineers whose sole task was to search for zero-day exploits in the various baseband devices out there.

      Lastly, the Stingray could be used to disrupt cellphone communication entirely, by setting the jammers to outpunch all provider frequencies, including 2G, disabling every phone in the area. When a more localized disruption was desired, ordinary cellphone signal blockers were preferred, at least by Ethan.

      With the Stingray, Ethan picked up roughly five to eight cellphones in the vicinity at any given time. He instructed Bretta to drive further along the rural road, and then took another measurement. Some of the serial numbers representing the different phones dropped out, new ones appeared, others remained constant. After five more measurements at different locations on the road surrounding the estate, Ethan was able to triangulate the location of a cellphone operating inside the main chateau. Unfortunately, the caretaker didn't use his phone very much, and when he did, he called his mother in Bergerac to the northeast. Ethan sent the suite of baseband exploits to the phone, but none of them stuck.

      Ethan also had another Stingray for sat-phones, and the functionality was similar to the cellphone version. With it he determined that a satellite Internet device was running in the winery. Unfortunately, all the data sent by that device was encrypted. He searched the rooftop carefully with the Hornet, but hadn't been able to pick-out any satellite antennas among the slate tiles. He tried sending along similar exploits crafted for satellite baseband processors, but none of them executed.

      Sam reported that her people had found a backdoor in the remotely-configurable Cisco routers that provided the DSL data and digital voice feeds for the estates. She sent techs down to open up the interface boxes on the utility poles beside each vineyard to identify the proper lines for the exploit. When they were finished, she was able to monitor the Internet and voice data of every estate, without leaving behind any physical evidence of wiretapping. She had once again bypassed the local gendarmerie.

      For Ethan's particular vineyard, Château Couleurs Du Vin, Sam reported that the caretaker was obsessed with Internet weather sites, and checked them multiple times a day, apparently looking for the best time to harvest. He also browsed viticulture and winemaking forums, and posted occasionally, usually to brag about his knowledge of wine production. He accessed three encrypted sites: the destination IPs mapped to Facebook, Gmail, and Netflix.

      Sam had her contacts at Gmail and Facebook send daily data dumps of the respective accounts. They found emails of minor importance, online order receipts for groceries and Netflix, spam, some messages to his mother in Bergerac and ex-wife in Bordeaux, and various wine-related mailing lists he subscribed to.

      Sam executed social media connection analysis software against his Facebook account. The caretaker didn't have any "friends" with suspicious Arabic names, nor was he a part of any jihadist fan pages. The Facebook data revealed his full name, of course, and with it Sam pulled his credit card history. Nothing stood out.

      The caretaker continued to send supplies to and retrieve garbage from the winery outbuilding. Ethan and Bretta still hadn't seen anyone else emerge from there. Growing frustrated, Ethan finally asked Sam for permission to sneak into the winery outbuilding and plant surveillance devices. He knew it was risky, especially since the occupants never left the place, but Sam said no: she wanted to be sure they had the right vineyard first.

      "Anyone could be in there," she told him. "Migrant squatters. A refugee family. The caretaker could be harboring them without the owner's consent."

      "Why would the caretaker buy migrant squatters satellite Internet access?" Ethan asked.

      "I don't know," Sam said. "But leave the winery outbuilding alone for now."

      "You're willing to break local surveillance laws, and yet you won't let me target the most obvious hideout."

      "Listen," Sam said. "That we're breaking the law is precisely why I don't want you to go rushing into this headfirst. We have to tread carefully. Maybe there are terrorists inside, maybe not. If we're caught breaking and entering at any of the vineyards, and the local police are called in, we're going to have to step way back. And that's not something I'm prepared to risk at the moment."

      "Maybe we should have involved the police in the first place," Ethan grumbled.

      Sam eventually relented, giving him and the other teams permission to install listening devices in the associated vineyards. The rule was, they had to do it during the day, without sneaking onto the properties, and without breaking in. While it wasn't what Ethan wanted, it was better than nothing. A first step, anyway.

      The support teams sent a French-speaking operative to visit each vineyard in turn. He played a real estate agent who pretended to have a client interested in buying the property. The operative carried covert listening devices in his briefcase and intended to plant them, but at most of the vineyards, including Ethan's, the operative was turned away at the door.

      Ethan asked Sam for permission to install a listening device at the Château Couleurs Du Vin vineyard himself. Surprisingly, she said yes. He needed an excuse to get into the chateau, and potentially the winery outbuilding, so she had her people turn off the DSL and phone network access using the remote exploit.

      The next day, Ethan arrived at the chateau in an Opel Movano van plastered with fake Orange S.A. telecom logos. Dressed in the blue coveralls of a phone technician, he knocked on the front door.

      The mustached French caretaker answered. He wore his usual denim work shirt and suspender pants.

      "I'm from Orange," Ethan said in poor French.

      "Sacrebleu! About time. I pay good money for my Internet service, and I expect it to work!"

      The Frenchman led him inside, past the cloakroom, dining room, and a lounge that opened onto a terrace overlooking the vineyard, stopping inside a small den. A computer sat on a desk, alongside an Orange Livebox DSL modem/router combination.

      Ethan pretended to test the line, then asked the caretaker to bring him to the basement. The Frenchman led him downstairs, past a bar, small gym, wine cellar and laundry room. He stopped inside the boiler room.

      "Here is the phone box," the Frenchman said, then left him to work.

      When the man had gone, Ethan opened his toolkit and planted tiny, voice-activated listening devices throughout the basement area. He chose inconspicuous locations: under a bar stool, above a squat rack, and so forth.

      When that was done he returned upstairs and placed more devices. He found the caretaker waiting in the kitchen, and surreptitiously planted another listener underneath the edge of the granite counter top.

      "Finished," Ethan said in his terrible French. "But I need to upgrade your Livebox." When the man regarded him suspiciously, Ethan added: "It will improve performance."

      Ethan took the official Orange Livebox modem/router and plugged in the new device, which looked exactly the same as the old one, complete with "Livebox" lettering. It contained a voice-activated listening device inside, as well as a remotely-accessible internal hard-drive that backed up all Internet data.

      He called Sam on the sat-phone and spoke a few inconspicuous French codewords. A moment later her people remotely reactivated the phone line via the hacked router.

      Ethan showed the caretaker that the phone and Internet were now working, and he gave him a number to call in case of difficulties, which would ring support team Six-Blue based out of France.

      He also left behind an official-looking thumb drive, complete with Orange S.A. logo, and told the Frenchman it included free productivity software. The thumb drive contained the Regin malware, which would execute as soon as plugged in, allowing the NSA to spy on every item of data that was sent on that computer and any other machines on the same network. Installing Regin might have been overkill, considering that they already had the wiretap on the DSL Cisco router, and backup logging taking place inside the fake Livebox, but it never hurt to have redundancies in case of failure. Besides, with Regin in place, if anyone ever tried to run I2P, the NSA, and hence Sam, would be able to read everything that was sent.

      He bid the man farewell and approached the front door.

      Before Ethan walked out, the caretaker cut him off, planting a muscled arm firmly across the doorframe.

      "Hold on," the man said menacingly.
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      Ethan gave the man a worried look. "Oui? Quel est le problème?"

      "I want you to stop invading my privacy," the caretaker said.

      Ethan felt his heart rate increase. Had he been caught hiding a surveillance device?

      "What do you mean?" he said.

      The Frenchman smirked, nodding as if he had indeed caught Ethan red-handed. He waved an admonishing finger in his face.

      "What do you mean?" the caretaker repeated in a mocking voice.

      "I'm not sure—" Ethan began.

      "I want Orange to stop calling me!" the caretaker growled. "You keep phoning and phoning, always asking me to upgrade my service. Stop it. I pay my bills. That is all that should matter."

      "Oh," Ethan said. He exhaled deeply. "Of course. I'll get your vineyard added to the do-not-call list."

      "Très bien."

      Ethan turned to go, but then paused. "Oh, by the way. You wouldn't happen to offer tours of the winery or wine tastings, or anything like that, would you?" He had to ask.

      The Frenchman grimaced. "No." He shut the door.

      Ethan walked away. When he was out of sight of the front door, he turned calmly and proceeded alongside the chateau, as if intending to check the wiring.

      After several paces he broke away from the chateau and headed toward the winery. He kept glancing at the aerial telephone wires that were strung between the chateau and winery outbuilding, as if inspecting them, well aware that someone could be watching.

      When he reached the winery, he strode to a side window and shielded his eyes to peer inside. He couldn't see anything through the black curtains, of course, but while he did that he attached a tiny RF disk, ten times more sensitive than the laser microphone. He placed it over one of the wooden muntins dividing the panes. He chose that spot so the listening device wouldn't be visible from the inside, but even on the outside the disk would require a long period of scrutiny to pick out.

      He calmly returned to the Movano van and left the estate.

      The days passed. All of his efforts proved fruitless. The chateau listening devices picked up nothing of importance: the caretaker sometimes talked to himself, but the words were gibberish. Nothing at all came from the winery outbuilding. Either the occupants had gone, or they spoke very quietly in different rooms.

      Ethan and Bretta continued the overhead Hornet flights, but spotted nothing important. The round-robin imagery from the spy satellites proved equally useless. The Internet data dumps from the caretaker revealed the same humdrum browsing habits.

      Ethan was about ready to break into the winery outbuilding in defiance of Sam's orders when a new development arose: on the fifteenth day since they had begun their surveillance, an unmarked semi drove onto the estate. It wasn't the regularly scheduled garbage or grocery truck.

      His Hornet happened to be in the air at the time, so Ethan followed the vehicle with the nano drone right to the winery outbuilding. Beside him, Bretta observed the scene through the thick branches with her Nikon. Ethan heard the characteristic snap as she took photos. He was recording from the air, of course. The day wasn't too windy, so he'd have excellent footage to send Sam.

      The truck halted and the driver emerged. Tan skin. Saddam mustache. Hooked nose.

      "He doesn't look like a local, does he?" Bretta said, examining the FPV display on Ethan's radio.

      "No, he does not." Ethan watched the waiting caretaker shake hands with the driver, patting him on the back as if they were old friends. The driver unlatched the lockrods, then pulled the swinging doors of the semi-trailer wide open. He climbed inside the cargo area while the caretaker vanished in the winery.

      A metal garage door opened on one side of the outbuilding and the caretaker emerged, steering a powered jack that carried a Euro-pallet of stacked, stretch-wrapped wine cartons. The machine reached the rear of the semi-trailer and the two forks lifted the load to the floor level. The caretaker moved his powered jack forward, depositing the pallet in the trailer, then backed away.

      The driver was waiting inside with a manual jack; he slid its two forks under the Euro-pallet and then maneuvered the load deeper into the truck. The caretaker meanwhile returned the powered jack to the winery, and then repeated the process three more times.

      In about fifteen minutes the loading was complete. The driver closed the trailer's swinging doors, latched the lockrods and shook hands one last time with the caretaker. Before the man hopped into the cabin of the truck, Ethan was already recalling the Hornet.

      When the drone arrived, he landed it on the ground beside the Audi and raced out to retrieve it. Returning to the vehicle, he threw the Hornet into the backseat and slammed the passenger door.

      "Let's take him down," he told Bretta.

      She was already doing a U-turn. By the time she pulled onto the main road, the transport truck was only half a kilometer ahead.

      Bretta closed the distance. She grabbed the battery-powered dome light from under her feet and placed it onto the dash. She flicked it on, sending out rotating beams of light toward the truck, then moved the Audi halfway into the left lane so the driver would see those beams.

      Ethan meanwhile retrieved the cellphone jammer from the glove compartment and activated it. The thing looked like a porcupine with its four omni-directional antennas. Ethan rolled down his window and affixed the device to the roof of the car via the mounting magnets, thereby preventing the trucker from calling for help or sending out any warnings.

      The driver hadn't responded yet, so Ethan grabbed the Whelen siren from its storage area under his feet and similarly mounted it to the roof of the Audi. He plugged the siren's adapter into the cigarette lighter and turned on the device via the controller. An ear-ringing police whoop emanated from it.

      When the truck halted on the shoulder of the road, Bretta passed the semi. She parked the Audi three car lengths in front.

      Ethan reached under his jacket and touched the grip of the Px4 holstered underneath his armpit for reassurance, and then he exited the vehicle, leaving the weapon holstered.

      Ethan approached the driver door, Bretta the passenger side.

      "Come down," Ethan commanded the driver in his poor French. "And bring your license, registration, and proof of insurance."

      The man complied, climbing the step box underneath the door.

      Bretta leaped onto the passenger-side step box. "No one else," she commented in much better French.

      "How are you today?" Ethan asked the driver as he approached.

      "Bien." The driver handed Ethan a big binder and then rubbed the back of his neck. "What have I done wrong?" His French was spoken with a heavy Arabic accent.

      Ethan promptly returned the binder. "Just the requested documents please."

      The Arab quickly produced them.

      Ethan gave the items a cursory glance. His name was Muhammed Issa. Probably an alias. Ethan folded the paperwork and pocketed it.

      The man opened his mouth, probably to protest, but Ethan talked over him. "Can I see your bill of lading, please?"

      "I will have to return to the cabin to get it," Muhammed said. He was starting to sweat.

      "Never mind," Ethan said. "Open her up."

      Muhammed stared at him blankly.

      "The rear doors," Ethan clarified. "Open up your trailer."

      "Why?"

      "Random inspection," Ethan said. "I'd like to take a look at your cargo."

      "Can I have your collar number?" Muhammed said. That was what the French called badge numbers. It was an identifying number apparently inscribed onto the uniform epaulettes, which would explain why the man was looking at Ethan's shoulders.

      "Certainly," Ethan lied. "Five-one-three."

      Muhammed made a point of writing down the number. "Do you have a warrant?"

      "Ouvrez cette putain de porte!" Ethan cursed. Open the damn door.

      Muhammed jumped slightly, but otherwise refused to budge.

      Sighing, Ethan added in Arabic: "Okay, we'll do this the hard way."

      He drew the Px4 from its concealed holster.

      Muhammed's eyes widened. Ethan grabbed the man and hauled him toward the rear of the trailer.

      Bretta followed right behind.

      Ethan shoved Muhammed toward the swinging doors. "Open."

      Muhammed reluctantly unlatched the lockrods and opened the doors.

      "Lead the way," Ethan said.

      The man clambered inside. Ethan covered Bretta as she hauled herself into the cargo area, then she in turn covered him while he did the same.

      Each pallet contained sixty-four cartons arranged in a shoulder-high square and enveloped in a thin layer of stretch wrap. The individual cartons were labeled 12x750 ml.

      While Ethan kept an eye on Muhammed, Bretta produced a Gerber and slit open the stretch wrap. She stabbed the knife into the top of one of the upper cartons and tore the lid off. Inside was a molded pulp tray. She lifted it, revealing three wine bottles placed horizontally and padded with shredded paper filler. She removed the bottles and filler, resting them on the next carton, and retrieved nine more bottles in subsequent layers.

      When everything was out, she lifted the package and showed Ethan the black tape lining the bottom edges. She plunged the Gerber into the cardboard there and carved out a square. She produced a translucent plastic bag from the hidden compartment underneath.

      Bretta unwrapped the bag, revealing a small cinch sack. She opened the drawstring and poured a handful of tiny diamonds into her palm.

      She gave Muhammed a mocking smile. "A woman's best friend."
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        Winery Outbuilding, Château Couleurs Du Vin

        Aquitaine Region, France

      

      

      Jalal finished leading evening prayer. He glanced at Somna, who was still bowed, her head pressed firmly to the prayer rug. As part of their operation, the two of them had basically lived like hermits, never leaving the winery outbuilding. Indeed, lately they had stayed solely within the production room, departing only to use the toilet or microwave. It felt safe in that room, amid all those machines, fermentation bins, and storage barrels.

      Such a solitary life wasn't too different from what his wife was used to. As a woman, she would be accustomed to staying inside the house all day. And while such an austere life was hitherto unknown to Jalal, he had grown to embrace it. There was little to do all day but pray and contemplate the words of the Prophet, as a true Salafist should.

      Jalal had already reread the Quran at least twenty times since coming to the vineyard. He had memorized most of the book. He only hoped nothing would interrupt his tenure at the estate before he had completely memorized it. He was certain when he had achieved that feat, his wife would finally conceive a child. He would be worthy.

      Jalal got up and weaved between the various pumps and machines, including the presser, the crusher, and the filter. It was ironic, he thought, a devout Muslim such as he producing drinks that were forbidden by his religion. But as long as the production helped strike at the infidel, then a fatwa allowed it. The imams had taught him as much, and he had read supporting evidence in the Quran.

      He approached the laptops that were on a table near the destemmer equipment. He considered that location his office, as the tall machines beside it screened off the remainder of the room, imbuing a sense of privacy.

      None of the computers were connected to the main DSL—Jalal subscribed to satellite Internet. He had placed the small, rectangular antenna on the rooftop in such a manner as to be indistinguishable from the slate tiles. He had linked the WAN port of the satellite Internet device via network cabling to a router, which was physically connected to the laptops by means of a hub. Jalal didn't believe in Wi-Fi. While it took more effort, limiting everything to network cables made it that much harder for eavesdroppers. In his case, the only potential weak spot was the satellite Internet itself.

      The laptops monitored the IP cameras he had placed at strategic spots throughout the vineyard. Each camera had a thermal twin for nighttime surveillance. He had connected all of them to his main router via cat 5 Ethernet cables buried a foot under the dirt of the estate. Network cabling attenuation required a power-over-Ethernet repeater every hundred meters—he had designed the underground network so that he wouldn't need more than two repeaters per midspan power source.

      On the main screen, two thermal cameras watched the inner road that led to the chateau, while four other cameras covered other possible angles of approach to the winery itself. Everything seemed quiet out there. He didn't need to constantly observe the displays, of course—he had the software rigged so that the cameras functioned as motion sensors. If anything moved out there, he'd know.

      He had been worried a few days ago when the unannounced telecom truck arrived. Pierre had explained the DSL outage to him later. Still, Jalal had reservations about that Orange telecom technician. Jalal had watched the man approach the winery outbuilding on camera: the technician had walked right up to one of the lobby windows and attempted to peer inside.

      After the man left, Jalal donned a full veil to hide his face and then opened the lobby curtains a crack. He spent several minutes inspecting the panes, looking for signs of a surveillance device, but he didn't spot a thing. When Pierre visited later, Jalal instructed the caretaker to search the window on the outside, but the man told him there was nothing there.

      The Orange technician had probably been checking the phone wires that ran to the winery, and he'd peered into the window merely out of curiosity. Even so, Jalal felt violated somehow, and the incident was a contributing factor to his recent reluctance to leave the production room.

      He set down the Quran on the desk, opened the holy book, and continued reading where he'd left off.

      Somna joined him a moment later. "Any messages tonight?"

      They used I2P for sending and receiving messages from family members, as well as staying in touch with those who worked for Al Sifr.

      Jalal quashed the slight irritation he felt from the interruption, and glanced at his wife. "No messages, my Moonlight." He kissed her on the forehead when she sat down beside him.

      Like him, she was worried because the diamond shipment had been late that month. Jalal wasn't sure what that meant. It was possibly related to the news they had received last week, regarding the fall of one of the Romanian cells. Jalal had promptly blocked the associated contacts on I2P Messenger, of course, and via an encrypted text had instructed the driver Muhammed to remove that destination from his delivery schedule.

      Jalal and his wife had been forced to dive into the reserve diamond cache to meet the latest shipment. There hadn't been enough diamonds in the stash—the total payments to the cell leaders would fall short that month. Jalal had made detailed notes in his ledgers regarding what was paid and to whom, and he would simply overpay next month.

      Assuming the diamond shipment actually arrived.

      Compounding matters was the fact that the wine stocks were running low. Though that was more easily rectified than the diamond issue: Jalal would simply have to purchase pallets from the nearby wineries until September's harvest.

      "I'm going to bed early tonight," Somna announced.

      "You aren't going to read the Quran?" Jalal asked, an edge of accusation creeping into his tone.

      She shook her head. "Not tonight, my favorite accountant. I'm too sleepy."

      Jalal frowned. "I'm tired too and yet I stay up to read. Ah, go ahead. The weakness of females never ceases to amaze me." He returned to his reading.

      "Good night, husband,"

      He grunted a reply and ignored the kiss she gave on the cheek.

      After she had gone to bed, he found himself distracted, unable to read. Perhaps his wife had been wise to go to bed early.

      His stomach growled. He opened the half-size fridge beside him and removed a baguette portion. The last piece. Pierre would bring some more tomorrow when the groceries arrived.

      As he chewed into that stale excuse for food, Jalal thought of the fresh, unleavened bread of his home country. So tasty, so moist, unlike these dry and salty French substitutes. Baguette. That was simply another word for disgusting. He also missed the chicken kabsa, the stuffed lamb khūzī, the Saudi coffee. He missed the camaraderie of good friends burping appreciatively as they dined on his wife's cooking. He missed the sport of falconry: he and Al Sifr had spent days on end in the desert, watching their raptors hunt prey.

      Yes, he missed all of that, but he would endure. He had everything he needed right in front of him.

      He patted the holy book.

      He finished the bread and then tried reading for another ten minutes, but finally gave up. He reverently marked his page, checked the laptop monitors one last time, and then turned off the light to join Somna on the nearby mattress.

      His wife was already snoring. He considered waking her to make love but it hardly seemed worthwhile. She would simply get angry and he'd have to force himself on her. She'd be irate all the next morning and probably wouldn't conceive anyway.

      He was still debating the matter when a proximity alert sounded from one of the laptops. Something had tripped the software motion sensors.

      Somna stopped snoring and shifted beside him.

      "Probably a deer again," he told her. "Or maybe a fox."

      He turned on the light. Rubbing his eyes, he returned to the table by the destemmer and examined the laptop screens.

      He stiffened.

      That was no deer.

      "Woman!" Jalal yelled. "Come here!"

      The power went out.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Riley tightened his jaw. The anticipation was killing him. He momentarily tightened his grip on the H&K G36 and took a deep breath.

      Didn't help.

      He willed the armored Renault to move faster.

      Come on. Come on.

      The two SUVs drove onto the grounds with their headlamps off—the quarter moon provided ample light. They had cut the power and phone lines to the estate a moment earlier. The fact that the utility pole was right beside the vineyard made it easy.

      Dressed in full kit, everyone present was former JSOC. Members of hunter killer teams. Riley himself had been part of 1st Special Forces Operation Detachment-Delta, also known as Delta Force.

      Ruts in the road jolted the vehicle occupants. Magazines rattled. Helmets scraped the ceiling.

      Riley impatiently glanced out the windshield. In the dim moonlight, he could barely discern the porcupine-like shape of the cellphone jammers mounted to the front of the vehicle. The comm man on each fire team carried a similar jammer in his gear. Their own encrypted radios were designed to work in tandem with the devices. The electronic warfare signals weren't strong enough to saturate their receivers, allowing the advanced DSP tech in the radios to cancel the effects. The jammers meanwhile reduced power output when RF signals matching the frequency band of the encrypted radios were detected.

      The vehicle behind them stopped in front of the mansion. Meanwhile Riley's Renault continued on toward the winery outbuilding.

      In moments the SUV pulled in front of the building.

      Riley gave the signal to unload.

      So far, everything seemed quiet enough.

      His squad split into two fire teams. The mansion squad would be doing the same. The second fire team in each group would take the rear of their respective targets, while the first would perform a more direct, head-on assault.

      Riley approached the left side of the door, Wilkes the right.

      Wilkes tried the door. Locked.

      Riley waved the breacher forward.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Under the dim illumination given off by the screens of the battery-powered laptops, Jalal and his wife donned their martyrdom vests.

      How had they found him? He had taken so many precautions. Network cabling. I2P. Living like a hermit. He had even randomized the Western Union locations the cells used when cash payments were needed. He had a man in Bergerac who acted as the mule: dispatch a simple I2P message and the man would retrieve the money, later passing it on to the delivery driver. Was it possible the man had been apprehended by the Police Nationale? Maybe he had succumbed to the temptations of Western society and was caught spending the latest pickup at some evil casino or strip club, and the police had wrung the source of the funds from him.

      Such a terrible turn of events would have never transpired in a country ruled by Islamic law. First of all, a man would never steal from another man in such a country. Second of all, there were no casinos. This was why it was so important that Al Sifr's vision of a world-wide Caliphate came true. Once everyone converted to Islam it would be the end of all wars. A true era of peace would descend upon the world. It was what Jalal fought for. What he would die for.

      As he secured the harness and powered up the trigger mechanism, he realized that the more likely explanation to their discovery was the delivery truck. The driver had probably been compromised while delivering the wine crates to one of the cells. He had betrayed them all and led the gendarmerie right to his doorstep. He hoped the man suffered an eternity of hellfire for his crime.

      Somna was ready first.

      "Send a message," Jalal said, finishing. "The Green Garden has been lost."

      A loud bang from the winery lobby made him jump.

      It wouldn't be long now.

      Somna bent over one of the laptops and minimized the security camera view. The laptop batteries were at almost one hundred percent, as were the batteries of the satellite Internet device.

      She quickly typed a message.

      "It is done," Somna said. "Wait! I just lost the satellite connection."

      Jalal glanced at her urgently. "Did the message get through?" He mentally cursed himself for not sending the message immediately.

      Somna clicked the mouse a few times. Then she nodded. "It went through."

      Jalal slumped in relief, then grinned. The infidels were too late.

      He focused his attention on another laptop beside her. "Now delete everything, my Moonlight."

      He launched Roadkil's Disk Wipe utility. He chose the option to overwrite the drive with random data and clicked the "Erase" button.

      He doubted the utility would run to completion. That was why he had prepared an alternate, foolproof deletion method.

      He turned toward the third laptop.

      "Freeze!" came a cry. Someone had stepped around the destemmer machine behind him. More than one person, judging from the footsteps.

      Jalal exchanged a look of loving adoration with his wife. She nodded very slightly, and together they detonated their martyrdom vests.
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        Bergerac, France

      

      

      Ethan and Bretta met with the members of support team Four-Blue at a room in the Citotel Verotel hotel. The analysts were poring through the blast-damaged hard drives and paperwork salvaged by teams Six-Blue and Three-Blue.

      The men were grim-faced. Ethan didn't blame them. Though they hadn't been part of the assault force, another team had lost three members that night, and it hurt them all. Plus they'd been up most of the night ever since. Ethan wished he had been part of the raid, but he doubted things would have turned out any differently.

      Ethan and Bretta introduced themselves under their code names, Copperhead and Maelstrom. Though he knew the room would've been swept clear of bugs—that was the first thing personnel of their caliber did—it was a personal preference of his to use a codename when interfacing with support teams.

      The acting commander of Four-Blue, one Charles Wilkes, was seated off to one side. Though obviously dead tired—his bloodshot eyes had puffy, raccoon-like bags underneath, and he slouched like there was no tomorrow—he had remained awake to supervise the intelligence gathering, and to brief Ethan and Bretta. Despite his weary appearance, Ethan doubted the man would have been able to sleep even if he wanted to. The survivors of his team were probably lying awake in their individual rooms, bawling their eyes out. That was what Ethan would be doing. He wanted to do it right then, in fact.

      "Sorry about what happened," Ethan told Wilkes, meaning it from the heart.

      Wilkes nodded. "We lost some good people last night."

      Ethan pressed his lips together. He didn't know what to say. Never did at times like that.

      He decided to break the uncomfortable silence the easiest way he knew, by getting down to business.

      "So what do we have so far?" Ethan asked.

      Wilkes seemed relieved. He wanted to work, not dwell on the deaths. Ethan would've wanted the same.

      "Are you talking equipment confiscated or intel collected?" Wilkes said.

      "Both."

      "From the winery outbuilding, we retrieved three laptops, two servers, a Xerox machine, fifty thousand in Euros, and several weapons caches. Mostly American and Russian assault rifles, a few Chinese, and a couple of Russian RPGs. There were no diamonds, surprisingly enough."

      Ethan glanced at the analysts. One of them had what appeared to be a hard drive connected externally to his laptop. "All the drives survived the blast?"

      "Four of the hard drives were damaged beyond recovery. The fifth survived, though a small amount of data was randomized, including the boot sector. Nothing our forensic recovery software couldn't handle, though."

      "The drive wasn't encrypted?" Bretta said.

      "Nope."

      "What about the enemy combatants?" Ethan said. "Any survivors?"

      "Other than the male and female suspects who blew themselves up, no. Judging from the data we've collected from the hard drive, the man seems to be Al Sifr's accountant, or one of them, anyway. The woman was his wife. We apprehended the unarmed caretaker from the mansion, and a man in Bergerac who acted as the accountant's Western Union mule. Interrogations are ongoing."

      Ethan nodded. "Okay. Intel collected so far."

      "We have the addresses of all the cells the accountant dispatched diamonds to."

      "Good," Ethan said. "You got that from the truck driver's smartphone?"

      Wilkes glanced at the analysts. "Bonaparte, would you mind?"

      One of the analysts looked up from his laptop. Olive skin, Roman nose, beard groomed into a thin sliver that accentuated the jaw line. Relatively fit for someone who sat in front of a computer all day.

      "We retrieved the delivery addresses from the GPS on the driver's smartphone, yes," Bonaparte said in a thick French accent. "And the data on the seized hard drive corroborates the addresses. In addition to the Râmnicu Vâlcea apartment you already took down, there were two more cells in northeast Romania, along with multiple destinations in Bulgaria, Serbia, Moldova and Hungary. We're seeing notes in the spreadsheets that imply other vineyards supplied diamonds to unknown cells throughout the rest of Europe, but unfortunately we haven't found any addresses for these additional vineyards. It's an elaborate money siphoning scheme, manned by one to two person operations throughout Europe. Based on the data we're finding in these financial logs, Al Sifr must have made upwards of ten million dollars last year alone."

      "Nice," Ethan commented. What else could he say to that? Shitty?

      Wilkes was the one who continued. "The Black Swan tipped off the governments of Bulgaria, Serbia, Moldova and Hungary, sending them the addresses of the cells we do have. A few police take downs have already occurred this morning, but apparently all the apartments hit have turned up empty so far."

      "The cell members had already evacuated?" Bretta asked.

      Wilkes nodded. "The suspects apparently had time to send a warning before they blew themselves up. There was nothing of any intelligence value at the take-down sites, at least nothing the police have reported yet. Actually, that's not true. There was one thing at an apartment in Chişinău, Moldova. Police found a logbook forgotten between the mattresses of the master bedroom. In it was a list of names, many of them fugitives associated with human smuggling rings."

      "So Al Sifr is profiting from the illicit sex trade between Moldova and Ukraine?"

      "It would appear so," Wilkes said. "Though 'sex trade' is a euphemism. A more accurate term would be sex slavery."

      "I won't argue with that," Ethan said.

      "Yes," Wilkes said. "Our Al Sifr is an exemplary example of the one True Faith."

      Ethan forced a smile. "All it takes is one man to make an entire religion look bad. Honestly, I doubt Al Sifr is even a believer in Islam. Oh, he might pretend, and perform the motions, but deep down he doesn't really believe. For him, religion is merely a means to manipulate his followers. True believers would never do what he is doing. Never." He hadn't meant for his voice to sound so gruff.

      Wilkes gave him an appraising look. "I forgot, you were embedded in Muslim countries for years. I meant nothing by my comment. If I've offended you, I'm sorry. It's been a long night."

      "No need to apologize," Ethan said. "I probably understand the Middle East and the people who live there more than the average Westerner, and random comments like that get to me. I'm the one who should apologize. It's been a hard night for you. So. There's no other intel then?"

      "Actually, there is." Wilkes paused for dramatic effect. "We believe we've found the diamond supplier. According to the invoices we retrieved from the hard drive of the old model Xerox machine, a shell company based out of Hong Kong was responsible for the shipments."

      "An old model Xerox? That's what the Romanians were using out in the U.S. for identity theft. You'd think the terrorist accountant would know better."

      "You'd think," Wilkes agreed. "But apparently someone forgot to tell him. I don't think much information sharing, let alone tradecraft, was exchanged between cells. Bonaparte, would you mind telling the operatives what you found?"

      "We matched the photocopied invoice numbers to data on the laptop," Bonaparte explained. "And put together a complete crime profile. The Hong Kong company faxes a purchase order. The accountant calls in another driver to deliver wine crates to Marseille for further transport to Hong Kong via container ship. The accountant throws in a false invoice with the shipment—conveniently scanning it with his Xerox beforehand. The HK company returns half the crates a few months later, also by ocean freight, and hides diamonds in with the returns.

      "It's a simple scheme, really, when you look at it. We've sent a team down to the port warehouse in Marseille to intercept the next return shipment when it arrives. Hopefully we'll also nab the other driver the accountant employed."

      "What do we know about this Hong Kong shell company?" Bretta asked.

      "The Swan pulled the info for us," Bonaparte told her. "It appears the company is a part owner of the infamous Lán Quān."

      Ethan crumpled his brow. "The Lán what?"

      "Lán Quān," Wilkes said. "The name means Blue Circle. It's a nightclub. Very exclusive, very hard to get into. Frequented by celebrities and the very rich. Apparently it's a known front for the Sun Yee On Triad. You can find drugs, weapons, girls, boys, you name it, for sale in the back rooms. All of exceptional quality. A black market for the rich. And—you're going to love this—it's a favorite destination for Arabian sheiks looking to add a few dancing boys to their portfolios."

      "That's disgusting," Bretta said.

      "It is what it is," Wilkes countered. "But you can see why Al Sifr might have taken an interest in the place."

      "He doesn't strike me as the kind of man interested in boys," Bretta said.

      "How would you know, have you met him?" Ethan asked.

      Bretta's bright blue eyes had a strange, defiant gleam to them. It faded an instant later. "No you're right, what do I know? So what else do we have on this front club?"

      Bonaparte answered. "The majority shareholders of Lán Quān are shell companies that have been buying up resource-rich land in Africa. Our guess is that those lands help facilitate the smuggling of conflict diamonds—the underworld currency of choice. We've traced the owners of these shell companies to various aliases senior Triad members have used in the past. Dead-end aliases, I should add."

      "The owners would have probably received some kind of warning, too, by now," Ethan said.

      "Probably," Bonaparte agreed. "Even so, apparently it's business as usual at the Lán Quān." He rubbed his eyes. "You know, a few years ago we had assets attempt to insert tracking malware onto the computer systems of the club offices, but unfortunately the Triad is notorious for keeping paper records—there were no computer systems for our assets to infect."

      "All right, I see where this is going," Ethan said.

      Bonaparte shrugged.

      Wilkes smiled wearily. "The Swan wants you and Maelstrom to infiltrate the club covertly, as rich patrons. Find a way to introduce yourselves to the local Triad boss in charge of the club. Isolate him, find out what he knows. Either that, or get access to his records."

      "Why not stage a raid?" Ethan said.

      "The Swan tried to get permission from the Chinese," Wilkes said. "But the government refused to allow it. They have, however, promised to perform a police search at their earliest convenience."

      "Which means never, most likely," Bretta said.

      "Most likely," Wilkes agreed. "And if they do, they won't find anything—the Triad has bought off the police. Hell, the commissioner is a regular at the club."

      "I see why you want us to go in covertly," Ethan said.

      "Yes. The Swan has already chartered a Gulfstream. It'll be waiting for you at the Bergerac-Roumanière airport. You'll find a change of clothes and new identities aboard the jet. We've already cleared you with airport security, but if anyone asks for your passports before you board, show them these intermediaries." He handed them travel documents containing fresh aliases.

      "This charter jet," Ethan said. "It's one of our own? Operating under a DIA front company?"

      "Not this time," Wilkes said. "The Swan doesn't want to risk tipping off the Chinese. Which brings up another point. Once you land, there won't be a support team waiting for you in Hong Kong. I petitioned the Swan to let my team go, but she says we're needed here. She's paranoid about blowing your cover. The Chinese apparently have assets all over the Hong Kong International Airport, especially the Business Aviation FBO terminal. By themselves, two foreigners dressed as a power couple won't draw much attention, not in ultra-rich Hong Kong. On the other hand, a team of men looking like they stepped out of an action movie will attract tails like a blond woman in Cairo. You'll be on your own."

      "That's fine," Ethan said. "In fact I prefer it that way." He glanced at Bretta. "Looks like we have a plane to catch." He stood, and shook Wilkes' hand. The man had a firm, lingering grip. "Thank you Wilkes."

      "Good luck," Wilkes said, finally releasing him to shake Bretta's palm. "We'll keep the Swan posted on any new intel we uncover. She'll share anything of relevance to your current operation."

      "I'm sure she will." Ethan could tell from Wilkes' yearning expression that the operative wished he was going with them, so Ethan added: "Don't envy us, Wilkes. We're about to infiltrate the black underbelly of a notorious crime syndicate. Without lifelines. We make one mistake, we're dead."

      "I know," Wilkes said. He smiled wanly. "But I'm long past caring about my own safety. Right now all I want is vengeance for the men I lost. Cruel, raw, revenge."

      Ethan almost invited him along, but he knew Sam wouldn't approve. Probably for the best. He didn't need a man hellbent on vengeance on his team, a man who might throw away his life and those of his team members in an effort to satisfy his own bloodthirst.

      "One time in Iraq," Ethan said. "I lost a good friend while on overwatch. The rest of us fled to the forward operating base, and once there, we gathered up more of the boys and went out again, seeking revenge. We didn't get it. We lost two more men instead. Vengeance. It's never worth it."

      Wilkes seemed torn up inside. "Don't lecture me on Iraq. I lost good friends there, too."

      Ethan nodded. "Then you know exactly what I'm talking about."

      Wilkes pressed his lips together. His eyes teared-up and for a moment Ethan thought the man was going to cry, but he finally got himself under control.

      "We'll give them hell for you, Wilkes," Ethan told him. "I promise."

      Wilkes nodded furiously. "You do that, Copperhead." He glanced at Bretta. "And Maelstrom, live up to your name."

      "I always do," she said with a feral grin.
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        Unknown Location

      

      

      Al Sifr moored his yacht at a private marina, between cruisers operated by rental companies and sailboats belonging to fishermen. There were no questions asked by the harbor personnel. They were paid not to ask questions.

      The temperature was brisk compared to what he was used to, but manageable—he had endured far worse. He boarded the waiting Hilux AT44. The driver drove the off-road vehicle through the city, and then onto the highway infrastructure that facilitated their journey. Two other big-wheeled Hiluxes followed behind, each vehicle giving the one ahead a berth of at least a kilometer. Though no Predator drones roamed the skies of that inconsequential country, old habits died hard.

      After one hundred kilometers the driver steered off the road and began the long trek over the rough terrain, navigating over dried lava fields and fording the streams of glacial outwash plains. A route of sorts had formed, thanks to the back and forth travel of the delivery trucks Al Sifr's little enterprise required—Iveco Trakker Evolutions were not light vehicles. Still, some segments were particularly bumpy, and he was jolted about. Al Sifr didn't mind. He considered it a test of fortitude.

      After some time, the off-road vehicle passed a familiar mountain range covered in black ash. Al Sifr gazed at the north-south trending ridge longingly. If he was younger, he would have been tempted to seek the highest peak in that range and climb it.

      Before he had gone to Afghanistan in the 80s he had made a name for himself as a climber in Saudi Arabia. He conquered nearly all the sub-three thousand meter mountains worth climbing throughout Saudi Arabia and nearby Jordan, and then visited other countries, tackling progressively higher mountains, eventually attempting the eight-thousanders. His first—and last—was Nanga Parbat, Pakistan's brutal 8,126-meter mountain, the ninth highest in the world, with an immense peak that rose far above the surrounding terrain. It had been nicknamed the killer mountain because so many who attempted it died. Like K2, it has never been summited in winter.

      The core of Nanga Parbat was a long, trending ridge of ice and rock. He and his climbing partner Omar had chosen the Kinshofer route along that ridge, which surmounted a buttress alongside the left portion of the Diamir Face to avoid the massive hanging glaciers and the potential avalanches those could bring.

      To acclimatize, he and Omar spent weeks climbing between base camp and camps one, two and three. The repeated journeys to higher altitudes, with rests at lower heights, forced their bodies to produce the extra red blood cells they would need to survive the low oxygen environment of the peak.

      After a month, he and Omar attempted the summit. After several days of climbing, they reached the peak dangerously late, at seven p.m.

      Ninety percent of climbing accidents happen on the descent, they say. It was true. On the way back to camp three, the weather took a turn for the worse. Running low on oxygen, he and Omar decided to press on. With the windchill, the temperature had plummeted to minus sixty. There was a chance they could bivouac a shelter out of the snow, but Al Sifr feared if they went to sleep at that altitude without bottled oxygen, when they awakened all of their energy would be sapped and they'd have no strength to continue. If they woke at all.

      They got lost in the near whiteout conditions. Omar was leading. Al Sifr could barely discern the outline of his body in the fading light and thick snowflakes.

      Without warning, the slack on the rope that connected him to Omar grew taut and Al Sifr was nearly pulled from the mountain. One of Al Sifr's crampons broke away as the ice just to his left separated from the rock. Apparently he and his partner had wandered into the center of the Diamir Face with its precariously clinging glaciers. The snow and ice had literally collapsed underneath his climbing partner, and had nearly swept away Al Sifr, too.

      Though he could not see Omar, Al Sifr knew he was still there because of the pull on the rope. It was an inexorable, insufferable weight, constantly tugging downward, threatening to drag him to his death. He shouted to Omar, but no response came. Even if Omar was still conscious, he wouldn't have heard Al Sifr in that howling wind. Al Sifr tried reeling in the rope, and managed to raise it a few feet before his strength gave out. Omar was like a deadweight, doing nothing to aid the ascent. Al Sifr tried again. And again.

      After an hour of that, feeling himself freezing to death, his strength slowly ebbing away, Al Sifr made the hard choice of cutting the rope. Free of the deadweight of his climbing partner, he ascended several meters, moving away from the center of the Diamir Face and back toward the upper ridge. Since he was still disoriented, he decided to risk digging a bivouac for himself in the snow, as it was foolhardy to continue in that blizzard.

      He woke up to find himself buried. Disoriented and terrified, he dug himself out of the bivouac and then lay there for several moments. The storm was gone, replaced by one of those pristine, calm mornings that were so beautiful in the Himalayas. But Al Sifr hardly noticed it. Because of the lack of oxygen, his mind was barely functional, and it took him several moments to realize where he was: clinging to life in the death zone of the brutal Nanga Parbat mountain.

      Finally he forced himself to rise. Panting and gasping, feeling like he was choking the whole way, he made his way down the left side of the Diamir Face, his descent slowed by the crampon he'd lost. By the time he made it back to camp three, he was nearly delirious, having no feeling in his lower extremities. He could still walk, so other climbers helped him back to base camp over the next several days. That was the key. If he hadn't stayed on his feet, the others would have left him. At that height, a man only had enough strength to save himself. Each night before he went to sleep, the climbers boiled pots of hot water to heat his extremities, however he was in such bad shape that none of them really believed he would pull through. They often referred to him as the "dead man" when they thought he couldn't hear.

      But Al Sifr survived the ordeal of course, and got lucky: he lost only a few toes to frostbite. The body of his climbing partner was never recovered.

      That climb was the first time Al Sifr had killed a man, and while perhaps the death was justified, it was also the hardest. The memory of that day haunted him. He had lost his innocence on that slope. For the first time, he had understood that life was precious, that he had a limited time on this Earth. He had thought himself invincible, climbing mountains without consequence. He realized then how mortal he really was. He wanted to make a difference with whatever years were left to him. Change things, for the better.

      The loss of his partner, and the closeness to Allah he felt in the days after, together were the spark that set Al Sifr on the path he had followed to this day. That doomed expedition was what caused Al Sifr to make his hegira to Afghanistan in the first place, setting in motion the long series of events that would lead him to the present moment. The network of people and contacts he would make, the arms dealers, the fighters, the smugglers, the brothers, he would have met none of them if Omar hadn't died that day.

      His climbing skills served him well during his tenure in Afghanistan, as the resistance fighters often hid in the White Mountains near the Khyber Pass. Al Sifr had gained renown among the men for his abilities, and soon he was teaching them all how to best navigate the steeper rock faces. That was how he met Young Falcon. The Iranian had come to him with his ragtag group and asked if Al Sifr could impart some mountaineering tips. Al Sifr showed them how to build primitive crampons from old boots and nails. He taught them how to use woodcutter's axes as ice-axes. He taught them how to create a piton from a bayonet and two grenade rings. He had never felt more alive than in those days, climbing mountains and fighting for a cause bigger than himself. Never. If there was a paradise, and he went to it, he would ask Allah only that he be allowed to relive that time again and again for all eternity.

      He blinked, turning his gaze away from the towering range. That past was far behind him.

      His gaze involuntarily shifted to the stump of his left hand.

      I'll never climb again.

      With two armed guards closely at his heel, Al Sifr toured the main hangar upon arrival at the base. The place was a veritable swarm of activity. Packing personnel unloading the latest payload shipment. Maintenance crew topping up the fuel. Mechanical engineers double-checking the moving parts. Electrical engineers confirming the wiring. Aeronautics engineers running through their simulations again and again.

      He smiled. All of these men were working for him. Him. In his youth he had dreamed of employing men so. He would visit the shopping districts of Riyadh and think: "Someday I will own buildings like this, and all the shopkeepers will greet me when I walk by. Everyone will look at me with envy and respect." Though he had finally achieved a similar dream, he no longer cared about such petty recognition among men. He had far greater aspirations in mind at that point.

      He wondered vaguely if any of these men were undercover agents. He had vetted all of his employees personally, and had even recruited several of them on his own. It was possible, he supposed, though unlikely. If some government agency had discovered the existence of his compound, it would have been raided long ago. After all the precautions he had taken, the complex web of cells and shell companies spread across the world, he wasn't surprised that no governments, not even the local one, had found him. The world had Al Sifr's face and that was it. His hunters didn't even know his real name.

      Still, the message he had received the night before was troubling. One of his vineyards in France had fallen. That was another thing about the intricate funding network he had established: it also served as an early warning layer if things turned sour. The receipt of that message was precisely why he had moved up the launch date. He was waiting now mostly on the pilot.

      Young Falcon was due to arrive later that day. Al Sifr was tempted to ship him out again, if only to keep the pilot in line, but he thought better of it. He knew the pilot would not fail him. The brother of Young Falcon's murdered daughter-in-law wanted vengeance as badly as the rest of them.

      Al Sifr returned to the hangar door and went out onto the rocky area that served as the launch pad. A weather balloon had been placed in the center, secured by ropes.

      Three workman cut the cords at the same time and the weather balloon left the ground. Al Sifr smiled as it drifted into the sky. That balloon, and those launched before it, were key. The data they gathered would mark the end of American dominance in the world and the rise of the Caliphate.

      Over the past ten years terrorist groups had seized territory in different parts of the Middle East: Iraq, Syria, Libya, and so forth. Al Sifr had funded a few of those groups, including the latest upstart, the so-called Islamic State of Iraq and Shaam. But they were all bit players. None of them had the vision Al Sifr had, nor the resources and wherewithal to follow-through. Sham, indeed.

      He would lead the faithful to the true Caliphate. Once the Muslims of the world saw what he had done, they would flock to him in droves. He would be venerated. The true Caliphate would emerge to fill the vacuum left by the dying superpowers, with him at its head.

      Then again, maybe the leaders of the surviving countries would have him assassinated. Either way, it didn't matter.

      He thought of his son, lying bloodied and mangled in his arms.

      Revenge, sweet revenge, would be his.
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        Hong Kong

      

      

      Through the window, Ethan watched the buildings of Hong Kong International pass by as the charter jet taxied to its assigned stall at the HK Business Aviation FBO. After several minutes an official with the Hong Kong Customs and Excise Department, or C&ED, came aboard and stamped their passports.

      "Welcome to Hong Kong, Mr. and Mrs. Wellington," the official said.

      "Thank you, good chap," Ethan said.

      He and Bretta were playing rich New Zealanders. Ethan didn't like using an alias that matched the capital of New Zealand—it seemed too obviously fake to him—but Sam assured him no one in China would know the difference. It also bothered him that his alias wasn't more closely aligned to his exotic look. If he were playing a Greek national or something, it would have made more sense, but a New Zealander?

      He'd just have to work with it.

      "Good chap?" Bretta said when the customs inspector left. "New Zealanders don't say good chap."

      "Sure they do," Ethan said.

      "No New Zealanders I know."

      "Well maybe you should visit the country sometime," Ethan taunted.

      "Sure." Bretta shoved her way past him to the jet's door.

      Ethan debarked the Gulfstream, taking the airstairs to the tarmac. He noticed immediately that the air was thick with the vague stench of exhaust. Hong Kong was supposed to mean "Fragrant Harbor" in Cantonese. It wasn't so fragrant that night.

      A female Business Aviation employee dressed in a short red skirt and white blouse met them on the tarmac and escorted them inside the FBO terminal. While Ethan availed himself of the cheese and apple slice snacks, a male employee delivered their extensive luggage on a baggage cart. In those bags were brand-name clothes, perfumes, and other items the C&ED would expect a rich couple to carry—officials from said department had thoroughly searched the luggage, of course.

      Ethan allowed the employee to steer the baggage cart toward the waiting limousine. The unctuously smiling chauffeur loaded their bags after Ethan and Bretta piled inside.

      When he was finished, the chauffeur drove out of the airport and headed toward the hotel Sam had booked in Kowloon district, near the waterfront.

      Ethan peered through the rear window but didn't spot any obvious tails. Because Hong Kong was a former British colony, all the vehicles drove on the lefthand side of the road. The rest of China drove on the right.

      He stifled a yawn. He had slept on the jet, of course, but crossing timezones was always a little tiring. Through the tinted glass, he watched the colorful streets go past. Bright LED lights lined the cement walls of the roadways; each section was a different color, giving the streets a festive feel.

      Hong Kong was considered a "world city." A major global trade hub and financial center, it had the highest number of multimillionaires living in one place on the planet, and ranked fifth in the world for the number of millionaires per capita. That would explain the prevalence of luxury sedans on the roadways, as well as the occasional exotic thrown into the mix. He tried hard not to drool when a pair of red Lamborghini Huracans raced past.

      Of course, all that wealth attracted a lot of organized crime. Almost fifty transnational criminal groups were based in Hong Kong alone, comprising hundreds of thousand of members worldwide. Through ethnic Chinese diaspora, the Triads extended throughout the Chinese mainland, along with North and Central America, Thailand, and Australia. The Sun Yee On Triad, owners of the Lán Quān nightclub, was one of the biggest crime groups in China, with a member count upwards of fifty-five thousand. They made their money from unlicensed gambling, the heroin and opium trade, clandestine immigration, arms smuggling, diamond smuggling, counterfeiting, prostitution, and extortion.

      The multicolored lights that outlined the buildings across the harbor started flashing, signifying the start of the nightly "Symphony of Lights" light show. Proclaimed by Guinness World Records as the largest—and most wasteful, electricity-wise—permanent multimedia show, it integrated the surrounding skyscrapers into an impressive fifteen minute presentation. Choreographed music thumped in time to the flashing buildings, while laser lights shot skyward in dazzling cones from the rooftops. The profusion of lights reflected from the waters of Victoria Harbour, adding to the ambiance. Cellphone cameras in hands, crowds lined the promenade and recorded it all for social media bragging purposes.

      At the Ritz-Carlton hotel, the chauffeur called the hotel reception to send down a bellhop. While he waited, Ethan was careful not to gawk too long at the towering skyscraper the hotel resided in, called the International Commerce Center. He had to crane his neck to see the top of the building half a kilometer up. The Ritz-Carlton occupied floors 102 to 118, making it the highest hotel in the world. The skyscraper apparently had its own light and music show, staged to run before and after the Symphony of Lights.

      The bellhop arrived and loaded their luggage onto a baggage cart. They took the elevator to the hotel arrival lobby on the 9th floor, walked past the settees and receptionists to the express elevators, and fifty seconds later found themselves in the main lobby on the 103rd floor.

      "You are lucky you check in so late," the bellhop was saying. "If you come earlier in the evening, you have to queue with the tourists who come to Ozone Bar, 118th floor. It has the best view of Hong Kong. And best Sunday brunch."

      After check-in, the bellhop brought them to their room on the 116th floor. Ethan gave the man a crisp red banknote that had a sleepy-looking lion on the front. The bellhop accepted the bill and Ethan shut the door.

      "I think I'd like to take a peek at this famous view from the Ozone Bar," Bretta announced when the bellhop was gone.

      "We're here to work," Ethan said. He grabbed a piece of luggage and went to the bathroom to change and freshen up.

      He removed his existing clothes and then opened the luggage to select the luxury items he would wear. A neatly pressed pinstripe shirt. Skinny tie with silver clip. Silver cuff links topped with lapis lazuli. A Rolex Submariner watch in stainless steel and yellow gold, blue dial. "Manhattan Richelieu" waxed alligator lace up shoes by Louis Vuitton.

      "If you're going in there, you better dress to the nines," Sam had told them over the sat-phone.

      The Black Armani suit, pre-cut to his measurements, was lined with carbon nanotube material. The nanotubes hardened when struck by a projectile, preventing certain bullets from penetrating—the rating was only IIa however, meaning it could stop .22, 9mm, and .45 caliber rounds. He would have preferred to wear a vest fitted with steel trauma plates under the suit, but apparently the club doormen scanned all clientele with metal detectors. He doubted they would let him in if they discovered a bulletproof vest under his clothes, so the nanotube-lined suit was the best option.

      From his old clothes he recovered the wallet the "flight attendant" had given him on the jet. It contained an American Express Centurion Card, the invitation-only Black Card for the rich. It sat comfortably beside a Palladium Card issued by JPMorgan Chase: made out of palladium and gold, the Visa signature hybrid had no preset spending limit, though authorization was based on past payment and spending patterns. In addition to the cards, there was also thirty thousand Hong Kong Dollars, in thousand dollar denominations, altogether roughly equivalent to four grand.

      He vacated the bathroom when he was ready, and Bretta grabbed another piece of luggage and went inside after him.

      She emerged a few minutes later wearing a sultry black cocktail dress, the lace hem ending seductively above her knees. Her hair was no longer in a pony-tail, but flowed down to her bare shoulders in luscious strands. She'd replaced her angel wing with a silver necklace that had a thirteen carat diamond in the middle, with matching earrings and rings. Her small, black Louis Vuitton purse had a silver seahorse brooch pin and flap closure. Completing her outfit were black, alligator-skin high heels.

      Kohl accented her eyes, while purple powder darkened the area from eyelids to brows. A touch of rose highlighted her high cheekbones. Bronzing powder accentuated her brow and jaw lines. She wore a luscious, dark red lipstick.

      Ethan tried hard not to stare. Very, very hard. He gestured toward the door and said: "Shall we?"

      Her perfume was good. He didn't know what it was, but it was intoxicating. As he followed her into the hall, his eyes lingered on the small of her back, exposed by the dress. He knew her clothing lacked the carbon nanotube lining, as the DIA had yet to incorporate the technology into female attire.

      Hopefully she wouldn't need it.

      He and Bretta took the elevator down to the main lobby. Ethan brought along the proximity-type keycard solely to access the express elevators: neither he nor Bretta had any intention of returning.

      The pair took the basement pedway from the International Commerce Center to the nearby Elements mall. In the shopping arcade they passed several high-end shops, including Prada, Gucci, Louis Vuitton, and Giorgio Armani. At that hour, most of the shops were closed or closing.

      Ethan and Bretta emerged at the north valet drop-off, where the limousine was waiting for them. The same glibly smiling chauffeur promptly opened the doors.

      "Lán Quān nightclub?" the chauffeur asked in heavily accented English as he accelerated from the mall. Like most cars in Hong Kong, the vehicle was a right-hand drive model, so the chauffeur addressed them from the front right seat.

      "You got it," Ethan said.

      "You got it." The chauffeur mimicked his voice tonality almost exactly, as if practicing the words. "You got it."

      The vehicle passed a toll booth and entered the Western Harbour Crossing tunnel, heading toward the main island.
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      Ethan glanced through the rear window once more, looking for signs of pursuit. Everything seemed normal out there.

      The Chinese driver glanced over his shoulder. "I'm Paul by the way."

      "Copperhead and Maelstrom," Ethan said by way of introduction.

      "Nice to make the acquaintance."

      Paul was one of Sam's assets, of course. He wasn't part of an actual support team—the driver's sole purpose was to ferry them around and provide mission supplies as necessary. Once he dropped them off at the club, he would park illegally somewhere close by until they summoned him for extract via sat-phone.

      Ethan relished the lack of support. There was something about having one's lifeline severed that was rejuvenating for the soul. It reminded him why he'd gotten into the business in the first place. He no longer felt tired: the keen sense of danger sharpened his wits, kept him alert.

      He only wished Bretta wasn't there. He gave her a sidelong glance. Then again, looking at her stretched out on that leather seat across from him, he couldn't help but feel that maybe her presence wasn't such a bad thing.

      Ethan watched her touch-up her makeup.

      "Stop staring at me," Bretta said.

      "I'm not staring." He purposely kept his head facing the window.

      "I can see you looking at me from the corner of your eyes."

      Ethan tilted his head farther toward the window. "Better?"

      "Much."

      He could see a vague reflection of himself on the glass. He considered asking her to apply concealer over the ugly scar above his right eye, but he decided it added character. If anyone asked, Ethan planned to attribute the scar to a hunting accident.

      Which wasn't so far from the truth.

      Ethan retrieved his rooted cellphone. Leaving it in "airplane" mode so that it wouldn't connect to a carrier, he activated the GPS. They were about five kilometers from their destination.

      "Here." Paul tossed a black satchel into the back.

      Bretta opened the satchel and removed a Storm Px4 subcompact pistol. "Thank you, sir." She retrieved a magazine from the bag and slammed it home, then racked the slide, chambering a round. She opened the seahorse closure of her small purse and slid the subcompact into a hidden compartment.

      She shot Ethan a mischievous smile. "Now I feel better."

      Ethan looked inside the satchel but discovered only two carnival masks. "No other weapons?"

      "The doormen will search you both," Paul said. "They've had 'incidents' in the past. You've heard they have a metal detector, right?"

      "Then why does she get one?" Ethan said.

      "The Swan told me to get the girl a Px4. So I get the girl a Px4."

      Bretta smiled mockingly.

      "You'll never get it past the metal detector," Ethan told her.

      "Watch me," Bretta said.

      Ethan folded his arms and turned toward Paul. "What's the point of searching people? I thought the Triad had weapons for sale in the back rooms anyway?"

      "They certainly do," Paul said. "But when you buy a weapon, they deliver it to you outside the club."

      Bretta fetched one of the masks. It was a heavily decorated gold and silver thing that covered the face from forehead to nose; a thirteen inch gold handle protruded from the right-hand side. "What's with the baubles?"

      "Tonight's the Venetian masked ball," Paul said.

      Bretta half-frowned as she examined the item. "This is a Colombina?" she asked Paul.

      "You know your Venetian masks well," Paul commented.

      "Why did you have to get the handle version?"

      The chauffeur shrugged. "It was all I could find on such short notice. The only other option was the biter."

      "The biter?"

      "Yes," Paul said. "The full face mask version, held in place by biting into a bit."

      "I see." Bretta held the mask to her face with the handle. "How do I look?" she asked Ethan.

      Ethan grinned widely. "Like Humpty Dumpty with lipstick."

      Bretta shot him a cold smile in return. "What did I expect from an uncultured brute?"

      Ethan ignored the gibe and grabbed the other mask. Painted a bright white, it covered only one eye and half his nose while leaving the rest of the face exposed.

      "This isn't a mask, it's a leprechaun's monocle. I can't wear this."

      "No?" Paul said. "It's a good mask. You're Phantom of the Opera."

      "Seems a bizarre mask to wear for a Venetian ball."

      Paul shrugged. "The rich are never conformists. They are known for their eccentric ways."

      Ethan held the mask over his eye. There was no obvious way to keep it in place. "No strap?"

      "There's a small bottle of glue in the satchel," Paul said.

      Ethan glanced at his reflection in the window. "I look stupid."

      "You look kind of cute, I think," Bretta said. "It's certainly an improvement."

      "Yeah, you cute!" Paul said with a giggle.

      "Great." Ethan discarded the mask on the seat beside him.

      "Because of the ball, the club will be busy. Tell the hostess you are on Paul Wong's list. You will need this for the doorman." Paul tossed him a tiny black bag.

      Ethan opened the drawstring. Inside was at least a grand's worth of diamonds.

      "Seems a shame to waste these on a doorman," Ethan said.

      "You want to get in, don't you?"

      The limousine turned onto the Lan Kwai Fong district; various bass lines boomed from the bars and clubs that packed either side of the strip.

      "There's Lán Quān," Paul said.

      When Ethan saw the long line that stretched around the block, he felt his heart rate increase in anticipation.

      Paul drove past the queue and parked the limousine right in front.

      "Well?" Paul looked over his shoulder. "Your mask?"

      Ethan sighed. He retrieved the small bottle labeled "Hydro Spirit Gum" from the satchel and applied small dabs to the four corners of the mask. He had used similar adhesives in the past, usually for facial hair as part of a disguise.

      Ethan pressed the mask against his face, waited a few moments for the glue to set, and then examined his reflection in the window.

      "That's actually Krazy Glue," Paul announced.

      Ethan shot him an enraged look. Bretta giggled gleefully.

      "I kid!" Paul said. "I kid! It's spirit gum. Water-based. You go to the washroom, you wash your face, it comes off. Okay?"

      "You're a funny man."

      Paul got out and opened the passenger door. Ethan exited, then offered Bretta a hand.

      "I feel like Juliet going to the Capulet's ball," Bretta said as he helped her outside.

      "I thought Juliet was a Capulet herself," Ethan said. "So she'd already be at the ball."

      "Right," Bretta said. "Though it's kind of scary you'd know that."

      "Hey, what can I say, I'm an uncultured brute."

      Paul shut the door. "Good luck!"

      "Shall we?" Ethan offered Bretta his elbow.

      She lifted the silver mask to her face by the handle and took his arm. Together the two of them walked to the front of the long line.

      The big Chinese doorman seemed unimpressed with them. He wore earbuds with coiled wires tucked into the collars of a tight-fitting black T-shirt.

      "Back of the line," the doorman said.

      "We're on Paul Wong's list," Ethan replied.

      The doorman crossed his arms. "Back of the line."

      Ethan reluctantly fished the diamond sack from his suit pocket.

      The doorman warily accepted the bag. When he opened the drawstring, the greed shone readily in his eyes. He opened the velvet rope and grinned widely, revealing the gold grills that covered his teeth.

      Ethan strode past, keeping Bretta close.

      Another doorman waited near the main entrance. He separated them, then ran a metal wand up and down Ethan's body. The detector emitted a high-pitched hum over his belt, watch, cufflinks and lapel area. The man had Ethan open his jacket and then he patted him down. He found the two phones, cell and sat, and handed them back without a word.

      The doorman checked Bretta next. Her purse set off the alarm of course, and he made her open it. She unclasped the seahorse pin and showed him the inside. She was careful not to hand over the purse, Ethan noticed.

      The doorman removed the contents one at a time. A small makeup case. Lipstick. Cellphone. Passport. Credit card. Banknotes. The man studied the empty purse. Ethan was certain the guy had spotted the bulge of the hidden weapon.

      Sure enough, the doorman reached into the purse...

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          25

        

      

    
    
      Ethan tensed his muscles, ready to spring into action. He wasn't sure what he was going to do, but if he needed to incapacitate the man he would.

      Bretta abruptly dropped her mask.

      The doorman hesitated, then knelt to pick it up.

      While he was down there, Bretta reached into the purse and retrieved the Px4. She slid her arm to the side, surreptitiously passing the subcompact to Ethan. He immediately shoved the weapon into his jacket pocket.

      The doorman stood and handed her the mask.

      She gave him a flirtatious smile. "Thank you."

      The man flushed with pleasure. He finished his search of the purse and then returned her items.

      "You are free to enter the club," the doorman said.

      Bretta allowed her gaze to linger on the doorman for a few moments as she looped her hand through Ethan's elbow.

      "Nicely done," Ethan told her quietly.

      Two hostesses in tight-fitting nightgowns greeted them inside the main entrance. They wore gold-framed black and red half masks over their eyes.

      "We're on Paul Wong's list," Ethan told the cuter hostess on the left.

      "Names?"

      "Mr. and Mrs. Wellington."

      She leaned forward to type on an iPad. The low décolletage of her satin nightgown gave him a very nice view of her cleavage.

      "You're eligible for a discount of five hundred man," the hostess said, using the Cantonese word for Hong Kong Dollars, man. "But we only have bottle service tables left."

      "That's fine."

      "The table fee is twenty thousand man," the hostess said. That was the equivalent of two and a half grand. "Or nineteen thousand five hundred with your discount. We only take cash at the entrance."

      Ethan bit down his outrage, removed his wallet, and set down the requisite amount. It was almost all the Hong Kong Dollars he had.

      The hostess accepted the money, made a note on the iPad, and then led them inside. She paused a few steps into the lobby. "Girl for your table?"

      Ethan glanced at the bored group of well-dressed models loitering by the entrance. They all had masks, though the girls had raised them to reveal their features. Most of them were fixated on cellphones, scrolling through the Facebook of China—WeChat.

      A few of the models looked up and smiled. These were the girls previous table buyers hadn't chosen—those who didn't get selected wouldn't be paid for the night.

      "Maybe later," Ethan told the hostess.

      She led them past the disappointed models to the dance floor. Despite the line-up outside, the club was only moderately full in that area. Roughly half the clientele wore masks.

      The hostess brought them up four steps to a roped-off area, where another bouncer stood watch. She brushed past the man with a smile.

      That section of the club was packed. Almost all the tables were taken. The dress styles ranged from business casual to White Tie formal: some of the women even wore elaborate, brightly colored ball gowns to go along with their masks.

      "I feel underdressed," Bretta complained.

      The hostess led them to one of the few empty tables. A bottle of Dom Pérignon lay in the center alongside two fluted champagne glasses. The hostess popped the cork and poured them each a serving.

      "Your waitress will be with you shortly," the hostess told them, and left.

      "Ah, the perfect romantic evening," Ethan said above the hubbub of conversation around him. Techno music played in the background, so low it was nearly lost to the din.

      Ethan downed half the glass.

      Though the upper half of her face was hidden by the mask, Ethan could tell Bretta disapproved by the way she quirked her lips.

      "What?" Ethan said. "We paid for it."

      "Sam paid for it," Bretta said.

      "Yeah," Ethan said. "Like I said, we paid for it. One way or another."

      He took another sip.

      Bretta passed her purse across the table. It was open. "I'd like my Px4 back, if you don't mind."

      Ethan shrugged. "Mine now."

      "Funny." Those bright blue eyes drilled into him angrily.

      Ethan suppressed a laugh. He held the purse under the table and transferred the subcompact directly inside, not bothering to grope for the secret compartment.

      He slid the purse across the table. "You're welcome."

      Ethan surveyed the other tables. Couples. Groups of guys. Lone men with four or five women. Almost everyone wore Venetian masks, and all the tables had at least one expensive bottle in the center.

      He saw no obvious signs of the dark underbelly Wilkes had hinted at. He had to gain entry to the vaunted "back rooms" if he wanted to get anywhere.

      "So here's what we're going to do," Ethan said. "When the waitress comes, I'm going to order three more bottles of Dom and charge it to my Black Card."

      "What? Why?"

      Ethan sat back. "I'll tell you how these clubs work. If you go into a place like this and order expensive bottles of wine again and again, or multiple lap dances, or whatever, eventually you'll draw the attention of the floor manager. Now, when you do that, any floor manager worth his salt will come over and introduce himself. In our case, he'll probably be a junior member of the Triad. Through him, we gain access to the higher ups by asking for drugs, prostitutes, and whatnot. We slowly work our way up the Triad hierarchy."

      "You have it all figured out, do you?" Bretta said. She didn't sound too impressed.

      "I do. If we want to make an impression on the Triad, we have to spend some money."

      "Well have fun." Bretta started to get up.

      "Wait, where are you going?"

      "Do you recognize that man?" Bretta nodded toward a nearby table where an Asian gentleman had a literal harem attending to him. Mostly white girls, though it was hard to tell with the masks they wore. He was obviously one of the richer clientele, judging from the multiple bottles of Dom and Cristal scattered about his table.

      Though the man was one of the few people in the VIP area not wearing a mask, Ethan couldn't recall ever seeing his face. He hated to admit it, but most Asian people looked alike to him.

      "Nope," Ethan said.

      "His photo was included in the digital portfolio Sam sent our way," Bretta explained. "He uses his front as a club promoter to pimp Sun Yee On prostitutes to the patrons of other clubs."

      "So he's taking a night off and pimping on home turf tonight?" Ethan said.

      Bretta shrugged. "Who knows. But he's my ticket to Chen Tang."

      Chen Tang was also in the digital portfolio Sam had sent. A senior Sun Yee On Triad member, he was purported to be the manager of the club. His alias was borrowed from a deputy commander of the Western Regions of China who ruled during the Han Dynasty, a man famous for the Battle of Zhizhi in 36 BC between the Dynasty and the chieftain Zhizhi Chanyu. The ancient Chen Tang made one of his most memorable quotes after his army won said battle: "No matter how far away, who dares to offend mighty Han will be put to death."

      The modern Chen Tang was reputed to be a formidable gangster who had enemies of the Triad cut up with cleaver knives. Usually these enemies were left alive so that their maimed bodies would serve as examples to others.

      "And how exactly are you going to get him to introduce you to Chen Tang?"

      She winked. "My womanly wiles. Enjoy your evening." She got up.

      Ethan watched her make her way toward the table. Her walk had completely transformed. She swayed her hips sensually with each step. She held her shoulders far back and stuck out her chest so that her breasts protruded.

      Watching her, Ethan wished he was at that table.

      Despite the women with him, the promoter gentleman noticed her, pivoting his head to watch her pass.

      Apparently realizing she had his attention, Bretta glanced at him and casually lowered the mask so that her entire face was revealed. She gave him a smoldering look that made even Ethan's blood boil, four tables away.

      The gentleman sat straighter, his attention riveted on her. He shoved one of the women aside to make room and urgently beckoned Bretta to join him.

      Smirking very slightly, she replaced the mask, squeezed past the other women, and sat down beside him.

      Ethan was distracted by the arrival of a mysterious woman at his own table. Green eyes peered from a face that was otherwise completely hidden behind a volto mask. The bottom portion of the porcelain depicted facial features: white nose and cheeks, golden lips. The upper portion was inlaid with an emerald-and-gold design that mimicked a half mask, making it seem as if she wore a mask atop a mask.

      Tiny black shorts revealed long, lithe legs. An elaborate rose tattooed her right thigh. A bright red corset squeezed her midsection. Sequins were glued in spiral patterns across the exposed skin of her bust and shoulders. Long, silky black hair tied into a ponytail reached to the small of her back.

      "You look all lost and lonely tonight." She said it with a flirty pout on her lips that added a hidden subtext: Aww, poor baby. "Maybe I can help you find your way."

      Her voice was mellifluous. Sensual. If she was even half as beautiful behind that mask as she sounded...

      "Maybe you can," Ethan agreed.

      She extended a hand, palm down. "I'm Jade."
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      Ethan ignored the hand. "Jade? Do you have a last name?"

      "Just Jade." She lowered her arm, a momentary gleam of disappointment in her eyes.

      "All right," Ethan said. "Just Jade. Tell me you're not a table girl."

      "I'm so much more than a table girl," she purred.

      "Good. Is there anywhere we can talk in private?"

      "There certainly is." She grabbed his hand and pulled him to his feet. She started forward but then paused and said: "Just to talk."

      "Of course," he agreed. He stepped forward a pace. "But you walk at my side, not in front."

      He beckoned toward the crook of his elbow and she wrapped her hand through it.

      "A gentleman, then," Jade said.

      "Only in the evenings."

      She guided him through the VIP section.

      When Ethan neared Bretta's table, he couldn't resist glancing her way. A part of him hoped to make her jealous, but then he realized she wasn't even there. Where—

      He spotted Bretta on the opposite side of the VIP section; the operative was climbing a series of steps guarded by two members of club security. The promoter was at her side.

      Ethan considered following her, but decided it was best to let her work. Even so, he transferred his phone from his jacket pocket to his pants so that if she sent a message he'd more easily feel the smartphone vibrate.

      Jade led him to the far corner of the VIP, where another club security member guarded a side hallway. The bouncer exchanged a nod with Jade as she passed.

      She took the lead, glancing over her shoulder at him. When she turned her head forward again, her ponytail swayed, momentarily revealing a hidden tattoo on the back of her neck. Something about that tattoo seemed wrong...

      Jade paused beside a small desk manned by a young, unmasked white girl.

      "How much time do you want?" the young girl asked him.

      Ethan perused the price list on the wall. "Five minutes, to start with."

      Jade squeezed his hand. "You want more time than that, I'm sure."

      "Maybe after I've seen the goods." To the cashier: "Five minutes."

      "Four thousand man," the cashier said. About five hundred U.S. dollars.

      Ethan paid with the last of his cash.

      Jade led him by the hand past a series of curtained booths. She entered the first unoccupied stall and closed the curtain behind him.

      Ethan sat on a plush bench and Jade planted herself beside him, pressing her body against his.

      "I was expecting a room with a bed," Ethan said. "Not a booth a stripper would use for a lap dance."

      Jade shrugged. "We agreed beforehand that we would simply talk."

      "I didn't pay four thousand man to talk. I'm owed a lap dance, at the very least."

      She placed a teasing hand underneath his jacket and twirled her fingers. She brought her lips close to his ear and whispered: "If you take care of me, I take care of you."

      She swiveled around in front of him, perching in his lap. She reached behind her head and removed the mask.

      Flawless skin, supple lips, exquisite jawline, penetrating green eyes. Eastern European, perhaps. Maybe Moldovan. Now that he could see her features, he realized her face indeed matched her voice; even so, she had a tired, disillusioned look to her, as if she were merely going through the motions demanded by social etiquette, and had long ago lost her joie de vivre.

      "I expected you to be Chinese," Ethan said.

      "I'm full of surprises," she said.

      He reached up and cupped her breast outside the corset. She shoved his hand away.

      "No touching," Jade said. "You haven't taken care of me yet."

      "Turn around," Ethan said.

      She smiled coyly. "Okay."

      She swiveled in his lap, tickling his face with her ponytail.

      He quickly lifted the hair from her nape to reveal the tattoo. Except it wasn't a tattoo: Chinese characters had been branded into the skin, like one would do to cattle. He recognized the symbols for the Sun Yee On triad in the dim light of the booth.

      Jade tore away as if stung. "What are you doing?" She stood in a huff.

      "You're property," Ethan said. "Chattel. This club is your pen. You're never allowed to leave, are you?"

      She spun around to go.

      "Wait," he said.

      "What!"

      He regarded her calmly. "I'll give you this watch if you do something for me."

      Her body rocked as if she were trying to decide whether to stay or go. Her green eyes flicked to the Rolex. "Is it real?"

      "A real man never wears fake."

      She scowled. "Whether you're a real man remains to be seen."

      Ethan shrugged. "Do you want it or not?"

      "It depends on what I have to do."

      "Well that, dear girl, is easy." Ethan said. "Introduce me to your pimp."

      "I don't have a pimp." She nearly spat the word.

      "Well take me to your owner, then."

      "I don't—" She lowered her gaze. Took a few deep breaths. Looked at the watch once more. "Why?"

      "I want to purchase something from him."

      She hesitated a moment longer. "You'll give me the watch?"

      "I'll give you the watch."

      She scooped up her mask and led him to another curtained booth. When she parted the curtain, Ethan realized it didn't conceal a booth, but another hallway entirely.

      Jade looked over her shoulder at him. "You think you're some rich badass?"

      "Not at all."

      "You're not the first man who's come in here, acting all tough and confident, demanding to meet with senior Triad members, only to leave in pieces."

      "And I won't be the last, I'm sure." He decided to try turning her. It was a long shot, but if he succeeded, she would be an invaluable ally. "Tell me something. If I could offer you your freedom, what would that be worth to you?"

      She laughed, not bothering to look back at him. "What makes you think I even want freedom? I'm happy here. I have my every whim catered for. Expensive clothing. Jewelry. Whatever I want."

      "Except you have to let ugly, oily old men mount you every night."

      "Maybe I like sex with old men," Jade said. "Sex is life."

      "It can also be death. Haven't you ever dreamed of seeing the world beyond the club? Lying on a white sand beach in the Mediterranean, maybe? Trying out custom shoes in a cobbler's shop in Istanbul? Sampling the food under the eaves of the Eiffel Tower?"

      She snorted. "You certainly paint an overly romantic, sugarcoated picture. I don't like traveling. First of all, there's the diarrhea. Second of all, I get extremely restless when I sit in a car for even an hour. I can't imagine being cooped up for eight hours on a plane. All to see crowded, overrated tourist attractions where you're charged ten dollars for a bottled water."

      He sensed her words were meant more for herself than him. Pimps sometimes planted agents among the clients. These agents would build up an emotional relationship with the girls—outside of the sexual one—and eventually they would offer to help them escape. If a girl agreed to go along with the plan, leaping over the fence of some back alley or ducking into a furtive car, she would only find her pimp waiting on the other side, and a beating she wouldn't forget. These plants trained the women to ignore any future knights in shining armor. They didn't trust a soul.

      "Look at me," Ethan said, stopping. "Look at me."

      She turned around, clearly annoyed.

      "I don't work for your owner," Ethan said. "Or the Triad. I'm real. I can get you out."

      "I can't trust you," she said. "I'm sorry, I can't." She dropped her eyes to the floor. "I almost died the last time."

      "What is your freedom worth to you?" Ethan pressed.

      Jade glanced up. She must have seen the earnestness in his eyes, because she said, in a voice little more than a whisper: "Everything."

      She abruptly stiffened, as if believing she had made some terrible mistake. "But you can't grant it." She turned around and continued walking.

      Well, he'd planted the seed. That was all he needed for now.

      Jade turned down a side hallway. At the far end two men stood guard in front of a door. The first was a tall, muscular black man, and the second a sumo wrestler in a suit.

      Jade halted a meter away.

      "I have a guest for Lo Leung," she said.

      The sumo wrestler glanced at Ethan contemptuously. "I don't know him."

      "I vouch for him," Jade said.

      The sumo's lips curled in a sneer. "Don't know him. Don't like him."

      "I said I vouch for him," Jade insisted.

      "And what good is your vouch, whore?" the sumo said.

      "That's enough," the black man scolded him. He stepped forward. "Arms up."

      Ethan complied and the man patted him down. The guard had him temporarily unbutton his dress shirt, probably to check for a wire. "He's good."

      The two men stepped aside.

      Jade pushed the door open and Ethan followed her.

      Into the lion's den, he thought, trying to ready himself for whatever awaited.
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      Ethan found himself inside a lounge of sorts. The air was foggy from the fumes of drug use. A cloying smell halfway between that of roasting nuts and burning flowers permeated the air, mixed with the stench of human sweat and urine.

      On either side of the room were several alcoves, partitioned by curtains. Inside them were men, mostly Chinese, lying on mattresses. White-robed women attended them.

      Most of the clientele were supine and barely awake, their faces ghostly, their breathing slow and labored. In their hands were either the meth pipes they had used to smoke freebase heroin—the refined version of opium—or the empty needles they'd injected it with.

      The imaginary world of Venetian balls was long gone.

      Glazed eyes watched Ethan and Jade make their way across the room.

      On the far side of the den, a plump Asian man sat in an office chair. He looked like another sumo in a suit—he could have been the twin to the man outside as far as Ethan was concerned.

      He was wearing a virtual reality headset wired to a microtower PC beside him. The armrests of the chair had been equipped with a HOTAS joystick: the throttle control was on a steel plate affixed beneath the left armrest, the stick control on a similar plate under the right. The man's hands gripped each one, and his body swayed as he participated in a virtual dogfight that only he could see.

      Virtual reality, Ethan thought. The drug of the new millennium.

      So much for the claim that the Triad didn't have any computer systems in the club. Then again, the microtower was probably the man's personal property, meant for gaming alone. The very fact he was allowed a computer spoke to his prominence in the Triad hierarchy.

      Chained to the floor, two fierce-looking mastiffs perched in front of the chair. Their lips formed a permanent snarl, long canines protruding menacingly. Both animals growled softly when Ethan neared, as if sensing the danger he posed.

      Two bored-looking Chinese guards stood on either side of the man. Both held H&K MP5 submachine guns.

      Ethan felt suddenly very vulnerable. He would have to tread carefully in the next few minutes.

      "My owner," Jade told him quietly.

      Ethan removed his Rolex and tossed it to her.

      Jade tightened the watch around her wrist. She approached the seated individual and paused before him, just beyond the mastiffs.

      "Lo Leung," she said.

      The plump man lifted his head slightly. "Jade? Not now." He returned to his virtual dogfight, fingers twitching on the HOTAS controls.

      "Lo Leung," Jade said more urgently.

      Lo Leung tore off his VR headset. "What!"

      Jade cringed, then nodded toward Ethan.

      Lo Leung crumpled his brow. "You bring me a new pet? You know I prefer them younger."

      Ethan realized he was still wearing the Phantom of the Opera mask. He could only imagine how ridiculously out of place he must have looked. He reached up and tore the mask off, flinching as dabs of dried glue ripped away skin.

      He tossed the mask at the man's feet. The dogs promptly tore into it, leaving shreds.

      "I'm not a pet," Ethan said.

      Lo Leung raised an eyebrow. "You are here for heroin?" He glanced at Jade. "You should not have interrupted me for a simple drug request!"

      He beckoned toward a woman who stood in front of an empty alcove. Ethan could see everything underneath her diaphanous white gown: the twin dots of her nipples, the dark triangle of her mons pubis.

      The woman stepped forward, holding a silver tray containing meth pipes and needles.

      "There you go." Lo Leung flashed a diamond-grilled smile. "Enjoy yourself." He lifted the headset, preparing to enter his VR escape once more.

      Ethan took a deep breath. It was time to begin the dance.

      "My name is Mr. Wellington," Ethan said. "CEO of Wellington Capital. And I'm here to buy Jade."

      Jade gasped, shooting him a look that was both hurt and shocked.

      Lo Leung froze, the VR headset halfway on his head. He stared at Ethan incredulously before erupting in uproarious laughter. His armed henchmen joined in.

      "You cannot afford her," Lo Leung said.

      "How much do you want?" Ethan said calmly.

      Lo Leung leaned forward. "Three point five million euros. Payment in cash or diamonds."

      "You don't accept American Express or Visa?" Ethan said, opening his wallet to reveal the Centurion and Palladium cards.

      Lo Leung grinned, revealing those diamond-studded teeth. "Funny man."

      "No girl is worth three point five million euros."

      Lo Leung's smile widened. "Tell that to the sheik who bought another woman from me last week. For three million."

      Ethan folded his arms. "I want to talk to your boss. Let's see what he says."

      Lo Leung snarled. "I don't have a boss."

      "Sure you do," Ethan said. "Chen Tang."

      Lo Leung slammed his fist down on the armrest, breaking the steel plate that held up the HOTAS. "No random person off the street talks to Chen Tang. Especially not some fool wishing to purchase my property."

      "All right," Ethan said, raising his palms. "I'll negotiate directly with you." He looked Jade up and down. "Her face isn't perfectly symmetrical. She's got a small gap between her front teeth. And there, what are those? Cigarette-burn scars on her breasts? I'll give you fifty K for her."

      Lo Leung glanced at the armed guards to his right and left in disbelief.

      "Fifty K? Fifty K!" He snarled like his mastiffs. "Get out of here."

      "Make it a a hundred, then," Ethan said.

      Lo Leung glared at him fiercely, saying nothing.

      "Two hundred?" Ethan said. The scowl deepened. "Three?"

      Lo Leung stabbed an accusing finger at him. "You dare barge into my domain and insult my property in front of my guests? And then you insult me by bidding? Two hundred thousand. Three hundred! Bartering like I'm some lowly commoner?"

      The mastiffs growled madly, lunging at Ethan. Their chains stretched to the limit.

      "Do not haggle with me, you fool!" Lo Leung continued. "I'll tear off your testicles and make you eat them! I'll chop off your penis and shove it in your eye! I'll open you up and let my dogs tear your insides from alcove to alcove!" Spittle dribbled down his chin.

      The mastiffs yanked frantically at their chains, struggling to get at Ethan, who stood only a few inches in front of their frothing maws.

      Lo Leung abruptly pulled at the chains, reining the dogs in. Then he reclined in his chair and sat very still, panting as if all that yelling had exhausted him.

      Ethan eyed the machine-gunners nervously. "Okay. Three point five million euros. It's going to take me a few days to get the money transferred."

      "The opportunity to procure any of my property has passed," Lo Leung said.

      Ethan didn't see any way to salvage the situation. He'd have to hope Bretta had done better. "I'll be on my way, then."

      He turned to go, careful not to meet Jade's eyes. He didn't want to see the disappointment in them.

      "Stay where you are!" Lo Leung said.

      Ethan glanced questioningly at the man.

      "You want my woman, Mr. Wellington?" Lo Leung said.

      Ethan nodded cautiously.

      Lo Leung smiled. "Would you care to bet for her?"

      "What kind of bet?"

      "A simple wager," Lo Leung said. He nodded at a nearby attendant, who departed. "In ancient times, my ancestors were kings of archery. A Mongolian cataphract could fire an arrow from his composite bow on horseback and hit a mark from three hundred meters."

      The attendant returned, carrying two composite bows.

      Lo Leung took one and ran a hand down its frame. "The bow's core is bamboo, with ibex horn on the belly and deer sinew on the front, bound together with animal glue. Together, these materials give the bow the perfect resiliency, and incredible stopping power."

      The attendant gave Ethan the second bow.

      "What's the target?" Ethan casually grabbed the bow by the handle.

      "The woman," Lo Leung said.

      Two more attendants roughly escorted Jade to the room's entrance. She struggled against them as they tied her to shackles situated beside the door. The wall behind her looked like it was made of cork.

      "Five shots," Lo Leung said. "One beneath each armpit. One on either side of her neck. And one under her pussy. Each shot must land within three inches of her body to qualify."

      Ethan gauged the distance between himself and Jade at forty feet. Heroin smoke from nearby alcoves clouded the air, making the shot even more difficult.

      "If I miss, she's dead," Ethan said. "Why would you make such a bet if she's worth so much to you?"

      "Have you never wagered five million dollars at the roulette wheel?" Lo Leung said.

      "No."

      Lo Leung grinned toothily. "Then you haven't really lived. In today's world, we are far too comfortable. There are so few risks. Life is taken for granted. Commonplace. But when you put something extremely valuable on the line, that's when we revert to the raw days of our ancestors, when it was a struggle to survive. That's when we feel alive. Those who participate in the extremes of life understand this. Mountain climbers. Base jumpers. Sky divers. High stake gamblers know this, too. Do you not wish to feel alive, Mr. Wellington?"

      Ethan's eyes dropped to the bow Lo Leung held. "If I'm to make the shots, why do you have a bow, too?"

      Still in his seat, Lo Leung donned a silver ring over his thumb, placed an arrow, and extended the bowstring using a thumb draw. He aimed the arrow at Ethan. "In case you harm my property."

      Lo Leung abruptly spun toward Jade and released the arrow.

      She screamed.

      The tip penetrated an inch beneath her crotch, pinning the fabric of her tiny shorts to the cork wall.

      "See?" Lo Leung said. "Not so difficult. I did your first shot for free."

      The attendant handed Ethan an arrow.

      Ethan stared at Jade. At the pleading in her eyes. It had been quite a long time since he'd practiced archery. There was no way he'd hit the next four marks, not at that range. He probably wouldn't even be able to draw the thick bowstring.

      He offered the bow and arrow to the attendant. "I'm sorry, I can't take you up on your bet."

      "Disappointing," Lo Leung said. "Though I forgot to mention the price of forfeiture: two of your fingers."

      Ethan stared at Lo Leung in disbelief, then turned toward Jade. He raised the composite bow, placed the arrow, and tentatively pulled the bowstring. His muscles shook and corded from the effort but, as suspected, he couldn't draw the damn thing.

      "I can't—"

      Two attendants abruptly restrained him while a third wrenched the bow and arrow from his hands. One of them searched him, confiscating his wallet, sat-phone and smartphone.

      "You have no idea who I am," Ethan said.

      "Oh but I do," Lo Leung retorted. "You are a man who is about to have two fingers less."

      "I can pay—"

      "Secure him!" Lo Leung said.

      Someone set a stool in before him and the two men on either side forced Ethan to his knees. A third attendant roughly grabbed Ethan's right hand and forced it onto the stool. The surface was scratchy and uneven, covered in indentations where some knife or other stabbing implement had penetrated many times in the past.

      The attendant looped a cord around Ethan's wrist.

      "That's it." Lo Leung said, standing up eagerly. Drool trickled down his chin.

      Ethan felt suddenly dizzy, and he wondered if the heroin smoke was getting to him. He defiantly formed a fist.

      "Open your fingers." The Chinese attendant punched his knuckles.

      Ethan flattened his hand.

      The attendant made one loop of the cord and then held it in place, leaning off to the side so that he was well away from the stool. Ethan noticed the man was missing his little and ring fingers. Ethan glanced at the hands of those who held him down, and he realized they too were missing fingers. The sight made Ethan feel even more nauseous.

      Footsteps.

      The suited sumo approached from the outer hall. His forefinger and thumb loosely gripped a knife hilt, and he swung the blade back and forth like the pendulum of a grandfather clock.

      Tick. Tock. Tick. Tock.

      He stopped beside Ethan and smiled widely.

      "Give me his fingers!" Lo Leung shouted.
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      Ethan steeled himself as the sumo tightened his grip and raised the blade.

      Time seemed to slow as the man stretched his chest and shoulders to an extreme degree, forcing the knife high into the air; then he plunged the weapon down, releasing the pent-up potential energy of his muscles.

      Ethan was ready. He leaned his body backward and jerked the cord with all his strength. His shoulders slid free of the two attendants that held him down; as his hamstrings touched his calves, the stool toppled into him, drawing the third attendant—who still gripped the rope—into the path of the falling blade.

      The sumo was already committed: he couldn't change the course of the blade. The knife plunged deep into the attendant's bicep.

      Ethan flexed his quadriceps and returned to a kneeling position. With his free hand he yanked the knife from the screaming attendant and sliced to the right, hamstringing the man standing there. The victim howled and collapsed.

      The remaining guard wrapped Ethan in a bear hug and yanked him to the floor.

      The attacker's grip was strong; Ethan's arms were pinned to his sides, rendering the knife useless. He felt the man's breath on his nape and he slammed his head backwards, striking a mixture of soft and hard tissue. The nose. Ethan repeated the blow three more times. That grip abruptly let up.

      Ethan was seeing stars by that point—hitting the back of your head against someone's face would do that to you—and it took him a moment to free his right hand from the loosened cord.

      He was about to scramble to his feet when the hamstrung man began kicking him from where he lay on the floor, using the boot of his good leg. Ethan hadn't expected an attack from that vector: hamstringing was very painful and caused massive bleeding.

      Ethan dropped the knife and twisted the man's boot hard to the side, eliciting a fresh yelp. Then he mounted the opponent, slammed his forearm into the man's throat, and pressed down until the attacker blacked out.

      Ethan scrambled, somewhat drunkenly, to his feet. He was panting from the exertion. Around him the three men bled out, moaning softly.

      The sumo had stepped back. He seemed afraid. Not of Ethan, but of the injuries his failure had caused.

      Ethan heard clapping from the front of the room.

      "Well done," Lo Leung said. "That was entertaining. It almost makes up for your refusal to accept my archery challenge."

      The two submachine-gunners on either side of Lo Leung had their MP5s pointed straight at Ethan.

      "I have decided I will let you keep your fingers," Lo Leung said.

      "So I can go?" Ethan said, still breathing hard. He was feeling very weak. He wasn't sure he had another fight in him.

      "I said you can keep your fingers, but that doesn't mean I won't take something else. You see—"

      A buzzing came from Lo Leung's person. Puzzled, he delved into his pocket and answered a cellphone. He said a single word of Cantonese and listened to the response. He spoke another phrase and hung up.

      Lo Leung smiled. "Today is your lucky day. Chen Tang would like to meet you."

      Ethan furrowed his brow. "How does he even know about me?"

      Lo Leung beckoned toward the ceiling. There was a dome camera there.

      Lo Leung hauled himself to his feet with the help of yet another attendant and then edged past the mastiffs to make his way toward a steel staircase. "This way."

      Ethan approached the stairs; the two machine-gunners fell in behind him.

      Lo Leung paused to glare at the moaning attendants. "Clean that up!" He shouted at the sumo. "And feed my dogs!" He glanced toward Jade. "Come, my dear."

      A white-robed woman untied her from the wall, where she had been forgotten.

      Jade joined Lo Leung with obvious reluctance, and together the group climbed the metal-grille stairs.

      A waiting guard opened a door at the top.

      Ethan found himself in a smallish room where three round tables seated five or six men each. They played cards—poker from the looks of it. Some of the players smoked cigarettes, filling the air with tobacco fumes.

      Across from the tables various monitors lined the wall, showcasing different parts of the club, including Lo Leung's heroin den. On the east side of the room was a second door, while on the north side a beaded curtain draped a third exit.

      Ethan thought he recognized Chen Tang at the head table; the club manager was seated so that he had a clear view of the monitors. A rather tiny man in his mid-forties, Chen was completely bald, and the only facial hair he had was a pencil mustache. His long, lean face seemed strangely gentle, though the illusion of kindness quickly evaporated when Ethan met those cold, calculating eyes.

      Bretta sat at his side, also participating in the poker game. The promoter was a member of the table, too.

      Bretta was giggling at something Chen had said, but when she spotted Ethan, she became serious, giving him a look of disdain.

      "An impressive show down there, Mr. Wellington," Chen said. "Am I to believe a rich CEO would have fighting skills such as yours?"

      "Maybe I like to spar in my free time."

      Chen smiled coldly. "Let's be honest, Mr. Wellington. You did not come to purchase a slave girl."

      "You're right, I didn't."

      Chen set down his cards. "Then why are you here?"

      "Al Sifr," Ethan answered.

      Chen remained quiet a moment. Then he raised a hand. A man who must have been his personal assistant came over and leaned close.

      Chen whispered something and the assistant quickly nodded before standing to his full height. He shouted something in Cantonese, followed by English: "Guests out! Out!"

      The room began to clear. Some exited via the entrance to the heroin den, others the door to the eastern side.

      Bretta remained seated, perhaps hoping Chen would allow her to stay.

      But the club owner turned to her. "Go!"

      Bretta got to her feet and hurried out the eastern door, shutting it behind her.

      Damn, Ethan thought. Alone without backup again. Careful what you wish for.

      The only remaining Triad members were Chen, his assistant, Lo Leung, and the latter's four-person entourage, which included Jade, another assistant, and the two men with MP5s.

      "Al Sifr sent you?" Chen inquired.

      "I never said that," Ethan told him. "You asked why I was here. Well I'm here because of Al Sifr."

      Chen frowned. "Explain."

      Ethan decided to opt for the truth in that moment. Mostly. "I'm a contractor for the Defense Intelligence Agency. As a contractor, I don't work for them directly, meaning the DIA isn't held accountable for my actions, nor the actions of my fifty-person team. As such, there's nothing to stop me from bringing your whole operation crashing down. Consider this your formal notice: the Chinese authorities you've been bribing to look the other way are about to stop accepting your kickbacks. They'll be making arrests and raids citywide. Your Sun Yee On massage parlors, your heroin dens, your drug dealers, your entire infrastructure, it's all about to go down the drain. But—" Ethan paused for dramatic effect. "If you give me Al Sifr, I'll get them to back down. It'll be business as usual."

      Chen stared at him for a moment, the disbelief obvious on his face. "You expect me to believe the Americans wield any power here? That the Hong Kong police are at your beck and call?" He bore his teeth in a rictus. "The police are mine, fool! The commissioner comes to my club every week. I keep him happy. Girls. Cocaine. Whatever he wants."

      "Fine," Ethan said. "Maybe you're right. Maybe the police will renege on their deal. It doesn't matter, because my fifty-person team will simply start burning down your parlors and dens itself. We have operatives identifying all Sun Yee On holdings at this very moment. And we're going to start with this place."

      "Again, empty threats," Chen said. "If you had successfully destroyed Triad property beforehand, then I might have listened. Long enough to cut you in half, at least. You are a fool to come here and threaten me. Typical American bluster. All talk. No action. Fifty men! I believe you are lying. I believe you are the only one." He turned to Lo Leung. "I will give your men the honor of killing him. After all, I know how much your mastiffs enjoy human meat."

      "Wait—" Ethan began.

      "Kill him," Chen instructed Lo Leung's henchmen.

      The two men raised their MP5s.
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      Ethan instinctively lifted his hands to protect himself, but before the men could fire, the eastern door to the room slammed open.

      Bretta stepped inside, Px4 extended out in front of her. She fired twice in rapid succession, slightly adjusting her aim between each shot.

      The two machine-gunners toppled like marionettes whose strings had been cut. Blood oozed from red blooms in their foreheads.

      Bretta focused her aim on Chen next. She stepped toward him like an unstoppable assassin intent on her target. She didn't look at anyone else, not even when the other attendants began to draw concealed pistols, including Lo Leung.

      Ethan started toward the closest man, but froze when the attendant turned his pistol on him.

      A guard hurried inside from the beads draping the northern exit, while another burst through the door to the heroin den. Both men carried raised pistols.

      Bretta ignored them all. She reached Chen and calmly rested the Px4 barrel against his temple.

      "Tell them to drop their weapons, sweety," Bretta said. She spoke loudly, her hearing likely affected by the gunfire—Ethan's own ears were ringing.

      "Drop your pistols," Chen said. When they hesitated, he glanced at them. "Do it!"

      The men deposited their weapons on the floor.

      "You too, fat man," Bretta told Lo Leung, who hadn't complied. Ethan wasn't sure how she knew—she hadn't looked away from Chen the whole time.

      Lo Leung grimaced, then set his own pistol on the floor.

      "Now kick them toward Mr. Wellington there," Bretta said.

      The attendants obeyed. Ethan wasn't worried about the weapons going off, as the triggers were well protected behind the trigger guards.

      Never breaking eye contact with her target, Bretta reached inside Chen's jacket with her free hand and retrieved a concealed pistol from his chest harness. She slid it on the floor in Ethan's general direction. She searched Chen's jacket a second time and produced a cellphone, which she threw toward Ethan as well.

      Ethan pocketed the phone and grabbed one of the pistols. They were all SIG Sauer P250 DCcs. Designed for concealed carry.

      "Back away," Ethan said, pointing his P250 at the attendants nearest the fallen submachine-gunners.

      Ethan collected the MP5s with his free hand, grabbing the submachine guns by the short straps. He retreated to the pistol stash and set down the P250, then slid an MP5 over his shoulder, leaving the other in his hands to serve as his main weapon.

      "You, give me your holster," Ethan told one of the henchmen.

      The indicated individual removed his inside-the-waistband holster and tossed it to Ethan, who promptly clipped it to his suit pants. He holstered the P250.

      "Everyone except Chen, move here." Ethan beckoned toward the far corner of the room with the MP5. "Stand in a row against the wall. No one shields anyone else."

      When they were in place, Bretta retreated to his side.

      "Lock the doors, Mrs. Wellington," Ethan told her.

      She moved to the exits on either side of the room and engaged the deadbolts. She kept her pistol pointed at Chen the entire while.

      Ethan focused his attention on the club manager. "Now tell me about Al Sifr."

      "Al Sifr?" Chen shrugged. "He comes to my club from time to time. We have a business arrangement. I ship him diamonds, he sends me cash. Weapons. Women."

      Ethan thought of the sex slave cell the police had raided in Moldova. At least no more women would suffer Jade's fate. For a while.

      "We'll need everything you have on him," Ethan said. "The physical addresses where you ship the diamonds to. How you transport the weapons, cash and women. Everything."

      "I'll have to go to my office where I keep the records."

      "Where's your office?" Ethan said.

      Chen glanced toward the beaded curtain that covered the northern exit.

      "Fine, let's go," Ethan said.

      "What about them?" Bretta nodded toward the prisoners. "One of us has to stay."

      Ethan glanced at Jade. "You."

      The woman stepped forward.

      "Stand here." He pointed beside the weapons cache.

      Jade obeyed.

      Ethan retrieved a confiscated P250 from the floor. "You know how to use one of these?"

      She nodded slowly.

      He handed the pistol to her. "If anybody moves, kill them."

      "What are you doing?" Bretta hissed. "We can't trust her."

      Jade stared at the pistol for several moments; she abruptly spun around and unloaded two rounds into Lo Leung.

      The stout man sputtered, coughing blood, then collapsed like a deadweight.

      Jade glanced at Ethan and said, casually, "He moved."

      "She'll do," Ethan told Bretta. He stepped over Jade's spent shell casings and shoved Chen. "Take us to your office."

      Chen parted the beaded curtains, revealing a flight of stairs. "This way."

      The stairway was cramped, dimly lit by a lone bulb in the ceiling. At the top, Chen parted another beaded curtain and entered an office.

      "No sudden movements," Ethan warned him.

      The office was half as big as the poker room downstairs. There was a desk with two guest chairs in front. It contained papers stacked in neat rows beside a portrait of a woman and two children: Chen's wife and children most likely. Beside the desk were filing cabinets.

      The walls were adorned with different tapestries representing the twelve animals from the Chinese zodiac: Dragon, Rabbit, Tiger and so forth. The animals were usually depicted in a fighting pose. The rabbit, for example, had huge incisors and claws, and was ripping open the neck of a rat it had subdued.

      Ethan glanced at Chen, who stood near the desk. "The info on Al Sifr?"

      Chen pointed at one of the cabinets.

      Bretta positioned herself so that she could cover both the door and Chen at the same time.

      Ethan approached the indicated filing cabinet.

      "Third drawer," Chen said. "Fifth divider. Should be red."

      Ethan opened the drawer. He located the fifth divider. Red. A lone folder was wedged between it and the next divider.

      Ethan placed the MP5 atop the cabinet and retrieved the folder. He opened it to reveal a lone sheet of paper, along with several blown-up photographs.

      "You have to be kidding me," Ethan said, glancing at Chen. "This is all you have?"

      Chen smiled. "I'm sorry, yes."

      Ethan studied the sheet. On it were a bunch of addresses. "What am I looking at?"

      "That is where I send Al Sifr's diamonds," Chen said.

      Most of the addresses belonged to ports spread across France and Italy, with a few rural locations in Switzerland. Among them he recognized the Marseilles shipping address used by the Bergerac vineyard he'd already helped eradicate. Sam was going to be busy sending out takedown teams over the next few days.

      "Your phone," Ethan told Bretta; Lo Leung's minions had confiscated his own back in the heroin den.

      She tossed him her smartphone. "The PIN is 9403."

      Ethan unlocked the phone and photographed the document. He took snapshots of the other material in the folder, too: surveillance photos of Al Sifr and presumably his accomplices, engaged in various sexual acts with prostitutes. Chen had the pictures commissioned for leverage purposes, probably.

      When he had captured all the data, he launched Bretta's secure messenger app. Cellphone reception was weak, but he had enough of a signal to send the documents digitally to Sam.

      He glanced at the first page one last time and spotted an aberration in the list: a bank address and vault number in Switzerland.

      "This one." Ethan walked over to Chen and pointed out the address. "What is it?"

      "That's where I send diamonds when I want to make a purchase of weapons or women. It's a vault in Switzerland. The diamonds are placed inside, I notify a contact via an encrypted computer program, and a few days later a driver pulls up to my nightclub with the requested goods."

      "Encrypted computer program," Ethan said. Probably I2P Messenger. "I was told your triad only keeps paper records."

      Chen gestured toward the filing cabinets. "As you can see, that is true. The computer program is only for certain clients. Like Al Sifr."

      "Where's the computer you use for this?"

      "In the hands of a trusted assistant," Chen said. "I can summon him for you, and he will be here in the morning."

      "Give me his details instead," Ethan said.

      "It is stored on my phone," Chen said.

      Ethan retrieved Chen's phone from his pocket and had the man point out the Chinese characters of the appropriate name on his contact list. Ethan took a photo of the man's details with Bretta's smartphone and forwarded it to Sam along with a short note explaining what it was. He also instructed Sam to pay particular attention to the bank address on the earlier list he'd sent. When finished, he tossed Bretta her phone.

      Ethan found an empty suitcase leaning against one of the cabinets. He stuffed the folder inside, and then decided to gather as many other folders as he could. He'd grab one, flip through it, and toss it into the suitcase if it looked promising. Although unrelated to the current mission, he hoped at least some of the folders might yield actionable intelligence. The documents were stored in the HQ of a mob boss, after all.

      Chen remained standing near his desk the whole time. Ethan glanced at him occasionally; the man pretended to view the different animal tapestries nearby.

      "What did you just do?" Bretta abruptly said when Ethan wasn't watching. The anger was obvious in her voice. She closed on Chen.

      The triad boss shrugged. "Nothing."

      "What happened?" Ethan said.

      "While pretending to look at his ugly tapestries, he leaned against the desk and touched something underneath." Bretta groped under the desk with one hand while keeping her Px4 aimed at Chen, who had backed away.

      Ethan grabbed the MP5 from the top of the cabinet and went to Bretta. He knelt: almost immediately, he spotted a small button underneath the desk's overhang.

      "There's some kind of panic button." Ethan stood up and shoved the barrel of the MP5 under Chen's chin. "Tell us what you did."

      "I summoned a few police friends," Chen admitted.

      "How many is a few?"

      "A Blue Beret platoon."

      The Blue Berets were the Police Tactical Units of the Hong Kong Police Force. The nickname referred to the blue berets the PTU members wore as part of their patrol uniforms. A platoon was thirty-two elite officers.

      "Shit." Ethan glanced at Bretta. "I think it's time we made our exit. Grab the suitcase, would you?"

      He covered Chen while Bretta retrieved the document-laden suitcase.

      When she returned to his side, Ethan stashed both MP5s under the desk—he'd need something more low-profile if he wanted to get out of there alive.

      He plucked the P250 from his waistband holster, rammed the pistol into Chen's ribcage, and led him down the stairs. The corridor was so tight that he was basically flush against the man the whole time. Bretta followed just behind.

      In the poker room, Jade was precisely where he'd left her, pistol still aimed at the unarmed henchmen lining the wall.

      Ethan realized almost immediately that something was wrong.

      "One of the henchmen is missing," Ethan said.

      Jade smiled. "Very observant."

      She calmly turned her P250 on him.
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      Ethan noticed that the confiscated pistols were no longer on the floor behind Jade, either.

      The henchmen promptly lifted their shirts and produced said pistols from inside-the-waistband holsters.

      "What did they promise you?" Ethan asked Jade, keeping his own P250 stabbed into Chen's ribcage.

      "Everything," Jade said.

      "Shoot her," Chen said simply.

      His minions didn't comprehend what he was asking at first. Neither did Ethan.

      "Shoot Jade!" Chen repeated.

      "No!" Ethan said.

      The henchmen obeyed, unleashing a flurry of gunfire at Jade.

      Ethan dragged Chen in front of Bretta and maneuvered behind him so that the crime boss served as a human shield for the both of them. Then he opened fire on the henchmen, most of whom still had their attention on Jade. He concentrated on those targets located to his front and right. Judging from the pistol reports he heard behind him, Bretta took the remaining targets on his left.

      Some of the men returned fire. Ethan was aware of two rounds striking the carbon nanotube lining of his suit jacket—even though the bullets lost much of their kinetic energy after passing through Chen, the impact areas would probably bruise later, judging from the sting. Mostly he was concerned for Bretta, who had no ballistic protection at all.

      He moved his aim from target to target, shooting away. In three seconds, between them Ethan and Bretta had all the henchmen sprawled dead or dying on the floor.

      "You okay?" Ethan asked Bretta through the ringing in his ears.

      "Fine."

      Ethan threw away the dead sack of the crime boss and hurried toward the door to the heroin den. He engaged the deadbolt, which had been opened. He crossed the room and shut the bolt on the eastern door as well.

      Behind him, Bretta roamed the floor and deposited final headshots in those men warranting them. She left Jade alone. When finished, Bretta stashed the Px4 in her purse—the pistol was probably out of ammo—and grabbed a P250 from one of the dead.

      Ethan went to Jade. The poor girl lay motionless in a pool of her own blood. He started to kneel beside her but Bretta's urgent voice drew his attention. "Ethan."

      He glanced at her. She was standing beside the series of monitors that provided surveillance of the club. He approached and saw Hong Kong PTU members on the screens, rushing inside, dressed in full tactical body armor. Some of the officers had already reached the heroin den below. They waved Remington 870 shotguns about, sending the white-robed girls and some of the less intoxicated clients running from the den.

      "Damn it," Ethan said. Jade had probably allowed someone to call the police the instant he and Bretta had left the poker room, minutes before Chen Tang had pressed his own panic button.

      "We're trapped," Bretta said. "How good is Sam at getting people out of Chinese prisons?"

      "She's not," Ethan said. "Gotta be another way out. The eastern door—"

      "Leads to the VIP area," Bretta interrupted. "We can't go that way, either. Look" She pointed at another screen. PTU officers were rushing that area, too.

      "There's no other way out of this room," Bretta said. She had her phone in hand. Secure texting for help. Too bad the closest support team was thousands of kilometers away.

      "Should we call Paul?" Bretta asked abruptly.

      "Go ahead," Ethan told her. "But I don't think the chauffeur can help us."

      She selected his name from her contact list and held the phone to her ear. "He's not answering."

      "Figures," Ethan said.

      Motion drew his gaze to Jade. She was struggling to raise her head. She looked at him pleadingly from the floor. A tear rolled down the side of her face.

      Ethan holstered his handgun and hurried to her. He knelt in the pool of blood that had formed around her body and resisted the urge to lift her in his arms, knowing it would only cause her pain. Her entire torso was shot up. There was nothing he could do for her.

      Her lips were moving. He leaned closer.

      "Behind the tiger," she whispered.

      "What?"

      Her eyes glazed and she stared lifelessly at the ceiling.

      Behind the tiger.

      Ethan recalled the tapestries in Chen's office. Could it be...?

      "Bretta." Ethan stood, nearly slipping on Jade's blood. "Let's go."

      He passed through the beaded curtain and into the stairwell.

      "Where are we going?" Bretta said from behind him.

      "Apparently our friend Jade was quite familiar with the office of the crime boss." He felt a jab of pity at the sad life she had endured, and the even sadder way it had ended.

      He reached the office and surveyed the Chinese tapestries with their various animal images hanging from the walls. There, a tiger pinning a bloody zebra to the ground.

      He moved the fabric aside. Sure enough, a hidden door awaited.

      Ethan exchanged a glance with Bretta, then turned the recessed handle and opened the sliding door. A cool draft swept over his body.

      Crouching, Ethan entered the tight wooden passageway. Bretta followed, shutting the door behind her and plunging the corridor into darkness.

      "Got a light?" Ethan said.

      "Don't smoke," Bretta responded. Despite her playful words, her voice sounded tense.

      The passage lit up as she activated her cellphone's flashlight mode. She passed him the device.

      Ethan checked the power level. Only thirty-five percent. Quite low, especially considering how quickly the flash bulb could drain a battery.

      Though Ethan's own smartphone had been confiscated, he still had Chen's. Wanting to have a backup light at the ready, he retrieved the crimelord's phone from his jacket, only to discover that it had taken a bullet during the firefight. Useless. He returned it to his pocket in the off-chance the analysts might still be able to retrieve data from it.

      Ethan directed the narrow cone of light ahead of him and proceeded onward. The tight confines forced Bretta to follow him in single file.

      The wooden passageway ended in stairs leading down into darkness.

      "Maybe we should wait it out," Bretta said, sounding anxious.

      "What if the police ransack the office?" Ethan argued. "And tear down all the tapestries? We keep going."

      The stairwell proved even tighter. Ethan had to crouch low, and the wooden walls scraped his shoulders on either side. The actual steps protruded by only a couple of inches from the risers, forming very thin foot supports, and there were no handrails to hang onto—though the walls pressing into his lateral deltoids were handrails enough, he supposed.

      "Not something you want to fall down," Ethan commented.

      "Not exactly," Bretta agreed.

      He glanced over his shoulder and saw she had removed her high heels. Probably a good idea.

      After descending roughly twenty feet, the stairs leveled out in a landing. Unfortunately, two paces later more thin steps presented themselves.

      Bretta was breathing hard behind him.

      "Don't tell me you're winded already?" Ethan joked, though to be honest he felt slightly out of breath himself. As he wasn't working all that hard, the only explanation was a drop in blood oxygen saturation. He hoped he was wrong. Suffocating to death in the escape tunnel of some Triad boss was not exactly how he wanted to go.

      "I don't like enclosed spaces," Bretta said.

      "You and me both," Ethan muttered. He checked the battery level on the phone. The bar had turned red. "That was quick."

      "What?" Bretta asked

      "Your phone is already at twenty percent."

      "Then let's go, please," Bretta said.

      Eventually the passage leveled out and the wooden walls ceded to gray rock. Condensation dripped from small bumps in the ceiling, matched by similar protrusions on the floor.

      The corridor became even narrower as Ethan proceeded, becoming little more than a tight, slippery crevice, so compact that the only way to continue was by turning his head and sidestepping. He was forced to point his feet in opposite directions, as well as his hands. He felt like the Vitruvian Man in Leonardo da Vinci's famous drawing.

      Ethan's breath reflected from the rock in front of him, sounding loud in his ears. Jagged areas snagged his clothing at times, sometimes so thoroughly that he had to retreat and free the fabric by hand, while at other times his jacket or pants simply tore. Other protrusions scratched his face and chafed his hands. Ethan cursed Chen for being such a tiny man.

      "If there is a hell," Bretta announced behind him. "I'm in it."

      "Things could be worse," Ethan said.

      Bretta's phone abruptly died, plunging them into darkness.

      "Whoops," Ethan said.

      "You better be joking." Bretta sounded none too pleased.

      "Sorry. Your phone actually died."

      "Thank you," Bretta said. "Thank you very much."

      Ethan kept going by touch alone. With his lead hand, he felt the walls on either side, looking for turns or branches. He always tested the ground with his front foot before placing the entirety of his weight, worried that he might fall into an unseen chasm.

      About five minutes passed. His night vision would have kicked in by then, but there was absolutely no light to see by, none whatsoever.

      His breathing sounded louder than ever, reflected from those walls. Listening to it, he realized there was something missing: he no longer heard Bretta's respirations behind him.

      "You still with me, Bretta?"

      He held his breath. Nothing.

      "Bretta?"

      No response.

      "Shit."
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      Ethan couldn't turn around—the passage was far too tight. He simply retreated by moving sideways in the opposite direction.

      He began to hear breathing behind him. It seemed several feet away. It wasn't normal breathing, either: Bretta was literally gasping for air.

      "Bretta, what's wrong?"

      She didn't answer.

      He sidestepped further until the ragged respirations were right beside him.

      "I'm here Bretta."

      Only that terrified breathing came in return.

      "Bretta."

      Nothing.

      "Samal," Ethan said. "Sergeant!"

      Her Israeli army rank seemed to do it, because she finally answered:

      "I can't see," she said between gasps. "I can't feel my fingers. Or toes!"

      Ethan reached out—his fingers brushed skin. He explored further. It was one of her hands. She was still holding the suitcase. He relieved her of her burden, letting the suitcase drop to the ground with a loud thud. Then he held her palm in his own.

      "We're going to get through this," he told her.

      "But I can't see," she repeated.

      "I can't either."

      "No, my vision," she said between gasps. "It's crowded by pinpoints of light. I'm suffocating. There's not enough oxygen in here. And my fingers. My toes. I can't feel them."

      "You're not suffocating," Ethan said. "You're hyperventilating. But if you keep it up, you're right, there definitely won't be enough oxygen. You have to calm down." He squeezed her hand tighter. "Bretta, relax. If you don't, you'll kill us both." He wasn't entirely certain about that—the oxygen levels seemed to have stabilized—but he hoped the guilt would help bring her to her senses.

      "When you—" she began, then swallowed audibly. "When you went so far ahead, I thought you were going to abandon me."

      "I'd never abandon you." He tried to make his voice as soothing as possible. "I'm here now. And I'm not going to let you go." He massaged her fingers gently, hoping it would help restore some sensation. "I'm here."

      Her breathing began to slow and after several more moments finally resembled something close to normal.

      "How are you feeling?" Ethan said.

      "Better."

      "Good. Are you ready to—"

      "No," she said. "I'm sorry, Ethan. I can't do this. I thought I could. I really did. But I can't. Go on without me."

      "You can do this," he insisted. "You're a highly trained special operative. You don't give up. It's not in your nature."

      "You're right, but—" Bretta hesitated.

      "What's wrong?"

      "In all the tests Sam gave me, I only ever failed one of them: the test designed to invoke claustrophobia."

      "Ah."

      "Something about crawling through tight spaces always got to me." Bretta forced a laugh. "Go figure. Sam hired me anyway. She said in my line of work, I'd be spending more time masked in a niqab than crawling around in sewers, and if I could withstand the claustrophobia of the veil, then I was good to go."

      Ethan wished he could see her face in the dark. "You failed the claustrophobia test."

      "Yes."

      He tried his best to project calm reassurance into his tone. "But we all know the problem with tests, don't we?"

      "They're not representative of the real world?" Bretta tried, her voice still shaky.

      "Certainly. Even more importantly, when you're taking one, you're always aware that it's only a test. You know your life isn't truly in danger, so you have no real incentive to keep going, other than to receive a passing grade. You know you can stop at any time, and while you might fail, you'll be safe. Your life won't end.

      "The real world doesn't work that way. When you're out here, in the field, and actually faced with a life or death situation, where you know that if you give up you'll almost certainly die, that's when you realize the sheer worthlessness of all the tests you took. Nothing prepares you for the real world more than the real world itself. Out here the only way to pass the test is by not giving up. All that matters is whether you want to live or die. So make your choice, Bretta. Live or die. Which is it?"

      No answer.

      "I said, which is it?"

      "Live." Her voice had never sounded so meek.

      "You can do this. Trust me. Are you ready?"

      "Yes."

      "Then let's get the hell out of here." He took a step forward, leading her by the hand.

      "Ethan?" she said.

      "What?"

      "Please don't let go."

      A quip came to mind, but he held it back. He wasn't going to mock her, not then, not when she was at her most vulnerable.

      He heard her bump the suitcase as she stepped over it; she halted a moment, bending her legs sideways, drawing him down. He guessed she was picking up the metal container with her trailing hand.

      "Leave it," Ethan said.

      "After all the trouble we went through to get those files," Bretta said. "I'm not leaving them behind."

      "Suit yourself." He paused. "Get it?"

      "Very punny. Though you probably should have said, suitcase yourself."

      He was relieved her sense of humor was returning at least, even if she sounded like a shell of her former self.

      Hand in hand they advanced sideways through the claustrophobic darkness.

      After about ten minutes a terrible smell permeated the rock passageway. It was similar to the fetor of a dead animal, with a hint of sulfur. He nearly gagged.

      "And I thought Hong Kong smelled bad on the outside," Ethan said.

      "Was that a joke?"

      "A Star Wars reference," Ethan said. "When Han cuts the tauntaun— never mind."

      "Let's keep the Star Wars references to a minimum, please."

      "You know you like them," Ethan teased.

      She didn't respond.

      He squeezed her palm. She tightened her fingers in return and that was the only answer he needed.

      He spotted a glow up ahead. "I think I see something."

      Ethan increased his pace, hope welling inside him.

      The glow was dim, less than the light cast by a quarter moon. As he came closer, the glow broadened. Unfortunately, his feet also began to splash in stagnant water.

      "Oh God," Bretta said from the edge of the liquid. "I'm barefoot you know."

      "It's no better in Louis Vuitton lace ups, believe me." Ethan did his best to ignore the sickening, squishy feeling between his toes.

      He continued forward, expecting Bretta to balk, but to her credit she followed him without a word of complaint. He tightened his fingers reassuringly. She squeezed back.

      Eventually the glow was right in front of him. Ethan wasn't quite sure what he was looking at, however. With his hand, he explored the area around the glow and realized a waist-high storm drain passed through the rock corridor. Someone had smashed a jagged hole into the concrete with a sledgehammer. The glow came from beyond that hole, as did the smell.

      Ethan bent over and peered inside the gap. To the left, the tunnel was pure black. To the right, light shimmered from an opening in the distance.

      "Almost there," Ethan said. He released Bretta and, using the concrete around the gap as a handhold, he lowered his legs inside. His feet splashed in the ankle-deep flow.

      He bent his knees and brought his upper body through the hole, followed by his head and arms. When he was inside, he leaned forward, crouching in the tight confines, but slipped. He planted his hands in the flow, arresting his fall before his face struck the foul liquid. He lifted one hand above the surface and experimentally rubbed his fingers. The skin felt slimy.

      Though Hong Kong had dedicated storm drain and sewage systems, in theory preventing the contents from mixing, sometimes buildings in Hong Kong improperly connected their sewers to the storm drains, either accidentally or illegally. Plus, farmers routinely allowed livestock to relieve themselves in the open watercourses called nullahs that were part of the storm system. So the drains weren't always sewage-free. Then there was the urban runoff that contaminated the water in the storm drains, which contained gas, oil, heavy metals, garbage, fertilizers, pesticides, polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons, and all sorts of suspect chemicals.

      Ethan wondered how the homeless could ever live in storm drains, given the smell, let alone the health risks. Not to mention the possibility of drowning in one's sleep.

      He crawled forward on hands and knees, making room for Bretta. She lowered herself through the gap and into the questionable liquid without qualms.

      In the dim glow he noticed that, unlike him, she was trying to advance at a crouch, refusing to dip anything but her ankles into the flow. Her thighs must have been burning from the exertion: her knees were way up into her chest, with her calves touching her hamstrings. Her shadowy form looked like a folded-up praying mantis.

      Ethan shook his head but didn't say anything. He wrinkled his nose and continued onward, approaching the source of the glow, which had widened into the size of a fist ahead: likely the drain outlet.

      He heard splashing behind him. Glancing over his shoulder at the dark outline of Bretta's body, he realized she'd switched to a more manageable hands and knees position. She slid something along beside her. After a moment he realized it was the suitcase. She kept the container vertical so that only a quarter of the case was submersed in the liquid at a time.

      "Hang in there," Ethan said.

      In a few moments he reached the opening. The waters of Victoria Harbour awaited beyond, the city lights shimmering invitingly on the surface.

      There was only one problem.

      A metallic grating sealed off the outlet.

      He tugged at the parallel vertical bars but they didn't budge. "Ah, hell."

      He studied the grating for a moment. It wasn't flush with the opening, but seemed to be connected right outside the outlet. It was a sliding gate, he realized. A padlock secured the gate to a horizontal bar near the bottom.

      Ethan tried to open the padlock, to no avail. He heaved and heaved, but it wouldn't give.

      He attempted to kick out the horizontal bar. No good. He retrieved the P250 from his IWB holster, hit the mag release to let the magazine drop, racked the slide to eject the cartridge from the chamber, and then used the handgun as a hammer, repeatedly slamming it into the padlock. Nothing.

      He discarded the P250 in frustration and rested his body against the concave wall. Panting, he shut his eyes.

      "Are you done yet, Hercules?" Bretta said.

      He shot her an annoyed look. "I can't believe you think our situation is funny. You know we're going to have to climb all the way back up there, don't you?"

      Bretta brought her knees forward and returned to a crouching position, then swung herself against the concrete beside him, using it to support her lower back. She set the suitcase over her bent knees and, using it like a table, placed her purse on top. She twisted the seahorse clasp, opened the purse, and retrieved a small item from the secret compartment. She handed it to him.

      "Sam says you're a huge fan of these things," she explained. "Myself, I never saw the attraction."

      The item had a soft, leathery feel, with a clasp of its own. A case of some kind, then.

      Ethan opened it and held the contents to his face. Under the shimmering light he was able to discern various lock picks and files.

      "I love you," Ethan told her.

      "I know," she said.
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      Ethan and Bretta reached the shore and climbed the barnacle-encrusted wooden piles of a pier to the walkway, then made their way onto the nearby promenade. The little dip in the Victoria Harbour had proven exhausting, but at least it had cleaned their bodies of the storm drain outflow.

      Since the ocean had destroyed Bretta's phone there was no way to contact Paul and the limousine. Instead, she hailed a cab along the busy road using the palm-down finger-flutter method popular throughout China. She negotiated with the driver in Cantonese, and convinced him to allow them inside with wet clothes. The driver retrieved two garbage bags from the glovebox and threw them onto the backseats.

      Ethan sat on his assigned bag. "I didn't know you spoke Cantonese."

      "There are a lot of things you don't know about me," Bretta said coldly. She was back to her old self.

      Tradecraft prevented the pair from returning to the Ritz-Carlton hotel, so they had the driver bring them to the forty-five story Four Seasons instead, almost directly across the waterfront from the Ritz-Carlton. Ethan chose a harbor-view room with a single king-sized bed for seven hundred U.S. dollars. He supposed he could have splurged on something like the presidential suite for five grand, but it seemed a waste, especially considering how much Defense Department money they'd already spent that night.

      The desk manager demanded they pay for the room entirely up front, probably because of the soggy clothing he and Bretta wore. Since his wallet had been taken by the Triad, Ethan waved Bretta forward and she paid with her credit card—the ocean water shouldn't have affected the magnetic stripe.

      When the charge went through the manager's entire demeanor changed. Bowing and complimenting, he personally escorted them to their room on the twenty-ninth floor.

      "Never seen someone bow so much outside Japan," Ethan commented when the man had gone.

      He was somewhat impressed by the marble floored entry foyer. Artwork hung from its silk-paneled walls. Beyond, the combined living room and bedroom had furnishings sculpted out of tiger maple, with a well-stocked minibar and Nespresso machine. Gold leaf covered the wall behind the huge plasma TV and bed frame.

      He engaged the deadbolt, slid the security chain into place, and shoved a small table in front of the door. Then he retrieved the radio-frequency detecting ink pen from his pocket and activated it.

      "That thing survived the dip in the bay?" Bretta asked.

      "Apparently." He tossed it to her. "Would you mind getting started? I can't stand salt in my hair."

      "Fine." She set down Chen Tang's suitcase and began wearily sweeping the place with the pen. "It's not like we're going to be doing lots of talking tonight, anyway."

      "You know protocol," Ethan said, ignoring the very slight innuendo she'd made.

      He laid out his clothes to dry on the various towel bars in the full marble, double-sinked bathroom. He grabbed a shampoo from the L'Occitane toiletries and showered in the walk-in stall beside the bathtub. When he was done, he wrapped a plush white towel around his waist and ordered Bretta to take a bath.

      Bretta returned the pen, indicated the areas she'd covered, then shut herself in the bathroom.

      As he swept the room, Ethan heard the bathtub filling up. He longed to go inside that tub with her, but forced himself to concentrate on the task at hand.

      It took thirty tiring minutes to search the room. When that was done, he headed toward the bathroom.

      He knocked on the door. "Done yet?"

      Silence.

      He rapped again and peered inside.

      Warm, humid air swept over him. His nostrils were instantly greeted by the pleasant scent of bubble bath.

      Bretta was lying in the middle of a thick layer of bubbles; most of her body was submersed, save for her face and the flamingo-like leg bent above the surface. Her eyes were closed.

      "Guess not," Ethan said. "Gonna sweep the room."

      Her eyes opened. She gazed at him, the desire obvious in her expression, but she said nothing.

      Ethan made his way around the marble bathroom, running the pen over the various surfaces. He felt Bretta's uncomfortable gaze on him the whole time. He was conscious of his exposed upper body, and he kept worrying that the towel wrapped around his waist would fall down at some inopportune moment. When he was almost done, she spoke.

      "Why don't you join me?" she said in a husky voice.

      Ethan glanced askance at her. "Don't tempt me."

      "I'm tempting you."

      His heart pounded in his chest and it took all his willpower to resist. "I have a policy. I don't sleep with operatives or assets during a mission. It's gotten me in trouble in the past."

      "What kind of trouble?" She still had a seductive tone.

      Ethan ignored the question and finished his sweep of the bathroom. He purposely didn't look at her, knowing that if he did, his will might falter.

      As he left the bathroom, Bretta said: "Would you be a dear and call the concierge for me? I'd like a vibrator. The Thrusting Jack Rabbit by California Exotic Novelties. Waterproof version. Make sure to include four AA batteries."

      Ethan smiled snidely. "Would you like any lube with that?"

      "I won't be needing any," Bretta said. "Thanks though."

      Ethan shut the door a little harder than was warranted. He wasn't sure what made him angrier: the fact that he hadn't taken her up on her earlier offer, or that she was replacing him with some mechanical device.

      Thrusting Jack Rabbit.

      He dialed the front desk via the room phone and was transferred to the English-speaking concierge. When Ethan gave the vibrator request, the concierge didn't balk: in fact the man seemed eager, and he promised that there was always a sex shop open somewhere in Hong Kong no matter the time of night.

      Before he hung up, Ethan asked the concierge if he could drop off some fresh clothes for them in the morning when the major department stores were open. He gave precise measurements for himself, and told the man to bring multiple sizes for Bretta to try on.

      Ethan thanked him, hung up, and then dialed another local number he'd memorized.

      "Tucson Industries," came a cheerful female voice.

      "Lost on a dark shore," Ethan said.

      There was a pause at the other end. Then: "Address, please."

      "Four Seasons. Room 2910."

      "Thank you," came the reply. "Watch for the sunrise at dawn." The line went dead.

      Tucson Industries was a useful little DIA front for stranded operatives—with luck, Sam would arrange to get them some new communications gear by morning. The last phrase the operator had spoken was a coded message indicating the security password he would need to unlock any telecommunication devices he received. The first two letters of the last word, DA, represented hexadecimal codes, while the first letter of the preceding word indicated how to interpret them. Since the preceding first letter was "a," he translated each code individually to decimal; D was 13, A, 10, making the unlock password 1310.

      He flopped down on the king-sized bed and closed his eyes, wanting nothing more than to sleep.

      A knock came at the door.

      Cursing, Ethan got up and peered through the peephole. A young Asian bellhop stood there, dressed in white with a red beret on his head.

      "What!" Ethan said.

      "Delivery."

      From Tucson Industries? That was quick.

      "Just a second." Ethan slid the blocking table to the side and opened the door.

      "Good evening, sir," the bellhop said, ignoring the fact that Ethan was clothed only in a waist towel. "Your delivery."

      The bellhop handed Ethan a heat-sealed clamshell whose contents were readily visible. The packaging proudly proclaimed: "Thrusting Action Jack Rabbit. Six speeds of thrusting motion. A bunny for every honey." Four AA batteries were taped to the back.

      "Uh, thanks," Ethan said.

      "Welcome." The bellhop waited expectantly.

      Ethan retrieved Bretta's purse and grabbed some soggy banknotes. He stuffed the bills into the man's hands.

      "It's not for me," Ethan said.

      The bellhop smiled knowingly.

      Ethan quickly shut the door, replaced the security chain, deadbolt, and blocking table, then stalked to the bathroom. He tossed Bretta the package.

      It landed on the floor beside the tub and slid loudly into the acrylic side, making her jump. When she saw him standing in the doorway she gave him a mean look.

      "You're welcome," Ethan said.

      She reached over the edge of the tub and picked up the hard-plastic clamshell. "You could have at least opened it for me."

      "I'm sure you'll find a way." Ethan shut the door and flopped down on the king-sized bed. As he lay there on top of the covers, he considered changing into his soggy suit, but decided he didn't want to wake up in a wet bed.

      He fell asleep in under thirty seconds.

      He was a light sleeper though, so when Bretta entered the room after her long bath, he awakened immediately. She dropped onto her side of the bed, shaking the mattress slightly, then slipped under the covers. She was wearing a towel wrapped around her midsection.

      "I have to thank you for the vibrator," she said. "I used it for an hour and a half before the battery died. Too bad." She sighed seductively. "I think I could've gone all night."

      Ethan didn't answer.

      He woke up a couple of more times in the first part of the night, mostly when Bretta moved, but for the most part he had a restful sleep. He felt cold at one point and slid underneath the blankets. When he did so, his elbow accidentally brushed Bretta and he felt a surge of raw desire. He forced himself to turn away.

      He fell asleep shortly thereafter, and the nightmares began.
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      "Ethan," a voice called. "Ethan!"

      He was breathing hard and drenched in sweat—the sheets were soaked all along the length of his body. His face was so hot it throbbed with each heartbeat. He tried to move but couldn't. There was something pressing down on him in the darkness, squeezing the life from him.

      He struggled to free himself but was pinned.

      "Ethan!"

      He realized Bretta was on top of him.

      "What are you doing?" he wheezed.

      "Finally, you're awake." She let him go and slid to her side of the bed. "You were throwing punches at me in your sleep."

      "Sorry." He lay there, his rampant breathing slowing. The sweat-drenched sheets began to feel icy cold.

      He never felt more ashamed.

      Bretta must have sensed his embarrassment because after a few moments she said: "It's all right. You punch like my little sister. I rather enjoyed it."

      "You would."

      He slept fitfully over the next three hours and then finally fell into a deep slumber.

      He awoke to find the morning light streaming through the window.

      Bretta was dressed in underwear at the foot of the bed. He caught her in the process of slipping on stockings. The clothing order must have arrived already.

      Looking at her, his first thought was: so damn sexy. His second was puzzlement. Why hadn't he noticed her getting up?

      I'm losing my edge, he thought. If someone had slunk into the room with the intent to harm or kill them the night before, he might not have awakened in time.

      He spotted the vibrator on the nightstand beside the bed. When she noticed his gaze on the device, she grinned slyly. "I kind of lied about the battery. It was still going strong when I went to sleep. I left it in all night."

      Ethan was appropriately speechless.

      Bretta tossed a FedEx envelope onto the bed. "By the way, this arrived for you."

      Ethan examined the envelope. The seal was broken. "You opened it."

      Bretta shrugged.

      Inside was a secure sat-phone, a smartphone, and a passport. There should have been two of the latter items, one for him, one for Bretta.

      "I already took my cell and passport," Bretta said, answering his unasked question.

      "How did you unlock the phone without the code?"

      She grinned mysteriously. "I have my ways." She'd probably made her own call to Tucson Industries.

      Ethan glanced toward the outer hall. He could see the suitcase from Chen Tang's office resting by the entrance. There was also clothing set out on the floor there.

      "You sent Sam copies of the other Triad documents?" he asked.

      Bretta nodded. "The few documents I could salvage, yes. Most of them were ruined, unfortunately. Water seeped into the case. Hopefully Sam will find something useful in that mess. She wants you to call her, by the way."

      Ethan retrieved the underwear, T-shirt, and jeans by the door and went into the bathroom to change.

      He returned to the living and bedroom area. Bretta wore a red dress—she'd obviously had the concierge bring up more than the casual clothes Ethan had requested for her.

      He picked up the sat-phone and entered the security code: 1310. He opened the contacts menu. From the list, he selected Sam's alias, Black Swan, and confirmed that the phone number hadn't changed.

      He closed the contact list and manually entered the digits from memory. It was always good to practice key phone numbers.

      "Copperhead," Sam said over the line.

      "Good to hear your voice, Black Swan," Ethan said.

      "Yours, too," Sam replied. "The nightclub infiltration went down without a hitch?"

      "As always," he lied.

      "That's a relief." He could hear the doubt in her voice. "I have some news on the Swiss vault you sent over last night. The bank manager gracefully agreed to supply us with the name of the account holder. It belongs to one Raatib al-Juhani, chief financial officer of Qawha Aerospace Company, based out of Saudi Arabia."

      "Qawha..." Ethan mused.

      "Saudi coffee," Sam translated.

      "I know what it means. So what do we have on them?"

      "According to their website, they produce high-altitude balloons for use in weather monitoring, farm inspection, and aerial wireless Internet."

      "Aerial wireless Internet," Ethan said. "Like what Google is trying to do? Using high-altitude balloons to bring Internet access to remote regions?"

      "Similar, yes. Though we haven't found any evidence that these guys have even brought a prototype to market. It's probably a front company. We've asked the Saudis to put together the shareholders for us, but they're dragging their feet. I suspect we'll find the same shell companies that owned the vineyard. On the company website, the President is listed as one Almir Al Zahrani, who apparently works out of the head office in Riyadh."

      "Is it Al Sifr?"

      "No," Sam said. "Photos of all the executive officers are included on the site. None of them are Al Sifr. Nor do any of them show up in our intelligence databases."

      "Sounds like a dead end," Ethan said. "Is it possible Al Sifr hijacked their identity when he registered the vault? Swiss banks are notorious for not asking too many questions."

      "That's what I thought, too, which is why I sent in a local operative to talk with the bank. My people can be very convincing, as you know. Apparently the bank manager got worried when he saw monthly shipments coming in from the Lán Quān nightclub. He'd heard rumors of its Triad links, so he questioned the vault's account holder and threatened to close him down, but the registrant assured the manager that what the company did was completely legal. The account holder gave him the full name and address of the aforementioned Qawha Aerospace, and claimed he was the chief financial officer.

      "The bank manager had a Saudi hawaladar friend look into it; the CFO, Raatib al-Juhani, met with the hawaladar at corporate headquarters, and assured him that the diamonds were purchased legitimately from the nightclub through some sort of futures trading scheme the company was involved with. Obviously a complete load of bullshit, but the bank manager bought it, apparently, because he allowed the account to remain active. The small kickback he received with each diamond shipment thereafter helped further assuage any doubts he might have."

      "You think Al Sifr specifically created the front company with the sole purpose of deceiving the banker?" Ethan asked.

      "That, or he may have simply reused an existing one," Sam said. "Which is what I'm hoping."

      "All right. So I'm guessing we're going to make an intel pass at this Qawha Aerospace."

      "Good guess. I have an asset in play in Riyadh already, but I want you and Maelstrom there ASAP. At the usual FBO in Hong Kong International there's a fully fueled Iron Horse with your name on it." That was the codeword for one of the custom Gulfstream G650s the DoD owned through various front companies. "You've looked at your passport?"

      "Sure." Ethan glanced at the photo page. He would have to wear a spirit gum mustache and a turban to match the picture.

      Beside him, Bretta showed him her own passport photo. She required a hijab and abaya. Plus she'd probably have to shove cotton wadding between her upper gums to match the cheekbones of the picture. Assuming she didn't simply throw on a full veil for the flight.

      Why the disguises? Since they'd be taking one of the Defense Department's custom G650s, Sam would be worried about the Chinese spying on them—though personally, Ethan doubted the Chinese even knew about the secret planes.

      "You'll find everything you need to complete your outfits in the waiting limousine," Sam said. "Have a safe flight. And remember, don't do anything I wouldn't do."

      Ethan couldn't help but grin. "Do I ever?"

      "Always. Good luck."
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        Riyadh, Saudi Arabia

      

      

      William drove the silver Hyundai Accent into the underground parking garage of the Qawha Aerospace corporate headquarters. The company occupied a floor in the Olaya Towers complex near the heart of Riyadh, two blocks south of the soaring Kingdom Centre. The latter building had a hole incorporated into its design near the top, making the Kingdom Centre the third largest such skyscraper in the world. To William, it looked like a giant beer bottle opener towering over the city. William supposed the architects subconsciously chose that design because they wished beer drinking were allowed in the kingdom. He thought it was a subtle nod to the brave Saudis and expats who brewed their own at home in defiance of the law.

      In the underground garage, Bentleys and Cadillacs parked alongside Maseratis and Porsches. William chose a spot beside an orange Lamborghini Aventador.

      Riyadh, capital of the oil-rich kingdom, was a very wealthy city, but also a brutal one. Already that year there had been over forty executions in the infamous Dira Square, half of them migrant workers from the developing world who had come in search of a better life.

      He massaged his right trapezius muscle. It was cramping up again. It did that often since the bullet wound he'd suffered in Syria while trying to get the hell out of ISIS-occupied Kobane with Ethan and Aaron. He'd taken shrapnel in his right leg during a later operation in Iraq, when Sam had called in an air strike almost right on top of them. He still walked with a slight limp thanks to that one, though he was able to hide it when necessary.

      He had other wounds from his earlier days as a SEAL, of course. But most of those were of the mental sort. He recalled one of the rare visits to his estranged wife back home: his son had asked what he did in Iraq during the war.

      "Live and die," he told his boy.

      "Live and die?" Young Ronny seemed puzzled. "That's what you did? How can you do both?"

      William smiled wanly at the memory. He hoped his son never learned what he meant.

      He grabbed the thumb drive from the center console. On it was affixed an official-looking Qawha Aerospace logo—a passenger jet whose thick, sweeping blue trail formed the Arabic symbols representing the company name. In his hotel room, he'd saved the logo from the corporate website, then enhanced and enlarged it in Photoshop before printing the design onto a tiny sticker, which he had attached to the thumb drive.

      He exited the vehicle and took the elevator to the ground floor. He was currently in the lobby of Tower One. He headed for the office elevators and paused in front of the main desk to confirm the floor number on the electronic tenant listing.

      The Olaya Towers were home to several service companies that provided "virtual" office space, meaning a secretary would answer the phone and then forward the call on to another individual usually located in a different country. Some of these companies offered serviced offices, too, supplying a dedicated receptionist, meeting room, secretarial services, and high speed Internet. After some digging, William had learned that a company called Servcorp provided such a serviced office to Qawha Aerospace. Not quite the headquarters a real aerospace company would occupy.

      He spotted the listing for Qawha on the board, nestled on the twenty-seventh floor between OnlyDomains and Sapphire Suiting And Readymades.

      William entered the elevator.

      On the twenty-seventh floor he was greeted by an empty hallway. He wandered over to a door containing a laser-printed version of the corporate logo tacked onto it.

      Hiding his limp, he stepped into the small lobby. A middle-aged woman in a hijab manned the reception desk. Behind her a window provided a sweeping view of the city; the Kingdom Centre dominating the skyline, thrusting forth like the sword of the prophet. Or a big beer bottle opener.

      The receptionist looked up from her computer and smiled politely. "As salaamu alaykum." Peace be with you.

      "Wa alaykuma salaam," William answered. And also with you.

      She held that fake smile a moment longer, then frowned.

      William had probably disturbed her Candy Crush Saga session. It was one of the most popular Facebook apps in the kingdom at the moment.

      "Hello, I'm looking for Al Rajhi Cleaning?" He spoke in formal Arabic, using an accent appropriate to a speaker of the Urban Najdi dialect of Riyadh.

      "Wrong floor."

      "Ah, thank you." He turned to go, then paused. "My throat is parched. Would you mind if I had a glass of water from your kitchen?"

      "I'm not allowed to let anyone use our kitchen," she said. "I'm sorry. There is a toilet outside. To the left of the elevator. It has a sink."

      William wrinkled his nose. "You want me to drink from a sink in the toilet? That is unclean and you know it. Whatever happened to the hospitality Saudis are renowned for? When a guest is shown such callous disregard by a host, it is truly a sign of societal breakdown. What has the world come to? You're actually going to let me walk out of here without a glass of water?"

      She hesitated, then stood. "I'll get you some water."

      "Thank you."

      She proceeded down the adjoining hall.

      William took a few steps after her. Farther down the corridor, on the right, was the doorway to the kitchen, which the receptionist had vanished inside. On the left were two offices. In one of them he spotted a male glued to a computer. The man's back was to him.

      William slipped the thumb drive out of his pocket, knelt close to the floor, and slid it along the carpet. The USB stick landed soundlessly near the entrance to the occupied office.

      He stood and hurried back to the reception desk.

      The woman returned from the kitchen with a paper cup full of water.

      William drank. "Shukran jazilan." Many thanks.

      He left the office and pressed the elevator call button. He smiled contently. He knew it wouldn't be long before a curious employee found the rogue stick and plugged it into one of the computers.

      When he emerged from the underground parking garage in his Accent, he dialed Sam on the secure sat-phone. "Shark's Tooth in place."
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        Somewhere over India

      

      

      Four hours into the flight, the Gulfstream G650 banked hard to the left, as if changing course.

      "Strange," Ethan remarked to Bretta.

      She looked up from her ereader. "What?" Like him, she had changed out of the disguise she'd used to board the jet, and was now wearing a simple black blouse and blue jeans combo.

      Ethan nodded toward the window. "The plane's banking."

      Bretta shrugged. "Probably flying around a thunderstorm."

      "Like you know anything about flying."

      She grinned. "I've logged over a hundred hours on Gulfstream jets. Mostly C-20Gs." That was the military variant of the Gulfstream IV.

      Ethan was genuinely surprised. "As the pilot?"

      "Yeah."

      "That's not something I would have expected of you."

      She shrugged and returned her attention to the ereader.

      Ethan leaned to the side, trying to get a better view of her screen. "So what are you reading?"

      "A book?" She didn't bother to glance up that time.

      "Romance or Mystery?"

      She finally looked at him. "Are you gender stereotyping me again?"

      "Maybe. So what genres do you read then?"

      She smiled. "Thrillers, mostly. And yes, the occasional Mystery and Romance. Women's Fiction, too. Right now I'm reading Shooting Picasso by Vanna Tessier."

      "How is it?"

      "Good. I've read all her books."

      Ethan gazed idly out the window. He had a clear view of the jet's right wing. Powered by two Rolls-Royce BR725s, the G650's cruising speed was around six hundred knots, about a hundred knots more than typical commercial flights. It was equipped with built-in wireless Internet and satellite phones, a full kitchen and bar, a TV viewing room, and two couches, which could also serve as beds.

      Another thing: it was quiet. The cabin noise was less than fifty decibels, roughly half the level of a Boeing 787 Dreamliner. It was equivalent to wearing a good set of active noise-canceling headphones. The designers of the G650 achieved the feat by including extra insulation in the fuselage, thickening the windows, modifying the air conditioning and other mechanical systems, and installing sound-absorbing suede into the ceiling, sidewalls and upholstery.

      "Do you think we'll ever catch Al Sifr?" Bretta said suddenly.

      "We'll catch him," Ethan said. Then he added, teasingly: "With skilled operatives such as yourself on the team, how can we not?"

      Bretta set down her ereader. "Sam never told you, but I was the main operative involved in Al Sifr's failed capture."

      Ethan felt a surge of guilt for teasing her.

      She lifted one side of her blouse, revealing a circular scar nearly an inch in diameter beneath her ribcage: the pale, sunken cicatrix of a bullet wound.

      "My price for letting him go," Bretta said. "I was lucky to survive."

      Ethan regarded her solemnly. "We've all participated in failed ops. Sometimes, things spiral out of control and there's nothing we can do."

      "But we had a solid plan," Bretta said. "We'd thought every scenario through. Or so we believed."

      Ethan nodded sagely. "In most missions, as soon as the op begins, the well-thought out and detailed plans go out the window. Situations are constantly changing. That's why the best plans are often the simplest."

      "Our plan was simple." Bretta sighed. "But we should have had more security. We should—"

      "Never second guess yourself," Ethan said. "If there's anything I've learned in this business, it's that. You'll drive yourself crazy if you do."

      His portable sat-phone rang.

      Ethan stared at Bretta a moment longer to make sure his point registered, then he picked up the phone.

      It was Sam.

      "Got some news on Qawha Aerospace," she said over the secure line. "We're negotiating with the royal family for permission to send in a raiding party not only to the company offices, but to the homes of its executive officers. We should have approval within the hour. That's the nice thing about the Saudis. We leave them alone, overlook their flagrant human rights violations, just as long as they pump out oil at good prices and hand over terrorists when we ask for them. It's worked out pretty well for both our nations. They'll even torture the terrorists for us first, if we want."

      "Gotta love the Saudis," Ethan agreed sarcastically. "Of course, if they don't approve, and we decide to nab any executives and employees on our own, the Saudis will now know it was us."

      "They will approve."

      "So," Ethan said. "What do you want Bretta and me to do when we get to Riyadh? Help interrogate any suspects?"

      "You're not going anymore," Sam returned. "I've already instructed the pilot to divert to Iceland."

      That explained the banking Ethan had observed. "Iceland? What's in Iceland?"

      "First of all, did I tell you we managed to plant Regin into the computer systems of Qawha Aerospace."

      "That was quick," Ethan said.

      "It was," Sam agreed. "We only deposited the decoy thumb drive on the premises this morning. I'm guessing the employees are bored."

      "The ol' flash drive trick," Ethan said. "One of my favorites."

      "Yes, and it still works amazingly well. Especially in the Middle East. Anyway, most of the documents we lifted from their networks so far are benign. However, while waiting for the Saudis to send over the full corporate records, we did discover an interesting tidbit. Specifically, one of the subsidiaries of Qawha Aerospace is a private limited company based out of Iceland: Aurora Research ehf. Through some friendly Icelandic back channels, I found out the company owns a remote parcel of land in the Southern Region Suðurland. We had a couple of our reconnaissance satellites grab IMINT"—image intel—"of the area but all we got were some pictures of abandoned buildings, which I'm sending you now. There's probably nothing at the outpost, but I don't want to leave any loose ends. If Al Sifr has a terrorist training camp out there, I want you to find it."

      Ethan's cellphone buzzed. He fished it out with his free hand and examined the satellite photos she'd just sent.

      "Don't suppose we could simply high level bomb the place?" Ethan was only half joking.

      "I'm sure the Republic of Iceland would be very appreciative, especially when we have such little evidence."

      Ethan tossed his cellphone to Bretta so she could have a look.

      He rubbed his eyes and said into the sat-phone: "Tell me again why we're not sending the local police to check it out? And I'm not trying to be a pain here. I want to help you out. We're an expensive resource. I'd hate to see you waste your money."

      "It's not a waste when I send you somewhere, trust me," Sam said. "Even when you return empty-handed. As for the local police, I might be able to convince them to dispatch a bird with a full unit. If I'm right, and it turns out to be nothing, the police will be fine. If I'm wrong, and there's a terrorist training camp of some sort out there, I could be sending those men to their deaths."

      "You don't have much faith in local police, do you?"

      "Look, I need experienced operatives in Iceland. People who can take care of themselves when the shit overflows from the gutter. People who won't hesitate to ask questions if any suspects are found, and people who'll use any means necessary to get those questions answered." Sam paused. "You've never doubted my orders before. Is there something you want to tell me?"

      Ethan swallowed. The truth was, he was worried about his own performance. He thought back to Romania, when the explosion had hit. He'd locked up. Frozen. If Bretta hadn't been there to snap him out of it, Iqbal would have gotten away. Sure, he had done a little better in Hong Kong, but when that op was done, and he woke up to find Bretta restraining him for throwing punches in his sleep...

      "No, I'm good," Ethan said. "We got this."

      "Okay then. I should have another update for you before the G650 lands. The pilot tells me he has enough fuel to reach Iceland without stopping. Even so, you have another seven hours to go. Get some sleep."

      "Sure thing." He hung up. To Bretta: "Looks like we're going to Iceland."
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        Dubai International Airport, United Arab Emirates

      

      

      Captain Ghazwan waltzed into the pilot lounge like he owned the place. He felt important. He was a senior pilot at Emirates airline. A man with an enviable position and salary.

      He recognized two crew members he had worked with previously, seated together. They greeted him as he passed. He nodded in return.

      Yes, he was important.

      He went to the computerized check-in system and punched in his code. His heart skipped a beat when he saw the destination airport: Domodedovo Moscow Airport. He steadied himself. That location had come up often enough. It didn't mean anything.

      He glanced at the assigned first officer. As expected, he didn't recognize the name. Thousands of pilots worked at the airline. It was impossible to know the first officer and crew he would be paired with. Senior pilots could "buddy bid" for the same routes, increasing their chances of mutual assignation, but there were still no guarantees. Too bad his supposed accomplice, Rashid, was not a senior pilot.

      He stuffed the printouts into his flight bag and, grabbing his other piece of luggage, which he intended to gate check, he took a seat away from everyone else. The printouts were one of the few papers he had to carry aboard these days: inside his flight bag was an iPad running EFB—electronic flight bag—software from Jeppesen, the Boeing subsidiary. It served as a backup to the EFB tablet built into the cockpit, which replaced the twenty-five pounds of aviation charts, calculators, and manuals commercial pilots used to have to lug around. The lighter bag reduced pilot fatigue, and saved the airline money in the long run: less weight meant saved fuel.

      He activated Amn al-Mujahid—The Mujahid's Security—software on his phone, one of the few approved apps Al Sifr allowed for communication purposes. He sent an encrypted message.

      I have DME today. But the wrong f/o.

      DME was the airport code for the Domodedovo Moscow Airport, while f/o stood for first officer.

      He put the phone away, not expecting a reply. He accessed the tablet computer attached to the table in front of him and began skimming the news.

      His phone buzzed in his pocket. Maybe it was his wife, sending him off.

      No: he had received a notification from The Mujahid's Security. A new message awaited. Strange.

      He unlocked the phone and decrypted the text. It read:

      The time has come, brother. Strike today.

      Ghazwan stared at the message, not entirely believing it at first. His heart raced. Perhaps the Caliph had misunderstood?

      He sent another message.

      But wrong f/o.

      He dreaded the reply. Surely the Caliph realized Ghazwan's chances were far better when he had a first officer whose ideals were aligned with their own. When Al Sifr had given him the Zolpidem pills to incapacitate his assigned copilot, whoever that might be, Ghazwan had half believed the man was joking.

      The next reply came:

      Strike today.

      Apparently, Al Sifr had been deadly serious.

      Ghazwan swallowed hard and broke into a cold sweat. He was convinced that everyone was looking at him. When he glanced up, to his relief he realized no one was paying him a whit of attention.

      He rubbed his face with his hands. With the receipt of that message, all his former confidence had vanished. An important man? No, he was a man sentenced to die.

      He leaned back, resting his head against the couch. He squeezed his eyes shut.

      He had hoped for more time. He wasn't ready to die. There were so many things he wanted to do.

      The phone buzzed again.

      You promised me that you would be able to do this, alone, when the time came. For our fallen brothers. Are you going to fail us now, in the end?

      He stared at the phone until the screen went dark.

      He texted back a single sentence:

      I will not fail you, my caliph.

      He opened up his small flight bag and double-checked that the pills Al Sifr had given him were present. Yes, the plastic bottle was there, stowed beside the iPad and a magazine he'd purchased at the airport. Though he told himself the Caliph had been joking, he always brought them along, just in case. Good thing, too, because without them he didn't know how he would accomplish his task. Ghazwan had replaced the label using the method Al Sifr had taught, but airport security rarely bothered to look at the pills, let alone inside the bag.

      He navigated to the ordinary messenger app on his phone and sent a message to his wife. There was no need for The Mujahid's Security, not for what he intended. She didn't know how to use that, anyway.

      I love you, he sent.

      He smiled wanly, wondering if she would reply in a timely fashion. It was a small consolation that she would live on in the New Caliphate with the four sons he had sired. She was Al Sifr's cousin—her bloodline ensured their sons would be given positions of honor in the upcoming age.

      His phone buzzed. He had received a reply from his wife.

      And I you, my love. To what circumstance do I owe this unexpected message?

      His eyes moistened. He couldn't tell her the truth. He only hoped Al Sifr would someday reveal his fate to her, and the part he had played in changing the world.

      Nothing, he sent back. I was thinking of you. That's all.

      You are always in my thoughts, dearest one, she returned.

      And you mine.

      He stared at the display, waiting for a response. Hoping for one. He promised himself if she returned something, anything, he would leave the airport and call in sick.

      But she didn't reply.

      Crestfallen, he made his way to the boarding gate like a zombie. He couldn't believe that he was actually going to do this. The culmination of years of plotting and planning were at hand. The terminal phase was about to begin.

      Ghazwan never thought it would get that far.

      He couldn't turn back, not anymore.

      He would play his part.

      The fate of the entire Middle East rested upon his shoulders.

      He only hoped his wife would forgive him.
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        G650 On Final Approach, Iceland

      

      

      A gentle rap on the seat roused Ethan.

      The flight attendant peered down at him. "You told me to wake you half an hour before landing,"

      "Yeah, thanks." Ethan rubbed his eyes. He realized Bretta was no longer lying on the couch opposite him. Again he hadn't awakened when she had.

      Definitely losing my edge.

      He slid his legs over the side of the couch and sat up. He had reposed surprisingly well, with a sleep mercifully free of nightmares. Always a good way to start one's day. That was the nice thing about flying private: the sleeping areas.

      Still, it would have been nice if the couch had been located within a separate suite for privacy. Some G650 owners opted for completely secluded bedrooms with full-size mattresses. What Ethan had here was similar to the flat bed seats some long-haul commercial operators offered. A few commercial airlines even provided fully enclosed suites: one of his favorites was Emirates. In First Class, you switched from seat to bed with the push of a button, and an automated barrier sealed off the alcove from the rest of the plane. Ethan had fond memories of joining the mile high club with an oil baron's daughter on an Emirates flight.

      He made his way to the main seating area and accepted a cup of coffee. Tasted like java—strong, black, and sweet.

      He observed the blue sea outside the window. A green blotch momentarily interrupted that blue, slowly becoming a series of jagged, moss-covered lava fields and volcanic craters.

      "Welcome to Iceland." Bretta sat down opposite him. "Land of Fire and Ice. A country formed by the hardened rock belched up by underwater volcanoes. Sixty percent mountainous lava field deserts, thirty percent grazing land, nine percent glaciers, with small patches of birch making up the final percent."

      "Wouldn't be the first place I'd look for terrorists," Ethan said.

      "Why not?" Bretta refused the steaming cup of java the flight attendant offered. "It's kind of the perfect place for a terrorist to set up shop. Underpopulated. Isolated. Definitely not on our radar."

      Ethan sipped his coffee. "Maybe. How was your sleep?"

      "Divine. Sure beats jet lag."

      "I have an anti-jet lag cocktail you should try sometime," Ethan said. "A Red Bull, a Gatorade, two 30mg pycnogenol pills, and a 25mg cortisone acetate tablet. Hydrates you, wakes you up, gives you a buzz, and synchronizes your internal clock."

      "I stopped listening at Red Bull."

      Keflavík International Airport resided forty-five minutes to the west of the capital, Reykjavík, but apparently the G650 was headed toward the less-trafficked Reykjavík Airport in the city center. As the G650 approached, Ethan saw quaint, Nordic-style white buildings with red roofs arranged in neat rows. The tallest building was the seventy-seven meter Smáratorg office building, followed close behind by the seventy-four meter Hallgrimskirkja, a Lutheran church. There were no skyscrapers.

      Pronounced "ray k-ya vick," the name Reykjavík came from the Icelandic word for smoky, a reference to the steam from the many surrounding hot springs. With a population of a little over one hundred and twenty thousand—about one third of the entire population of Iceland—it was really more of a large settlement than a city. The coastline beside it was home to straits, coves, peninsulas, and islands. The smallish basalt and tuff-stone mountain ridge named Esja loomed over the city to the north. All in all a quiet, isolated locale. The biggest danger most of the inhabitants faced in their lifetimes was accidental marriage to a cousin.

      The ground came up fast; the jet literally slammed into the runway. Ethan was jerked forward in his seat and instinctively raised his arms to protect himself, spilling some of his coffee on the table.

      Ethan glanced at Bretta as the jet braked and the high-efficiency thrust reversers in the engine nacelles kicked in. She seemed shaken by the landing, though she masked it well.

      "What?" she said.

      "With all those flight hours of yours logged, you never landed on a carrier?" Naval aviators really liked to slam their planes down.

      "Nope."

      He grinned, wiping the spilled coffee from the table with a napkin. "Missing out."

      "Apparently," she said.

      After the G650 taxied to the Birk Flight Services FBO area, the captain came back to greet them.

      "Welcome to Reykjavík, ladies and gentlemen, land of the midnight sun. Sunrise is at three thirty a.m. and sunset is fifteen minutes to midnight. The sky never really darkens, though. You get more of an extended twilight while the dusk gives way to dawn. Midnight golf, my friends. I highly recommend it." He glanced at his watch. "Anyway, local time is nine thirty a.m.; local temperature, a balmy nine degrees Celsius. A beautiful July day in Iceland. You might want to grab a sweater and windbreaker from the wardrobe closet."

      "Good idea," Bretta said.

      "Made a few carrier traps in your day?" Ethan asked the captain.

      "Indeed I have," he answered, a twinkle in his eye. "Why do you ask?"

      "No reason. But I have to say, I like a good, solid landing once in a while."

      "As do I," the captain beamed. "Customs will be here shortly. Have your travel documents ready." He returned to the cockpit.

      Ethan glanced at the deceptively sunny sky beyond the window and shook his head. "Nine degrees."

      "That's about fifty Fahrenheit in American," Bretta told him, a hint of contempt in her voice.

      He frowned. "I know the conversion."

      The sat-phone abruptly rang. He picked it up.

      "I promised you an update before you landed," Sam said over the secure line.

      "And so you did," Ethan replied. He decided not to tell her that the G650 had already touched down.

      "The Saudi police raided the Qawha Aerospace corporate office," Sam informed him. "The three employees we nabbed are all low-level data entry clerks. Apparently they mostly sit around using Facebook all day. The Saudi police also conducted simultaneous raids on the apartments and homes registered to the company executives. They found refugee families, mostly from Iraq, renting almost all of them. Four to five families per home. The other apartments were rented out to single men with no relation to the company or Al Sifr. More misdirection. I hate to say it, but you're probably not going to find anything in Iceland. I'm tempted to recall you."

      "Just a sec. Customs." An officer with the Iceland Directorate of Customs had come aboard, dressed in an official-looking periwinkle blue dress shirt, black tie, and black trousers; Ethan gave the man his passport to stamp.

      When the officer left the Gulfstream, Ethan continued the conversation. "You want to recall us, but you won't."

      "No," she agreed. "We have no other leads to go on, currently."

      There was a moment of silence on the line.

      "You still there?" Ethan said.

      "Yes," she answered.

      "What's up?"

      "Nothing, just..." She sighed audibly over the line. "We're seeing some ominous FININT over here." Financial Intelligence.

      "What kind?"

      Another pause, as if she was unsure whether to tell him. Finally: "Spot gold closed higher for the seventh day in a row yesterday, while the dollar, Dow and NASDAQ took another beating. The Russian ruble suffered a similar dive, as did the MICEX 10 Index."

      "Weekly peaks and troughs aren't unusual in the financial markets," Ethan said. "Maybe gold will drop drastically tomorrow, and the stock markets will recover all their losses."

      "I wish you were right. I'm sure you know the NSA has a software suite that scans market data streams such as SWIFT for signs of suspicious activity. Well the suite issued its first warning when an account belonging to a bank in Saudi Arabia sold three hundred million dollars worth of U.S. securities and replaced them with Austrian bullion last Friday. Over the week, more accounts were flagged as eight other financial institutions dumped another half billion worth of U.S. and Russian assets and bought gold. The software identified numerous smaller accounts making similar moves. The reason why these accounts have been flagged? There are absolutely no economic indicators to precipitate the sell-offs. The U.S. economy is recovering nicely, and while Russia has experienced some economic turbulence, most of its bigger companies have weathered the storm well. We've also seen suspicious option buying, with several unwarranted puts on airline stocks and calls on defense stocks."

      "Someone is front-running the market ahead of a terrorist attack?"

      "That's what the FININT points to," Sam said. "And here's the kicker: several of the flagged institutions are suspected of having terrorist ties."

      "Ah."

      "I'm worried that if you don't find another lead over there," Sam said. "We won't stop Al Sifr in time."

      "Assuming he's the one responsible for the market front-running."

      "Copperhead, if it's not him then we are royally screwed, in more orifices than you know." Sam cleared her throat. "So, getting back to the current mission. A contact will meet you when you debark. He'll have gear, and a means of transport to the site."

      "A chopper?" Ethan said hopefully.

      "Yes. For the first segment of the journey, a chopper will fly you to the barren Southern Region Suðurland, to within ten kilometers of the site. A 4X4 will be waiting to take you the rest of the way, so that your final approach is more clandestine."

      "Perfect."

      "Keep me posted on your findings."

      "Will do." Ethan hung up and explained the situation to Bretta.

      The two of them picked out sweaters and windbreakers from the walk-in closet at the rear of the G650, then debarked the plane via the airstairs. It certainly felt brisk out there: the chilly breeze didn't help matters.

      The pair had no luggage to collect, so they walked to the other side of the full service terminal, where a beat-up Ford pickup was waiting for them.

      A rather portly, though jolly-seeming individual stood in front of the vehicle. He was dressed in a blue windbreaker and white-washed jeans, with a small, dark beard covering his face and a knit cap on his head. He carried two winter jackets and two sweaters folded over one arm.

      "Welcome to Iceland." The contact extended his free hand. "I'm Ólafur. Your chauffeur for the day. Call me Ólli."

      Ethan shook his hand.

      "I bought you winter jackets and sweaters." Ólli beckoned toward the items. "But I see you've already got outerwear."

      Ethan eyed the winter jackets uneasily. "How cold is it where we're going?"

      "Not terribly frigid. About the same as here. But I thought you were coming in from the Middle East or some such. Going from plus forty to plus ten in a single day is a bit of a doozy. So I dished these out for you."

      "I think we're good." Ethan leaned close to the man and lowered his voice conspiratorially. "But tell me, you don't have any magic firecrackers for us, do you?"

      Even though the DIA owned the G650, there were never any weapons aboard. Sam never explained why, but he suspected she was afraid of potential searches and seizures by customs. All it would take was a random inspection to blow the DIA's charter jet front company.

      Ólli furrowed his brow and mouthed the words "magic firecrackers," obviously not understanding. Then he abruptly grinned. "Ah! I see what you're asking. No, the magic firecrackers are with Randver."

      "Randver?"

      "He left this morning at seven to drive all the way to the outskirts of the site for you, so that you two wouldn't have to. When you arrive, he'll wait with the chopper while you take the 4X4 joyriding." Ólli pointed at the beaten-up truck. "Why don't you hop in so I can taxi you to your next ride?"

      "You're part of a support team?" Ethan asked when Ólli had gotten under way.

      "Not a support team. Simply an asset. A spy, you could say. Once a simple fisherman, now an international man of mystery." He traveled rather fast down the tarmac. He passed a parked business jet and abruptly swerved around it, roughly jerking Ethan and Bretta to the side.

      Ólli's cellphone rang. He picked it up and listened for a moment. "Yes. Yes, that's me. Oh." He turned to Ethan and whispered: "It's the control tower. They want me to slow down."

      "Probably a good idea," Ethan commented.

      "Thanks for the warning," Ólli said into the phone. "Yes, we're slowing down." He hung up and proceeded faster than ever. He glanced at Ethan. "Okay, I admit it, I work at the local pharmacy. And this is the most action I've seen in two years. Not a lot going on in Iceland."

      He braked suddenly, stopping beside an old Bell 206 Jetranger helicopter. "Here you go."

      Ethan opened the door.

      "Wait," Ólli said. "Launch the GPS on your phone so I can give you the destination coordinates."

      Ethan complied, surrendering his smartphone.

      Ólli entered a series of digits and returned the device. "I've marked two locations. The first is where you'll rendezvous with Randver. The second is the target site."

      Bretta offered her cellphone to Ólli so he could punch in the coordinates for her, too, but the plump man ignored her, instead opening his door. "Come on, let's go meet your pilot."

      Bretta shot Ethan a nonplussed look.

      "I'll give you the coordinates later," Ethan assured her.

      A towering individual stood beside the Bell helicopter. Ethan was used to being the tallest man in any given situation, but that guy was at least six five. A leaner, stronger, beardless version of Ólli, he dressed in that same windbreaker, knit cap, and jeans getup—must have been a staple of Icelandic fashion. With his sharp nose and strong brow line, he was a more stereotypical example of the Nordic genes most Icelanders inherited.

      "I was hoping we could pilot the bird ourselves," Ethan said as Ólli led them toward the pilot.

      "Sorry," Ólli said. "All charter bookings through this company require a pilot."

      The tall individual stepped forward to shake their hands.

      Ethan felt dwarfed: for one of the few times in his life, he found himself looking up at another man. He didn't like it.

      The pilot shook Bretta's hand first. She rubbed her palm after he released her. "Jeez. Could you squeeze my hand any harder?"

      He shook Ethan's hand next.

      "Hello," the pilot said. Bretta was right, the man's grip was crushing. "I am Sigursteinn, your pilot."

      "Nice to meet you, Frankenstein," Ethan said, tearing his hand away.

      "Sigursteinn."

      "We'll just call you Frankie for short," Bretta said.

      Sigursteinn threw up his arms and boarded without a word more.

      "Friendly sort," Bretta commented, still rubbing her hand.

      "I think he likes you," Ethan lied. "He didn't shake my hand as hard as yours."

      "Really?" she said. "Then why did your eyes bulge when he gripped you?"

      "I was surprised at how girly the grip was."

      "Sure."

      Ethan bid farewell to Ólli and boarded the chopper with Bretta. The two of them buckled into the passenger seats and donned the noise-canceling headphones that had been conveniently provided.

      "Take us into the air, Frankie," Ethan told the pilot.

      Sigursteinn grunted in reply.
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      The chopper took to the air, flying over Reykjavík. In five minutes the quaint red-roofed buildings were behind them, replaced by the green landscape around the capital region, which alternated between lush farmland and moss-covered lava fields, with the latter soon dominating.

      The Bell chopper passed into the barren Southern Region Suðurland. More dried lava fields. Tundra. Rocky escarpments. The rare village. Though there was no paved road, he could see the bare outline of a route of sorts below, carved into the lava fields. Several vehicles had traveled that way at one point or another. Off-road driving was illegal in Iceland during the melt season, when the tundra was partially thawed and water-soaked, leaving the vegetation particularly vulnerable, but companies could purchase waivers if they registered their routes.

      Ethan watched their position slowly update on the smartphone's GPS. Surprisingly, he still had cellphone coverage, though the network had long ago downgraded to 2G. Not that he needed a carrier to access GPS—his rooted smartphone was capable of contacting the satellites regardless. The pilot had his own GPS of course, a Garmin G500H unit built into the helicopter instrument panel.

      An hour later Sigursteinn began a controlled descent near the target coordinates.

      "There's our ride," Bretta said.

      Ethan glanced at the rocky, moss-covered plateau below, where an SUV was parked. In the distance, black ash foothills and mountain ranges thrust from the horizon. According to the GPS, the research site resided ten kilometers away, near those foothills.

      The Bell landed.

      "I wait here until you return," Sigursteinn said, shutting down the engine.

      "Thanks for the lift, Frankie," Ethan said.

      "Sigursteinn," the pilot intoned angrily.

      "Cigar stein," Ethan tried.

      The pilot turned away in outrage.

      Ethan and Bretta debarked before the blades completely stopped and hurried through the rotor wash at a crouch. When the Bell was behind them the pair switched to a normal stance.

      The ground was composed of black, uneven volcanic rock. Very easy to trip. Patches of grass and scrub covered some areas.

      Halfway to the SUV, Bretta said: "How's your coverage? I've got nothing." She had her cellphone in hand.

      Ethan checked his own. "No connection." He was surprised it had lasted as long as it had.

      They reached the vehicle: a Nissan Patrol with forty-four inch wheels, a mechanical winch, and a vehicle snorkel.

      Once more Ethan and Bretta had to shake hands with a pale-skinned Icelander who wore the usual trifecta of knit cap, windbreaker, and jeans.

      "Randver I take it?" Ethan said.

      "Yes. Copperhead and Maelstrom?"

      "In the flesh," Bretta said.

      Randver opened the rear barn doors of the SUV to reveal the cargo area. "Let me know if everything is in order."

      Within the cargo compartment were two Blackhawk Mobile Operations load-out bags, three backpacks, and two concealable ballistic vests. Ethan placed one foot on the rear step-up bar and hauled himself inside. Bretta joined him. He opened the bag labelled "Copperhead" while Bretta took "Maelstrom."

      Inside he found some of his favorite weapons: an M16A4. A .45 caliber H&K USP compact pistol, an H&K MP7 personal defense weapon, a Glock 17, and a RONI conversion kit to transform the latter into a short-barreled rifle.

      Besides weapons, there was a PRC-153 encrypted radio and optional earpiece, tactical chest rig with several front magazine pockets, sound suppressors, Zeiss binoculars, duct tape, a Gerber folding knife, a twenty-piece lockpick and bump key set, and a balaclava with holes for the eyes and mouth.

      "Santa Claus," Bretta said. "Where have you been all my life." She picked up a Beretta Storm Px4 subcompact from her own gear. "Oh baby, I missed you." Ethan thought she was going to kiss it for a second.

      Randver stared at her, smiling like a grade schooler with a crush on his teacher.

      Ethan focused his attention on the backpacks. One of them contained trauma gear, including two tourniquets, pressure dressing material, a nasopharyngeal airway and a decompression needle. The second pack housed a PD-200 X Black Hornet nano drone.

      "What's in this one?" Ethan asked, reaching for the third backpack.

      Randver grinned. "A couple of bricks of C-4."

      Ethan opened it. The bag was literally stuffed to the brim with M112 demolition blocks individually wrapped in Mylar film. "A little more than a couple."

      "Always plan for contingencies," Randver said.

      Ethan resealed the backpack. He removed his windbreaker and sweater, then donned the ballistic vest labeled "Copperhead" by a post-it note. In the front, back and side SAPI pockets, the body-conforming vest held curved trauma plates comprised of ballistic-grade steel with spall fragmentation protective coating. Rated Type III, it provided at least single hit protection for all pistol calibers, and rifle rounds up to 7.62x51 NATO M80 Ball. It offered no protection against armor piercing rifle rounds. The vest was heavier than Kevlar and other soft armor solutions, but lighter and leaner than ceramic plate armor.

      Beside him, Bretta similarly removed her outerwear to slip into her own assigned vest. Randver stared at her as if she were completely naked.

      Ethan replaced his outerwear and clipped a two-way radio to his belt.

      "Do you have a sat-phone?" Ethan asked Randver.

      The Icelander nodded. "I do."

      They exchanged digits. Both phone numbers started with two zeros followed by 882, the "country code" of the secure satellite phones the DIA used.

      "So, do we go in kitted-out?" Bretta asked him. "Or more low key?"

      "Low key to start with, I think," Ethan told her. "That way we have the option of pretending we're lost."

      Bretta gazed at the tactical vest and extra magazines longingly, then shrugged. She took her Px4 with her and loaded into the driver's side of the Nissan.

      Ethan grabbed the MP7 and closed the rear barn doors. Randver followed him to the passenger side.

      Ethan climbed the step box and sat inside, placing the weapon on the floor beside him. Bretta, meanwhile, stowed her Px4 in the center console.

      "I'd come with you," Randver told Ethan. He looked dwarfed, standing there beside the big-wheeled Nissan. "But, you know, I have to watch your back and all."

      "Of course," Ethan said. From a chopper several kilometers away. Ethan didn't particularly want him along anyway.

      "I'll be waiting with Sigursteinn for your return. Oh, don't drive too fast. I've let some air out of the tires to make the ride smoother, and to protect the tread from the sharper rocks. But if you go too fast, you'll surely damage the tires."

      "Got it." Ethan turned toward Bretta: "Shall we?"

      She put the vehicle into gear and drove off, taking the partial trail that previous vehicular traffic had crushed into the rock. Even so, the rocky road was still extremely bumpy, and the Nissan's big wheels didn't help all that much. Bretta couldn't travel more than forty kilometers an hour without the jolts becoming unbearable. That Randver had spent most of the morning driving out to that location in those conditions was admirable.

      Ethan had the GPS app running on his smartphone and guided her toward the target site.

      "We should have brought those two with us," Bretta announced.

      "They'd just get in the way," Ethan said. "They're civilian assets, Bretta. Pencil-pushers."

      "I guess so. But still."

      "We can turn around and pick them up if you like," Ethan said.

      Bretta bit her lower lip. "No. You're probably right. We don't need men who, in the heat of battle, can't even figure out how to turn off the safeties on their weapons."

      "Glad you understand."

      In fifteen minutes they closed to within two klicks of the research site. The trail abruptly ended, as if workers had shoveled the surrounding rocks over the path in an attempt to conceal it. Bretta drove onward: they were jolted about more than ever.

      Ethan ordered her to stop one klick out.

      "So here we are," Bretta said.

      "Here we are."

      Ethan checked the time on his cell: ten a.m., Reykjavík time. He remembered Sam's warning about an imminent attack, and prayed they would find something.
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      Ethan surveyed the area through the Zeiss binoculars. On the site were three pre-engineered buildings made from self-framing metal. Each building had a steel door at the front and a window in the side. Ethan spotted no guards, nor anyone on patrol.

      He launched the Black Hornet. The drone gave him a good view of the gable roofs, which looked like they were paneled in solar arrays.

      He came closer, edging the Black Hornet toward the small sun-facing window of one building. Unfortunately the metal walls surrounding the glass reflected the bright sunlight, causing the Auto ISO of the camera to completely darken the room beyond the pane. Ethan moved as close to the glass as he dared, more afraid of crashing the nano drone than anything else, but because of the camera's wide field of view he couldn't correct the dynamic range. The windows of the other two structures also faced the sun, and posed similar problems.

      Ethan recalled the Black Hornet. "Time to get kitted out."

      "What happened to pretending we were lost?"

      "We can still pretend," Ethan said. "Though if we meet someone, they probably won't buy it."

      Bretta grabbed the Px4 from the center console compartment and hopped outside.

      Ethan left the MP7 on the floor and joined her at the rear barn doors. He climbed inside, removed his windbreaker and buckled a tactical chest rig over the coarse fabric of his sweater. He filled the front pockets with A4 box magazines. He attached a holster to his hip and stowed the Glock 17 there. He practiced drawing the handgun several times. Finally he picked up the A4 rifle, threaded a sound suppressor onto the barrel, and then looped the strap over his shoulder.

      Bretta similarly buckled a tactical rig over her sweater and loaded the pockets with Px4 magazines. She also grabbed a suppressor that was longer than the subcompact pistol itself and stuffed the accessory into a side pocket.

      "Not taking a rifle?" Ethan asked her.

      "Nope."

      The two of them donned the balaclavas, mostly for intimidation purposes, and then climbed back into the front section of the Nissan. Ethan left the windbreaker in the cargo area; while he was colder without it, he didn't need the jacket getting in the way of a reload. If a firefight erupted, seconds could mean the difference between life and death.

      Bretta drove over the pitted terrain to within thirty meters of the site, and then the pair exited the vehicle and made their way to the closest building on foot.

      He edged along the steel wall until he reached the window. Worried that someone might be observing from within, he switched his cellphone to camera mode, turned off the flash, and gently slid it past the corner of the window.

      No bullets struck the phone. A good sign.

      He held the device flush against the glass and took a picture. He glanced at the display.

      "What do you see?" Bretta asked. Her voice sounded muffled behind the balaclava.

      He tilted the screen toward her.

      "Looks abandoned," she said.

      Ethan shrugged. He peered past the corner of the window and shielded his eyes from the sun. He spotted a bunk bed. Nightstand. Closet. Desk. Two chairs. Filing cabinet. Small couch. Fridge. Kerosene heater. Cupboards.

      He studied the entrance. "The door doesn't look booby-trapped from here."

      Ethan went to the front door and tried the handle. Locked. He picked it with his lockpick set.

      Leaving Bretta by the entrance to stand watch, he proceeded inside the pre-engineered building and carefully searched the place. The filing cabinet, closet and nightstand proved empty. Inside the cupboards, he found cooking utensils and non-perishable foods: canned fish, dried beans, pasta, beef jerky.

      In one corner of the room he thought he discovered a bomb. Upon further investigation it proved to be a solar powered lamp: wires in turn led from the ceiling to a charge controller, a bank of three solar batteries, an inverter, and a portable transfer switch, terminating in the aforementioned lamp, currently turned off. A backup diesel generator was linked to the transfer switch. Also off.

      Ethan decided not to touch the solar setup—if there was any place for a booby trap, that would have been it.

      Ethan came out and told Bretta what he'd found.

      "This probably really was a legitimate research facility at some point," she said. "Until Al Sifr bought out the company for his little wild goose chase."

      "Why go through all this trouble and expense for a simple diversion?" Ethan said.

      Bretta shrugged. "We're talking about a guy who cut off his own hand to escape capture. Who knows what goes on in a mind like that?"

      "I think he actually had a team using this place," Ethan said. "But then they outgrew the facilities."

      "Why would he have a team all the way out here?" Bretta said.

      "That's the question, isn't it?"

      The pair followed the same procedure at the next building: Ethan first surveyed the insides via the window, and then searched the place while Bretta stood watch. He found only more abandoned furniture and solar cells.

      At the third and final building, when Ethan peered through the glass, almost immediately he spotted an IP camera situated on the windowsill inside, along with a satellite Internet device. A wire ran from the two devices to an open laptop on a desk. He was glad the two of them had elected to wear balaclavas.

      "Well well well," Ethan said. "Looks like we're being watched."

      "Assuming those devices are powered," Bretta said. "The camera feed could be delivered anywhere in the world, from Riyadh to Miami."

      "Or somewhere in the nearby hills," Ethan said. "Too bad our friend Randver didn't supply us with signal jammers."

      From the window, he confirmed that the entrance wasn't booby-trapped. He made a last circuit of the building, checking for anything out of the ordinary. He also scanned the surrounding terrain for any signs of ambush. Everything seemed normal.

      He proceeded to the front door and picked the lock.

      Inside Ethan discovered a solar power setup similar to the previous buildings, except with double the number of charge storage batteries.

      At the desk, the laptop's power indicator was active. The display was currently off—probably in "power saving" mode.

      Ethan returned to the entrance, leaving the computer untouched.

      "It's powered," he told Bretta.

      She produced a thumb drive. "I think I can find out where the video feed is going." She turned around to enter the building.

      "No," Ethan said. "The laptop could be booby-trapped."

      She froze. "Good point."

      "I'm going to call Sam." Ethan fished out the sat-phone. "I'm hoping she can send in a bomb squad. We'll get Frankenstein to do a flyby of the nearby hills, see if we spot anything, but otherwise I think we're done here."

      "Feels like we didn't really accomplish anything," Bretta complained.

      "Yeah well, sometimes that's how missions end." Ethan pressed a few buttons on the sat-phone, but the screen didn't respond. "Shit."

      "What's wrong?" Bretta asked.

      "It's frozen. Perfect time to crash. The wonders of modern-day technology."

      "Let me try." She took the sat-phone, removed the battery, and plugged it back in after fifteen seconds. A black display greeted her.

      "Well that's even better," Ethan told her. "You do have a magic touch when it comes to phones, don't you."

      "Maybe the battery died?"

      Ethan frowned. "It was at seventy percent last I checked. This is why it's always good to have redundancies. Which brings up a point. We each get our own cellphones, so why the hell does Sam allocate only one sat-phone for every two operatives? It can't be to cut costs, not when the DoD has private jets in its arsenal."

      Bretta shrugged. "I think it is to cut costs, actually. Ridiculous as that may sound. I could have 'borrowed' one of the sat-phones from the G650, though."

      "Too late now." He fetched his cellphone. While it was operational, the smartphone still couldn't connect to a network carrier.

      "Try Randver," Bretta said, after confirming her own cellphone had no signal.

      Ethan unclipped the secure radio from his belt. "Randver. Do you read? Over."

      No reply.

      Ethan attempted the call a few more times. He received only dead silence in return. Randver was simply too far.

      "Guess we're going back." Ethan reattached the radio to his belt. Then he paused, listening. "Wait. Do you hear that?"

      Bretta cocked her head. "What?"

      "Sounds like..."

      Ethan hurried to the side of the building. A white Hilux AT44 was bouncing over the rough terrain toward them.

      Gunfire erupted from the vehicle and a hail of bullets slammed into the metal wall beside Ethan.

      "Get inside!" he said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          40

        

      

    
    
      Ethan hurried into the self-framing building. Bretta quickly attached the silencer to her Px4 and then shot out the camera by the window. Together they took cover behind the desk. Ethan peered past the right side, Bretta the left.

      "Watch the window," he told her. "I'll take the door." He sighted the A4 at the open entrance.

      He heard the Hilux grind to a halt outside. Multiple footsteps crunched on the rock. They sounded hesitant, cautious.

      A tango appeared in Ethan's sights. The target wore a keffiyeh around his head, and the lower half of his face was veiled by a scarf so that he looked like a bandit.

      He carried an AK-47.

      Ethan took him out.

      The man toppled. A moment later a grenade bounced over his body and landed in the middle of the room.

      "Grenade!" Ethan ducked behind the desk and jammed his index fingers into his ears.

      The bomb detonated. Shrapnel tore into the walls and the desk shook. Though his ears were plugged, the loud bang caused Ethan's tinnitus to flare up, and for a few moments he could hear only that all-encompassing, high-pitched ringing. The thick surface of the desk had spared him from any further injuries.

      He glanced Bretta's way.

      "You okay?" he said, barely able to hear his own voice.

      "Fine!" she kept her pistol trained on the window.

      He returned his attention to the doorway. The haze from the grenade had already cleared, though the strong gunpowder stench remained.

      He heard shouting outside. It sounded like Pashto: "Abu Raafe! Go!"

      Another fatigue-wearing man appeared in the entrance. Ethan fired a burst from his rifle, downing the intruder.

      Bullets abruptly raked the top of the desk; he crouched lower.

      Beside him, Bretta began to fire. Shards of glass from the window spread across the floor.

      More frantic shouting. "Abu Busyr! Do it!"

      Five meters beyond the entrance, a veiled fighter came into view. He carried an RPG launcher.

      Ethan had a perfect shot, and he terminated the tango before he could fire.

      The RPG tube landed invitingly on the ground beside the man, tempting any other militants who might be out there.

      Sure enough, another individual dashed forward to take up the rocket. Ethan struck him, too.

      He waited. No one else tried to retrieve the RPG tube.

      After a few more quiet moments Ethan said: "I'm going to have a look outside." His tinnitus had cleared somewhat, though his ear still ached badly.

      "Careful," Bretta said, never looking from the sights of her Px4, which remained aimed at the now shattered window.

      Keeping his rifle trained on the entrance, Ethan very slowly left cover. On the desk beside him, the laptop was riddled with gunshot holes.

      Guess it wasn't booby-trapped after all.

      He neared the entrance at a crouch, moving sideways, slowly increasing his view of the outside world. He paused occasionally to glance at the window, worried that he might be revealing himself to an attacker beyond Bretta's sight line. He stopped when he was flush against the right side of the entrance. He had nearly a full view of the left outer wall.

      One of the dead men had fallen inside: Ethan hauled the body away from the entrance, freeing the opening. Then he beckoned Bretta forward.

      She approached in a similar manner, though from the opposite vector, until she was in position on the other side of the door.

      He counted down on three fingers and then stepped outside, ready to fire at any attackers lurking at the building edges. He went high, Bretta low.

      He spotted one of the rocketeers crawling away on the uneven ground, toward the Hilux. Ethan resisted the urge to eliminate the fighter.

      "Don't move!" he said in Arabic instead.

      The man ceased crawling and raised his hands. He appeared unarmed.

      Ethan waited, keeping his rifle trained on the injured fighter while Bretta cleared the four sides of the building.

      "Anyone else?" he said when she returned to the front area.

      "Only a corpse under the window."

      Ethan stepped over another dead man and approached the still living fighter. An abandoned AK lay on the ground near him; Ethan picked it up and slid the strap over his shoulder.

      "Are there any more of you?" Ethan asked the man in Arabic.

      No answer.

      Ethan tried his limited Pashto. "More men?"

      Still nothing.

      While Ethan guarded him, Bretta continued ahead to the Hilux. When she had cleared it, she went to check the remaining two buildings.

      The fighter's hands remained in the air, though they were slowly sinking with each passing moment, the exhausted muscles shaking from the effort of keeping his arms aloft.

      An Arabic voice abruptly spoke over his radio. It was difficult to understand amid all the static, but Ethan thought the voice said: "Ahmed, what's your status?"

      Ethan wrenched the two-way radio from the man's chest rig. He didn't trust this Ahmed to respond truthfully. Still, Ethan hadn't heard enough of his voice to form a reproducible baseline, so he couldn't do it himself. Not yet.

      He held the radio to Ahmed's face.

      "Tell him you eliminated us," Ethan said in Arabic. He dug the rifle barrel into the man's cheek. "Tell him."

      Ethan clicked the send button, intending to cut off Ahmed the instant he spoke.

      Ahmed shouted in Arabic. "The intruders have escaped!"

      Ethan had released the button after the word "the." He had his voice sample. Judging from the accent, Ahmed was definitely a native Pashto speaker—an Afghan. Though Ethan spoke very little Pashto himself, he thought he could mimic the accent.

      "Say again, Ahmed?" came the static-filled response.

      Bretta returned from her check of the other buildings. She gave him a thumbs-up.

      Ethan nodded; he backed away from Ahmed, then pressed the send button.

      "The intruders have been eliminated," he said in a low voice. He held the radio some distance from his face so that his voice wouldn't sound too clear. The balaclava provided a further layer of obfuscation.

      Ethan waited a few tense moments, wondering if the operator would recognize it wasn't Ahmed who spoke.

      "Good," came the response. "Return to Zero Base immediately. We're about to launch. Bring the bodies."

      About to launch.

      Ethan glanced at Bretta. "You catch that?"

      "I did," she replied. "About to launch. Not sure I like the sound of that."

      "Neither do I. But this Zero Base can't be far if they're able to maintain radio contact."

      "Assuming they don't have repeater towers," Bretta said.

      "You give our prey too much credit." Ethan glanced at Ahmed and said in Arabic. "What are you launching?"

      The prisoner started giggling like a madman. "You're too late! Too late!"

      Ethan secured the two-way radio to his chest rig and then gave Ahmed a good kick to the ribs, stopping the laughter. He planned to interrogate him later, when they were on the move.

      "Would you run back to the Nissan and grab the duct tape?" he asked Bretta.

      "Already packed some." She reached into her chest rig and produced a black roll.

      "Nice."

      While Bretta covered Ahmed with her Px4, Ethan bound his hands behind his back. When finished, Ethan discarded the AK-47 so that only the original A4 was strapped to his shoulder. He didn't need the spray-and-pray AK.

      "His name is Ahmed," Bretta said. "I wonder..."

      Ethan glanced at her. "Iqbal's roommate from Romania?"

      She nodded.

      Ethan roughly pulled down Ahmed's collar, revealing a star-shaped mark on the right shoulder—it matched the description of Ahmed Al-Afghani that Iqbal had given to the Romanian support team.

      "It's our man," Ethan said.

      He searched Ahmed and found a cellphone, and the keys to the Hilux. He removed the spare magazines stowed in the man's vest and discarded them—they were useless in Ethan's A4.

      While Bretta watched Ahmed, Ethan searched the bodies of the other men: they all had two-way radios, but no one else had a cellphone or a sat-phone. He grabbed one of the radios for Bretta and gave it to her.

      "What am I supposed to do with this?" Bretta said. He could just imagine the confused expression she wore behind her balaclava.

      "Hang onto it," Ethan told her.

      She shrugged, stuffing it into her chest rig with her free hand.

      Ethan used the step box to climb aboard the Hilux—like the Nissan, it was suspended on forty-four inch Michelin tires. He started the vehicle, drove it to the front of the building, and disembarked to begin loading the bodies of the dead into the cargo area.

      Bretta backed toward him, keeping her Px4 trained on Ahmed.

      "We're taking their vehicle?" she said over her shoulder.

      "We are." Ethan removed his balaclava and chest rig, then stripped the fatigues, scarf, and headgear from one of the bodies. The man had soiled his undergarments, but thankfully the sludge hadn't seeped through into the outerwear. Ethan would have worn it either way, though.

      He slid the fatigues over his existing clothing, adjusted his utility belt, tied the scarf to his neck, and wrapped the checkered keffiyeh around his head. He loaded a fresh magazine into the A4 before tossing the tactical rig into the cargo area.

      He hauled the next man to the vehicle and similarly stripped him.

      "Those are yours," he told Bretta, nodding at the clothes. He loaded the heavy body into the cargo hold with difficulty, and almost slipped on the step-up.

      Bretta removed her balaclava and regarded the fatigues dubiously. "There's blood and shit on them."

      "You'll live."

      She returned her attention to Ahmed. The man hadn't moved.

      "The sat-phone is still dead?" Bretta said.

      Ethan retrieved the sat-phone and tossed it to her.

      She caught it with one hand and momentarily regarded the screen. "Damn."

      She swapped the sat-phone for the encrypted radio at her belt and tried to contact Randver. No response.

      "I'm sorry," Ethan said. "We're on our own here, Bretta."
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      Ethan loaded the last of the dead men into the Hilux. "Keys?"

      She tossed him the keys to the Nissan. Ethan jogged to the SUV, turned it on, and parked it beside the Hilux. Then he began transferring the gear, placing it between the dead bodies.

      "We can drive back to Randver and pick up his sat-phone," Bretta said, keeping an eye on Ahmed while Ethan worked.

      "You really want to ask Sam what to do?" Ethan tossed a Blackhawk load-out bag into the compartment. "You really want her to hold your hand?"

      "She—"

      Ethan didn't let her finish. "It'll take us half an hour to drive there and back on this terrain."

      "Randver will be in range of our radios well before then," Bretta said. "We can have him meet us along the way. If we do that, I'll bet the total trip there and back will only take ten minutes. What's ten minutes in the overall scheme of things?"

      "You heard what the radio operator said. They're about to launch. We can't delay. Not even for a minute."

      "We don't even know what they're launching!" Bretta said.

      "Do you really want to wait, and then find out after the fact?"

      She had no answer to that.

      "While a sat-phone is nice and all that," Ethan continued. "Sam won't be able to provide any help out here. By the time she gets any bombers overhead, the so-called launch will be long over. She's going to defer to my judgment on this. Trust me."

      He finished transferring over the last of their gear and then pointed his A4 at Ahmed.

      "Okay get changed," Ethan told Bretta.

      He shoved Ahmed into the cargo area of the Hilux, over the bodies, then squeezed in beside him, taking the only free seat. He was relieved to be done loading all that deadweight—it left him feeling a bit exhausted. Plus he'd slightly pulled one of his back muscles. Not a pleasant sensation.

      Ethan jabbed his rifle into Ahmed's side and waited impatiently as Bretta detached the sound suppressor from her pistol, holstered the weapon, removed her chest rig, and then donned the fatigues he'd left her. He could literally feel the seconds slipping away. Precious seconds.

      While she changed, Ethan retrieved the smartphone he'd confiscated from Ahmed. He touched the screen and the PIN prompt appeared.

      "What's your PIN?" he asked the man in Arabic.

      "You're too late," Ahmed spat from where he lay on the floor beside his dead companions.

      Ethan extended his rifle and pointed it at the man's head. "The PIN."

      Ahmed stared defiantly for several seconds, then shrugged. He gave it up, along with the secondary password needed to access the applications.

      Ethan launched the navigation app. The GPS worked, despite the lack of a cellular network, meaning the smartphone was rooted. Good.

      He navigated to the favorites list and found an entry for "Zero Base" in Arabic. He chose that as the destination and a waypoint appeared on the digital map, somewhere in the foothills to the east.

      Wearing the combat fatigues, Bretta finally sat herself in the Hilux's driver seat. The outline of her breasts was lost to the baggy outfit. Her hair was tucked into the keffiyeh that wrapped her head, and the lower half of her face was concealed by a scarf.

      "How do I look?" she said.

      "Like the spitting image of an Afghan insurgent," Ethan said. "Here's our target." He handed the phone to Bretta.

      She tossed her unused chest rig onto the seat beside her and then clipped the cellphone to the dash via the holder conveniently provided above one of the heating vents. She proceeded to accelerate the vehicle across the bumpy terrain.

      Ahmed had lost a lot of blood, and probably wouldn't survive to the end of the day. That was fine. Ethan only needed him alive long enough to answer a few questions.

      He placed the rifle behind him and fished out the trauma kit from underneath a dead body. He began bandaging Ahmed's wounds, a task made difficult by the constant jolting of the SUV. He handled the chest injury first, and then moved on to the arm wound.

      "Tell me about the launch Al Sifr is planning." When the man didn't answer, Ethan overly tightened the bandage around his arm.

      Ahmed flinched. "Too late."

      "If I'm too late, like you keep saying, why does it matter if you tell me?"

      No answer.

      "You've already given me the address to the base..." Ethan said.

      Ahmed pressed his lips together. That he'd given up his cellphone password and PIN so readily seemed to be a sore point for the man. At the time, he'd probably forgotten that the base coordinates were stored in the GPS: blood loss will do that to a man.

      Ethan tried once more. "You're not going to tell me about the launch?"

      Still nothing.

      He slid Ahmed's bound hands to the side. Holding them there, he slid the Glock from his hip and touched it to a couple of the man's fingers.

      "Last chance to answer," Ethan said.

      Ahmed remained silent, resolute.

      Ethan fired.

      Bretta jumped. "Jesus."

      Ahmed howled in pain.

      Ethan bandaged the two stumps where the fingers had once been, then he held the Glock to the next set of digits.

      Ahmed had been panting loudly, but he reined in his breathing when he felt the press of that barrel.

      "Tell me about the launch."

      "I don't think he's going to talk," Bretta said.

      "Stay out of it." Ethan was about to squeeze the trigger again when he saw the fervent look in Ahmed's eyes.

      Bretta was right. He wouldn't talk.

      At least not under physical duress.

      Ethan tossed the man's bound arms away. He felt angry with himself, and slightly ashamed. He had pressed too hard, too fast. He didn't know what had come over him. He was behaving little better than a Triad member like Lo Leung.

      "Hell with it." Ethan grabbed a spare bandage and used it to wipe the blood from the Glock and his hands. Then he holstered the pistol and retrieved his rifle. "Doesn't matter anyway. Your entire operation is about to come crashing down."

      Ahmed had nothing to say to that. He was in too much pain.

      "I think I see something up ahead," Bretta said. "According to the GPS, that's our Zero Base. Can you have a look?"

      Ethan shoved another body on top of Ahmed to pin the man down, then grabbed the binoculars he'd transferred over from the Nissan.

      He peered at the hillside of black ash. It was difficult to get a steady view with all the shaking.

      "Nothing out there but moss-covered lava fields," Ethan said. He adjusted the focus. "No. Wait. They're hard to make out... but I think I'm seeing buildings. Yes. They've been painted black and green to look like the surrounding terrain. Sneaky bastards."

      "What kind of buildings?" Bretta said.

      "Self-framing hangars, I think."

      The hangars formed a half-circle around a two-story, L-shaped building, which was also camouflaged to appear like the moss-covered black rock. Canopies of some sort hung between them, colored in a similar fashion. Al Sifr was implementing the same tricks used by the insurgents in Iraq and Syria to evade spy satellites and drones.

      "How did the site escape the thermal imaging cameras of the recon satellites?" Bretta said when Ethan revealed the presence of the canopies.

      "I don't know," Ethan told her. "It's possible the canopies are designed to release heat from the facility in a way that mimics natural phenomena, like hot springs."

      Bretta frowned. "It's also possible the IMINT operators didn't bother to perform a thermal pass."

      "That, too," Ethan said. "Anyway, whatever the case, we're the only ones here, and bitching about the poor IMINT isn't going to change that."

      As Bretta drove onward, Ethan was unable to suppress a rising sense of dread.

      When the pair actually arrived at the base, either they would be allowed to enter without issue, or they'd have to shoot their way past. Regardless of the outcome, they'd have to somehow upset Al Sifr's plans.

      Or die trying.

      In his mind's eye he saw the boy in Iraq once more, shielded by his sister.

      Ethan put his crosshairs over the children and squeezed the trigger.
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        Emirates Flight EK133 En Route To Moscow

      

      

      Abbas casually surveyed the instrument panel in front of him. The five hour flight had gone smoothly, and the Boeing 777-200LR was beginning its descent toward the Domodedovo Moscow Airport. With twenty minutes to runway touchdown, the flight was on schedule for its one forty five p.m. arrival time.

      Abbas was looking forward to visiting his cousins Kadar and Mihyar in Moscow. They ran the best Lebanese restaurant in the city. He'd brought along a present for them from his Yemeni wife: mandi, a traditional dish made of moist meat cooked in a tandoor and served with spiced rice. No one made mandi as good as his wife. Hoping that Abbas would reveal the recipe, the cousins would give Abbas gifts in return, likely toys for his one-year-old daughter. Abbas of course would not divulge his wife's secret recipe: how else could he insure that the cousins gave him gifts on the next visit?

      Abbas had packed his development laptop, and promised to show his cousins the new phone-based social network he was developing in his spare time. Everyone he had showed it to so far had called it the Facebook Killer. He used it to keep in touch with his wife, who often told him he was destined to be a great man. Abbas always replied that he was happy simply being a good man.

      His mind was drifting. The tiny qat bolus held between his gums and right cheek was losing its effectiveness. Abbas kept fresh leaves concealed in the false bottom of the iPad case inside his flight bag, but it was too late to retrieve any more. He'd simply have to manage without the energy boost.

      Qat was banned in the religiously-strict UAE of course, and thus on Emirates flights. Though benign compared to other drugs—it was like drinking very strong coffee or cola—qat possession was punishable by a minimum of four years in prison. His wife's relatives had introduced him to the stuff years ago, and he never flew without it. He used it sparingly on board, inserting a single leaf at a time only when he knew no one was watching. He always waited until the airliner was outside of UAE airspace so that, technically, he wasn't doing anything illegal.

      Abbas was roused from his thoughts when Captain Ghazwan offered him a bottled water.

      "You have to try this," the captain said. "It's a new flavor of Vimto. Tastes like anise and vanilla." He showed him the label. It looked the same as all the other bottles of Vimto—the most popular cordial drink in the Middle East, especially during Ramadan, where it was tradition to end a day of fasting with a date and a glass of the concentrated purple liquid.

      "Did you dilute it with water?"

      "No," the captain said. "It is not the cordial version. It is soda!"

      "I'm all right," Abbas assured him.

      "No no no. I refuse to land until you try it."

      "That good, is it?" Abbas said.

      The captain grinned amiably. "Yes."

      Abbas accepted the bottle. He noticed that the captain's hand was shaking very slightly. Strange. It didn't feel cold in the cockpit.

      Abbas took a sip. "Tastes like ordinary watered-down Vimto"

      "Really? Try again."

      Abbas took another sip. The drink had a strange texture, as if there were tiny undissolved flavor crystals still inside. He recalled an incident last year in Dubai, when several thousand bottles of Vimto had been recalled because of fungi floating in the drinks. The thought made him nauseous.

      He returned the bottle to the captain. "Don't like it. But thanks anyway."

      Abbas returned his attention to the instrument panel, and the coming landing.

      He was fine for about ten minutes, and then his head began to bow. Abbas blinked his eyes wearily. Why was he feeling so sleepy all of a sudden?

      His vision abruptly doubled. He glanced at the captain, tried to say something, but couldn't form the words. In all his years of qat dependency, he had never experienced a crash quite like this.

      Qat. Need more.

      Abbas removed his sunglasses, unbuckled his seatbelt and forced himself to rise.

      The captain glanced at him uncertainly. "Are you all right?"

      "No," Abbas managed.

      Why was the captain suddenly smiling as if in relief?

      Abbas squeezed into the tiny walkway on the right side of his chair, heading toward the jumpseats packed into the cockpit just behind. There were no trainees or off-duty pilots transitioning to another airport, so both seats were unoccupied. For easy access, Abbas had stowed his flight bag under the jumpseat directly behind his own.

      Through the multitude of stars that sprinkled his vision, he sat down in said jumpseat and retrieved the bag from underneath. He set it in his lap and groped around in the side pocket. Passport. Flashlight. Sleep mask. Cellphone. Charger.

      No! What am I doing! The iPad.

      He opened the main zipper of the flight bag and retrieved the iPad case. He removed the actual device, letting it fall back inside the flight bag, and then he detached the false bottom from the thick case, revealing the sliding plastic storage bag.

      He opened the bag and stuffed the entire contents into his mouth. With one finger he pressed the leaves up into the corner of his mouth, under his upper lip, and formed a large bolus inside his cheek.

      He removed the finger. The captain was saying something, but before Abbas could respond, stars filled his vision entirely. His head slowly tilted against the backrest.

      Consciousness was slipping away...

      He fought it, battling the drowsiness with all his being.

      Must stay... awake.

      He knew if he fell asleep, he would never fly again. He'd probably wake up in jail.

      He wasn't sure how much time passed in that half sleeping, half waking purgatory, but somehow he came back from the brink. It must have been the qat, drip-fed into his bloodstream, giving him the energy and the will to go on.

      He heard vague screams coming from the aircraft cabin behind him, and repeated thudding, followed by the muffled shouts of the flight attendant. Was she pounding on the cockpit door?

      Abbas still wore his headset, which abruptly crackled to life. "Emirates one three three. Domodedovo approach. Turn left heading three two zero and ascend. Emirates one three three, please respond."

      Abbas opened his mouth to answer, but no words came. His throat was too dry.

      He lifted the flight bag from his lap and placed it quietly on the floor. Slowly, so slowly, he pushed himself from the jumpseat, using the center console to his left for support. He felt so very weak.

      His eyes focused on the windshield. Judging from the landscape beyond, the plane was on a steep approach trajectory, something normally reserved for landings on short runways. Except there were no runways out there. Only the Moscow city center. What—

      Then he understood. The captain had drugged him, and intended to crash the plane.

      Ghazwan was on the radio with air traffic control. No wait, it wasn't a radio the captain was using, but a sat-phone. Abbas caught the man's final words. "I will watch the phoenix of the New Caliphate emerge from the ashes of the world while atop my perch in paradise, my Caliph."

      The captain lowered the sat-phone and began to chant familiar words.

      "Allahu akbar. Allahu akbar. Allahu akbar."

      The captain was perverting the phrase, destroying sacred words that were meant to celebrate God. Allah did not approve of this. He would never approve.

      Anger filled Abbas, and it gave him strength. How dare that man pervert his religion? How dare he use Islam as an excuse for mass murder?

      With his palm, Abbas rubbed the huge bolus in his cheek against his teeth, releasing the powerful qat juices. A long stream of saliva oozed from his lips.

      The captain was literally half a step away. Abbas could probably strike him in the side of the head from where he stood.

      No. He wanted to make sure the hit was solid. It would be all too easy for Abbas to lose his balance and fall. Just a little closer...

      He languidly edged between the cramped jumpseats, toward the pilot, using the headrest of the seat in front of him for support. When he was close, he clenched his fingers, raising his fist to strike.

      The blur of motion beyond the windshield drew his gaze. The ground rushed toward the Boeing 777-200LR at an incredible speed. Abbas half-expected some kind of anti-aircraft fire to bring them down. Or for Russian fighter jets to engage. But Abbas realized it had all happened too fast for any reasonable response.

      Allah forgive us.

      In the split second before impact, he realized the plane was going to plow directly into one of the Kremlin buildings.

      His last thought was of his wife, who would be waiting for him on the social networking application he had developed.

      Waiting. Singing a lullaby to their one-year-old daughter.

      But he wouldn't show up.

      Not ever again.
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        Somewhere In The Southern Region Suðurland, Iceland

      

      

      Ethan stared at the approaching base. They were still a good two kilometers out.

      Suddenly, against the backdrop of the black hill behind it, a fast-moving object hurtled skyward.

      Ethan almost couldn't believe what he was seeing. He frantically held the binoculars to his eyes, wanting to confirm it, but the object was rising too fast, and the view too unsteady, for him to get a fix. He tossed the binoculars aside. He didn't need them. He could tell with the naked eye what it was.

      A missile.

      "We're too late," Ethan said, his voice barely above a whisper.

      Ahmed started laughing hysterically. "Mad, mad, mad."

      Ethan simply watched the missile, too stunned to respond. Bretta had halted the vehicle; she was leaning close to the windshield, staring up at the sky.

      "An ICBM?" Bretta asked.

      "I don't know," Ethan said. "I think so."

      In that moment another missile launched from the remote outpost.

      Ethan watched in horror. "Bretta, drive. We have to get in there." While it was impossible to stop an ICBM that was already in the air, they had to do whatever they could to prevent the launch of any further missiles. In that moment, their lives, and the lives of everyone manning that base, were suddenly inconsequential. Millions of innocents were at stake. Maybe billions.

      "Bretta!" Ethan said when she didn't respond.

      Bretta snapped her attention away from the sky. She stepped on the accelerator, driving faster than ever before. The Hilux lurched violently over the rocky terrain.

      "Mad mad mad," Ahmed giggled from the floor.

      Ethan touched the barrel of his rifle to Ahmed's nose, pressing so hard that the man's nostrils bent upwards.

      "Talk or die." Ethan's finger twitched on the trigger—he was completely ready to kill the man if the answers weren't up to his expectations. Any restraint, any pity, was gone with the launch of those missiles.

      Ahmed must have seen the death in Ethan's eyes, because he instantly grew serious.

      "MAD," Ahmed said. "Mutually Assured Destruction."

      It took a moment for that to sink in. "Al Sifr is starting World War III."

      Ahmed grinned widely. With the barrel distorting his nose, he looked like a smiling pig. "Yes."

      A particularly nasty bump caused Ethan to shove the rifle downward, hard. He heard an audible crack as Ahmed's nose cartilage broke. Ethan felt no guilt whatsoever.

      He withdrew the barrel, keeping it aimed at the man's face.

      "These missiles, are they nuclear capable?" Ethan asked.

      Ahmed didn't answer. He was grimacing, and his eyes fluttered. He was obviously in pain from the broken cartilage.

      "Hey!" Ethan gave the man a kick. "Are the missiles nuclear capable?"

      Ahmed shrugged. "I don't know." His voice gurgled, thanks to the blood pouring down his nasal cavity and throat.

      "Does it matter?" Bretta said from the front. "They only need the U.S. or Russia to think that the missiles are."

      "Al Sifr will destroy the world," Ethan said.

      "No." Ahmed coughed. Blood splattered his lips.

      "What?" Ethan told the prisoner. "Speak up!"

      "Only the U.S., and Russia. Only those two die. Annihilate themselves. The rest of the world lives."

      "You're wrong," Ethan said. "The massive firestorms caused by a devastating U.S.-Russia nuclear attack will send over a hundred million tons of black carbon into the stratosphere and plunge the entire world into nuclear winter. Radioactive particles will drift on the atmospheric winds and spread to every country. Black rain will fall everywhere. There will be worldwide famine. Mass extinctions. Nowhere is safe. Not even your precious Middle East." He turned toward Bretta. "Faster, woman!"

      "I'm going as fast as I reasonably can!" Bretta said.

      As if to emphasize her words, the vehicle hit another bad bump, and Ethan's head nearly impacted the ceiling.

      Ahmed spoke again. "The Middle East welcomes nuclear winter. A respite from the heat. When Saddam ignited the oil wells, the sky turned black at noon. Temperatures dropped by five degrees. Hardly even noticeable. And fallout will spread, yes, but for us it will be no worse than the meltdown in Tokyo, or Chernobyl. With the U.S. and Russia gone, and the remaining Western countries struggling to survive, the Middle East will prosper. The Shia will convert, and all Muslims will unite, beginning a new age of peace. The age of the Ninth Caliphate."

      Somehow Ethan doubted it would be so simple.

      The vehicle was almost at the base when two more missiles launched from it, heading skyward.

      Ethan rubbed his forehead in despair.

      Ahmed's sickening chortle floated to his ears.

      Ethan rammed the butt of his rifle into the man's temple, silencing him.

      Bretta didn't let up on the accelerator. The canopied base grew near. A chain-link fence girded the perimeter; a guard station allowed access via gate.

      The Hilux was approaching too fast.

      "Bretta, slow down," Ethan said. "Bretta!"

      She finally eased off the accelerator, cutting the speed to around twenty kilometers an hour.

      "When you get to the gate, stop," Ethan told her. "Simply nod your head to any questions the guard asks. I'll do the talking. If things go south, we fight our way inside. Are you ready?"

      "The best plans are the simplest," she said, raising her scarf to cover the lower half of her face.

      "They are." Ethan lifted his own scarf.

      Ahmed stirred. Ethan rammed the rifle butt repeatedly into Ahmed's temple, drawing blood. The man lost consciousness as Bretta pulled in front of the guard station.

      The fatigue-wearing fighter seated in the guard station smiled at Bretta.

      "Success, brother!" the guard said in Arabic.

      Ethan leaned forward from the back seat. "Success!"

      The guard seemed suddenly puzzled, but before he could say anything, Ethan added: "Open the gate! We have a brother here in critical condition!"

      The man flicked a switch and the chain-link fence directly in front of the SUV began to open.

      "Why are you masked?" the guard said.

      "Say again?" Ethan held a hand to his ear, pretending not to hear above the noise of the sliding fence.

      "Why are you masked?" the guard shouted.

      "Yes, success, brother!" Ethan made a fist and held up his index finger, making the gesture that alluded to the belief that Allah was the only God, one of the five pillars of Islam. It also symbolized the goal of every true adherent to Salafist doctrine: one God, one religion, one state. Worldwide.

      Thankfully, Bretta drove through the opening before the guard could respond.

      "You should have shot him," Bretta said.

      "I was tempted. Believe me."

      She accelerated underneath the canopy, maneuvering between the self-framing steel hangars toward the L-shaped, two-story main building.

      Ethan taped Ahmed's hands to his feet, and then secured a thick piece of duct tape over his mouth. The man was only then becoming conscious, and moved very groggily. Ethan had likely given him a concussion in addition to the broken nose. Ahmed certainly deserved it.

      Beside the black and green two-story building was a place where other Hiluxes were parked. Bretta turned in there.

      A Saudi dressed in combat fatigues waited as the vehicle pulled up.

      The scarf had fallen from Ethan's face by then and he hadn't bothered to replace it: hiding his features at that point would only arouse suspicion. If the Saudi challenged them, the man wouldn't live very long.

      "Success, brother," the Saudi said in Arabic as Ethan got out.

      "Success," Ethan responded. There wasn't anyone else around. He considered shooting the man right there if only to save time.

      "How did it go?" the Saudi inquired.

      Ethan realized the Saudi's voice belonged to the radio operator.

      "We lost Ahmed," Ethan said. He decided to forgo the Pashto accent, and instead use something more appropriate to a speaker of the Urban Najdi dialect of Riyadh, hoping the familiarity would put the Saudi more at ease. "Along with most of the men." He beckoned toward the dead bodies in the rear cargo area.

      The man stiffened. "But I just talked to Ahmed on the radio."

      Ethan sighed, feigning sadness. "Yes. He succumbed to his wounds shortly after."

      "I must inform Al Sifr."

      Ethan felt his heart rate increase. He's here.

      "You come, too," the Saudi continued. "I want him to hear the words from your mouth."

      The man's afraid Al Sifr will shoot the messenger, Ethan thought. All the better for me.

      "All right," Ethan said. "I'll be happy to inform Al Sifr."

      "Wait a second," the man said. "Where did you get that radio?" He pointed at the military grade PRC-153 at Ethan's belt.

      Ethan felt his stomach cramp up. "I confiscated it from the intruders."

      The Saudi regarded him suspiciously. His eyes darted to Ethan's M16A4 and then the Glock at his hip.

      Ethan tapped the barrel of the rifle. "Also from the intruders."

      "You're not part of Ahmed's team," the Saudi said. "Your accent is wrong: all his men are Afghans."

      Maybe it had been a mistake to imitate a Saudi. Ethan prepared to mow the man down.

      "I'm a substitute," Ethan said. He threw out a name he'd heard in the gunfight: "Abu Raafe was sick this morning. I'm Abu Emad Al-Saudi."

      The man seemed unconvinced. He glanced at Bretta, who continued to wear her scarf high. She was careful not to meet his eye.

      "Why does he hide his face here?" the Saudi asked, nodding toward her.

      Ethan recalled another name from the gunfight. "Abu Busyr here took a bad shot to the mouth. It's quite grisly under there. He can't even talk. I can show you if you like." Ethan reached for the scarf.

      "That's all right." The Saudi turned toward the main building. "Let's go."

      "Abu Busyr needs to go to the infirmary," Ethan said.

      "Yes yes." The Saudi waved a dismissive hand. "I'm sure he knows the way."

      Bretta shook her head violently. Obviously she was against splitting up. She wanted Al Sifr. Either to enact vengeance, or out of guilt at losing him those two years ago.

      "Go," Ethan mouthed before marching away with the Saudi. He knew she could cause some major damage down here. She might even be able to stop the launches on her own. And if Ethan was killed where he was going, at least she'd still be around to handle Al Sifr.

      "Why are you in such a hurry?" the Saudi said as they approached the main building; two armed men stood guard at the entrance.

      "I want the caliph to know how valiantly Ahmed died. I want him to hold back nothing as he unleashes his wrath upon our enemies. And truthfully, I want to witness firsthand the birth of the Ninth Caliphate. A front row seat to the destruction of the U.S. and Russia."

      The Saudi smirked, saying nothing.

      Motion drew Ethan's eye northward. There, he saw an Iveco Trakker semi equipped with monster truck wheels towing a long trailer from a hangar. On the trailer a missile rested horizontally within a launch framework comprised of steel bars.

      Ethan glanced over his shoulder at Bretta. Leaving her face veiled, she had returned to the Hilux, likely to stock up on ammunition. She would probably grab some of the C-4, too. Ethan certainly would have. He was glad she'd obeyed; it was a sign of maturity when an operative didn't let his or her personal feelings get in the way of a mission. She had accepted that Ethan would handle Al Sifr, and that was that.

      He knew if she stopped the launches, or otherwise discovered anything of importance, she would contact him via the encrypted radio.

      He could count on her.

      Good luck, Bretta.
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        Washington, D.C., White House

      

      

      The Defense Support Program early warning satellites operated by the 2d Space Warning Squadron of the 460th Space Wing, headquartered in Buckley Air Force Base, Colorado, detected the incoming missile headed toward the continental U.S. before it reached apogee. The night crew alerted the NORAD and USSTRATCOM early warning centers in the Cheyenne Mountain Complex; these defense hubs in turn informed various agencies around the world.

      In the White House Situation Room, the graveyard shift team of watch officers—comprised of members of the CIA, military, and State Department—received the alert. The watch officer in charge that night was CIA analyst Jonathan Briggs. His first phone call was to the National Security Adviser.

      "Have you informed the President, yet?" the National Security Adviser asked.

      "No, sir—"

      "Then call his detail, you moron!"

      [image: ]
* * *

      The President's eyes shot open as the door to the residence slammed open.

      "Mr. President!" a member of the Secret Service detail came barging inside. "Get up! The country is under attack!"

      The President scrambled to his feet. "What do you mean? Particulars, man!"

      "It's a nuke! A Russian submarine has launched a nuke!"

      The President stared blankly at the dark-suited Secret Service member for several seconds. He glanced at the First Lady, who was also on her feet, then he donned his slippers and said: "Beth, let's go."

      He glanced at the digital clock before he left the room. Three fifty a.m.—the Russians certainly picked a good time to attack.

      He touched the top portion of his pajamas. The "Biscuit" was precisely where he'd left it the night before, secure in the breast pocket. The size of a credit card, it contained the Gold Codes he would need to authenticate a nuclear strike.

      As the Secret Service detail rushed him to the elevator, the President asked: "Where's my Football?"

      "The aide will meet us in the PEOC." Presidential Emergency Operations Center. A bunker located six stories beneath the East Wing of the White House. Able to withstand a nuclear detonation.

      The President had five aides who alternately carried the Football, one from each branch of the military. They were all pay-grade O-4 or above. Yankee White clearance. He wasn't sure whose shoulders the burden would fall to tonight.

      When the main elevator reached the basement floor, the security detail rushed him through the tunnels to the East Wing, where he took another elevator.

      Stuck inside that steel box, descending into the bowels of the earth, he held his wife's hand. She gripped it tightly, eyes shining.

      Give me strength, Beth.

      Six stories beneath the White House, the President and First Lady emerged into the subterranean hallways. They had walked only a few paces when a steel door hissed closed behind them. The air smelled different. Recycled. Exposed pipes and tubing clung to the ceiling.

      Up ahead he saw the renovated area. He passed two Secret Service men on watch and entered the conference room of the Presidential Emergency Operations Center. Another steel door hissed closed behind him.

      Air Force Lieutenant Colonel James Nielson stepped forward, dressed in his service uniform. He was the aide that night, then. Beth had tried to get them to wear business attire like all other military personnel in the White House, but the President had overruled her. He needed to be able to pick out the men immediately in a time of crisis.

      The Lieutenant Colonel wore a sidearm on his right hip, and carried a black suitcase in his left hand. He offered the latter item.

      "Not yet, James," the President said. He continued into the command and control room, equivalent to the "watch floor" of the White House Situation Room, and the aide followed at his heels.

      The far wall was covered in four large LCD displays. Above it a wide international clock showed the current time of various world capitals in big digital characters. Arrayed before the displays were two rows of desks connected in a semi-circular fashion. Three duty officers manned the terminals of the lower row, while a communications assistant and an intelligence analyst worked from the upper row.

      "The skeleton crew," the President commented. He sat at the place reserved for him in the upper row. The First Lady took a seat beside him. The President was conspicuously aware that besides his wife, he was the only one in PJs. "What about my cabinet?"

      "I've sent out teleconference and videoconference codes to all senior staff," one of the duty officers said. "Tagged Code Scarlet." That was the highest alert level.

      "Has anyone joined yet?"

      A voice came from the secure conference phone in the middle of the table. "National Security Advisor, present."

      "And your Chief of Staff." Another voice.

      Both useless, thought the President. "Anyone else?"

      "Vice President."

      Better. The three of them were likely driving to the White House at that very moment, seeking the protection of the bunker to ensure continuance of government.

      And to save their own skins.

      "I'm here, too," the Secretary of Defense said. He appeared on a screen dedicated to the secure videoconference. Small boxes at the bottom and right of the screen displayed the feeds of those others who had operational video. Whenever someone spoke, they would show up in the main area, unless the President overrode them with the small touchscreen device on the desk.

      "Robert. Don't tell me you're at the Pentagon already?" On the display, the background behind the Secretary of Defense was too dark to discern where he was.

      "Conferencing in from home," the Secretary of Defense said. "My deputy is en route to the White House, of course. Just in case..."

      Other people announced themselves, but the Secretary of State cut them off by saying: "We're all here, Mr. President."

      That made sense: by the time it took the President to reach the Emergency Operations Center, everyone in the cabinet and senior command would have been notified, first by email, then pager, and lastly direct telephone call, courtesy of the Code Scarlet alert.

      The President focused on the centermost display of the far wall. "So what am I looking at?"

      "World War III." The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff replaced the Secretary of Defense on the video conference screen.

      On the main display, overlaid onto a map of the United States, a curved red trajectory above the North Atlantic indicated the incoming missile. Secondary curves falling away from the main designated the spent first and secondary stages. A dotted red line marked the computed path of the ICBM, and it ended in the Midwest—there didn't seem to be any major US cities targeted. Four blue curves originating from California presumably signified the U.S.-launched interceptors.

      It was every President's nightmare: awakened in the middle of the night, evacuated six stories down to the Emergency Operations Center, and informed that World War III had commenced.

      "Why are the Russians firing into the heart of the Midwest?" the President said.

      "We're guessing it's going to be a high altitude detonation," the Chairman said. "Probably one of the super-EMP warheads the Russians have developed, with intense gamma radiation capable of delivering a shock more powerful than a lightning bolt to every electronic device in the continent. Not even circuit breakers and other EMP protectors like glass switches can withstand it. We'll lose communications nationwide, including our early warning radars and defense satellites. The nation's power grid will be devastated, maybe irreparably. It's meant to disrupt our retaliatory capabilities, and it will do that, trust me. By the time we're back online, the second wave will have already struck."

      "Do we have confirmation of a second wave yet?"

      "No," the Chairman said. "Just the one ICBM."

      "Do we know the launch location?"

      "We believe it was launched from a Russian nuclear submarine. Anywhere within a fifty kilometer radius southwest of Iceland." On the screen a circle lit up—it partially overlapped Iceland.

      "Why wouldn't the Russian submarine launch closer to the East Coast?"

      "And risk discovery from our own submarines patrolling international waters off shore? I think it makes perfect sense that they fired where they did." The Chairman paused. "Look at it. Damn thing is moving fast. We have maybe five minutes before it descends to optimal detonation altitude."

      "Have any of our departments received notice of a research launch from Iceland in the past few days or weeks?" the President said.

      The young analyst in the upper row beside him answered. "No sir, Mr. President, sir."

      "Is it possible some rogue non-state actor launched the nuke from Iceland?" the Director of Homeland Security asked over the conference phone.

      "Possible," the Chairman of the Joint Chief of staffs said. "But unlikely. Based on computer models, we're ninety-nine percent certain it's from a submarine in the area."

      "Ninety-nine percent certain," the President said. "What if the computers are wrong?"

      "Doesn't change the fact that we have an incoming ICBM," the Chairman said. "We have confirmation from multiple DSP satellites."

      The President compressed his lips, hesitating. Finally he said: "I want the Global Strike forces on DEFCON-1. And conventional forces upgraded to DEFCON-2."

      "Moving Global Strike forces to DEFCON-1, and conventional forces to DEFCON-2."

      "Enact Operation Looking Glass," the President said.

      "Enacting Operation Looking Glass."

      That was the codename of an airborne command and control center situated aboard a fighter-escorted Boeing E-6B Mercury. If all ground-based command centers were taken out of action, the Looking Glass would assume control of the nuclear forces.

      So this is what the end of the world feels like.

      The President studied the trajectories of the four interceptor rockets from the West Coast. They were too far away. And even if they reached the target in time, he doubted any of them would succeed in disabling the ICBM. The President had been briefed multiple times, and he remembered the failings of the missile defense program quite well.

      For all the billions spent, the GMD—Ground-based Midcourse Defense—had never actually been field tested against an actual intercontinental ballistic missile. Not once. It had been tried against a few intermediate-range ballistic missiles, with a measly fifty percent success rate.

      Still, it was unfortunate the East Coast expansion was behind schedule. The President would've rather had a small chance, than none at all. Positioned for a surprise attack from North Korea, twenty-six interceptors were operational in Fort Greely, Alaska; the other four—currently in the air—had been at Vandenberg Air Force Base, California.

      The interceptors were designed for mid-course collision in space: they became useless after the ICBM passed apogee. When the incoming missile reached its descent phase, intermediate range options like THAAD interceptors and Patriots would be tried. Unfortunately, those latter options had a ninety-nine percent chance of failure, given that they had to hit supersonic targets that were a tiny two by six feet in size.

      If they got lucky, and one of the THAADs made a hit, the nuclear warhead wouldn't detonate—the President wasn't a physicist, but he knew enough about nuclear bombs to understand that the core had to be compressed in a perfectly symmetrical pattern in order to reach critical mass. Toxic radioactive material from the non-nuclear explosion would spread across the lower atmosphere, of course. Not the best result, but definitely preferable to a nuclear detonation.

      "Sir," one of the duty officers in the room interrupted the President's brooding. "Look."

      The President glanced at the main screen. The third stage of the ICBM had broken away. But that wasn't what concerned the duty officer: three more missiles had appeared on the display, sourced from the same North Atlantic Ocean area. According to the trajectories, the calculated targets were within thirty kilometers of Washington D.C., New York City, and Chicago.

      "Damn it," the President said. "Get more interceptors in the air."

      "Sir," the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs said. "We have no more GBI's"—ground-based interceptors—"in California."

      "I know that," the President snapped.

      "The launch site in Alaska is too far to make a difference," the Chairman explained.

      "We have to try," the President said. "We spent all that goddamn money on them. So we're going to try. Launch them. If anything, at least they'll be in the air when the next wave of attacks come."

      "Launching," the Chairman said.

      A moment later several more blue dots appeared on the display—twelve interceptors in total, sourced from Alaska.

      "Can we contact the Russians?" the President asked.

      "MOLINK is up and running," the Chairman said. That stood for Moscow Link. "I already had one of your duty officers send an email asking the Russians if they fired a nuclear weapon at us. No response."

      "Can we initiate a DVL?" Direct Voice Link.

      "Lieutenant Colonel James Pichner is trying," the Chairman said. The President recognized the name of the senior presidential translator. "The Russian civilian on the other end says none of his contacts in the government are answering him. He says there has been an attack of some kind."

      "What kind of attack?"

      "He doesn't know. Or won't say."

      "Shit. Keep trying."

      "Attack, my ass." Brigadier General Nathan Jones, Assistant Commanding General of the Joint Special Operations Command, appeared on the video screen. He looked quite grim. "You ask me, the bastards don't want to answer. For good reason."

      "What if it's the Chinese?" the Director of National Intelligence said over the conference line.

      The President felt one of his eyebrows go up. "The Chinese?"

      "The Chinese have submarines capable of launching intercontinental ballistic missiles with nuclear payloads."

      "It's not the Chinese," the Secretary of State said dismissively. "They wouldn't dare risk annihilation. Besides, they've pledged no-first-use."

      "Just because someone pledges something, doesn't mean they'll honor it," the Director of National Intelligence said.

      A duty officer in the lower row said: "I'm getting news reports confirming an attack of some sort on the Kremlin. It looks like their Senate building was hit. Social media tracking is all over the place. Some users are saying a Learjet crashed into the building, others a delivery truck filled with fertilizer broke through the security gates and detonated."

      "Maybe the Russians blame us," the intelligence analyst said. "And they're retaliating."

      "So many what ifs and maybes," the President said.

      On the monitors, the fourth stage of the initial ICBM broke off. Multiple launch vehicles appeared on the display. Most of them would be decoys—aluminized balloons, electronic noisemakers, chaff wires and the like, meant to throw off any interceptors.

      "The launch vehicles are descending rapidly," the Chairman of the Joint Chief of Staffs said. "They'll reach optimal detonation altitude in five minutes."

      The President stared at the display. The four GMD interceptors from California were still several hundred kilometers away. Their window of usefulness had passed.

      "Mr. President," the Chairman said over the teleconference line. His voice was urgent. "We have to launch a retaliatory strike against the Russians now. We won't be able to respond when that EMP pulse hits."

      The President looked at Air Force Lieutenant Colonel James Nielson. The aide met his gaze and immediately stepped forward, placing the black briefcase on the tabletop.

      So small, almost insignificant, that briefcase. And yet it would be responsible for starting World War III.

      The President retrieved the plastic card containing the Gold Codes from his breast pocket.

      "Chairman," the President said. "Prepare for nuclear launch authentication."
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        Hidden Base, Southern Region Suðurland, Iceland

      

      

      From the window of the second floor control room, Al Sifr watched the next pair of Iveco Trakkers tow their valuable cargo onto the bare rock.

      His pilot had informed him of the imminent strike against the Kremlin not a moment too soon. The armed intruders had arrived at the early warning site only twenty minutes ago. Al Sifr had dispatched Ahmed and his Afghans to deal with them. That only two interlopers had come meant his real base remained undiscovered. Still, he had been fretting the whole time. He told Young Falcon and his team—all of whom had remained on the compound—to be ready for anything. At that point he had been ready to launch the attack with or without the pilot's involvement, but thankfully Ghazwan finally called, almost right on schedule. Al Sifr thanked him profusely, and promised him he would lounge in the hallowed halls of paradise that night. When Al Sifr hung up the sat-phone, he immediately gave the order to attack.

      He felt immense relief now that four of the missiles were in the air. He could relax somewhat. The cogs of the great wheel he had set in motion were turning, and could not be stopped. The launch of the remaining missiles would serve only to solidify the plan: missiles five to eight would target the Russians instead of the Americans.

      It was an amazing feeling, watching the culmination of fifteen years of hard work unfold before him. When he had returned to Saudi Arabia after losing his family to the Americans all those years ago, he had taken up the sport of falconry. It helped distract him from the immense sense of loss. He sometimes spent days in the desert, watching his peregrine-saker hybrid, Qahir, hunt its prey.

      Falcons were amazing animals. They could spot prey from several kilometers away. They flew at over one hundred kilometers an hour, and were able to approach speeds of almost four hundred kph during deep dives.

      Rabbits, meanwhile, were crafty prey. Though Qahir flew at heights that placed the falcon out of sight, when the bird arched its wings and dove toward the hare, the slight keening of the dive often gave Qahir away. The prey would run, escaping under some desert rock or plant. But eventually, sometimes hours later, the rabbit would emerge and the process would repeat.

      When Qahir finally captured and killed the hare, pure exhilaration would flow through Al Sifr. He was so proud of the falcon he had trained. Proud of the animal's patience, and his own.

      That was precisely how Al Sifr felt in that moment. Instead of days, he had spent years hunting his own crafty, deceitful prey. Immense patience and fortitude had been required. And now, finally, he was about to kill that hateful animal. Or animals, rather.

      He had originally wanted to launch the missiles closer to both the Russian and U.S. coastlines, from seafaring vessels, but the logistics proved prohibitively expensive. The cost of appropriate container ships alone exceeded eighty million dollars. His Iceland base cost a tenth of that.

      He watched the semis tow missiles five and six into position. He hadn't been able to actually test the launch before that day—by doing so, he would have alerted the Americans and Russians, as well as the Republic of Iceland. But the simulations had run remarkably well. Data from the weather balloons helped.

      Al Sifr glanced at the displays embedded in the wall to his right. The original four sounding rockets had already reached their peak, attaining apogee halfway between Iceland and North America. They were functioning perfectly. To the spy satellites in orbit, it would seem a Russian submarine had launched four ICBMs—the satellite cameras didn't have the granularity to distinguish between a four-stage sounding rocket and a four-stage ICBM.

      And even if the Americans did have the technology to visually zoom in and identify the incredibly fast rockets, they would assume the Russians had somehow developed smaller warheads to fit the slimmer missile profiles. The payloads of Al Sifr's sounding rockets were simple noisemakers and aluminized balloons, of course, but the frightened Americans wouldn't know that—they would believe those devices merely decoys meant to mask the actual warheads. By the time they realized the truth, it would be too late.

      Al Sifr glanced at the terminal operators behind him. None of them knew the real purpose of those rockets. He had told his scientists and engineers that the world governments were informed of the launch. Some of his employees wondered why the planned trajectories arced over American and Russian cities, and he explained that the launch was three parts scientific experimentation and one part early warning testing, initiated with the complete approval of both the U.S. and Russian governments.

      His employees bought it, he thought. Most were from Saudi Arabia, men he had personally interviewed and hired years ago. A few were Muslims from Europe. While there was no love lost for the U.S. and Russia among them, they knew the payloads were harmless, so why would they object?

      Some of the employees had questioned the need for the canopies, and the black and green paint applied to the hangars and main building, as well as the armed guards. But Al Sifr told them theft of intellectual property by international spies was on the rise, and that security measures were necessary to protect their work and keep them duly employed. Once the dark specter of unemployment was raised, the scientists shut up. Al Sifr paid them very handsomely, after all, at least compared to what they would have made back home.

      He had one rule. They could not leave the compound during their tenure of employ. Via satellite Internet, they were allowed monitored communication with relatives. Any money they earned was sent directly to the bank accounts of these relatives. That said, wives and children were allowed to live with employees on base—two of the hangars served as living quarters.

      Power came from solar arrays that blended into the black ash of the surrounding foothills, with diesel generators serving as a backup. Fresh food, water and other commodities were brought in from Reykjavík weekly. Garbage was buried; sewage piped to a nearby glacial outwash plain.

      Though his scientists signed a five year contract, Al Sifr promised them they could quit whenever they wanted. However if someone actually tried, Al Sifr first attempted to persuade them to stay by increasing their salaries. If that didn't work, Al Sifr had Young Falcon quietly put them down, along with any dependents who lived on base with them. Al Sifr despised killing those who served him, even if they were underperformers, but he hated loose ends even more. The only one who had ever survived termination was Ahmed, mostly because of his long years of loyalty—and the Afghan had already returned to work for him again.

      Al Sifr waited impatiently for the telltale trajectories of the American counterattack against Russia to appear on the screen. The attack would come shortly, Al Sifr knew. The U.S. would not wait. The President and his war-mongering generals would retaliate. With the pilot's attack on the Kremlin Senate, the Russian government would be in a state of panic and disarray, too far gone to respond to any communication attempts from the Americans. At that very moment some of Al Sifr's men in Moscow were posting photos and fictionalized reports under various aliases on VK.com—Russia's Facebook—to further thicken the fog of war: a fertilizer bomb had struck the Senate; no, it was a drone attack; no, a Learjet crash. Social media. A truly wondrous medium of mass confusion.

      And if for some reason the U.S. exercised restraint, the next four missiles scheduled for launch would change that.

      Al Sifr returned his attention to the black plain outside. The semi-trailers were almost in place. He couldn't help but smirk. If the Americans would not retaliate, the Russians certainly would. They were in the perfect state of mind to launch a counteroffensive. When ICBMs seemed to appear in their skies, apparently sourced from U.S. submarines, it would serve only as confirmation that the Americans had orchestrated the decapitating attack on their Kremlin. The intact Russian General Staff—the military entity actually responsible for launching a nuclear strike—would issue the order to ignite World War III.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          46

        

      

    
    
      
        Somewhere in Turkey

      

      

      Sam was personally sifting through the data recovered from the computers of Qawha Aerospace Company. It was her way of distracting herself.

      One of her Russian assets had sent word that the Kremlin had been attacked by a bomb of some kind. The means weren't clear, but according to her contact all airports throughout the country had been shut down, and incoming aircraft were being diverted to other countries.

      It was disturbingly similar to that fateful day all those years ago in New York, when the world had changed. She had a sinking feeling the attack was connected to Al Sifr in some way. She had forwarded news of the bombing to the Secretary of Defense and her other senior contacts by secure messenger, but so far none of them had answered—they had likely received the news from multiple sources. The Secretary would ordinarily be asleep at that hour, and whether or not he would arise to monitor the situation, or allow his subordinates to deal with it, Sam didn't know. If she was Secretary, she certainly would have rushed to the Pentagon, or at the very least conferenced in from home. But she wasn't.

      Outside, the haunting voice of the muezzin echoed from the loudspeakers of a nearby mosque, issuing the call to prayer. That voice both reassured and grounded her. Since beginning her double life, she had heard a similar call every day for the past fourteen years. When she was in countries that lacked muezzins, she programmed her smartphone to play the call to prayer five times a day instead—without that emotional voice, it truly felt like something was missing from her life.

      She finished prayers, then attacked the data with renewed purpose. She would find something. She swore she would. She trusted the analysts at the DIA and NSA completely, but another set of eyes wouldn't hurt anything.

      She found a daily expense spreadsheet that contained a log of all purchases made by Qawha Aerospace and its subsidiaries, starting from five years ago. There were about twenty thousand rows. An intel mother lode? Or a useless time sink?

      She began skimming through the list. Some of the purchase prices were obviously overinflated. Seventy thousand dollars for office supplies, twice a week?

      Wait. There. That was interesting. Four years ago the Aurora Research subsidiary had expensed a modified Black Brant XXI purchased from Magellan, a Canadian aerospace company. According to Magellan's website, the XXI was a premier four-stage sounding rocket. She noted the purchase as an anomaly and continued through the records.

      Again, six months later, another purchase of a Black Brant. Curious, she sorted and grouped the purchases by subsidiary, and discovered that six more rockets had been acquired by Aurora Research over the past five years, for a total of eight.

      What possible use could a terrorist organization have for quietly stockpiling modified sounding rockets? The payload limits restricted the devices to peaceful scientific experimentation and analysis, and not much else.

      Sounding rockets...

      Her phone buzzed, indicating the receipt of a secure text via the Sunodos application. One of her Pentagon assets had forwarded her a message. It was rated Code Scarlet, highest level of urgency. In it, all senior staff were recalled to their posts immediately.

      The phone buzzed again. Her asset had sent another message.

      DEFCON-1 issued for Global Strike forces. Conventional forces moved to DEFCON-2.

      Sam felt an odd tingly sensation inside her. She almost couldn't believe what she was reading. It had to be a joke.

      And yet she knew it was not.

      First Russia and then America. Sam could only imagine the hideous terrorist attack that had been inflicted upon U.S. soil. She felt it was partially her fault. She had been tracking the terrorist most likely to initiate an attack and she had failed to find him in time. It was the greatest intelligence failure since 9/11. And the blame lay in her hands.

      She fell from her chair, landing on her knees. She bent over, covering her face in her hands, unable to hold back the sobs.

      She felt extremely isolated and alone. Everything she knew and loved back home was under attack. It wasn't right that she should be safe in Turkey while the compatriots she had fought for all these years suffered and died back home. The worst part was, she didn't even know what kind of attack had taken place, because of the goddamn fog of war.

      Think, Sam, think.

      She rubbed her eyes, wiping away the tears.

      DEFCON-1 had been issued for the Global Strike forces: nuclear weapons were being prepped for launch against global targets. That could only mean a nuclear strike against the United States had occurred, or was in progress.

      Or at least, a perceived nuclear strike.

      Sounding rockets...

      Her head shot up. She picked up the secure sat-phone and quick-dialed the Secretary of Defense. The call went to voice mail after three seconds. Ordinarily it took at least eight: that meant the Secretary was awake and had refused her connection. She tried again. The call went to voice mail after one second that time.

      Sam sent him a secure text via Sunodus.

      Pick up, I have urgent information regarding the nuclear attack.

      Sam bit her lip determinately and dialed again. She would call him all night if she had to.
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        Hidden Base, Southern Region Suðurland, Iceland

      

      

      Ethan followed the Saudi into the two-story building and up the stairs to the second floor. He passed several side offices, all of which were currently empty.

      Ahead, two AK-wielding men stood beside closed double doors. The Saudi stopped in front of them and nodded in greeting. He held a proximity-type keycard against a black box by the entrance: the lock clicked and he pushed one of the doors open.

      Ethan made to follow him.

      "Wait," one of the guards said in Arabic. He extended a hand in front of Ethan. "Swipe your access card."

      "I left it in the barracks," Ethan said.

      "No card, no weapons."

      Ethan reluctantly handed over his rifle and hip pistol. He raised his arms, allowing the other guard to pat him down, and finally they let him pass.

      When the door clicked shut behind him, Ethan found himself in a command and control center of some kind. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked the flat landscape beyond, which was free of any canopy covering. Screens with digital maps of the U.S.A. and Russia resided against the right wall. Parabolic trajectories overlaid the East Coast of the United States.

      Three rows of connected desks were stacked between Ethan and the windows; Saudi engineers manned computer terminals at the various workstations. He felt like he'd stepped into the control room of some Middle Eastern NASA.

      Another guard waited inside, near the entrance. Besides the Saudi, he was the only armed individual Ethan could see.

      In front of the rows, an Arab stood alone by the window, his back to the doors. He was dressed in a long, black flowing robe. A dark turban covered his head. He held his hands behind him, or rather his lone hand—he clasped the stump of his left arm by the wrist.

      "Khalīfah" the Saudi said. Caliph.

      The man turned from the window, but only sidelong. His black and gray beard was long enough to conceal the front of his neck. The wrinkles on his face betrayed a man well into his senior years.

      Al Sifr.

      "Tell him," the Saudi said, prodding Ethan forward.

      Ethan strode into the small central aisle that had been left between desks, making his way toward Al Sifr. As he closed the distance, he realized the man couldn't have been more than five foot three.

      "That's close enough," Al Sifr said in English, his gaze once more on the window.

      Ethan froze. Al Sifr must have seen his reflection in the glass. But why was he speaking English?

      "You have come to kill me," Al Sifr said.

      Hearing those words, the guard by the doors immediately shouted: "Move back!" He was pointing his rifle directly at Ethan, no doubt. The Saudi had probably raised his weapon, too.

      Ethan glanced at the window. Yes, he could barely see their reflections in the glass. The Saudi had indeed drawn his pistol, and he was slowly walking toward Ethan via the narrow aisle.

      Al Sifr turned to face Ethan fully. His brown eyes appeared oddly sad. The ragged crow's feet and the deeply-incised wrinkles on his forehead seemed etched from terrible tragedy and suffering. Strangely, Ethan found himself feeling sorry for him. He was a sad, small, broken shell of a man.

      "I was expecting more, somehow," Al Sifr said. "One lone man. Is that all I am worth to the CIA, or whatever intelligence agency you work for?" He studied Ethan, and those eyes shifted from melancholy to cunning. Ethan no longer felt sorry for the man; his concerns had shifted to himself. He suddenly felt very vulnerable.

      "I am a soldier in your employ—" Ethan began in Arabic, but Al Sifr raised a curt hand, cutting him off.

      "I vet each soldier personally," Al Sifr said in English. "I know the faces of every last one of them. Yours did not belong. That is why, when I saw your reflection, I knew you were here to kill me." His eyes narrowed. "Even if you had succeeded, it wouldn't have mattered. What I have started here cannot be undone. Not now, not ever. My legacy will outlast my death. The renewal of the world has come. Neither the United States nor Russia will ever harm the sons and daughters of Islam again." He glanced at the Saudi and spoke in Arabic. "Did he come alone?"

      "There was another with him," the Saudi said.

      "Radio Young Falcon immediately," Al Sifr said. "Warn him an intruder has breached the grounds."

      Al Sifr unclipped his own radio.

      Ethan glanced at the reflection of the Saudi. The man stood only a meter behind him. His pistol was pointed at Ethan's back, but he was looking down, fumbling for his radio with his free hand.

      Ethan spun around and closed the distance before the Saudi could react. He headbutted his opponent, crunching the Saudi's nose cartilage, then wrenched the pistol—a Glock 22—from the stunned man's grip, so that by the time the Saudi took a drunken step backward, Ethan was already bringing the weapon to bear on the guard behind him.

      The entrance guard could have easily fired his AK-47 in the time it took Ethan to disarm the Saudi, of course, but he hadn't. In the split second before Ethan squeezed the trigger, he commended the guard's loyalty, which had overcome his self-preservation instinct—if the guard had fired, killing the Saudi, there was a good chance he would have struck Al Sifr, too.

      Ethan fired three times, aiming at the guard's face. The torso was a better target, but Ethan was confident he could hit at that close range. He didn't want to risk any hidden body armor deflecting the shots. Three red blooms appeared on the man's features: one above his temple, another his cheek, the third spot-on the nose.

      Before the guard went down, instinct reminded Ethan that his back was exposed to Al Sifr.

      Ethan wrapped an arm around the dazed Saudi and rotated to face Al Sifr. The Saudi's body shook as bullets riddled his torso.

      Al Sifr had drawn a pistol and was firing.

      Some of the bullets pierced the Saudi's body and struck Ethan. None of them penetrated the steel trauma plates in his concealed vest.

      Staying behind the human shield, Ethan returned fire several times in Al Sifr's general direction.

      Ethan paused. Al Sifr had stopped shooting.

      The wounded Saudi abruptly toppled.

      Al Sifr stood there, his weapon lowered, his expression one of utter surprise. He was holding his chest with a blood-covered hand.

      Ethan aimed the Glock at Al Sifr's head and fired a final shot. The bullet penetrated below his right cheek.

      Al Sifr, the terrorist leader who had plotted World War III, collapsed to the floor. Dead.

      A klaxon sounded.

      The terminal operators cowered on the floor under their desks, save for one defiant man, who had no doubt sounded the alarm.

      Ethan ducked behind the closest desk and aimed his Glock at the double doors. As expected, the doors burst open a moment later. The two outer guards stormed inside, one going high, the other low. Ethan had anticipated as much. The first guard moved straight into his iron sights: Ethan only had to make a mild adjustment to lodge a bullet in his temple. He shifted his aim up and to the left, and then unleashed another shot, striking the second man in the cranium.

      Ethan strode to the double doors and slammed them shut, then shoved the Glock into his hip holster. He retrieved an AK from one of the bodies and pointed it at the terminal operator still at his desk.

      "Shut down that alarm!" Ethan said in Arabic above the ringing in his ears.

      The man stared defiantly at Ethan for a moment, then fear contorted his features and he quickly entered something into his keyboard. The klaxon ceased.

      A radio activated somewhere on Al Sifr's person. There was a lot of static, but Ethan understood enough of the Arabic to realize someone was asking Al Sifr's status.

      "You three, barricade the door." Ethan pointed at three men who cowered under the rearmost desks. "Now!"

      While the men complied, Ethan retrieved the other two AKs and hung them over his shoulder. His A4 and original Glock weren't with the bodies—the guards must have stowed the confiscated weapons elsewhere.

      He hurried to the front of the room and grabbed Al Sifr's handgun: another Glock 22. He didn't have a place for it, so shoved it into the rear of his waistband, raw. He hated carrying a pistol like that but he didn't have an IWB holster, and he'd left his tactical rig in the Hilux.

      Behind him, the three terminal operators had successfully moved a desk in front of the doors.

      "Another desk!" Ethan commanded them.

      He glanced out the window. In the flat plain below, two trailerless semis accelerated toward the base, leaving behind fresh missile platforms. The next launch was imminent.

      Ethan stalked over to the operator who had remained at his terminal.

      "Terminate the launch," Ethan told him.

      "I can't," the operator told him. "Not without the password."

      "What's the password?"

      The terminal operator glanced helplessly at the corpse of Al Sifr.

      Shit.

      "You're telling me the launch is entirely automated?" Ethan asked the man.

      The operator nodded toward the window. "You see those metal rods sticking out of the rock? Once the trailers are in place, the launch codes are automatically transmitted from the rods."

      "Those trucks are going back to get more missiles?" Ethan said.

      "Yes. The final two."

      "Tell the trucks to abort."

      The shaking operator spoke into his desk microphone. "Launch abort. I repeat, launch abort. All semi operators, stand down."

      Violent banging came from outside as someone tried to force open the double doors. The desks weren't going to hold very long.

      "Reinforce those doors!" Ethan yelled. To the operator: "Can we disable the unlock mechanism?"

      The operator shook his head. "Again, not without Al Sifr's password."

      A voice came from a speaker in the roof: "This is launch hangar four. On whose authority does the abort order come?"

      "Al Sifr!" the operator said into his microphone.

      "Speak the abort password, then," returned the voice.

      The operator glanced at Ethan helplessly.

      "I repeat, speak the abort password," the voice intoned.

      Ethan bent over and pressed the transmit button. "The password is: Al Sifr is dead, pigfucker."

      There was a moment of shocked silence. Then the voice finally came again.

      "I'm sorry, that is not the password. The launch will continue. Burn in hellfire, infidel."

      [image: ]
* * *

      Young Falcon and his team members threw themselves at the double doors to the control room in pairs. Their proximity cards had unlocked the entrance, but someone had barricaded the inward-opening doors from within.

      When the emergency klaxon sounded, Young Falcon and his men had rushed back to the tower from launch hangar four. He had made repeated attempts to contact Al Sifr along the way, to no avail.

      "Get this door open," Young Falcon exhorted his brothers. "The Caliph is in danger."

      Young Falcon suspected Al Sifr was already dead. They had always known their plan might result in the death of one or both of them. At least his friend had the privilege to witness the culmination of his life's work before he died. The launch was a success. They had won.

      And if Al Sifr were truly gone, then his death was another among the many that Young Falcon would have to avenge.

      In a fit of rage, he unleashed his rifle at the metal doors. Some of the bullets penetrated but most ricocheted.

      Two of his companions fell.

      His ears ringing from the loud shots, Young Falcon went to the fallen and begged for forgiveness. One man died in his arms. The other, possessing a gut wound, would suffer horribly until the end.

      Young Falcon retrieved a pistol from his hip and held it to the man's head.

      "I wanted to see the New Caliphate with you, Young Falcon," the young man said.

      "You will shortly witness something even more extraordinary," Young Falcon told him, and squeezed the trigger.

      Deaths. So many.

      The anger seeped back. He had been forced to kill two of his men simply because the others could not open a door. The anger festered into a blind fury. He needed an outlet for it, and fast.

      "You fool!" He shot the nearest man in the head.

      He was breathing hard by then, though the sound seemed muffled thanks to the gunshots. He turned to face the others. They stepped back, the fear plain on their faces.

      Young Falcon froze.

      He was once a leader of men. Of armies. He had never ruled by fear. He had never had to.

      What have I become?

      His mind flashed back to the mounds of dirt where his wife and sons had been buried. He had dug up the graves, refusing to believe they were dead. But when he saw the bloated, mangled bodies, and the pale faces covered in grime, he knew the truth.

      The seething rage emanated from deep inside him, fed by hatred.

      The Americans. The Americans did this to me.

      Fear was all he had now.

      "Do you see what your incompetence has made me do?" Young Falcon shouted. "Open this door before I dispatch all of you to jannah!"
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        Washington, D.C., White House Presidential Emergency Operations Center

      

      

      The President cracked open the opaque shell of the "Biscuit" and retrieved the plastic card inside. Printed on the front were the Gold Codes, arranged in a column. He turned the card over: on the back was the combination to the suitcase. He punched in the digits on the keypad and the latch clicked open. He replaced the plastic card in his breast pocket and reverently opened the case.

      An LCD display was affixed to the inside of the upper lid; it mirrored the digital map and missile trajectories of the main screen. On the bottom lid rested a SATCOM radio, a black book, and a laminated sheet. Beneath the book was more paperwork, including plans for continuity of government, and letters he could use to delegate authority to the Vice President and other individuals in the succession list. It was all decidedly low-tech.

      Ignoring the book and other items, he removed the laminated sheet, labeled OPLAN 8010. The sheet indicated a set of plans and options based on the target set known as the National Target Base. Looking at the choices available to him, the President felt uncannily like he was ordering the end of the world from a restaurant menu.

      On the first column of the front page, he could choose one or more countries to target. On the right column, he could select from four strategic targeting options: nuclear forces, conventional military forces, military and political leadership, and economic/industrial targets. On the back page, he could further narrow down the targeting by choosing from two options under three categories: Major Attack Options, Selected Attack Options, and Limited Attack Options.

      A cold stream of perspiration ran down his ribcage. He was truly doing this. The moment seemed so surreal.

      He picked up the handset of the secure SATCOM. "Chairman?"

      No reply. The onboard radio wasn't able to penetrate the bunker, of course.

      The analyst beside him offered a cord and the President plugged it into the back of the device. "Chairman? This is the President."

      "Chairman of the Joints Chief of Staff, at your service," came the answer from the SATCOM. The Chairman didn't appear on the viewscreen in the Emergency Operations Center—he'd muted the teleconference connection for privacy. The President saw no need to mute his own conference connection—for accountability purposes, he wanted everyone to hear.

      "What's next, Admiral?" the President said into the handset.

      "Authenticate," the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff returned. "Choose from the options, have the Secretary of Defense concur, and I'll direct the officers on duty in the National Military Command Center to release the necessary EAMs to all nuclear forces." EAM stood for Emergency Action Message, an encrypted data parcel that provided instructions to the nuclear launch sites.

      "Robert?" the President said hesitantly into the SATCOM.

      "I'm here, Will," the Secretary of Defense replied over the handset. Like the Chairman, he, too, did not appear on the videoconference screen.

      The President retrieved the plastic card from his pocket and studied the Gold Codes. Generated daily by the NSA, those codes were distributed to the White House, the Pentagon, United States Strategic Command, and TACAMO. Most of the codes were decoys—only specific areas contained valid sequences. He pressed the mute button on the conference phone and glanced at the areas he had memorized, reading out the codes over the SATCOM. When the Chairman confirmed their validity, the President unmuted the conference.

      "Please specify the targeting options, Mr. President," the Chairman said over the SATCOM.

      "Once the missiles are fired, they can't be stopped," the Vice President warned over the teleconference line. Everyone knew that, of course, but the Vice President obviously wanted to issue a none-too-subtle reminder.

      The President studied the missile trajectories displayed on the screen. Four ICBMs marked in red, the first far ahead of the other three and fast approaching EMP detonation range. The interceptors marked in blue, coming in from the opposite direction.

      "Why fire only four?" the President said suddenly.

      "Mr. President?" the Chairman asked over the SATCOM, sounding confused.

      "Why did the Russians fire only four ICBMs?" the President repeated. "If they wanted to stage an attack, it doesn't make much sense to fire only four."

      The Secretary of State answered, his image appearing on the main screen. "There are probably a lot more coming on the horizon."

      "The early warning system would have detected them," the President said.

      "Not necessarily," one of the duty officers in the room said, though he didn't elaborate.

      "Maybe one of their submarines has gone rogue," the Director of Homeland Security said over the conference line.

      "Their subs can't fire without the EAM codes from Moscow," the Secretary of Defense said, appearing on the main screen once more. "Their nuclear execution plans are similar to our own. The order had to come from higher up."

      "Time's wasting away," the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs said. "The first ICBM has already passed within optimal detonation range. If we're going to launch, Mr. President, now's the time."

      The President wiped the sweat from his brow. "Mr. Chairman. I simply want to make the right choice."

      "We all do, Mr. President," the Chairman returned.

      He pressed his lips together. As President, he had to make some hard decisions. Though this was proving to be the hardest of them all.

      It was a funny thing. He had always thought if the Russians launched a preemptive nuclear strike that he would allow them to win unscathed—to hell with mutually assured destruction. Humanity's entire future was at stake.

      But now that it came down to it, he'd be damned if he let the Russians get away with something like that. The US wouldn't go down without a fight. He'd cut off their head at the very least. And their claws.

      "Mr. Chairman, initiate OPLAN 8010," the President said into the headset. "Target is Russia. Nuclear forces. Major Attack Options A and C."

      "Received," the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs said over the SATCOM. "OPLAN 8010. Russia. Nuclear forces. Major Attack Options A and C."

      "Correct," the President said.

      "Mr. Secretary, do you endorse this order?" the Chairman returned.

      There was only a moment's hesitation. "I support this order," the Secretary of Defense answered.

      "Received Presidential authentication and authorization," the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs said over the SATCOM. "As well as confirmation of orders from the Secretary of Defense. Transmitting attack option and Gold Codes to officers on duty in the National Military Command Center."

      Tense silence filled the room.

      "Hold," the Secretary of Defense said. "I retract my support."

      The President was taken aback. "Mr. Secretary?"

      "I've received some news you might want to hear."

      The President glanced nervously at the inbound ICBMs on the display. The nearest could detonate at any moment, blacking out communications nationwide.

      "What do you want me to do Mr. President?" the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs asked warily over the SATCOM. "He's already given his support. It can't be retracted."

      "Let's hold for a moment and hear what he has to say," the President said. "Be quick, Robert."

      "Mr. President, I have Samantha Rond on the line," the Secretary of Defense said, appearing on the videoconference screen. He was holding a personal satellite phone.

      "The same Samantha Rond who coordinated the stealth attacks against the Islamic State?" the President asked.

      "That's her. I've briefed her on the current situation. She has some unique insights I believe you'll want to hear."

      "Conference her in," the President said.

      "Mr. President," the calm voice of Samantha Rond came over the conference phone. She did not appear over the video uplink of course—the operative was notoriously camera shy. "Recently, we've acquired data indicating a terrorist-funded company named Aurora Research Incorporated, based out of Iceland, has been quietly stockpiling modified four-stage sounding rockets. Eight in total."

      The President rubbed his chin. Iceland. The ICBMs were launched within a fifty kilometer radius of that landmass. The President felt a shred of hope.

      "You believe our incoming ICBMs are actually modified sounding rockets launched by terrorists?" he said.

      "Yes. Four-stage sounding rockets would be indistinguishable from ICBMs to our radars."

      The President glanced at the analyst, who nodded his head in confirmation.

      "Sounding rockets," the President mused. "Capable of delivering nuclear warheads?"

      "No," Sam returned. "The rockets are too small to contain nuclear payloads. They're meant for sub-orbital research. The incoming rockets have to be duds. Either that, or they harbor minor explosives. The terrorists are obviously hoping we'll initiate a nuclear strike against Russia based on the principle of mutually assured destruction."

      "Other than the data, do we have any hard physical proof that sounding rockets were actually launched?" the President said.

      "I have operatives in Iceland at this very moment. I expect to hear from them shortly."

      "What Samantha is saying seems plausible," the Secretary of State said over the vidlink. "But we need that proof. What if Russian hackers planted the sounding rocket data with the sole purpose of misdirection? The Russians knew they'd launch their missiles from submarines near Iceland, so why not fake some data, make it look like a nearby research station purchased sounding rockets that could be mistaken for ICBMs?"

      "You're over-thinking this, Gerry," the Secretary of Defense said. "Don't mindfuck yourself."

      "All I'm saying is, data can be fabricated," the Secretary of State insisted.

      "Please." Sam's voice lost some of its composure. "Wait a while longer. Let my operatives do their jobs. They're working to obtain confirmation as we speak."

      "Mr. President," the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs said. "What do you want to do?"

      The President glanced at the display. The closest ICBM was only three hundred kilometers away. Already within EMP detonation range. Did he dare wait?

      "Delay the launch, Mr. Chairman," the President said.
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        Hidden Base, Southern Region Suðurland, Iceland

      

      

      Bretta moved between the hangars, making her way toward the launch area. She paused at the corner of each building and peered past for signs of patrols. Black and green-colored canopies hung between the hangars, blotting out the sky so that everything was cast in perpetual shade.

      The C-4 backpack hung from her shoulders. She had returned to the Hilux to grab it, dumping several of the explosives to lighten the load. She considered planting C-4 on the hangars she passed, but decided she didn't have time.

      An armed man dressed in fatigues abruptly rounded the corner of the hangar directly ahead.

      "You!" He shouted in Arabic. "You don't belong here!"

      Bretta was on the man before he could raise his rifle. She elbowed him in the throat and kneed him in the groin at the same time. The man bounced away, stunned; she vaulted onto his chest, her knees smashing into his upper body, and he was thrown backward onto the hard ground.

      Bretta remained on top, pinning him. She released two quick, strategic blows, crunching the cartilage of his nose and larynx in turn. She scrambled to her feet and snatched the AK. She didn't have time to tie him up, so she rammed him several times in the skull with the stock of the rifle instead. She continued onward.

      She considered discarding the rifle. It felt clunky in her hands compared to the Px4, but she hoped it would momentarily confuse any enemy combatants into mistaking her for one of them, giving her a slight edge. That advantage might translate into mere milliseconds, but it was all she needed

      Up ahead a small crowd had gathered near the canopy edge, where the open-sky launch area awaited. The men were civilian engineers, judging from the prevalence of eyeglasses. They were joined by women and children—apparently family members lived on the outpost. The group had gathered alongside the biggest hangar on the base.

      On the black rocks of the plain beyond, she spotted a spent launch platform about five hundred meters away. Bretta vaguely wondered how safe it was to observe a rocket launch from that distance. If she had children, she certainly wouldn't have allowed them that close.

      Bretta avoided the crowd and instead circled the rear of the hangar, coming toward the front from the opposite side. She paused at the corner to warily gaze past the building edge.

      She counted ten fighters guarding the hangar entrance. Beyond them she could see the civilians.

      She glanced at the launch area directly ahead. Two semis towing missile platforms were just coming to a stop out there. She couldn't approach the platforms, not without those guards spotting her.

      A klaxon abruptly sounded, echoing from loudspeakers somewhere behind her.

      One of the fighters shouted something, then all ten sprinted away from her toward the crowd, running past the group as they skirted the hangar on the way to the main building.

      Thank you, Ethan.

      Bretta decided to clear the hangar before heading onto the black plain: the fighters wouldn't have guarded the building unless it contained something of worth.

      The klaxon abruptly ended. She wasn't sure what that meant, other than that she had to hurry.

      She entered the hangar. Two more fighters were waiting just inside.

      "Hey!"

      Bretta unleashed two quick rifle bursts, terminating the surprised men before they could raise their weapons.

      She moved farther into the building.

      Two Iveco Trakker semis with fifty-inch Michelin tires were idling on the far right side of the hangar. On their trailers were two more long launch platforms, containing missiles. From where she stood, she was fairly certain those weren't ICBMs: they were simply too thin. Still, a sounding rocket of that size could easily be confused for an ICBM on radar. She couldn't allow any more launches.

      There were crates, and some computer equipment scattered throughout the hangar, mostly along the walls, but no more guards. The only other people she saw were the semi drivers, civilians dressed in grimy coveralls. They had come down from their trucks and were walking toward her with their hands raised. They had seen her shooting the guards, apparently.

      Bretta closed the distance, knocking both of them to the floor. She proceeded to bind and gag the drivers in turn with duct tape, and dragged them out of sight behind a workbench. She hurried to the entrance and similarly hauled the dead bodies of the guards behind a crate.

      She discarded the cumbersome AK and hurried to the trailer farthest from the entrance. She clambered onto the platform, using the metal latticework supporting the missile as a ladder. The rocket was in a horizontal position. Fifteen meters long, but definitely too thin to be an ICBM.

      She swung down from the platform onto the rocket. She lowered her backpack, retrieved a Mylar-wrapped M112 demolition block, removed the paper liner on the adhesive side, and attached the block to the missile.

      She reached for her encrypted radio and pressed the send button. "Copperhead, do you read?"

      No response.

      "Copperhead, I ask again, are you there?"

      "I'm here," came the response. "Report."

      "These aren't ICBMs. They're sounding rockets."

      There was a pause on the line, then: "Roger that."

      She armed the C-4, which was linked to a remote detonator in the backpack, and then hauled herself back onto the outer trellis of the launch platform.

      She abruptly heard a truck door slam. The adjacent semi shifted into gear and slowly moved toward the entrance. One of the fighters had probably returned, and was driving.

      Bretta leaped to the ground and dashed toward the receding trailer. She vaulted onto the platform and hauled herself onto the metal latticework.

      The semi-trailer emerged from the hangar. Though the ground was relatively flat, there were still a lot of small bumps, and Bretta was jolted about during her climb. As she lowered herself from the trellis toward the missile, a particularly nasty bump caused her to lose her grip, and she fell, slamming right into the rocket.

      Ignoring the flashes of pain in her cheek and midsection, she promptly wrapped her arms and legs around the missile so she wouldn't slide off. She reached inside the backpack with one arm, retrieved another M112 brick, affixed it to the missile, and armed the device.

      She stood up and vaulted onto the surrounding metal latticework. She clambered over the top and was about to start lowering herself down the other side when another semi raced past, headed back toward the hanger. The vehicle had no trailer.

      Bretta glanced forward, to her left. She spotted two fresh launch platforms on the black plain. Electro-hydraulic actuators were already tilting the missiles skyward.

      Bretta made her way along the platform toward the tractor portion. At the front edge, she lowered herself onto the rear deck plate and then clambered onto the roof of the cab.

      She crawled to the driver side, drew her Px4, leaned over and let off several shots. The bullets penetrated the window, striking the driver. The semi tractor pulled severely to the left. Gazing through the glass, she confirmed that the driver was incapacitated.

      Bretta hurried to the opposite side of the roof, aimed down at the passenger window and fired. She randomly shifted her aim, her goal being to weaken the laminated glass. When her magazine emptied, she loaded a new one, chambered a round, and holstered the weapon. She sat on the edge of the roof and struck the passenger window with her boot heels. The compromised glass shattered.

      She carefully lowered herself, clearing the shards from the bottom of the windowsill with one boot. She planted both feet on the sill, then spun around and jumped inside.

      The driver, dressed in combat fatigues, rested on the wheel, unconscious or dead.

      Crouching, she edged past the gear stick. The driver wasn't wearing a seatbelt, so it was a simple matter to open the door, shove the body outside, and close the door again. She threw her C-4 backpack onto the passenger seat beside the fighter's abandoned AK, and then sat down.

      The semi tractor had slowed, and was close to halting, but she accelerated again. She steered around the empty skeleton of a used launch platform and drove toward the closest active missile instead. The actuators had nearly angled said rocket perpendicular to the ground.

      Bretta aimed the big vehicle directly for the missile. She lodged the AK between the accelerator and gear box, scooped up her backpack, opened the door, and at the last possible moment leaped from the semi.

      Behind her the truck plowed into the platform, dragging it and the missile several meters along the ground before the engine failed and the vehicle ground to a halt. The liquid hydrogen aboard the rocket hadn't detonated. Instead, the missile lay at a forty-five degree angle, entangled by the broken and twisted outer framework.

      One rocket down.

      She clambered to her feet, doing her best to ignore the painful gashes and friction burns the sharp rocks had inflicted on her body. The fatigues hadn't protected her very well. Her ankle was sprained very slightly.

      She half-limped, half-sprinted across the field toward the other active platform. It must have been placed some time after the previous one, because the actuators were still rotating the missile into launch orientation: the rocket currently resided at an angle seventy-five degrees to the ground.

      Bullets riddled the rocks beside her. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw an incoming Hilux racing to intercept her.

      She reached the launch platform and hurried around to the far side, using it as a shield against the incoming SUV. She leaped onto the trailer and flinched at the pain in her ankle. With difficulty she clambered onto the moving framework. About two meters up she was able to squeeze through a gap in the latticework. She retrieved an M112 brick from the backpack, removed the adhesive, armed it, and, hanging onto the framework with one hand, reached across to affix the brick to the rocket's surface.

      Bullets ricocheted from the metal framework around her. She resisted the urge to retract her hand and successfully attached the explosive. She hauled herself along the inside of the trellis as more gunfire came in. She squeezed outside and worked her way down to the bottom of the trailer.

      The Hilux raced past the rear of the platform, coming into view. Bretta drew her Px4 and aimed at the tires. She waited patiently for the vehicle to close. Meanwhile the on-board gunner sprayed-and-prayed in her general direction. She was a little surprised the passengers would risk damaging the rocket. Not unexpectedly, the gunfire stopped a moment later.

      She led the target very slightly and when the SUV was within thirty yards, she fired. The first shot missed. The second hit the front left tire spot on. The vehicle pulled to the left and slammed into the platform.

      Bretta leaped down, clenching her teeth as a jolt of agony traveled up her right leg from the ankle. She limped to the far side of the platform. More gunfire came from the crashed Hilux. She finally reached the front of the platform and ducked behind it, then continued away at an angle, putting as much distance between herself and the trailer as she could.

      When she judged herself far enough away, she slid the backpack from her shoulder, fished out the remote detonator, and leaped to the ground. She pressed the activation button.

      Three explosions simultaneously rocked the outpost, taking out the remaining active rockets. She felt the shockwave of the closest roll over her, pressing her into the uneven ground. She drew her Px4 and pushed herself up on one elbow, pivoting her torso toward the closest platform to face any survivors.

      The C-4 had ignited the rocket fuel, creating an immense mess where the platform had been. Twisted metal parts from the framework and missile lay everywhere. The Hilux resided on one side, lying about ten meters from its previous position. Its huge tires were on fire and the insides were smoking. Dead bodies lay beside the wreckage.

      She waited a few moments but no one emerged.

      Bretta smiled grimly. "Assholes."
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      Ethan crouched behind the desks near the window and defended against the fighters who had managed to open one of the barricaded doors halfway. The attackers leaned past the entrance occasionally to unleash a burst into the room. So far Ethan had shot at least three of them. They hadn't tossed inside any grenades yet because Ethan had them believing he had Al Sifr hostage. Or maybe they simply didn't have any.

      "Stop firing or I'll shoot Al Sifr!" Ethan shouted in Arabic, continuing the hostage charade. He leaned out to return fire and then ducked as more shots came in.

      "Let him talk!" a coarse voice returned from outside. It sounded muted through the ringing in Ethan's ears. "Give us proof of life!"

      Using the desks as cover, Ethan made his way to the west side of the room, then moved past the rows of desks until he was near the rear wall. Rifle at the ready, he gazed past the outermost desk: he had a clear view to the half-ajar door, and the two fighters squatting in the hallway beside it. One of them was looking directly at him.

      Ethan opened fire with his AK, taking out both men, then he ducked behind the desk. Gunfire sprayed the metal beside him in return.

      He thought his encrypted radio went off, but the words were lost to the noise.

      It activated a moment later. "Copperhead, I ask again, are you there?"

      "I'm here," he said into the radio, turning up the volume full blast. "Report."

      "These aren't ICBMs. They're sounding rockets."

      In the sheer chaos of the previous moments, it hadn't even occurred to him that the missiles might not be ICBMs.

      He glanced at the closest terminal operator, who cowered behind the desk beside him. "The missiles are sounding rockets?"

      The engineer seemed puzzled. "What else would they be?"

      Ethan hit the transmit button on the radio. "Roger that." He clipped the radio to his belt and told the man: "I need to make an international call."

      The terminal operator's eyes darted toward the front of the room, where Al Sifr lay.

      "Al Sifr?" Ethan asked.

      The man nodded. "He carries a sat-phone."

      Ethan made his way back to Al Sifr's body. When he reached the corpse, he spotted the top of a sat-phone protruding from a robe pocket.

      The phone was password protected. Ethan was familiar with the model, however, and he held down the power and phone keys for ten seconds, resetting the password. He pulled up the dial screen and entered two zeros, followed by 882, then the nine digit number of Sam's secure sat-phone. He hit the call button.

      One ring. Two.

      She picked up. "Hello?"

      "It's me."

      "Copperhead!" Sam said over the line. "Please tell me you have some news. We've detected a missile launch from the Iceland region. Are—"

      "They're only sounding rockets. No warheads."

      She paused. "You're certain?"

      "Positive. I'm in Al Sifr's control center at this very moment. Standing over his dead body."

      "Thank you," Sam said. "I'll call you back at this number."

      The connection terminated.

      The floor shook all of a sudden and the windows shuddered. He glanced through the glass: outside, a hangar on the outskirts of the outpost had exploded, as had two launch platforms in the clearing beyond. The semi tractor connected to one of the fiery platforms had plowed into a third.

      Good job, Bretta.

      Gunfire shattered the glass and he ducked.

      Damn it.

      He looked over a nearby desk. Three fighters had entered while he was on the sat-phone. Ethan ducked as the foremost unleashed a burst from an AK.

      Ethan lay flat and aimed at the three pairs of boots visible through the narrow gap under the desks. None of the cowering engineers were in his line of sight. Perfect.

      He fired two consecutive bursts, hitting all targets. One of the fighters fell prostrate. Ethan shot him in the head. The other two fighters landed on their knees, upper bodies still concealed by the desks. Ethan shot them in the thighs. The men howled and turned around, crawling toward the door.

      Ethan momentarily left cover and shot both men in the back. Then he ducked as incoming fire came in too late from the ajar door.

      Ethan grabbed the radio at his belt. "Maelstrom, what's your status? I could use some help in the main building."

      A response came a moment later. "Kind of occupied. I'll get there when I can."

      Ethan made his way to the east side of the room, circumnavigating the desks until he resided behind the half-open door and the toppled desks jammed in front of it. He low-crawled underneath the blockading desks, drew the Glock he had kept in reserve at his hip—refilled courtesy of the dead Saudi—and shoved it around the open door. He fired four quick shots without looking and snapped the hand back inside. He waited. He heard a gurgling, then what sounded like a body toppling to the floor. He fired two more shots in the same manner. He heard nothing in response that time.

      He fetched his cellphone, activated video recording, and slid the phone past the door. He reviewed the footage. There was no one in the hall but the dead. He pressed record and shoved the phone outside again, this time pointed in the opposite direction. When he replayed the video, he discovered only two incapacitated men lying in the hall on that side.

      Had he gotten them all?

      Ethan pocketed the phone and slowly peered past the door, handgun at the ready.

      It was at that point he saw another fighter look out from a side office up ahead. A man with a cropped beard, his hair fashioned into a faux hawk.

      The man held a rifle at eye level...

      Ethan didn't have time to reset his aim; he quickly ducked instead. Bullets tore past the door a split-second later.

      Not all of them, then.
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* * *

      
        Washington, D.C., White House Presidential Emergency Operations Center

      

      

      The President shifted impatiently in his seat.

      "Incoming delivery vehicles have entered terminal phase," the Chairman said.

      "So it wasn't a high altitude detonation," the President said. "We were wrong about the EMP pulse."

      "But it might still contain a nuclear," the Secretary of State said over the vidlink. "If Robert's asset was wrong."

      "If she was wrong," the President said.

      "Launching THAAD interceptors from Fort Bliss," the Chairman announced.

      The National Security Advisor arrived.

      "Have a seat, Jerry," the President told him distractedly.

      "Front row seat to the end of the world," the Secretary of State muttered over the vidlink.

      "It's not too late to fire, Mr. President," the Chairman said.

      Watching the delivery vehicles close with the Midwest, followed by the three ICBMs behind it, the President was considering doing precisely that.

      "I have confirmation!" Sam announced over the teleconference line. "One of my operatives finally reported in. The missiles were indeed launched from Iceland, and they are definitely sounding rockets. There are no warheads aboard. I repeat, no warheads."

      The President felt momentary relief wash over him. But when he glanced at the incoming delivery vehicles on the display, his stomach knotted up all over again. He wouldn't know true relief until the payloads from the so-called sounding rockets had struck.

      The intermediate-range THAAD interceptors missed all their targets.

      The President held his breath as the first payloads impacted the Midwest. He waited several seconds, but nothing else appeared on the satellite feed.

      "What's the latency on that display?" he asked no one in particular.

      "About two seconds, Mr. President," a duty officer in the lower row answered.

      He waited longer. Still nothing.

      The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs appeared on the videoconferencing screen. His eyes seemed guilty. "Mr. President, the Defense Support Program via NORAD reports no nuclear detonations anywhere in the continental U.S.. I repeat, no nuclear detonations."

      The President sighed in relief. "So far so good."

      All eyes turned toward the remaining three bogeys. The GMD interceptors were still too far away to make a difference, of course.

      "The incoming rockets have jettisoned their fourth stages," the Chairman said. "Multiple delivery vehicles are incoming over Chicago, New York, and Washington."

      The President watched the descent in trepidation.

      When the missiles reached terminal phase, the Chairman announced: "Launching THAAD interceptors."

      Those missed, too.

      The payloads continued their descent. The President held his breath as the one over Washington struck.

      He felt nothing, and instinctively glanced toward the ceiling as if to confirm it was still there.

      The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs came on the line. "The Defense Support Program via NORAD reports no nuclear detonations anywhere in the continental U.S."

      Everyone in the room slumped visibly.

      Back from the brink.

      "What a night, boys," the President said, wrapping an arm around his wife. "Move the Global Strike forces to DEFCON-2, and the conventional forces to DEFCON-3. Samantha Rond, I want a full debriefing within the hour." That was when he saw the tears of joy trickling down his wife's face.

      "That should be doable," Sam responded.

      The President hardly noticed. He was too busy hugging his wife.
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* * *

      
        Hidden Base, Southern Region Suðurland, Iceland

      

      

      Lying on the floor, Ethan peered past the ajar door, aiming down the hallway at the office he had seen the tango emerge from.

      "You created all of this," a coarse voice shouted from that office. "You brought it upon yourselves."

      Ethan waited patiently for the man's head to appear.

      "Without you," the hidden fighter continued. "My sons would still be alive. My wife. But you did this. And you will pay. Every last one of you. You killed all our children!"

      The last sentence affected Ethan. He felt strangely remorseful, and his aim wavered.

      The man's head stuck past the doorway, at knee height. He held a rifle to his face.

      Ethan micro-aligned his iron sights.

      But then he froze, because the tango had become the boy from Iraq.

      Ethan was back there again, on the rooftop, manning the mounted MK 43. The boy was in his sights. The shorter sister stood in front of him, urging the kid on.

      The boy turned his weapon on Ethan.

      Ethan's finger trembled, but he couldn't squeeze the trigger. He couldn't. Not again.

      A loud gunshot snapped him back to the hallway in Al Sifr's base.

      Bretta stood near the office entrance, the Px4 aimed down at the head of the dead fighter at her feet. Blood pooled from a wound in his skull.

      She looked up at Ethan but didn't say a word. She cleared the remaining two offices in the hall and then limped toward the control room entrance. She halted just outside, her gaze locked on something behind Ethan.

      When she spoke, her voice sounded muted. All that gunfire in the relatively enclosed space had taken a toll on his hearing.

      "He looks exactly like I remember him," Bretta said. "If I had captured him all those years ago, if I had succeeded in my job, none of this would have happened."

      "It's not your fault," Ethan said from his position on the floor.

      "I know." She smiled wistfully and offered him a hand covered in scratches. Ethan accepted. She pulled him out from under the blockading desks and to his feet in the hallway.

      Not only were her hands scratched, but her face was marred by cuts and nicks, too, and her fatigues were ripped in several places.

      "There are survivors inside," Ethan said. "Engineers. Scientists."

      "All right," she said. "But let's wait downstairs. We'll watch the SUVs, make sure no one else leaves."

      Exhausted and numb, Ethan followed her down the hall. She limped visibly.

      "What happened to you by the way?" Ethan asked.

      She grinned ironically. "Stepped on a nail."

      Her humor hardly registered. Ethan continued onward, and paused beside the bearded man Bretta had shot.

      "Why didn't you fire?" she asked him. "He would have killed you if I hadn't intervened."

      Ethan simply stared at the man.

      The world faded, replaced once more by the scene from the nightmare he had relived so many times.

      The boy was in his sights. Shooting at his team.

      Ethan squeezed the trigger.

      Click.

      The mounted MK 43 didn't fire.

      The boy exhausted his ammunition and retreated down an alley with his sister.

      "The MK didn't fire," Ethan said abruptly.

      "What?" Bretta asked.

      He was back in the hallway. "I didn't shoot them," Ethan told her triumphantly. "I didn't."

      But you meant to, an internal voice countered.

      "You choose now of all moments to crack," Bretta said, wrapping her hand around his palm and dragging him down the hall.

      "I'm not cracking," Ethan said. "I've never felt better. Believe me."

      You meant to kill them, the voice tried again.

      Yes, Ethan told himself. But I didn't. And that's all that matters. I didn't kill them. I don't have to be haunted by that memory ever again.

      The dissenting voice had no answer to that, because Ethan was right.

      The two of them reached the parking area outside. Most of the Hiluxes were gone. Ethan and Bretta took up guard positions, watching the remaining SUVs. They kept their weapons at the ready in case any other fighters decided to introduce themselves.

      Bretta borrowed Al Sifr's sat-phone and called Sam. Midway through the conversation, she turned to Ethan. "The Icelandic Police will relieve us later in the day. Apparently they're firmly in our pocket."

      "Good to know."

      After she hung up, Bretta told him: "The U.S. was this close to launching a retaliatory strike against Russia." She placed her thumb and forefinger a millimeter apart. "The world will never know how near we came to nuclear annihilation. We're heroes."

      Ethan stared at the horizon beyond the canopy. He could only see about a quarter of the sky, thanks to the overhanging fabric. Still, witnessing that bright blue sky, and those white, wispy clouds, put him strangely at peace.

      He felt himself choking up.

      "What's wrong?" Bretta said.

      "Nothing," Ethan answered, reining in his emotions. He blinked the moisture from his eyes and looked at her. "Tell me, have you ever been to the Caribbean, Ms. Storm?"

      "Never," she said. "The Mediterranean is more my thing, Mr. Galaal."

      "But if you've never been, how do you know what you're missing?"

      She pressed her lips together. "That's a good point."

      Ethan grinned mischievously. "I hear the lobster is incredible."

      She crooked a smile. "Are you asking me out on a date?"

      "Not a date," Ethan said. "An adventure."

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

    
    
      
        Somewhere Off Saint Croix, The Caribbean

      

      

      Ethan balanced easily on the PowerSki jetboard. The device looked similar to a surfboard, except it was powered by a thirty-two horsepower motor capable of speeds up to fifty kilometers per hour. Ethan gripped a control handle, part of a four-foot long semi-flexible arm joined to the nose of the board, with which he controlled the speed of the device.

      He truly loved the modern age. There were so many inventions he would have died for in his younger days. Take water sports. There was flyboarding, sea bobbing, hydro flying, the modern jetboard. As a former SEAL, he was truly at home in the ocean, and anything that made his recreation time in the water more enjoyable was high on his to-do list. If he ever retired, he would probably engage in water sports like jetboarding all day.

      The island shore resided far to the west. Ahead, the speedboat was a tiny thumbtack on the horizon.

      Bretta rudely cut in front of him on the left. The wake from her jetboard disturbed his balance, altering his direction.

      "Hey!" he yelled.

      He thought he heard a faint laugh above the roar of the engines.

      He recovered and adjusted his course.

      She wants to race, does she?

      Bouncing over the gentle swells, he up-throttled and approached. He came alongside her and slowed so that they rode nose-to-nose.

      She glanced at him, grinning ear to ear. He couldn't see her eyes underneath the sunglasses, but she was obviously enjoying herself immensely. She stuck out her tongue and increased her speed.

      Ethan thumbed the throttle and the board jerked forward. He ducked low, bouncing over the waves, slowly edging in front of her. He gave her a mocking victory wave.

      When he passed the speedboat he throttled way back and turned around. He headed toward the boat—a Formula 270 Bowrider.

      He met Bretta there.

      "Nice driving," he told her.

      He stepped onto the rear swim platform and carried the PowerSki aboard. She followed close behind.

      After setting down her board, Bretta raised her sunglasses. "You cheated," she complained.

      Ethan laughed. "I don't see how."

      She started removing her life jacket. "You weren't wearing one of these." She indicated the vest. "Therefore you weighed less than me."

      "I doubt that."

      The life jacket dropped to the deck and Ethan couldn't help but stare at the fit bikini body underneath. He quickly looked up, meeting her eyes. She smiled flirtatiously. "Caught you looking."

      "I was merely inspecting the life jacket for damage." He went to the bow area and lounged contentedly on the cushions. Bretta joined him, lowering her sunglasses.

      Ethan cracked open a Red Stripe, brewed in nearby Jamaica, and took a sip. He sighed contentedly. That was living. A woman at his side. A good beer in hand. The sun beating down on his chest. The azure ocean stretching calmly all the way to the horizon.

      The flashbacks were completely gone. Utterly banished. He didn't think those memories would ever bother him again.

      He hoped so, anyway.

      His cellphone buzzed on the deck nearby.

      Bretta grimaced in annoyance. "I thought we'd be far away from any cellphone towers by now."

      Ethan leaned over and picked up the smartphone. A message from Sam read:

      Enjoy your vacation. You've earned it.

      "Who was it?" Bretta asked, lifting her sunglasses.

      Ethan tossed the phone to the deck. "An old girlfriend. She wants to know when I can meet her on the island."

      "Liar."

      He wrapped his arm around her, intending simply to rest his hand on her shoulder, but she surprised him and mashed her lips against his.

      He pulled back. "When are we going to try that lobster?"

      "Later," she said.

      She slid a hand behind his head and drew him close.
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