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Dedicated to my two boys. 
Because of you, my life is richer, deeper, and more fulfilling. 
And certainly, more exciting.












The darkness was never the problem. Letting it run free was.
· Author Unknown









PROLOGUE
Ch’angsongil-li, North Korea

Chul-Moo Nam carefully but casually straightened the tan tie to his uniform. Dressed as a North Korean Land Forces Senior Colonel from the National Command, it was required that his uniform be perfect—that’s how things were done. That’s how things were expected. Everything from his shoulder boards to the buttons on the double-breasted tunic had to be textbook. If not, someone might suspect something was amiss and start making unnecessary, unwanted inquiries.
And Nam didn’t have time for that.
The sound of approaching footsteps grew louder. Nam didn’t bother looking that way, and instead kept tapping his feet as if to exhibit annoyance. Land Forces Senior Colonels from National Command were not accustomed to waiting. Even when visiting someone of a higher rank, National Command representatives were never kept waiting. Not if they wanted to keep their job.
“The general will see you,” a meek voice said.
Nam sniffed and lazily shifted his gaze to the man standing in front of him. He tried to hide his surprise.
Five feet away stood an army first lieutenant, also dressed in a matching uniform. His tunic, however, hung off his frame as if it were two sizes too large. The officer’s face was pale, his cheeks were gaunt, and his eyes were sunken. It was obvious at first glance that he was malnourished. Above his right pocket was a black name plate that read “Park.”
Glancing at his watch, Nam again feigned annoyance. But this time, he did feel a twinge of remorse. It was one thing to torment an adversary, but another when it was one of your own countrymen. But he reminded himself that that was why he was there—to assess what was really happening. 
His leadership back in Pyongyang wanted the truth. 
And so far, the truth was bad.
Nam stood and followed the emaciated lieutenant down the barren hallway. The sound of their black dress shoes clicked loudly on the granite floor. As they walked, Nam’s nostrils flared—the smell of Park’s ketotic breath was pungent. It was not the first time Nam had smelled the fruity, chemical scent of starvation, but never so strong. The odor came from a body that had long since burned through fat and was now consuming muscle to stay alive.
They had just turned the corner into an adjacent hallway when an explosion echoed down the corridor. Seconds later, gunshots rang out. The first five or six reports were spaced out, while the remaining gunfire was rapid and chaotic.
A klaxon began to blare nearby.
Nam had just turned toward the sound when a nearby door flew open. A tall, uniformed man stepped out—in his hand was a Type 58 assault rifle, the North Korean version of the AK-47. The single star on his shoulder board indicated that he was a Brigadier General. This was who Nam was supposed to visit—General Kang.
“What is going on?” Nam asked.
Kang didn’t answer. His eyes, sharp and suspicious, swept over Nam’s uniform. Then he stepped back into his office and grabbed something from behind the door—another Type 58.
“You’re the one from National Command?”
“I am,” Name replied, pulling his shoulders back. 
“Good. Here you go,” he said, thrusting the weapon toward Nam. “You’re about to find out what’s really happening out here.” He shoved a vest full of magazines into Nam’s chest. “You’ll need the extra ammunition.”
Outside, the gunfire intensified. The rate of fire increased, and every few seconds, another explosion rattled the walls. Judging by the concussive blasts, Nam suspected hand grenades. Whatever was happening outside was not slowing down.
By the time Nam caught up with the general, he had buckled the chest rig over his formal uniform. In his right hand, the assault rifle felt heavy—unnaturally heavy against ceremonial fabric. Of course, Nam had checked the Type 58 to confirm a round was chambered and the safety engaged. Every hon knew how to handle weapons of nearly every caliber. But when Lee had sent him to inspect the 8th Motorized Guard Regiment—a perimeter line unit—the last thing he had expected was to fire one.
The lieutenant ran past Nam and handed his commander a radio.
“What’s the status?” Kang barked, striding toward the gunfire.
For a moment, there was only static.
“I said, what is the status?”
“They’re rushing the gate,” a strained voice replied. Gunfire crackled in the background.
“How many?”
“More than last week. I’ve never seen so many.”
“I’ll be there in a second.” Kang handed the radio back. The young lieutenant’s eyes burned with intensity—or desperation.
“Who’s rushing the gate?” Nam asked as they rounded the corner.
They approached a high concrete wall flanked by two guard towers. A heavy steel vehicle gate sat in the center. The tower to the right was ablaze. Black smoke billowed into the overcast sky. Through the flames, the charred outline of what looked like a man remained slumped over a mounted machine gun. Occasionally, rounds cooked off in the heat and ricocheted wildly.
“This way.” Kang pointed toward a reinforced side door.
Nam did as instructed. He began taking slow, rhythmic breaths, regulating the surge of adrenaline flooding his body. Elevated heart rate and rapid breathing were natural responses to danger—responses every hon was trained to master. Ironically, he had operated in far more hostile environments and rarely felt this level of apprehension.
Maybe it was because this was Korea.
His homeland.
The doorway led to a narrow passage that opened onto the compound yard. Smoke rolled across the ground.
“Get ready,” Kang growled.
Nam flipped the safety off.
His breath caught.
Two military transport trucks sat riddled with bullet holes. One burned fiercely. Bodies lay scattered across the concrete. The men wore faded olive uniforms—reserve forces, judging by the obsolete Type 63 bolt-action rifles strewn among them.
They rounded the intact truck when Nam caught movement. One of the reserve soldiers was crawling toward a fallen rifle. He was badly wounded—his tunic soaked dark red, a thick trail of blood marking his path.
Nam stepped forward to kick the weapon away.
The wounded man’s head disappeared in a burst of automatic fire.
Nam spun around. Kang had fired.
“Leave that rotten piece of shit,” the general ordered.
Nam stood for half a second longer than he should have.
The man on the ground had been young. Nam hadn’t seen his face clearly, only the shape of him—thin, desperate, crawling like an animal toward a rifle that might have bought him one more breath. 
He forced his boots to move and followed.
The area in front of them opened wider as they cleared the trucks. It was a yard of crushed gravel and concrete pads, bordered by low storage buildings. Everything had the washed-out look of a place that had been built to last decades and maintained for none of them. Paint peeled in sheets. Razor wire sagged. The air smelled of diesel, cordite, and something sour underneath it all—human bodies left too long in the cold.
Gunfire snapped from the far end of the yard—short bursts from a mounted machine gun and scattered return fire that sounded ragged and panicked.
Nam crouched behind a concrete wall, assault weapon tight into his shoulder. He kept the muzzle pointed downrange, but his eyes tracked the movement through the smoke.
Figures were flooding through an outer perimeter gate.
But these were not soldiers in proper formation. They were not an organized assault. No. Some wore mismatched uniforms, while others wore civilian coats that hung off frames like fabric on wire. Many carried rifles. Others had nothing but farm tools—axes, picks, lengths of pipe. They moved with the reckless momentum of starving bodies that had decided the risk of death was finally lower than the certainty of hunger.
“Who the hell are they?” Nam shouted over the barking of a nearby machine gun.
“Farmers. Laborers. Reservists. Anyone who can still walk,” Kang replied. “They think the food is here.”
Nam followed the line of advance and saw it immediately—a reinforced warehouse tucked behind a secondary fence line, two transport trucks backed up to the loading dock. Guards fired from sandbags near the entrance. The crowd wasn’t attacking them. No. They were driving straight for the food.
The inner wire buckled under the weight of bodies. Some climbed over razor coils without hesitation, hands and sleeves tearing. The machine gun cut several down, but the fallen were replaced almost instantly. Nam steadied his rifle and searched for a pattern inside the chaos. Toward the rear, a handful of men crouched behind an overturned vehicle, pushing others forward in waves. An RPG tube lay discarded nearby.
This wasn’t just hunger. Someone was steering it.
A rocket detonated near the dock and tore a section of metal siding away. The roar that followed was not tactical—it was desperate. The first attackers reached the loading doors and began hammering at them with tools and rifle stocks.
“That’s where they are coordinating the attack from,” Nam shouted, pointing toward where he had seen the men orchestrating the attack.
Kang peered over the wall and nodded. “Fire,” he ordered.
Nam raised his weapon and aimed past the first wave, targeting the men near the overturned vehicle. He fired in controlled bursts. One dropped. Another scrambled backward into smoke. 
But the forward surge did not stop—the momentum of the attack was too great.
The dock doors gave way. Several attackers forced themselves inside. Moments later, one staggered back out clutching a ripped sack of rice. A burst from the tower cut him down, and the grain spilled across the mud. Others dove toward it, scooping handfuls into their coats while rounds cracked overhead.
Nam hesitated only briefly.
He thought of Pyongyang—of orderly ration lines and official reports that described shortages as temporary. What he was seeing was not temporary. It was structural.
Director Lee had sent him to assess deterioration in the 8th Motorized Guard Regiment. Nam was a hon—an agent for Bureau 402, the regime's most secretive intelligence organization. Normally, the Bureau operated abroad. But times were different now. The threats were everywhere. Even inside the perimeter. 
Lee would expect a detailed report. 
This would be it.
He stepped forward for a clearer angle and fired into the warehouse entrance. Bodies dropped everywhere. His own people. Not enemies. Just hungry.
Finally, the momentum began to stall. Without coordination from the rear, the attackers’ advance lost shape. A few dragged wounded men back through the broken fence. Others fled empty-handed.
Within minutes, the yard grew quieter.
Smoke drifted upward into the dull gray sky. The warehouse door hung twisted but still attached at one hinge. Through the breach, Nam could see the stacked pallets of grain—still largely intact. For now.
Medics moved cautiously between bodies. Soldiers dragged the dead away from the dock to clear the approach. No one spoke unless necessary.
Kang lowered his rifle and surveyed the yard with an expression that suggested this was neither the first time nor the last.
“They will come again,” he said.
Nam said nothing as he looked down at his once-perfect uniform, now dusted with ash and flecked with blood that was not his own. Less than an hour earlier, he had been concerned about alignment of brass and the sharpness of creases. Now the fabric carried the residue of something far more consequential.
He had come to assess deterioration inside a perimeter regiment.
Instead, he had witnessed a fracture.
The attackers had not maneuvered for terrain. They had not targeted communications. They had not attempted to disable heavy weapons.
They had come for rice.
And they had been willing to die for it.
Nam understood then that what he would report to the Bureau—straight to Director Lee. He would not talk about discipline failures or provincial incompetence. No. It would be about pressure. About scarcity pushing against structure. About how many times a gate could be tested before it finally gave way.
The 8th Motorized Guard Regiment had held the warehouse. But it had not held the line.
And if hunger continued to spread faster than control, the next assault would not stop at a provincial gate.
It would move closer to Pyongyang.






CHAPTER ONE
Five kilometers north of Madrid, Spain 

The last thing Emily ever said to him was “Fine.” 
Not “I love you.” Not “Be safe.” Just “Fine”—cold, clipped, final. She'd grabbed his daughter, Keira’s, hand and walked out the door, their daughter had looked back at him with confused seven-year-old eyes. Twenty minutes later, a jackknifing tractor-trailer on Houston's 610 loop ended any chance for Chase to apologize, to explain, to tell them he'd been an asshole about nothing that mattered. 
That was eleven months ago. 
Chase shifted his weight against the train seat, his lower back aching from hours of sitting. His gaze never left the piece of paper he was holding with both hands. Scribbled on hotel stationery was one sentence: Puerta de Moros, 8, Centro, 28005 Madrid, Spain. 
Willy had given him the address three days ago. A lead. A thread to pull. Something connected to the people who'd killed Emily and Keira. 
He had memorized it after writing it down, but for some reason, he couldn't throw the paper away. Like everything else connected to hunting the people responsible. Every clue. Every name. Every address that might lead him closer to answers. 
It was like trying to shake a thought that refused to die.
Overhead, a speaker crackled to life, and Chase’s attention snapped back. A woman’s static-filled voice echoed through the train cabin—she was saying something in Spanish. All that Chase understood were the words “estación” and “minutos.” Glancing at his watch, he saw that the time was now 1:40 am. 
	Taking one last look at the address, Chase carefully folded the paper in half and slipped it into the outside pocket of his backpack. As he zipped it shut, he glanced over his shoulder. He was still alone—it had been hours since anyone had gotten on the train. Chase yawned again and looked out the window. Outside, night pressed against the window. Rain streaked across the glass, smearing the streetlights into pale ribbons of yellow and white. 
“Jesus, I look like shit,” he muttered, catching a glimpse of himself in the reflection. 
He had tried to grow a beard to hide the large gash that ran horizontally just below his right lip, but it was still clearly visible. The scar was dark red and had not flattened out yet. It had been almost three and a half months since he had been shot in the face, and the wound still looked fresh. The only good news in the whole affair was that the bullet had exited cleanly and had severed a nerve – he felt nothing.
Running his fingers through his short brown hair, he tried to refocus his eyes past the raindrops—it did not work. Instead, Chase was staring straight back at himself. His grey eyes were cold and empty. They were the same ones that had scared away anyone who tried to get close. 
A flash of light pulled Chase back into a memory. The image of the woman who had killed his wife and daughter burned behind his eyes. Her name was Jae Gal. And even though she was dead, her face haunted his dreams. Her eyes had been cold and remorseless—the last thing he’d seen before she vanished beneath the black water of the sinking Xin Hong. He told himself she’d drowned, that it was over. But every now and then, a part of him wondered if she would ever be truly gone.
A change of momentum broke the darkness. The train was slowing. In minutes, he’d reach Atocha Station in central Madrid. The folded newspaper beside him drew his attention. He’d bought it in Paris and read it cover to cover. The headline screamed: ARE WE SAFE FROM DISASTER? Beneath it was the iconic photo—a mushroom cloud over St. Petersburg, Russia.
The newspaper article was no different than the countless others Chase had read over the last few weeks—each one filled with the same mix of fear and anger. Fear that another nuclear bomb could detonate at any moment, and anger because nobody knew who was behind the catastrophe.
The Russian government, of course, had tried to bury the truth—there had been a ransom demand, and they had refused to pay. They didn’t want their citizens to know they could have done something—that hundreds of thousands of people didn’t have to die. But the story leaked, and the reaction was swift.
Within days, tens of thousands flooded the streets of every major Russian city, chanting day and night. Under mounting pressure, President Anatoli Ivanov purged nearly every senior government, security, and military leader. He promised protection. He swore vengeance. But no one believed him.
Tension was rising everywhere, and the newspaper’s headline said it all.
 A high-pitched screech caused Chase to jolt upright – it was the train’s hydraulic brakes activating. Standing, he slung his backpack over his shoulder and made his way to the front of the passenger cart. Through the small door window, he could see that the next carriage in front of him was also empty. He had caught the last train into Madrid. 
The door hissed open and Chase stepped into the cold glow of the platform. Rain sliced through the floodlights, mist swirling in the damp air. Beyond the overhang, the downpour blurred everything into motionless gray. To his right, a small group of passengers hurried toward a staircase. To his left, five or six more passengers moved his way quickly. Chase flipped up his collar and started walking.
Atocha was one of two main train stations serving Madrid. Located in the heart of the Spanish capital, in the vibrant Arganzeula district – a sprawl of museums, lush parks, upscale restaurants, and trendy hotels. But Chase did not have time for that; he needed to go to Puerta de Moros, 8, Centro, 28005 Madrid, Spain. He needed to finish what he had begun. 
Chase exhaled and followed the last passengers down a set of steps into a tunnel leading to the main terminal. The metallic scent of wet steel and the distant rumble of thunder grounded him in the moment.
Reaching the bottom of the stairs, Chase’s eyes immediately spotted two men walking toward him. Their bright fluorescent-orange jumpsuits marked them as maintenance crew. They were likely part of the late-night shift tasked with preparing the station for the morning rush of hundreds of passengers. Neither man acknowledged Chase as they passed; their focus was seemingly elsewhere. The first man was short and stocky, his uneven gait suggesting an old injury or chronic limp. The second was slender and wiry, barely looking older than sixteen. Chase kept his pace steady and his gaze forward. As he passed them, one of the men’s radios squawked three times in quick succession. The abrupt, sharp sound echoed faintly through the tunnel, causing Chase’s instincts to sharpen.
Without realizing what he was doing, Chase picked up his pace. Ahead, the dimly lit tunnel stretched into what appeared to be a T-intersection. The confined space made Chase uneasy. Tunnels were too narrow and too limiting, leaving no room to maneuver if something went wrong. A tightness crept into his chest as the footsteps echoed sharply against the cold, concrete walls. Reflexively, he took a sharp breath and realized what was missing. 
He was now alone. Nobody was behind him. 
Cautiously, Chase glanced over his shoulder but saw nothing. He turned his head further and caught sight of the two orange-clad maintenance workers standing with the passengers who had been trailing him moments earlier—they had stopped the group entirely. Even from nearly a hundred yards away, Chase could hear the faint but rising cadence of voices. An argument was taking place. In the middle of the heated conversation, a man’s voice cut through the low rumble with an edge of frustration. He sounded angry, maybe even furious, though the words were indistinct at that distance. Chase lingered for only a fraction of a second before turning back toward the intersection ahead. Something didn’t feel right.
Chase’s stride quickened.
	He reached the corner of the T-intersection and, without hesitation, rounded the wall. His momentum carried him forward out of danger. With a powerful push, he leaped up the first four stairs onto a small landing. He needed to get out of the tunnel. But just as his right foot hit the ground, a new sound caused him to freeze– it was the unmistakable echo of footsteps descending the stairs. 
	His eyes snapped upward. 
Two men were coming down toward him. Both were moving with a calculated purpose, and each man held a pistol aimed straight at Chase’s head. 
“Fuck me,” he muttered under his breath. 






CHAPTER TWO
Atocha Train Station, Madrid, Spain

The closest man must have heard Chase swear as a cruel grin crept across his mouth. The bottom of the man’s face was covered in a heavy beard and stood in sharp contrast to his white bald head. He wore jeans and a long grey overcoat that went past his knees. His unblinking eyes were dark brown and were locked onto Chase. The man had his pistol trained right at Chase’s forehead. There was no doubt that if he pulled the trigger, death would be instantaneous. 
“Raise your hands,” the closest man commanded in heavily accented English. “Do not try anything stupid.”
	There was nothing Chase could do.  
If he tried to run, his back would be exposed, and he would be shot. If he tried to rush the man, he would only make it up a stair or two before he would be cut down by gunfire. No. Chase had been caught. Reluctantly, he raised his hands above his head and waited. 
The bearded man closed in and was now less than ten feet away. His steps down the stairs were slow and deliberate. Behind him came the other man. He had black hair, high cheekbones, and clean-shaven, with eyes in constant motion. His heavy brown boots clanked loudly with each step. He moved to the left, covering the first man in a smooth, practiced arc. It was a textbook maneuver. 
Chase remained still and waited for what would come next.
	 “Drop your bag,” commanded the bearded man, jutting his chin out. 
	Chase did as he was told and let his backpack slide over his shoulder and onto the ground.
	“You are Chase Harper?” the man asked. 
	Chase was about to reply when someone screamed behind him—it was high-pitched and belonged to a woman. Someone had come down the other set of stairs to the T-intersection. 
The bearded man’s eyes momentarily lifted toward whoever was yelling. Instinctively, Chase wanted to see what had caught the man’s attention, but that’s not what he did. That’s not what he was trained to do. Instead, Chase lunged forward and grabbed the man’s wrists with both his hands while simultaneously twisting the pistol away from his head. The bearded man was momentarily caught off balance but quickly stepped back to regain his footing. Chase felt the man’s body tense, and instead of fighting his countermove, he tightened his grip and pushed backward. 
A split second later, both men were tumbling down the stairs.
	Through a quick blur of motion intersected with painful blows, Chase landed with a thud at the base of the stairs. The bearded man was now on top of him, and Chase had only one hand on the man’s weapon. Chase desperately blinked away his cloudy vision. Inches from his head, he could see the vague outline of the man’s barrel pointing inches from his head. 
In the background, the woman was now screaming at the top of her lungs. She was yelling something in Spanish. It was the wrong thing to do. A thunderous gunshot cracked the cold, still air. The woman’s yelling immediately stopped. 
In one fluid and simultaneous movement, Chase slammed the palm of his free hand into the bearded man’s chin and thrust his knee into his groin. The man grunted but did not release his hold of the weapon. Not wanting to expose himself to another attack by Chase, the man quickly lowered himself onto Chase’s abdomen. The move knocked the wind out of Chase, leaving him breathless.  
	Out of the corner of Chase’s eye, he caught a glimpse of movement—it was the bearded man’s partner leaping down the stairs. Chase again slammed the palm of his hand into the man’s chin. But this time, he also thrust his hips upward. While the blow did little to that man, the upward movement threw the man’s center of gravity off. It was just enough for Chase to roll the man to the left while simultaneously twisting the pistol away from his head. 
As the man’s weight shifted, Chase shoved his free hand upward toward the pistol and curled his finger over the bearded man’s trigger finger. He twisted the man’s weapon ahead of where he last saw movement and, in rapid succession, squeezed three times. The sound of gunfire was deafening. 
 	The bearded man’s eyes opened wide in shock. His body stiffened, and he started yelling at his partner for help. 
Releasing one hand, Chase slammed his fist into the man’s temple—the blow gave him just enough time to shift his weight. Quickly, he pushed up on his elbow. The small move lifted Chase’s head a foot above the struggling man. He slammed his forehead against the bearded man’s face. A bright flash of white light engulfed Chase’s vision as his nervous system tried to absorb the blow to his head. The man’s grip on his pistol lightened. Chase jerked back, and suddenly, he was holding the man’s gun. Without a second thought, he turned the pistol around and squeezed the trigger. 
	Once the smoke had cleared, Chase retched. 
The bullet had partially torn the man’s jaw off, and now, where his mouth once was, there was only shattered bone, hair, teeth, and muscle. Blood was everywhere. The man’s eyes were filled with terror as he clawed at what was left of his face. 
Chase raised the pistol to finish him off, but was violently thrown sideways. Spinning around, he landed on his side. The report of a gunshot filled his ears. 
Looking past the thrashing man, Chase spotted a figure sitting on the stairs—it was the bearded man’s partner. His grey parka had a large blood stain right where his stomach was located. Somehow, Chase must have hit him while trying to wrest control of the weapon. Before the man could raise his pistol again, Chase shot him. His aim was spot on. The figure jerked and slid sideways. A long smear of blood covered the wall as he tumbled down the stairs.
	Through his ringing ears, Chase heard yelling and what sounded like more approaching footsteps. He pulled himself upright and went to stand. Instead, his knees buckled. A sharp pain radiated down his left arm. Chase looked down. Blood was pouring from the cuff of his jacket. He had been shot in the shoulder. 
“Fuck,” Chase groaned as he kicked himself back toward the wall. Using it as support, he slid himself upright. It took two attempts before he was able to stand. 
By now, the sound of approaching footsteps was distinct and close. Someone was about to turn the corner of the T-intersection. 
Chase raised the pistol just as one of the orange-clad maintenance workers ran around the corner. With only a second to discern friend or foe, Chase erred on the side of foe and pulled the trigger. The man flew backward as the bullet hit him square in the chest. Sprawled on the ground, Chase recognized him – it was the younger of the two maintenance men he had seen minutes earlier. A pistol dropped from the young man’s hand. 
Chase’s instincts had been correct. 
The sound of more footsteps came to a halt and was followed by a scream full of rage—it was his partner. 
Squeezing the trigger again, Chase shot the wall close to where he had heard the man yell. The bullet hit the corner of the wall, sending fragments of tile and concrete flying through the air. Whoever had been running towards Chase could undoubtedly see the young man bleeding all over the floor—it’s what happened when you blindly ran around the corner straight into a gunfight. Chase shot the wall one last time before he bounded up the stairwell. 
Once he had reached the ground floor, he was alone. Over his head was a massive, vaulted ceiling, and all around him was lush green vegetation – it was a botanical garden in the middle of the train station. A nearby signpost pointed towards the exit. But Chase had only taken a couple of steps when he heard men shouting from across the terminal. The four men down in the tunnel had not been the only members of the hit team. 
Knowing his odds of surviving another encounter was almost zero, Chase ran into the middle of the tropical enclosure. He jumped into the closest garden, crawled into the middle of the dense vegetation, and fell to his stomach. No sooner had Chase stopped moving when a nearby man’s voice yelled something in a foreign language – it sounded Russian. Chase did not know what he was saying, but he could tell by the man’s tenor that he was furious. He could also hear two other voices nearby, one of which was talking into a radio.
Through the dense foliage, Chase could barely see anything. A flash of orange appeared only feet from where he was hiding—it was the second maintenance worker. He was holding a pistol and appeared to be looking straight into Chase’s hiding spot. For a brief second, Chase thought the man had spotted him lying at the base of a massive banana tree, but then his gaze shifted. 
The man in the vest craned his neck towards the other side of the enclosure and was about to look back when something distracted him—it was the distant sound of a police siren. The man who had yelled something earlier barked another command, and Chase soon heard the three men run off. 
By now, the wailing of sirens was growing louder. Chase did not have long before the police would swarm the train station. He pulled himself to his knees and tried to concentrate. There was no way he could continue to hide in the garden enclosure. Soon, the entire terminal would become a crime scene, and they would find him. Even though he was the victim, Chase knew that that wasn’t important. In the end, the police would interrogate him for days, and most likely throw him out of the country. And he couldn’t afford that—not yet. 
Jamming his pistol into his belt, he crawled with his one good arm toward the light. His body was now beginning to realize it had been shot. Pain was exploding across his chest and down his left arm. Chase’s fingers felt numb. 
Nearby, a car screeched to a halt. The police had arrived.
Chase sprinted toward the same set of stairs from which he had escaped. Down in the tunnel, all that remained of his fight were blood smears. Someone had removed the bodies of the three men along with his backpack. He turned to run but stopped. At the top of the other set of stairs, he saw a face—it belonged to the woman who had stumbled into the ambush. Maybe she was alive, he told himself. He had only taken three steps up when he stopped. 
Her blue, unblinking eyes stared at him lifelessly; there was nothing he could do. 
Somewhere close, voices started yelling. The police were now in the main terminal. Time was running out.  
After taking one last look at the woman, Chase turned and leaped down the stairs. He ran towards the train platform where he had arrived earlier. Above, the thumping of an approaching helicopter echoed off the nearby buildings. Reinforcements were arriving. Luckily, the platform was empty, and the police helicopter's spotlight swung in the opposite direction. Around him, the rain continued to pour. Chase jumped onto the tracks and crawled underneath to the other side of the darkened string of train cars. 
It was not until he was about a kilometer down the tracks that Chase was able to find a small hole in the wall. By the time the shaking stopped, the pain in his shoulder was excruciating. With his free hand, Chase pulled his phone out of his pocket, typed a message, and hit the send button. 
Even though it was now a little past two in the morning, three bubbles immediately appeared. A response was being typed. 
Are you hurt? the response read.
Yes, Chase tapped on his bloody phone screen.
The same three dots immediately appeared. Go to Hotel Ortello on del al Cabeza. Check-in under the name Antonio Zuniga. They will take care of you.






CHAPTER THREE
Tehran, Iran 

Brigadier General Arash Farzan’s stocky frame filled the back car seat. At over six feet, four inches, he always had his driver pull the front passenger seat all the way forward so he could stretch his long legs. Staring absentmindedly out the window, Arash stroked his short white beard. He had not said a word for the last fifteen minutes. 
Sitting silently next to Arash was a young man holding a leather binder on his lap. His name was Major Rajavi Rajavi, and he had been the general’s aide long enough to know that now was not the time to interrupt him. Like the general, the aide was wearing a dark green dress uniform complete with black polished shoes. On the left sleeve of both men’s uniforms was a black circular patch that was outlined with a gold wreath on each side. In the middle of the patch was the gold outline of a hand holding an AK-47 machine gun. Four Arabic numbers—one, three, five, and seven—ran along the bottom of the emblem. The numbers were taken from the Solar Hijri calendar and, when translated against the Gregorian calendar, equate to 1979, the year of the Iranian Islamic Revolution. The patch symbolized that both men were members of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, or IRGC. 
As the car turned left, Arash turned his head and looked straight ahead. He knew exactly where they were. His driver had just pulled onto the Saidi Expressway and was headed north. Soon, his eyes caught the top outline of a massive concrete structure—it was the Azadi Tower. Rising over one hundred and forty-five feet, the iconic landmark was a gateway into the capital city of Iran. Looking like an upside-down Y, its base was triangular with an open arched center that was topped with a massive tower. Surrounded by beautifully manicured gardens, the white marble structure stood out as if it were a beacon in the late morning sun. 
Even though decades had passed, Arash could still remember visiting the memorial for the very first time. He had just turned nine years old, and his parents had decided to take him and his younger brother, Rostam, to visit the newly built monument. It was a beautiful Spring afternoon, and there were throngs of people everywhere. His father was on leave from the front lines and was wearing his Army uniform. For hours, random people approached him, thanking him for his service. The Iran-Iraq War was raging in the West, and everyone knew it was hard. 
The war had been in its sixth year, and the cost in human life was staggering. Families everywhere were losing loved ones. But men like his father were holding the Iraqis back. Inexplicably, the front line remained unbroken despite everything Saddam’s generals could throw at it—air, tanks, artillery, missiles, and even chemical weapons. And for some reason, that day, the majestic monument symbolized Iranian perseverance. There was no feeling of heaviness, only hope. It was almost as if the tower was signaling to everyone that better days were coming. 
But soon, that turned out to be a lie. 
Three months later, a nighttime visitor to their home heralded change. The Farzan family would feel the sting of war. His mother must have immediately known something was wrong when she opened the door and saw a uniformed officer standing rigidly in front of her. Before the man could say a word, she rushed Arash and Rostam upstairs. What she did not know was that both boys immediately snuck out of their rooms, where they hid in the shadows of a stairwell. They could now see and hear everything. 
The news was devastating—their father was dead. 
From what little the notification officer knew, Arash’s father’s unit had been defending their portion of the front for over a week. The fighting had been particularly fierce as the Iraqis were trying to penetrate the defensive lines before the heavy Spring rains made everything impassable. And for a moment, it appeared that the front-line units were close to succeeding. But just as the first signs of rain appeared, the Iraqis made one more attempt. But this time, they used chemical weapons. And where his father’s unit was located was ground zero to one of the largest uses of mustard gas the Iranians had ever seen. Even though every man was equipped with gas masks, apparently, the winds were so strong that before anybody knew what was happening, the unit was covered in the deadly toxin. Only two men in Arash’s father’s infantry company survived the chemical attack. And one of those two was not expected to live through the night. 
Arash’s mother cried and cried. 
The notification officer left late that night as he had two more families to visit. When he walked out, he immediately spotted the two brothers hiding under the stairwell. Arash could still remember the man’s face as he crouched down to talk to them—it was covered in scars. His left eye was missing. Arash could still remember the officer’s exact words he had spoken to the two of them. Be strong and take care of your mother. Your father was a hero and died defending the revolution and the republic. We can only hope that we have such a fitting end to our lives.
“I’m sorry, did you say something?” Rajavi asked, breaking his thoughts.
Arash did not realize that he had whispered those fateful words out loud. He cleared his throat and took one last look at the monument. “It’s nothing,” he replied, waving his hand dismissively. “What do you have for me?” 
Rajavi appeared to study his boss as if to gauge his next words. A second later, he flipped open his folder and started shuffling through some sheets. He was about to pluck a sheet out of the pile when Arash held up his hand. “What’s that paper on top?”
Rajavi’s brow furrowed. “It’s nothing,” he replied.
“Well, read it to me anyway,” the general demanded. 
“You have a note from the Supreme Leader Ayatollah Rohani,” Rajavi answered obediently, pulling the sheet of paper out of a plastic document protector. “He wishes you a blessed Islamic Republic Day.”
 Arash's eyes narrowed to almost slits. “Are you fucking kidding me?” he shot back, grabbing the note. “We are surrounded by enemies . . . people are detonating nuclear bombs . . . our economy is in a tailspin, and all he can do is send me blessings?” 
With over thirty years in the IRGC, Arash couldn’t remember a time when things were so bad. Almost every officer seethed at the Ayatollah’s unwillingness to grasp control. In almost every sector—political, economic, religious, and even cultural – everyone seemed to have an opinion. In the early chaotic days of the Islamic Revolution, it may have made sense that more people had a voice. But now there was too much chaos. Everywhere Arash looked, there was paralysis. Arash cleared his throat. “You know I could give a shit about that senile old dog. As far as I’m concerned, he needs to die and get out of the way.” 
“Apologies, general . . . that’s why I skipped over the paper.”
Arash pinched the bridge of his nose and exhaled. “What’s next?”
Pulling out another piece of paper, the aid began talking. “The aircraft you sent to Beirut has landed and is currently refueling—it will take off tonight and will land at our airbase early tomorrow morning. All men have been accounted for, and Colonel Anjani has said their mission status is green.”
 “Good,” the general replied, allowing his shoulders to relax. “Any indications that their departure drew any unwanted attention?” 
“No, sir,” the aide replied crisply. 
Arash had been clear that this movement was to be invisible. Even within their small community, there was sometimes loose talk – it could be an innocent question or a small but noticeable detail that drew someone’s eye to what should be unseen. “
Are you sure?” Arash asked, unconvinced. 
“We made sure the team was replaced with another team. We indicated that this was a normal training rotation, and everyone seemed to be okay with the team’s early departure.”
Arash nodded. That was the benefit of operating within the shadowy world of the IRGC’s Quds force. Named after the Arabic word for Jerusalem, the Quds was a force within a force – it was their version of the US Army’s Green Berets and Navy’s SEALs. Designed to work in complete secrecy outside of Iran’s borders, the Quds mission was to train and equip forces friendly to their cause and to kill anyone who got in their way. Just as the Americans trained proxies to fight their wars, so did the Quds. All over the Middle East, from the West Bank and Gaza, Iraq, Syria, Yemen, and, of course, Lebanon, Quds men were building proxy militias and wreaking havoc. 
“Good,” he replied tersely just as their car began to slow down. The general’s brow furrowed, and his gaze shifted to what was taking place outside. Everywhere he looked, traffic was coming to a halt. Arash knocked on the privacy glass that separated them from the driver. “What’s going on?” he asked as the glass slid down.
“It appears that the police have pushed out the security corridor even further than normal,” replied the driver. “The Ayatollah must be attending prayer services today.”
“Praise be upon him,” both men in the back intoned. 
Of course, Arash knew the old senile dog would attend the Friday prayers— it’s why he and hundreds of others would be there. Anyone who had a halfway decent source within the Ayatollah’s staff knew his every coming and going. They also knew that the old man was sick, and there would not be too many more Friday prayers. Diagnosed with liver cancer months ago, everyone had been hopeful the Supreme Leader would pull through. And for a while, it seemed like he would. But then, just a couple of weeks ago, during a televised meeting, everyone saw the change. The Ayatollah’s face was grey, his eyes were sunken, and his confident tone was gone—it was undeniable. The old man was going to die. Soon. The only question is what came next. 
“Stop here,” Arash ordered the driver. “I will walk the rest of the way.” 
“Are you sure?” the driver asked with a surprised tone. “I can try and get you closer. I can always use the siren.”
“No. I will walk. Take the aide back to the office and stay there. If he needs you for anything, you are to follow his orders. I will get a ride back with someone else.”
“What do you want me to do?”
“Keep working on the Lebanon team’s arrival,” Arash replied, grabbing his hat lying next to him. His piercing, dark brown eyes made contact with his aide. “It’s important that everything continue as planned . . . is that clear?”
“Of course.”
“You are to notify me immediately if there are any problems.”
“Yes, sir,” Rajavi replied crisply and jumped out of the vehicle to open his boss’s door. 
The Islamic call to prayer, the Adhan, filled the vehicle’s interior. Even though the two minarets of the Imam Khomeini Grand Mosque were over half a kilometer away, the sound was deafening.
“Hasten towards prayer . . . “
“Hasten towards prosperity . . . “ 
“Hasten towards the best of deeds . . . “
“Allah is the Greatest . . . “
Pulling the brim of his hat down just above his eyes, Arash took a deep breath. It’s time, he thought. Time for this country to move out of the shadow and into the light. 	







CHAPTER FOUR
Frankfurt Airport, Germany

The small hotel room smelled of sex. 
Jasper Honea rolled over and stared at the naked woman next to him. Even though she was lying on her side with her back to him, he could not keep his eyes off her. She was beautiful. With a trim body, long black hair, and olive-brown skin, she was something straight out of a fashion magazine. His eyes followed the curves of her body and stopped at her hips. Jasper could tell by the way her side was rising and falling that she was dozing. It was the fourth time they had slept together, and every time, their lovemaking grew more intense – it was something he had never felt. Jasper leaned closer to the woman’s head and took a deep breath. Her hair smelled of lavender with a hint of citrus. 
No, he was not dreaming, he thought to himself. 
Just as he rolled onto his back, something passed—it was the tail of a passing aircraft. Jasper propped himself up on his elbow to get a better look. Through the rain-streaked glass, Jasper could see the distinct blue and yellow colors of a Lufthansa jetliner taxiing towards a jetway. Even though it was midday, it was dark outside. A thick bank of grey clouds hovered overhead, making it seem like it was early in the morning. It was weather made for staying inside – for forgetting the world beyond.
 Exhaling, Jasper and lay back on his pillow. He reached over to the nightstand and gently groped for his phone. He did not want to wake Samira . . . not yet. After two attempts, he found what he was looking for and scanned the screen for new messages. There was only one text – it was from his supervisor. No problem – catch the next flight. See you back in the office first thing tomorrow. Safe travels. 
A small smile tugged at Jasper’s lips as he re-read his earlier message to his boss. Missed connection due to delay at FRA. I will catch the next plane and be back later tonight. 
He responded with a thumbs-up emoji and took another deep breath. Everything had gone exactly as planned. 
 Jasper had deliberately booked his flight so he could miss his connecting flight without it appearing obvious. The plane out of Dulles had arrived at Frankfurt International Airport on time, but that did not matter. After having flown the route between Dulles, Frankfurt, and Manama, Bahrain, countless times, Jasper knew that making the tight connection was always a crap shoot, especially in one hour. Not only did he have to cross the expanse of one of Europe's largest and busiest airports, but any surge at one of the many security checkpoints made getting through the stringent process a long and painful ordeal. German efficiency didn’t extend to airport security. 
And as expected, all those factors had worked out in his favor. 
By the time Jasper walked up to the Gulf Air gate, his plane was gone. The young airline agent manning the desk was extremely apologetic, especially when she found out he was a US military member. Initially feigning annoyance, Jasper accepted her repeated apologies and let her book him on the flight leaving later that evening. 
Thirty minutes later, he was at the hotel. And fifteen minutes after that, there was a gentle knock on his door. Everything had worked out perfectly.
Next to him, Samira stirred. She rolled to the other side, facing him. She had pulled the covers up to her neck. Her eyes were still closed, and she was taking deep breaths. 
“Are you awake?” Jasper whispered.
“I’m not awake,” she replied sleepily as she pursed her lips in mock annoyance.
“If you’re talking to me, then you’re not asleep,” he teased. 
Her eyes fluttered open. She gazed intently at Jasper, and soon, her lips curved upward, deepening the dimples on her cheeks. From the moment he had met her six months ago, he had fallen in love with her smile – it made his heart skip a beat every time. Even though it was more than six months ago, Jasper could still remember the first time he had laid eyes on her. The Navy had sent him to a meteorological conference to present a paper on weather patterns. Coincidentally, Samira was at the same conference, presenting a paper on weather patterns in the Indian Ocean. They had bumped into each other during a coffee break and had immediately started talking.
Today, if someone asked him what she had said during her one-hour lecture, he would not be able to say more than a couple of words. But if someone asked him how he had felt, then the answer was easy. Passion. Everything about the way she talked, moved, and laughed had captivated him to his very core. 
“I could stay here forever,” she whispered.  
“Me too,” he replied, brushing a strand of hair from her face. 
“I can’t believe our schedules worked out,” she chuckled. “I’ve been so busy with work that I didn’t think my boss would let me travel.”
“You work too hard,” Jasper huffed as he snuck his hand under her sheet and traced his finger across her naked hip. 
Her smile faltered. She bit her lip and placed a warm hand on his cheek. “I know, my love. But with everything happening in the world, things have gotten busy.”
Jasper nodded understandingly. After fourteen years in the US Navy, the last five months had been the most intense. The nuclear explosion in St. Petersburg, Russia, had changed everything. Beyond the immediate devastation, the mystery of who was responsible left the world reeling. Paranoia rippled through government and citizens alike, reshaping everything that once was. And, of course, the US Navy was not immune to the turbulence. In a desperate attempt to make sure another nuclear bomb was not detonated in some unsuspecting port, the Navy had put to sea with almost every ship it had in its inventory. 
But in this fleeting moment, none of that mattered to Jasper. “I know,” he whispered. “I just want more time with you.” 
Wrapping her foot over his calf, Samira pulled him closer. The soft, gentle kiss was followed by a more intense one. There was no doubt that he was getting aroused. 
“Are you going to be able to help me out, like last time?” she smiled. 
“Of course,” Jasper replied, closing the gap between the two of them. “Whatever you need.”
“Wonderful,” she squealed in delight. “The last batch of data was fantastic – it helped me plot out weather patterns across the entire Indian Ocean. From that, we can now predict how far the radiation from the bomb will spread. I think that’s why my boss gave me time off.”
A mischievous smile crept across Jasper’s mouth. “Whatever gets me more time with you, I will do it.”
“Thank you, my love,” she responded. She pursed her lips and smiled sheepishly. “The next time, is there any way you can use my thumb drive to upload the weather data? It has a filing system that takes all the data and separates it out so I can analyze it more quickly – it saves me hours of work. Can you do that?”
“Of course,” Jasper moaned as she wrapped her hand around his erection. 
“You're wonderful,” Samira giggled as she pressed her breasts up against Jasper’s naked chest. “I do need it quickly.”
“Anything you want, I will do,” Jasper replied, leaning in for a kiss. 
“Anything?” she laughed, throwing the blankets back. 
“Anything,” he replied firmly. 
“Good,” she replied as she rose over him and pushed her hips backward. “I want you to make love to me.”






CHAPTER FIVE
Madrid, Spain

“You live,” grunted the doctor in broken English as he gently pulled the last stitch into a square knot. His stale breath reeked of alcohol. “Bullet goes through muscle . . . no serious damage.” 
	Chase said nothing as he continued to breathe through his mouth. The smell was pungent and was making him queasy. The half-drunk man who was tending to his bullet wound had appeared at Chase’s hotel room door twenty minutes after he checked into the Hotel Ortello. Without any introduction, the short and gruff man had walked straight into Chase’s room, pointed to a nearby chair, and ordered him to sit. With throbbing pain coursing through his shoulder and arm, Chase had not argued with him. He did what he was told. 
	“I give you a shot for the infection,” the man said, pulling his reading glasses down his nose to study his work. 
The nine-millimeter round had gone through Chase’s left pectoral muscle and had exited inches above his shoulder blade. Once the doctor had determined that there was no internal bleeding, he had simply cleaned both the entry and exit wounds and then stitched the holes closed. The doctor pulled out a syringe, bit off its plastic tip, and jabbed the needle deep into Chase’s right arm. Once he depressed the plunger all the way down, he spat the plastic cover on the floor and spoke. “This is antibiotics . . . wound is dirty.”
“Thank you,” Chase replied, exhaling.
Before Chase knew it, the man had pulled out another syringe and again plunged the needle deep into Chase’s arm. “This one is for tetanus,” he replied with a toothy smile. “For infection from the bullet.”
Chase nodded his thanks.
The doctor ran his hands through his wispy grey hair and seemed to study Chase. His hazel brown eyes were sunken and bloodshot. If Chase had not known any better, he would have guessed the man was in his late sixties. Wrinkles mapped his face, and his gaze carried the weight of someone hiding some type of pain behind a bottle of booze. Chase had seen that look before. 
“Pas de problem,” the doctor replied in French, meaning no problem. 
“How much do I owe you?” Chase asked, reaching for his wallet. 
“No pay . . . hotel pay me.” The man waved his hands. 
	Ignoring him, Chase pulled four one-hundred-dollar bills from his wallet and stuffed them into the man’s hand. As he clamped the doctor’s hesitant hand around the money, he spoke. “This is for the pain medicine.”
	The man looked down at the money and then back at Chase. He shrugged his skinny shoulders and stuffed the money in his pants pocket. Rummaging through his leather satchel, he pulled out a small, white cardboard packet and threw it on the nearby bed. “Only take one pill every six hours,” he ordered. “Be careful . . . painkiller very strong.”
	Chase nodded his thanks and let the man out of the room. 
“Only one pill,” the doctor warned, wagging his finger. 
Chase nodded and locked the door. He listened to the man’s retreating footsteps down the hall. Once he couldn’t hear any signs of movement, he stumbled toward a tattered, red armchair in the corner of the room. He still felt dizzy and needed to get off his feet. 
The doctor, or whatever he was, had given him a bag of plasma to replace all the blood he had lost. But Chase knew it would be hours before he would feel somewhat normal. His lightheadedness, cold hands, and weakness were all classic symptoms of losing too much blood. It was not the first time Chase had been shot. 
He tapped out a cigarette from a half-full packet and placed it in his mouth. It took four attempts before he could get the lighter to work. Soon, a cloud of white smoke hovered over Chase’s head. The smell of cigarettes began to replace the odor of stale alcohol. 
	Above Chase’s head, the ceiling squeaked and a woman moaned; someone on the next floor was having sex. His room was small, dingy, and decorated with dark green wallpaper covered with silver outlines of what looked like magnolia blossoms. In a handful of places, the glue was failing, and strips of wallpaper hung precariously, revealing the red brick wall behind. 
An hour and a half ago, when he had walked through the hotel’s front door, it had been obvious to the young man sitting behind the desk that Chase was wounded. Not only was he pale as a ghost, but he was also cradling his blood-soaked arm. But once Chase had told the man his name was Antonio Zuniga, he was immediately handed a key, a pile of extra towels and told that a doctor was on the way. There was no request for identification or money. 
Chase had just exhaled a lungful of smoke when he heard footsteps approaching. With a grunt, Chase stood, pulled his pistol free from his belt, and approached the door. “Who is it?” Chase demanded after a knock on his door.
	“Room service,” replied a muffled voice. “I bring food . . . doctor tell me you need to eat.” 
	Chase cautiously cracked the door open. 
Standing in front of him was the same young man who had given him his room key and towels. The man did not realize that Chase had the muzzle of his pistol pressed against the wooden door, aimed at the center of his chest. Holding a plate of food, the man smiled—it was a grilled cheese sandwich surrounded by fries. After a quick look down the hall, Chase opened the door and waved the man forward. 
Not making eye contact with Chase, the young man set down the tray and food and immediately turned to leave. Chase stepped in front of him. “Take this,” he said, handing the man a one-hundred-dollar bill. 
	The young man looked up. His eyes were cautious but friendly. Judging from his black hair, black eyes, and olive skin tone, Chase guessed he was North African. 
“Magrabi?” Chase asked, holding out the money. 
The man’s eyes widened, and a cautious smile crept across his mouth. “Min Rabat,” he confirmed in Arabic that he was from the Moroccan capital city of Rabat.
“Mzyan,” Chase replied in Moroccan dialect, for that’s great. Years ago, in a former life, Chase had served with Moroccans in the Congo, and they had taught him some phrases. Chase spoke again and handed the man another hundred-dollar bill. “Ma bghitchi n’sawt.” 
“Wacha,” he replied with a nod. The Moroccan said two more words and left. “Mashi mushkil,” for no problem. 
Soon, Chase was alone in his room. 
Ignoring the doctor’s instruction, Chase popped three painkillers into his mouth and took a seat. As he wolfed the food down, he tried to clear his head. Ever since getting off the train, Chase had been busy surviving. There had been no time to think. Caught completely off guard, he knew he had gotten lucky in the tunnel. If it had not been for the woman distracting the bearded man, he would either be dead or being tortured, wishing he were dead. A wave of guilt swept over him as he remembered her face. She had been in her early thirties and had been dressed in a dark blue uniform. Most likely, she was an employee of the Spanish rail authority. Maybe she had been coming off her shift after clearing another late-arriving train. In the end, Chase knew it did not matter. She was gone, and nothing he could do would bring her back.  
But who were the attackers? Chase wondered. 
Only one person knew he was traveling to Spain on that train. And he was the person Chase had called, asking for help. He wouldn’t be sitting in the hotel, smoking a cigarette, if that person had wanted him dead. 
He continued to think through the sequence of events as he hungrily devoured what was in front of him.
 	In less than ten minutes, the questions rolling through Chase’s mind began to break apart. A thought would appear in his mind and then quickly fade. He tried to focus, but wave after wave of fatigue rolled over his body. His eyes grew heavy, and soon, he could barely feel his arms and legs. 
“Shit,” he moaned, staring bleary-eyed at the pack of pills next to him. “You idiot . . . “
Chase had barely spoken those words when there was another knock at his door. This time, he had not heard the approaching footsteps. Trying to stand, he immediately fell backward. Desperately, he reached for the pistol nearby. 
Chase’s hand never left his side—it was paralyzed. 
The last thing Chase remembered was his door bursting open and the silhouette of a darkened figure approaching.  







CHAPTER SIX
Fifth Fleet Headquarters – Manama, Bahrain

“What are your questions?” Major General Willy Mann asked, surveying the room.  
Immediately, hands shot up all around him.
Men and women in tan and brown camouflage uniforms filled the small conference room, their arms raised high. A few in the back row waved eagerly, trying to catch his attention. Willy wasn’t sure exactly how many people had been granted access to his classified briefing, but he estimated thirty to forty Navy personnel were crammed into the Sensitive Compartmented Information Facility or SCIF. The sheer number surprised him, given the sensitivity of what he had just disclosed.
Everything he had just spoken about was at the Top-Secret – Sensitive Compartmentalized Information or TS-SCI level. The United States government considered the level of classification so sensitive that it maintained that any unauthorized disclosure could lead to “exceptionally grave damage.” But Willy also knew that over a million men and women within the government had TS-SCI clearances. What should have significantly reduced attendance was the fact that his briefing now fell under one of the Department of Defense’s most tightly guarded Special Access Programs—Poseidon’s Inferno. 
How does everyone already know about this? Willy wondered, taking a moment to gather his thoughts. But hiding the fact that a previously unknown North Korean intelligence organization had been caught trying to steal weapons-grade uranium was not going to last long, he admitted to himself. Especially when a US submarine ended up sinking one of their submarines in the process. Not in a million years was that going to remain off the radar. 
Randomly pointing into the middle of the room, his finger landed on a female commander sitting in the front row. “You first,” he grunted. 
The Navy officer stood, and Willy immediately waved her down. “Before we get started, I should have gone over the ground rules. Keep your seats and ask me whatever you want. But remember, time is short, so be quick and concise – I want to get to everyone’s questions.”
The commander nodded in acknowledgment and remained seated. “How did you know the North Korean submarine was connected to the weapons-grade uranium from Iran?”
Willy nodded and replied immediately. “We didn’t . . . at first. We had no idea that the North Korean submarine, Sang-eo, had anything to do with their smuggling efforts. As a matter of fact, all we knew was that she was headed into the South Pacific and somehow had fallen under operational control of an organization we knew nothing about.”
“Is that the Bureau?” the female commander asked before anyone could interrupt her.
	“Yes,” Willy replied. “The Bureau reports directly to North Korea's president—handles their most sensitive operations. Why they wanted Iranian uranium, we don't know yet.”
A cluster of hands shot up, and Willy pointed to a different part of the conference room, toward a young lieutenant commander leaning halfway out of his seat. “Go ahead,” Willy pointed at the officer. “You look like you're about to fly out of your seat.”
	Through a chorus of laughs, the man cleared his throat and spoke up. “Do you think the Bureau had anything to do with what happened in St. Petersburg, Russia?”
	In a blink, the room grew quiet, and all eyes shifted back to Willy. 
His expression darkened. The question hit harder than the others. “That's a great question,” Willy replied. “We have no intel linking the Bureau to Russia. The IC thinks it's unrelated.”
“That’s a great question,” Willy replied with a somber tone. “So far, I’ve not heard about any linkages between what happened in Russia and what the North Koreans. So far, our intelligence community thinks this was an isolated case and is unrelated.”
“What about those who are saying the Iranians are involved?” the same man asked. 
“Same thing,” Willy replied, shaking his head. “We have no intel pointing to that relationship.”
A wave of murmurs swept the room. Few looked convinced, especially when it came to Iran. Day in and day out, Willy knew that the US Navy’s 5th Fleet was responsible for countering Iranian aggression all over the Arabian Gulf and beyond. That was their mission. Nobody in the room doubted the ruthlessness of the Iranian regime. Whether the Islamic Republic was killing people abroad or in their own cities, everyone in the SCIF knew firsthand what the Iranian military was capable of—they were the enemy. 
Sensing their doubt, Willy raised his hands. “Listen – whether the North Koreans or the Iranians had anything to do with what happened in Russia is going to come from someone much higher than me. I know the whole IC is focused on that, but from what I know right now, the linkage is not there. I’m sure if that assessment is made, you all will know when I do.” 
Before anyone could ask a follow-on question, Willy pointed to another person in the room—it was Senior Chief Petty Officer sitting in the back of the SCIF, sipping on his coffee with one hand. 
The older man set down his coffee. “What was the North Korean submarine trying to do when it fired a torpedo at its own vessel?”  
“We think she tried to sink Xin Hong to prevent the uranium from falling into our hands. Then she turned on USS Mississippi. You know how that ended.” 
Silence again.
Willy could almost picture the split-second decisions that must have taken place on board USS Mississippi. Regardless of what Hollywood portrayed, there were only a handful of incidents where a submarine destroyed another submarine. 
The senior chief cleared his throat. “How did you connect the dots between the North Korean submarine and the Bureau kidnapping a bunch of people in Singapore?”
	Pausing, Willy could still remember the video teleconference that had started everything. He had been sitting in his office at Camp Smith in Hawaii when his aide had informed him that the US Senior Defense Attaché in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, urgently needed to speak with him. Normally, he did not have too much interaction with attachés as they reported directly to the Defense Intelligence Agency. And that was what made the request so unique. And which ultimately led to Willy agreeing to take the call. 
Seconds after the secure video conference link went live, Willy was in for a bigger surprise. Sitting next to the attaché was a man he had not seen in years. His name was Chase Harper – a man who had saved Willy’s life in the Congo almost a decade earlier. 
Bruised and bloodied, Chase had told him that the North Koreans had kidnapped his friends, one of whom was the wife of the shipping company owner. They wanted to divert a cargo vessel to a different location. After some initial hesitation, it was Chase who finally divulged why his friends had been kidnapped. On board the ship was weapons-grade uranium that the Iranians had stolen from South Africa—it appeared the North Koreans wanted it for themselves. 
“We got a tip,” a voice boomed from the back of the room. 
Willy exhaled, half-relieved. Standing in the corner of the conference room was Chief Warrant Officer Mark Mallow, his senior intel analyst and closest friend. Mark had clearly sensed the rising tension and decided to intervene.
Mark was one of the very few who knew that once Willy had found out about the kidnapping, and the North Koreans and the Iranian uranium that he had sanctioned, one of the most unorthodox and risky operations known. In exchange for the uranium, Willy had essentially given Chase operational control of one of his special forces teams. And if that was not crazy enough, Willy had allowed someone helping Chase, an Iranian intelligence agent, to accompany the team. If anyone ever found out about what Willy had done, he would be stripped of his rank and most likely court-martialed. 
“Ahhh . . . what kind of tip?” asked a different voice.
“A tip that’s beyond the classification of this brief,” Mark replied in an annoyed tone, stepping forward. He crossed his arms over his bulging midsection and frowned. “We don’t discuss sources and methods. Those were the rules of this briefing.”
Murmuring voices again began to fill the room. 
Without warning, a figure popped up and turned around—it was Rear Admiral Wade Evans. All conversation stopped. The medium-built man with thinning hair crossed his arms over his chest and let his eyes narrow. Even behind his glasses, there was no doubt his eyes were on fire. He was the commander of the US Navy’s 5th Fleet and, by default, was in charge of all Navy forces in the Middle East area of operations. It was his staff that was peppering Willy with questions. 
“Listen here, everyone. I invited General Mann here today to personally brief us on what happened in the Pacific AOR a couple of weeks ago. All of you should know the sensitivity of what is being discussed here today. If the North Koreans ever found out that we sank one of their submarines, killing over sixty of their sailors, we could have a no shit war on the Korean peninsula.”
The room remained quiet. 
“And as we all know, that type of war would lead to casualties that we have not seen since the Second World War,” Wade continued in a louder voice. “So, get your fucking questions out of the spooky shit, that while tantalizing, have nothing to do with our operations. Is that clear?”
“Yes, sir,” the whole room replied loudly.
“Good . . . you have three more questions,” Wade barked, then sat.
After another thirty minutes, Wade finally signaled to his staff that the Q&A was over. A few of his people tried to linger, hoping for follow-up questions, but Wade was having none of it. He repeatedly pointed to the door and told the stragglers to get back to work. Once the room was empty, Willy and Wade pulled up two chairs and filled up their empty coffee cups. 
“I’m glad that’s over,” Willy laughed. “That was like testifying to Congress.”
“You’ll have to excuse my folks,” Wade chuckled. “They’re very interested in what happened out in your AOR. When they found out we were friends, they begged me to ask you to come out here to brief them. I know it’s a long way to come, but we really appreciate it.”
“No problem,” Willy replied. “I was coming back from DC, and stopping off here was no big deal.”
“You were at the Pentagon?”
“And other places.”
The admiral’s eyebrows rose. “Everything okay? Is there trouble?”
“There is always trouble,” Willy grumbled just before taking a sip of his coffee. 
“There is trouble, and then there is trouble,” Wade nodded. “Which one are you talking about?”
Willy paused. 
He wasn’t about to admit he was under investigation. Yes, he’d been promoted and decorated, but the Army had quietly opened a probe into Poseidon’s Inferno. Too many unanswered questions. How had he known about the uranium? How had he connected the North Korean kidnapping to a commercial cargo ship? Who’d told him where to find it? 
And at the center of all of it was one common denominator—Chase Harper. 
If anyone uncovered how deeply Chase had been involved, there’d be hell to pay. They’d dig into Willy’s past—and worse, they’d find Rizak Kianni. Letting an Iranian spy join an American SOF op? Unforgivable. 
“It’s nothing,” Willy lied, changing the subject. “The IC is spooked that they didn’t know anything about the Bureau. Now, they want to know everything about those guys.”
“Sounds like the Bureau are some bad folks,” Wade responded, allowing the conversation to shift. “Do you really think they didn’t have anything to do with Russia?”
“I don’t know.” Willy shrugged—it was a question he had been asking himself over and over. “To what end? What would they get out of it?”
“I’ve been wondering the same thing,” Wade admitted. “You know, there are lots of folks here, at CENTCOM and in the Pentagon, who think the Iranians had something to do with St. Petersburg.”
“And what do you think?” 
“I’m not sure . . . “ Wade sighed as he looked across the room at a giant map hanging on the wall – it was as if he were trying to piece the puzzle together. “Do I think there are elements within the Iranian government that could do that . . . yes. But it doesn’t make sense? No. Before the bomb detonated, their economy was just beginning to recover . . . they were finally seeing daylight. Why would they jeopardize everything?”
“Good point,” Willy replied, stifling a yawn. Fatigue from the last two weeks on the road was beginning to catch up.  
“Come on,” Wade laughed. “You’ve been flying all day. Let’s get you to your hotel. Get some sleep, and we will get you out of here tomorrow. There’s a C-17 headed to Guam in the afternoon. I’ll make sure my aide and your aide get everything sorted out.”
“Thanks,” Willy replied. “I could use some sleep. Tomorrow will be another long day.”








CHAPTER SEVEN
Madrid, Spain

A flutter of light caused Chase to stir. 
Groggily, he scanned his surroundings, trying to remember what had happened. Snippets of images flashed through his mind. There was an empty train, a long underground tunnel, and a bearded man pointing a pistol straight at his face. There were even recollections of a lush jungle and peeling wallpaper. When his mind flashed to a shadowy figure breaking into his room, his heart skipped a beat. Chase tried to sit up. He was only able to lift his head a couple of inches before he felt a force pushing him down. 
“Don’t move,” an accented voice commanded. 
 Blinking against the harsh white light, Chase tried a second time to sit up – it did not work. Something was keeping him down. 
“Where am I?” was all Chase could say before his throat tightened. He swallowed and tried to talk. This time, he could only say, “Where. . . “ before his throat constricted to the point where he could barely breathe. 
“Drink this,” the same voice commanded. 
 	A second later, Chase felt a glass touch his lips, followed by a cold liquid running down his dry throat – it was water. Greedily, Chase gulped down as much as he could. Only after the glass had been refilled twice did Chase bother to see who was helping him drink. At first, Chase could only make out a blurred image of a man with long black hair and a beard. He didn’t recognize the person in front of him. Chase blinked a couple more times and focused on the stranger’s eyes. 
“Do you want more?” the man asked. His eyes were full of concern as he held up the empty glass.
“No,” Chase croaked. 
“Ok,” the man replied, placing the empty glass next to Chase’s head. 
That’s when Chase recognized who was in front of him – it was Rizak Kianni. It was the same man he called after being shot at the train station. 
“You took three of those pills at once, didn’t you?” the familiar voice asked. “I counted the empty slots.”
“I was in pain,” Chase groaned, closing his eyes and taking deep breaths. 
“You’re lucky you didn’t overdose,” Rizak replied dryly. “You know that was OxyContin? That stuff is no joke.”
Five breaths later, Chase opened his eyes and focused. The glare that had awakened him minutes ago was a beam of light streaming through a dirty window. Looking around, Chase now remembered the small hotel room. He was lying in his bed, with a sheet covering his naked torso. “How the hell did I get into bed?” Chase asked in a raspy voice. “I don’t remember getting into bed.”
“I put you there,” Rizak replied, refilling the empty glass. “When I came into the room, you had a half-lit cigarette hanging out of your mouth, and you had just pissed all over yourself.”
Chase tried pushing himself up into a sitting position and immediately regretted it. A bolt of pain coursed through his shoulder and down into his hand. Only after using the other arm was he able to sit upright. The last thing Chase remembered was the doctor giving him two shots and telling him he would live. Everything after that was gone. 
“Sorry about that,” Chase muttered before taking another drink of water. “Not my best look . . . “ 
“No, it wasn’t your best look,” Rizak laughed and pulled a chair next to Chase’s bed. “But when have we ever looked our best around each other?”
The last time Chase had seen Rizak was on the deck of USS Mississippi after barely escaping a sinking North Korean cargo vessel. Rizak had risked his life and his career to be there for Chase. It was a debt that Chase doubted he would ever be able to repay. 
“Too true,” Chase grunted, looking at his watch. “How many hours have I been out?”
“Hours?” Rizak scoffed, crossing one knee over the other. “You, my friend, have been sleeping for over thirty-six hours.”
“What?” Chase’s eyes widened in shock. His gaze darted around the room, looking for some clue that would counter what Rizak had just told him. He opened his mouth to say something when Rizak started laughing. 
“That’s a sunset, friend,” Rizak chuckled, pointing to the window. “You’ve been out for over a day.”
“Fuck” he groaned, trying to pull himself up further into the bed. “I can’t be lying around like this?” 
His shoulder throbbed where the bullet had gone through, but that wasn't what made him want to scream. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw it. Emily's face the morning she died. They had been fighting about an appointment he had missed. Another broken promise in a long line of broken promises. The argument had spiraled the way fights do when they are not really about the appointment at all. 
“You're never here,” she had said. 
“I'm here now,” he had shot back. 
“Are you?” She had looked at him like she was seeing through him to all the empty spaces where a husband and father should have been. “Keira asked me yesterday when Daddy was coming home. I didn't know what to tell her.” 
He should have stopped there. Should have apologized. Should have told her she was right. Instead, he had said, “Fine. Fine, Emily. I'll do better. But right now I have to—” 
“Fine,” she had interrupted, already reaching for Keira's hand. “Come on, baby. Daddy's too busy.” 
That was it. No second chance. No chance to take it back, say he was sorry. 
Chase forced himself back to the present. The pain in his shoulder was nothing compared to that.
Rizak’s eyes narrowed, and his mouth twisted into a snarl. “Don’t even think about it. You’re not going anywhere.”
“But I’ve got––” Chase protested. 
“You’ve got nothing,” Rizak replied as he stood and pushed Chase back down. “The doctor will be here in a couple of hours, and we’ll see what he says. Until then, you’re not doing shit.”
Slumping back into his pillow, Chase groaned in resignation. 
“What the hell are you doing here anyway? All I got from you was a cryptic message asking me to meet you in Madrid. I told you I would be here in a day.”
“I couldn’t wait,” Chase sighed. 
“Why the hell not?” 
“I got a call from Willy . . . he told me something.”
Rizak immediately unfolded his knees and sat up straight in his seat. He crossed his arms over his chest and took a deep breath. “Willy?” he hissed.
While Rizak had never met Willy in person, Chase had told him lots of things about the man. Willy was a US Army special forces general, a close friend, and the man being credited for finding over six hundred kilos of highly enriched weapons-grade uranium headed to North Korea. What most people didn’t know was that the uranium had originally belonged to Rizak; he had stolen it from the South Africans. Somehow, the North Korean government had found out about Rizak’s plans to smuggle his shipment of uranium back to Iran and, for reasons still unknown, tried to steal it by kidnapping the family of the shipping company that owned the cargo ship. 
What Rizak and the North Koreans had not expected was him. 
Nobody had known that Chase knew the owner of the shipping company, a man named Khan. And so, when the North Koreans kidnapped Khan’s wife, daughter, and inadvertently Chase’s boss, Carolyn Watts, all those elements not come together. It was during those fateful days the two men had met—Chase was looking for his friends, and Rizak was searching for his stolen cargo.
 	“Really?” Rizak finally asked. “And how is Willy?”  
 	“He’s good,” Chase grunted as he tried to find a more comfortable position. “I think there are rumors he’s going to get another star out of what happened in the South Pacific.”
Leaning back in his chair, Rizak looked straight at the ceiling and slowly exhaled. “You have got to be shitting me?” he groaned.
 Chase knew the news of Willy’s promotion would be hard on his friend. Rizak was an intelligence officer for the Islamic Republic of Iran and had indirectly helped Willy and, by default, the United States. The same uranium that Rizak had spent tens of millions of his country’s dollars on ended up in the hands of one of Willy’s SOF teams. Now, to add insult to injury, Willy was going to get promoted to a two-star general. 
“And what did Willy tell you that was so important that you couldn’t wait an extra day?” Rizak sighed.
Chase took a moment to collect his thoughts. 
Up until days ago, only Willy had known the whole story of what had happened during those last minutes on Xin Hong—that one of the Bureau agents had admitted, in a desperate attempt to save his life, that it was Jae Gal who had killed his family. Some of Chase’s reluctance was because he doubted the words of the desperate man. Faced with death, men will say anything to stay alive.  
“Did I ever tell you how my wife and daughter died?” Chase asked, looking Rizak in the eyes.
“Kind of . . . you only told me that they were killed in a car accident last fall.”
Nodding, Chase replied. “Well, that’s what I thought too. But do you remember when we were on Xin Hong, and I went down into the engine room?”
“Are you kidding me?” he asked incredulously. “The Xing Hong had just been torpedoed, we were in the bowels of that sinking deathtrap, and we had just saved two of your friends. If I recall correctly, I ended up carrying one of Willy’s wounded special forces guys up twenty thousand stairs as you chased after some woman. What was her name?”
“Carolyn Watts.”
“That’s her,” Rizak said, snapping his fingers. “Whatever became of her?”
Chase grimaced. “Nothing became of her . . . she went back to her life.” He was not going to recount the painful conversation they had had just a week prior. She had told him that it was over. She told him that his demons were too much for her.
“So, what’s there not to remember about Xin Hong?” Rizak continued.
Chase nodded and reluctantly let the memories of that night flood back––deep in a sinking North Korean cargo ship, where he had almost died––multiple times. “I never told you this, but down in the engine room, I ran into someone. He was one of the North Korean agents in charge of the mission. And he nearly killed me.”
Rizak’s expression remained neutral. “Is that how you got shot in the mouth?”
Chase nodded. “The man told me that my wife and daughter had not been killed in a car accident. He said my wife had been targeted because she was investigating some story about the North Korean government smuggling uranium out of Africa.”  
Rizak’s rigid jaw slackened. “Investigate? What do you mean by that?” 
“She was a reporter, or at least she was when I met her. When we moved to Houston, she told me she was quitting. I guess that was not exactly correct.”
Rizak leaned forward. “Are you telling me the North Koreans, the same fucks who were stealing my uranium, called a hit on your wife a year ago?”
Exhaling, Chase nodded. “I didn’t believe the man until I got a message from Willy that seemed to point to the fact that the man might have been telling me the truth.”
“What did Willy tell you?”
“Just an address,” Chase sighed. 
“What’s at the address?” Rizak replied in an annoyed tone. 
“Don’t know. All he mentioned was that the address was somehow tied to my wife. He didn’t know more than that.” 
Rizak stroked his beard. “And that’s why you came here?”
Chase nodded.
Rizak was about to say something when, from across the room, they both heard a gentle knock at the door. In one fluid movement, Rizak stood and pulled a pistol free from his waistline. He aimed it straight at the door. “Who is it?”
“I doctor,” a muffled voice replied almost immediately. “I here to look at stitches.”
Rizak slowly eased the door open and carefully peeked through the crack. His pistol was pointed straight at whoever was standing nearby. A second later, a smile crossed his mouth, and the weapon went down. 
“Doctor Hassan,” Rizak laughed. “How are you?”
The same man who treated Chase the day prior walked through the door. He still looked disheveled, and Chase could have sworn he was wearing the same clothes as the last time. The man hugged Rizak, and both men exchanged kisses on each other’s cheeks. 
“How’s your family?” Rizak asked as he patted the man on the shoulder.
“They are well, al-hamdulillah,” the doctor replied with a toothy grin. “And how is yours?”
“The same, my friend . . . the same,” Rizak replied, ushering the man into the room. 
The doctor stepped forward and looked down at Chase. He threw his brown leather satchel bag onto the bed and put his hands on his hips. “Rizak tells me you take three of the painkillers . . . very stupid.”








CHAPTER EIGHT
Fifth Fleet Headquarters – Manama, Bahrain 

Jasper impatiently drummed his fingers along the top of the steering wheel. In front of him, a long line of cars stretched toward a military checkpoint––it was the main entrance in the US Naval Support Activity Bahrain. He was still exhausted from his late-night arrival nine hours ago, and the dull throb behind his eyes wasn’t helping. He tapped the screen of his phone to check the time. He was late to work. Swearing to himself, Jasper stretched his neck to relieve a knot that had been bothering him for hours. 
The row of red glowing taillights told him that he had a couple of moments before anything happened. Jasper let his mind wander to the day before. The seven hours at the Frankfurt airport with Samira had been like a dream. The two of them had spent those precious hours talking, making love, and watching movies – it was amazing. In Jasper’s mind, he could still smell Samira’s lavender fragrance and feel her hand caressing his face. 
He still couldn’t believe that Samira had been able to meet him on such short notice. When he had called her earlier in the week to let her know he was en route back to Bahrain, he’d expected nothing more than a quick conversation. But no sooner had he mentioned his travel plans than Samira told him she, too, was traveling on business. Within minutes, they’d devised a plan to meet in Frankfurt—she would book a long layover, and he’d make his connection just short enough to miss his flight. He could still feel the warmth of her hand when she’d pressed something small into his palm before they said goodbye. “Keep it safe,” she’d whispered before their last kiss. 
His phone started to vibrate. His boss was calling. 
“Yes, Sir . . . “ Jasper replied after hitting the speaker phone button.
“Where are you?” a gruff voice demanded.
“Stuck,” Jasper replied.
“Still stuck in Frankfurt?” his boss gasped.
“No . . .   no,” Jasper replied, reassuringly. “I’m back in Bahrain. I’m at the main gate, behind a row of cars. For some reason, they are doing one hundred percent vehicle searches. Is something going on?”
“God Damit,” his boss grunted. “This is the last thing we need today. USS Mitscher is pushing out today, and she needs all new crypto.”
“Mitscher?” Jasper blurted. “I thought we had until the end of the week?”
“We all thought that until an hour ago. She just got orders to replace the Stockdale, who apparently is having some kind of engine problems.”
“Crap,” Jasper groaned. “Loading all that classified cryptology into the ship’s communication system is no easy task. That old rust bucket is glitchy as hell.”
“Once you get through security, go straight to building 347 and pull all the crypto. I’ll have Smith meet you pier-side.”
“Smith?” 
“Brand new to the unit,” his boss replied. “He showed up just after you left.”
“Why can’t he pick up the crypto?” Jasper asked.
“Because he’s brand new, he doesn’t have a COMSEC account set up, and I need someone who knows what the fuck they’re doing. We only have a couple of hours to get this done.”  
Jasper was about to reply, but his boss had already hung up. 
Twenty minutes later, one of the base’s Master-at-Arms security personnel waved him forward. Five minutes later, Jasper was finally free to enter the Naval Support Activity. The NSA was the US’s only Navy base in the Middle East and could trace its origins back to the early seventies when the US Navy had taken over the facility from the British. Over the decades, what had started out as a rudimentary ten-acre port facility had steadily grown into a major naval facility that spread over sixty-one acres. With now over seven thousand personnel stationed on the facility, it was one of the Department of Defense’s largest military presences in the region. 
As Jasper drove deeper into the NSA, he passed all the telltale signs that he was on a US military base. In only one block, there was a Navy Exchange that sold a little bit of everything, a Souvenir Souq full of Arabian trinkets, and a state-of-the-art Fitness Center open from five in the morning to midnight. 
By the time Jasper finally pulled up in front of building 347, it was now almost nine-thirty in the morning. The two-story nondescript building, often referred to as ‘the vault,’ had no windows and was crowned by a giant white dome. Under the weather-beaten bubble was a thirty-five-meter-diameter satellite dish pointing up into the sky at an azimuth angle of 250.09 degrees and at an elevation angle of -41.75. The coordinates allowed the dish to send and receive large amounts of data in seconds from one of the US military’s geostationary communication satellites. On average, two to three MILSTAR satellites were always positioned over the Middle East, allowing constant coverage.
Once Jasper had parked his SUV, he grabbed his phone and threw it into the glove compartment. Bringing cellular phones into ‘the vault’ was strictly forbidden. Nowadays, it is too easy to remotely hack into almost any device that operated on an unsecured communication network. 
No sooner had Jasper stepped into the small reception area when he heard the speaker above his head crackle. “Chief Petty Officer Honea,” the voice chirped. “When did you get back?”
Jasper looked up at the camera positioned in the corner of the room and waved. He recognized the voice––it belonged to Seaman Rich Campanella. He was one of the security personnel whose job was to protect the COMSEC vault twenty-four-seven. “I got back last night.”
“You lucky dog,” the voice replied. “I haven’t been back stateside for over ten months.”
“When are you PCSing?” Jasper asked, knowing that the young seaman was nearing the end of his one-year deployment to Bahrain. 
“I just got extended indefinitely,” the voice groaned.
“What happened?”
“Needs of the military,” replied Campanella with a deep sigh. “My detailer told me that nobody is leaving this place until this time next year . . . at the earliest.”
“He tell you why?”
“Saint Petersburg. Nobody is going anywhere until they figure out what happened.” 
“I’m sorry to hear about that,” Jasper replied. He tried to sound sympathetic, but in reality, he was not. The Navy took its pound of flesh from each and every person dumb enough to join the organization. That’s why he was twice divorced. You’re married to a cult, his second wife had repeatedly told him. A cult that doesn’t give a shit about you or anybody else. And after fourteen years of getting beaten over the head by the Navy, Jasper suspected there might have been some truth to those words. 
“Don’t lose hope,” Jasper replied sarcastically. “Remember . . . you joined the Navy to see the world.”
“Thanks,” the voice responded dryly just seconds before the secure door clicked open. “I’ll remember that as I sit in this windowless shithole staring at security cameras.”
Not bothering to respond to Campanella’s complaints, Jasper entered the first floor of the building. Most of what took place on the ground level was administrative––that’s where all the paperwork associated with the coming and going of sensitive cryptology took place. Jasper walked into the second office to the right and looked around. Two of the three small cubicles were unoccupied. In the last office compartment was a young man busily typing on a computer keyboard. Jasper knew the man by the way he say; his name was Seaman Kyle Gaucher, and he was from Biloxi, Mississippi. The seaman did not look up. 
“I’m here to pick up Mitscher’s crypto,” Jasper said after clearing his voice.
Surprised, the young man’s head snapped up. “Hey, Chief,” he replied cheerfully. “Can you give me a second? I’m just about done with this log.”
Jasper looked at his watch and back at Kyle. “Sure,” he smiled, trying to hide his annoyance. “I’m on a tight timeline, so let’s not make it too long.”
Gaucher nodded, and soon the clacking of keys filled the room. Jasper aimlessly looked around until his eyes landed on a mirror. His tall, skinny physique barely filled the frame. His camouflage uniform hung loose at the waist and around his boots. He was too thin for the poorly fitted tunic and pants. He sighed, running a hand over his thinning brown hair––all Honea men began to bald after they turned forty
You look like weak sauce, Jasper told himself, remembering what his drill sergeant had said on his first day of boot camp. And that’s all you will ever be . . . . weak sauce, the RTC had shouted inches from his face over and over again. The sadistic piece of shit had tortured Jasper with that nickname for the remaining hellishly long nine weeks. 
“Here you go,” a voice interrupted his thoughts.
Jasper forced a grin and turned towards the clerk. The young seaman was holding out a piece of paper––it was an SF-153. The Standard Form was a receipt that he would sign once he physically took ownership of the cryptology. He had filled the form out so many times that it was now rote memorization. Jasper turned and left without saying another word.
Up on the second floor, Jasper couldn’t just walk into any office. COMSEC security protocols did not allow open access. Jasper was not even sure what was behind the other seven doors on either side of the hallway. He was in his third year in Bahrain and was only cleared to enter the second door to the left – it was where he would draw the sensitive COMSEC for USS Mitscher. 
The only distinguishing feature on the door in front of Jasper was a sign that read: CLEARED PERSONNEL ONLY – RING FOR ACCESS. 
Similar to the main entrance, a camera was pointing straight down at him. He pressed the small ringer and waited. The door lock clicked, granting him access to a small ‘holding room.’ Jasper stepped forward and waited. Once the door behind him was closed, Jasper heard the lock click shut. Again, a camera watched his every move. He had just taken his third breath when the door in front of him clicked open. The first thing that greeted him was the overly sweet scent of perfume––it was a mixture of pomegranate and magnolia. 
Jasper crinkled his nose and stepped forward. 
[bookmark: _Hlk191443636]Standing behind the waist-level counter was Petty Officer First Class Tanya Rodriguez. Her head was down as she busily filled out some paperwork. Every time Jasper was around her, his chest tightened. Everything about the woman was perfect . . . her face, her body, and even her voice. The only problem was that she was a complete and utter bitch. The two of them had rotated into Bahrain days apart, and since they both worked in communications, he interacted with her on almost a weekly basis. But from the beginning, she had treated him like dog shit. Even when he tried to make small talk with her, her eyes betrayed her feelings––she detested him. Once, about five months ago, he could have sworn she muttered the word ‘creep’ as he had left the room. 
“I’m here for USS Mitscher COMSEC,” Jasper said, stepping forward.
Rodriquez did not bother looking up. Instead, she lifted her pen and pointed to the object to her right––it was an AN/PYQ-10. The small, olive-green, box-like device was what the National Security Agency referred to as an SKL or Simple Key Loader. On the top of the AN/PYQ-10 was a port for receiving and uploading data, while on the front was a simple touch screen and an array of functional buttons. In almost every corner of the world, the US military loaded long and complex codes into its communication systems so as to maintain a firewall against eavesdroppers. Without the proper key, everything being transmitted across the fleet turned into meaningless static. 
Jasper stepped forward, flipped the device over, and confirmed the serial number against the SF-153. Keeping one hundred percent accountability of all COMSEC devices was one of Rodriquez’s jobs. Breaking the chain of accountability between the two of them was the surest way of losing their security clearance and their jobs. 
And that was if you were lucky. 
Tucked away deep in the military’s Fort Leavenworth prison were three communications technicians who had screwed up. One had tried to sell a COMSEC SKL on the dark web. The other had tried to break into an SKL by jerry-rigging their own connection link. And the last one had done something so sensitive that his charges were still classified. 
“Sign,” Rodriguez commanded without looking up. 
Jasper bit down on his lip and scribbled his signature. He desperately wanted to correct the way the Petty Officer First Class addressed him. He outranked her, and by protocol, she should address him accordingly. But Jasper didn’t say a word. He never did. The words Weak Sauce echoed in his head. 
“Bring it back by twenty-one hundred,” Rodriguez chirped as she checked over the complete form. She continued to keep her head down. 
“Roger,” he replied dryly and turned to leave.
As he walked toward the exit, Jasper could have sworn he heard Rodriguez mutter under her breath––”Weak Sauce.” 
His hand gripped the AN/PYQ-10 so tightly his knuckles turned white. His chest tightened, and his mouth went dry. Next time, he would confront her. Next time, he would put her in her place. From now on, nobody would call him that name. 






CHAPTER NINE
Madrid, Spain

All Chase could smell was the pungent mix of roasted garlic and cigarette smoke. In front of him and Rizak, a small table was crammed with Spanish appetizers. To Chase’s right, two elderly women whispered in hushed tones about something seemingly important. On his left, three young men chain-smoked; their eyes locked on a massive television broadcasting a Real Madrid versus Liverpool soccer game. Outside, dusk and a fine mist softened the narrow street. 
The tapas bar had been packed when they had arrived, but luck had been on their side––a young couple had vacated a table just as they walked in. It was the perfect spot. Not only could they easily blend in, but more importantly, Chase’s seat gave him a perfect vantage point towards his target – Puerta de Moros, 8, Centro, 28005 Madrid, Spain – the address Willy had given him. 
“So, remind me . . . what exactly are we looking for?” Rizak asked, stabbing a cheese croquette with his fork. “And where did this intel come from?”
Chase pretended not to hear Rizak, who was sopping up the last of the creamy garlic sauce with a piece of bread. He knew the answer would only further piss Rizak off. He hoped that his friend would get the message and drop the subject. 
That didn’t happen.
 “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Rizak snapped, shaking his head. His face twisted in disgust as he exhaled sharply. “Please tell me this isn’t from that guy I helped you grab in Malaysia.”
Grab wasn’t exactly the right word for what they had done, but given the crowded bar and the possibility of eavesdroppers, it would do. Weeks earlier, in their hunt for missing friends — and missing uranium — Chase and Rizak had stumbled onto a clandestine North Korean comms hub outside Kuala Lumpur. They’d destroyed it, but not before grabbing one of the technicians. 
Which was fortunate.
 In the end, Chase traded the man to Willy in exchange for help rescuing his friends, which was how everything had started. While Willy had not admitted to the value of the communication specialist, there was no doubt that the North Korean had been a gold mine for the US intelligence community. Very rarely, if ever, had the IC been given unfettered access to a source with first-hand knowledge of North Korea’s clandestine operations, and Rizak most likely knew it.
	“You guys owe me from now until the end of time,” Rizak growled just before he took a gulp of his soda. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and spoke again. “I can’t even imagine how much intelligence that man must be giving you all – it’s like a never-ending wet dream.”
	“You all?” Chase asked with a raised eyebrow. “I’m not part of that community, and I hope you know that.”
	Leaning back into his seat, Rizak threw his hands up in frustration. “I know that – it just pisses me off that our rolls weren’t reversed. If I had grabbed someone like that and turned them over to our people, I would be a god-dammed legend. I would’ve landed some nice, cushy job. Certainly, I wouldn’t still be out here in the field . . . that’s for sure.”
	“Is that what you’re doing in Spain?” Chase asked as he signaled the waiter for another drink. 
That morning, lying in bed, Chase had replayed the last couple of days. More than once, he’d wondered how Rizak reached him so fast. A day earlier, Rizak had told him he was in the area but had also informed him that he was busy. Chase knew that in their respective worlds, it was not okay to ask too many questions. Even between friends, some things were off limits. But Rizak had inadvertently cracked open the door, allowing him to ask the question. 
	“Something like that,” Rizak replied as he snatched the last croquette––it was his turn to avoid making eye contact. 
	And the door slams shut. Chase thought to himself. 
“So, this address . . . I’m not sure what’s there,” Chase said, changing the subject. “All I was told was that whoever lives there might know about what happened to my family . . . about what happened in Houston. I don’t know more than that.”
	Nodding, Rizak moved on to the fried calamari dripping in garlic olive oil. When he was done chewing, he spoke. “Regardless of whoever lives there, it would appear someone knows you're coming. Why else would you have been attacked at the train station? That was not some random, unrelated event. Local news is saying that it was a foiled Islamic terrorist operation, which, of course, is bullshit. The Spanish police always say that when they either don’t know, or they do, and they just don’t want others to know what really happened.” 
	Chase paused before replying. 
He had come to the same grim conclusion. Somehow, his cover had been blown, and whoever was in that apartment was most likely long gone. But the address Willy had given him was his only clue to finding out who exactly had ordered his wife and daughter’s assassination. He couldn’t help the fact that he had been delayed––getting shot had that effect. 
“Agreed, but it’s all I’ve got.” 
	“Who else knew that you were coming here?” Rizak asked, after making eye contact once again. 
	The two of them had already talked about that subject earlier that day, but it was obvious that Rizak was not comfortable with Chase’s answer. As he thought about all the events that had taken place since leaving Paris, he pulled out a cigarette packet from his jacket pocket. He tapped a cigarette into his hand and lit it. “You were the only one who knew I was coming in on that train.” 
	“And Willy,” Rizak added.
	“Yes and no. Willy didn’t know the when and the how. All he knew was that I would go to Madrid.”
	“But it stands to reason that Willy could figure that out,” Rizak replied as he took a sip of his drink. 
	“Maybe?” Chase replied uneasily. “But to what end?” 
	Rizak appeared to study Chase’s face for some time. Something was bothering him. He leaned back in his chair and quickly scanned their surroundings; Rizak had been doing that since they had arrived at the tapas bar. And then, without warning, his friend shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know . . . something doesn’t feel right,” he admitted with a sigh. 
	“You didn’t tell anyone?” Chase asked after blowing a lungful of smoke into the air. 
	“No,” Rizak replied evenly and without any emotion. “I didn’t tell anyone about you. And just to be clear . . . I’ve never told my work or much less anyone about you. I don’t think my superiors would understand or tolerate our relationship.”
	An uncomfortable silence hung between the two men for over a minute. 
	“You would be too complicated to explain,” Rizak added with a smirk.
	Chase laughed and continued to smoke. After a couple of seconds, Chase spoke, pointing towards the building across the street. “You know, we might find the answer to that question up there.” 
	“I was afraid you would say that,” Rizak groaned. “So, what’s keeping us from doing that? We’ve been watching the place for two hours. When are we moving?”
	“As soon as we pay,” Chase replied, grinding his cigarette into the small ashtray in front of him. “I’ve been watching the apartment window for signs of life since we got here, and a light literally came on. I think someone just pulled in.”
	In an instant, Rizak’s facial features grew cold. He was back on. 
Three minutes later, both Chase and Rizak stepped into the cold, damp night. They stayed under the bar’s overhang as they buttoned up their coats. Chase was the first to speak. “So, once we cross over the road, we need to get into the apartment building quickly. I don’t have a key, so cover my back.”
	“Cover your back? Rizak asked, holding up his hand. “Exactly, how are you going to get into the apartment?” 
	“I have some rudimentary tools,” Chase replied defensively. “I lifted some things from the hotel.”
	“Rudimentary tools you lifted from the hotel?” Rizak replied incredulously.	“If you have something better, please be my guest,” Chase sniffed as he opened his hand. All he had were two paperclips.
	“What the fuck is that?” Rizak scoffed. 
	“It’s all I could find.”
	“What the hell am I getting myself into?” Rizak grunted as he stepped in front of Chase. “You cover my back.” 
The two men quickly crossed the two-lane road and headed directly to the building’s dimly lit entryway. Traffic was light as most likely everyone was inside still watching the soccer game. As soon as Rizak stepped under the archway, he pulled two thin picks, one a hook-pick and the other a triangle pick, from his pocket. His movements were fast and fluid. Chase had barely looked over his shoulder when he heard the door’s lock click open. 
“There we go,” Rizak hissed, straightening up. “We would be here all night with your rudimentary tools.”
	The apartment building door closed behind them, and neither man moved. Chase and Rizak were letting their senses get attuned to their surroundings. Walking into an unknown building to confront an unknown person or persons regarding an alleged assassination by the North Korean government was not to be taken lightly. Things could turn ugly in a fraction of a second, and both men knew it. The assassination attempt at the train station had proved it. A moment later the sound of two muffled clicks signaled that both Chase and Rizak had cocked their pistols hidden in their jacket pockets. 
“We’re up on the fourth floor,” Chase whispered, nodding at the stairwell.
	Ninety-eight steps later, both men reached the fourth-floor landing. There were two apartment doors, 4A and 4B, located fifteen feet across from each other. The climb up had been uneventful. From floor to floor, all they had heard were the muted sounds of the Real Madrid football games playing on televisions. Somewhere between the second and third floors, Spain must have been close to scoring as the whole building erupted in clapping, followed by angry shouting. 
The ebbing and flowing of the noise did not bother either man as it hid the sounds of their footsteps. It was during a rising chorus of shouts that Chase dropped to his knee and pressed his ear to the door of apartment 4A. Confident there was no sound coming from behind the door, he looked up at Rizak, tapped his ear, and shook his head. 
	“I’ll open the door and go in first . . . you cover me,” Rizak whispered as he pulled his pistol out of his pocket. “We don’t have silencers, so don’t shoot unless you have to.” 
	For a brief second, Chase was going to push back on Rizak’s plan – it was his operation, and Chase should be the breacher. The risk of going in first should be his to take. But Chase admitted that he was not the right choice. The doctor had been right – the bullet from the other night had gone through the shoulder blade and had exited cleanly. And while there appeared to be little permanent damage, that did not mean Chase was not in agony. Every time he lifted his left arm, bolts of pain coursed through his nerves. And that, Chase knew, didn’t make for a good breacher. Even the smallest delay in reacting to a threat could get them both men killed.
“I hope your intel is good,” Rizak muttered, stepping forward. “If not, we get out of here, split up, and meet back at the hotel.”
	“Roger,” Chase exhaled. He was crouched and had his pistol aimed straight ahead.  
	Unlike the front door of the building, it took Rizak a couple of attempts before he was able to pick the apartment lock. Whoever owned the flat had installed a pin tumbler lock, which required Rizak to move each pin to a specific height. But after three attempts, the door opened, and a blast of cold air rushed by. 
“Something is not right,” Chase whispered.
	“What’s wrong?” Rizak hissed as he stepped forward into a darkened hallway. 
Chase was only two steps behind him when he figured out what was bothering him. “Something is dead in here,” he muttered. “I think we’re about to find something unpleasant.”



	








CHAPTER TEN
State Security Detention Facility #17, Pyongyang, North Korea 

From behind the two-way mirror, Director Jung Lee studied the man chained to the chair. Like most North Koreans, he had jet black hair, was not very tall, and had a thin frame. The guards had stripped him down to his underwear; his arms and chest were a patchwork of bruises. His face was not much better. Someone had repeatedly punched the man in the mouth, nose, and eyes, leaving him swollen and bruised. But behind all the wounds, the man’s eyes blazed with defiance. They were not the crazy eyes of someone who was on the verge of panic or uncontrolled anger. No. The man was trying to figure out how he would escape, and Lee could see it.
	Under normal circumstances, the Director of the 402 Bureau would not have attended a hon-candidate assessment. Not only was it beneath Lee’s stature, but it also violated the Bureau's security protocols. As the Director of one of the most secretive intelligence organizations, only a handful of people knew his true identity and the scope of his power. 	
With a sniff, Lee turned and looked at the only other person with him in the observation room – a short woman wearing a grey suit. Her name was Ji-hye Yoon, and she was one of the Bureau’s best recruiters. She was the one who had summoned him to the detention center. Like Lee, she wore large glasses that extended down past her cheeks. With grey hair, kind brown eyes, and a disarming smile, she looked like she could be someone’s loving grandmother, someone who would make you a hot cup of tea and ask about your day. But behind that facade was one of the most astute criminal psychologists Lee had ever met. 
Yoon had been working for the Bureau as long as Lee could remember. With complete autonomy and unfettered access to almost every State institution and its meticulously files, her job was to find the proverbial needle in the haystack – those with controllable sociopathic tendencies. 
Lee had asked her how she identified them.
She had answered that “it was like a thin thread that’s woven through a person’s psyche. Very faint, but when you see it, you will know. It’s someone who can lie, cheat, steal, and kill . . . yet still crave a higher order.”
	“Is this who you wanted me to see?” Lee asked, nodding at the restrained man.
	“Yes. They brought him two nights ago.”
	“From where?” 
	“Kyohwaso Number 22.” 
	Lee shuddered; he knew the name. North of Hamhung in the South Hamgyong province, the gulag had a reputation as one of the worst prisons. Anybody unlucky enough to be incarcerated there would live their remaining days raped, tortured, and starved. Lee had once even heard tales of cannibalism. 
	“What was he there for?”
	“He killed some policemen after he was caught stealing food.”   
	“That's happening all the time,” Lee said darkly. He thought of Agent Nam's report from Ch'angsongil-li. The 8th Motorized Guard Regiment. Starving farmers and reservists attacking the food warehouse. His own people, willing to die for rice. “I just read a report—it was about an attack on a military warehouse in the same province. They overwhelmed the guards. Some had rifles. It was organized.” 
“How many people?” 
“Hundreds in the initial assault.”	
“Hundreds,” Yoon repeated. “Were they military?”
	Lee remained quiet; he was not going to discuss sensitive information like that in a prison. There were too many listening devices for him to talk about the growing number of mutineers among the military. Every day, things were getting worse, and only a handful of people knew it. Lee intended to keep it that way. 
“So, what makes him so special?” he asked, changing the subject.  
	Tilting her head, Yoon looked at Lee from over her glasses. “This one man killed fourteen men by himself. He shot the first two policemen who arrested him, tracked down and killed the three who had escaped, and then he went to their police station and finished off the rest. Then, he burned the whole building to the ground.”
“What?” Lee muttered. “How is that possible?”
“And he did it with no help,” Yoon continued. 
“But why go back to the police station? Why didn’t he run?” 
	“He didn’t want any witnesses,” she said. “I think he wanted to remain invisible.”
	“Invisible?” Lee snorted, crossing his arms over his chest. “There’s no such thing as being invisible. At one level or another, there are records of everybody.”
	Yoon tapped her chin and smiled. “This man does not show up on any records. I had the whole recruitment section research this man, and they did not find anything . . . not even his birth is registered.”
	Lee was unable to hide his surprise. Remaining hidden in a police state was no easy feat. “But why did you ask me to come down here?” Lee asked in an annoyed tone, glancing at his wristwatch. He had two high-level meetings that he needed to prepare for. “You have the authority to do as you need . . . what’s the problem?”
	Yoon nodded toward the half-naked man. “It’s not that easy,” she whispered. “This man is different. What I didn’t tell you is that one of the policemen he killed was the son of one of the higher-ups in State Security. They don’t want to let him go. They want him for themselves.”
	Lee’s eyes betrayed no emotion. His perpetual scowl remained frozen, and his five-foot, five-inch frame did not move an inch. Even though he was in his late sixties and had a bulging midsection, he stood ramrod straight, as if he were standing at the position of attention. He scratched his chin and took a deep breath. Lee could sympathize with the State Security’s dilemma. If they let their prisoner go, then rumors would spread, and morale would suffer––it could lead to a domino effect. And it was a domino effect they could ill afford. Outside of the Ministry of Defense, the Ministry of State Security was how they kept control of twenty-six million people in the middle of the country’s worst famine. 
	“Who is they?” Lee asked. “Who is the one making the decision not to let us have this man?”
	“I don’t know,” Yoon said. “They won’t tell me.”
	Lee turned and looked at the man chained to his chair. He was still unbroken––eyes still searching for a way out. “Is he worth it?”
	“Yes,” Choie replied flatly. “He could be one of our best.”
	 Nodding, Lee kept his gaze on the man. Yoon had a perfect record of selecting agents for the Bureau. Over the years, she had recruited some of his best hon. They were men and women who had deceived those who could not be deceived, stolen things protected behind impregnable walls, and had killed those who were unkillable. A hon could do things that most considered impossible. And Lee knew that the Bureau needed more men and women like that, especially with what was coming next. If Yoon claimed that his man was worth it, then he would do everything he could. 
After taking one last look at the bloodied man, Lee spun on his heels and opened the door leading to an adjoining observation room. 
[bookmark: _Hlk198447417]Standing on the other side of the room were three State Security officers. They had removed their State Security tunics and had their sleeves rolled up. Glancing at their hands, Lee could see that their knuckles were bruised and covered with blood. They were the ones who had beaten up the prisoner. All three of the men’s faces registered a mixture of anger and confusion. State Security was used to being in charge. The fact that an unnamed man had been able to walk into their facilities and have access to one of their prisoners was unheard of. But even State Security knew there were those who were beyond their reach; they were called the haegsim, the ones who advised and influenced North Korea’s young leader, Ji-hun Rah, the Dear Leader. 	
	“Who is in charge?” Lee asked. 
	The colonel stepped forward, jowls quivering in rage. “I am. This prisoner belongs to us . . . he killed my son. You’re not taking him from me.”
	“You mean taking from us?” Lee corrected coolly. “He’s a prisoner of the State and is not your personal property.”
The fat colonel’s eyes grew wide – it was clear that he was not used to being spoken to in such a manner. He was about to say something when he heard someone shout something from behind the door. It sounded like someone was calling a room to attention. Everyone, including Lee, fell silent and cocked their heads. 
“Where is he?” a voice boomed from the next room.
	A moment later, the door flew open, and a man walked through. Lee’s eyes widened in surprise – it was the Dear Leader’s uncle and closest advisor, Rah Song Thaek. He was wearing a red tracksuit and green sneakers and looked furious. 
“Clear the room,” he barked.
	In those brief seconds as Yoon and the three State Security officers made for the door, Lee assessed what had just transpired. The Minister of State Security had undoubtedly received a call from his prison warden, telling him that a haegsim had shown up at one of his facilities, interested in one of their prisoners. Not wanting any interference in their internal affairs, the minister must have called the Dear Leader's uncle for assistance. And the fact that Song Thaek disliked Lee made his presence all the more inevitable. 
Lee knew exactly why. 
Three years ago, Song Thaek's daughter—his only child—had collapsed during a university lecture. Stage-four lymphoma. Pyongyang's doctors said the cancer was treatable, but only with immunotherapy protocols available in Seoul or Beijing. China refused entry without regime approval. South Korea offered a humanitarian medical visa—but only if the Dear Leader agreed to preliminary denuclearization talks. 
Song Thaek had begged his nephew to accept. The Dear Leader refused. “We do not negotiate under duress,” he'd said. 
Six weeks later, Song Thaek buried his nineteen-year-old daughter. 
Since then, he'd stopped believing in patience, diplomacy, or Lee's intelligence games. Every sanction that blocked medicine, every stalled negotiation, every day the Bureau spent gathering intelligence instead of acting—Song Thaek blamed them all. He blamed the South. And he blamed Lee for playing the long game while his daughter died. 
Now the famine had given him the war he wanted. Not for the regime. For her. 
The only thing that surprised Lee was how quickly everything had taken place. 
  	“What are you doing here?” Rah demanded making eye contact with Lee. 
	“Candidate selection. I’m looking for agents for my program.”
	“Your program?” Rah sneered. “You mean the Dear Leader’s program.” 
	“Of course,” Lee said quickly, lowering his gaze. Confrontation was suicide. Rah was volatile — a single insult could mean execution. “My apologies. My loyalty is to the Rah family, always.”
	 Only the hum of the heater broke the silence.
	“You’re not taking this man,” Rah responded, stepping closer. “He belongs to State Security, and he is out of your reach.” 
	“Yes, sir,” Lee replied quickly. The air stank of kimchi and sweat—they must have pulled him from dinner. You’ve been waiting for this haven’t you? Lee thought to himself. You weren’t going to miss an opportunity to put me in my place. 
	Rah leaned in, his breath hot and sour. “Focus on the bigger picture. Stop fucking around and looking for more candidates. We’re weeks away from our plan.”
	“Yes, sir.” 
Rah grunted and opened up the door. “Get done with what you have to do,” he barked.
“Yes, sir,” Lee said, moving to leave.
“Not you.” Rah’s voice was ice. “Stay and watch this.” 
Through the one-way mirror, the fat colonel re-entered the holding room. In one hand, he was clutching a small blow torch––it was the kind a cook would use to sear a piece of meat. The blue flame licked the air as he stepped forward. The prisoner’s eyes changed from calculating to pure terror. Urine pooled under his seat.
“Let’s listen,” Rah said, pressing the intercom.
The scream tore through the room––high, raw, animal. 
“This,” Rah laughed, “is what happens to those who break the rules.”
An hour later, Lee stepped into the freezing night. His hands shook uncontrollably, and his legs were so weak he almost collapsed. Screams of agony still rang in his ears.
 
	 







CHAPTER ELEVEN
Mehrabad International Airport, Tehran, Iran 

Arash stepped out of his car and took a deep breath. He loved this time of the year. Having grown up in southern Iran, he had only known one type of temperature––hot. Tehran, on the other hand, was different – it had seasons. Every fall, the winds shifted from the hot and muggy south to the cooler north. Dry and edged, it sometimes brought frost from the Alborz mountains seventy kilometers away. He flipped up the collar of his jacket and walked across the darkened tarmac.
	Under the glow of an overhead light, Arash’s aide, Rajavi, was busy talking to a short, stocky man dressed in green coveralls. Neither man appeared to notice Arash’s approach. Masked by dark shadows and the sound of an aircraft taking off, he was only feet away before his aide’s head rose. 
“Sir,” Rajavi blurted, startled. “I did not expect you for another fifteen minutes. My apologies”
“I finished my meeting early and decided to come straight here,” Arash said. “What’s the news?” 
“Everything is going as planned,” the aide replied, waving the man in the green coveralls away. “I was just going over the flight preparations for tomorrow morning.”
“Morning?”
“Yes. They are expecting bad weather and are pushing for an early departure. If not, they can’t guarantee we will be able to take off.”
“Very well.” Arash tracked the stocky man’s departure – it was almost second nature for him to make sure nobody could overhear things they were not supposed to hear. “What about the flight in from Lebanon?”
“They should be landing momentarily.”
“Good,” Arash grunted, scanning the clear sky. “They say it’s going get very cold.”
“Yes, sir. My grandfather swears we’ll get snow this year.”
“Snow?” Arash smiled. “That would be nice. The last time he had seen snow was in the Bekaa Valley, five years ago.”
“Nice?” Rajavi scoffed. “Maybe for an hour or so. After that, Tehran will shut down. If you think our drivers are bad now, wait until there is snow on the road.”
 Arash was about to reply when Rajavi’s phone rang. Gesturing for him to take the call, Arash stepped out of the overhead light’s bright glow. He took out a cigarette and lit it. A cloud of thick white smoke slowly rose into the cold night air. 
To his left, two giant white hangars glowed under the artificial light. One belonged to his unit, and the other belonged to Mahan Air. Created in the early nineties, the commercial airline was specifically designed to support the Quds. The man in the green coveralls, who had been talking to his aide minutes earlier, was an employee of Mahan Air. Assigned to the ‘external coordination directorate,’ his job was to schedule Quds flights, so they blended in with regular airline traffic.
Ahead, a graveyard of derelict aircraft cast sharp shadows across the ground. The airplanes, all painted in Mahan Air’s white and green colors, were abandoned. Whatever spare parts could be salvaged from the carcasses had been removed years ago. While Arash noticed a handful of Russian and European aircraft, most of them were American. He counted five Boeing 737s and seven McDonnell Douglas DC-10s towering over a smaller plethora of smaller aircraft. Acquiring spare parts for the aircraft was next to impossible. 
“Fucking Americans,” Arash muttered, exhaling another cloud of smoke.
Yet the graveyard was perfect cover. Everyone in Quds knew the Americans watched the airport day and night. Ever since the Djibouti crash, when a Mahan jet “full of passengers” was found stuffed with weapons, CIA and DIA satellites had tracked every movement.
That’s why Unit 217 hid in Mahan’s trash pile.
Designed to operate in the shadows of shadows, Unit 217 was invisible. One only needed to look at the unit’s organizational chart to see that its counter-intelligence section was larger than its two companies of ‘operators.’ An entire team of one hundred and seventy-six men was responsible for ensuring they remained invisible. Even the smallest of tangential traces, like personal phone calls, the movement of money, or family friends, were monitored around the clock. And those who broke the rules were shown no mercy. Entire families were simply ‘eliminated’ in horrific ‘accidents’ designed to leave no trace behind. 
 Arash was lighting his second cigarette when the roar of twin jet engines grew louder. He glanced at his watch and then crushed what was left of his cigarette under his heel. Soon, the white and green tail of an aircraft became visible over the pile of broken-down aircraft. 
It was time.
An aircraft turned the corner and slowly pulled forward––it was a BAe-146. The sleek jet was one of the smaller aircraft in the Mahan fleet, used primarily to move passengers around the country and within the region. Fortunately, the British manufacturers were not so stringent with the embargos and supplied spare parts, albeit at a very high ‘service’ cost. Once the jet had come to a complete halt, Arash could now see the pilot and co-pilot; their faces were illuminated by the glow of their cockpit controls. They, too, were members of Unit 217.  
	No sooner had the jet engines become silent than a slew of vehicles surrounded the BAe-146. Arash counted six different types of maintenance vehicles. In the cluster, there were even two lift trucks that immediately extended their buckets upward to the four jet engines fixed on the high-wing aircraft. There, of course, were no maintenance issues with the aircraft – it was all for show. In the event that an American satellite was watching, its imagery analysts would see what looked like a regular maintenance event, and nothing more.
	The first person off the aircraft descended the stairs and started walking toward Arash. He was a medium-built man wearing black jeans, a grey puffy parka, and a pair of worn hiking boots. His shoulders were broad, and his gait was smooth. His name was Colonel Javed Rashidi, and he was one of Arash’s best operators.  
“Good to see you again, general,” the man said, holding out his hand. 
The right side of Javed’s face was now visible under the stark glare of the overhead light. From that angle, he was handsome. He had dark, piercing eyes, a perfectly vertical nose, and high cheekbones. Javed’s hair was jet black and parted perfectly to the side. But as Javed turned his head, his profile changed––it was disfigured. The left side of his face was indented as if a blunt object had struck him squarely on his cheek. Accentuating the deformity was a large scar that started from under his chin, hooked toward the edge of his lip, and then curled upward to his left ear. Whatever had happened to him had been violent. 
	“Any issues pulling out?”
	 “No issues,” Javed grunted, dropping his backpack. “I told General Azad that we had a training requirement for an upcoming mission. He complained like an old woman but stopped when I told him we were only pulling out half the team and the backfill was en route.”
	“Good. I can’t have him making any noise back here in Tehran. Make sure the rest of the team back in Lebanon knows that. There can be no degradation in our support to his efforts.”
	“Understood,” Javed sniffed, thrusting his chin upward. The scar that ran under his chin was now clearly visible and disappeared under the man’s jacket. He looked over his shoulder at the thirteen other men disembarking the aircraft. “Where do you want them?”
	Arash pointed towards the light hangar. “There’s food, hot showers, and some cots. We won’t be here long. The weather has changed, and we have to get in front of it. Tell your men to eat and to be ready to move. And tell them no external communications . . . they’re not to call anyone.”
	“Understood.”
	“Good. I’ll give you all the details as soon as the rest of the team is in place.”
“The rest of the team?” Javed frowned. “Who else is taking part in this mission?” 
Before Arash could answer, Rajavi returned. “The tower just called . . . our other aircraft is close. ETA is twenty minutes.”
“Good. Go get your men settled,” Arash said. “Then come see me.”
Javed did not move; his face betrayed his rising anger. He was a veteran of countless missions and did not take easily to working with outside organizations. But Javed does not know this shadow, Arash thought to himself. Soon, he will understand. 
“Go,” Arash ordered. “Then report back.”
Five cigarettes later, the tail of a taxing aircraft lumbered over the horizon. Similar to the aircraft that had just arrived, it was painted in green and white Mahan colors. However, unlike the BAe-146, this plane was massive – it was an Airbus A340. Even at a distance, the four Rolls-Royce engines were deafening. The top of the aircraft passed by as it continued down the taxiway running perpendicular to the maintenance area. A moment later, the pilot of the Airbus turned on the nearby parking ramp and pulled forward. Seconds later, one engine after another began to fall silent. 
“How big is the rest of the team?” Javed yelled over the noise. “I thought you said this was going to be a small and discreet operation.”
“It’s going to be exactly that,” Arash replied tersely. “This flight was returning from China with some cargo, and I took advantage of an opportunity to put some people on board.”
 “People? Are we using Chinese special forces? I thought you said this mission is taking place inside our area of operation. Why would I need their help?” 
Arash did not reply. Instead, he gestured for Javed to follow him. 
They both walked toward the front of the towering aircraft and waited for the ladder truck to advance. A minute later, a solitary figure emerged from the aircraft and began to descend. The person coming down wore baggy clothes and had a baseball cap pulled tightly around their ears. It was not until the figure was halfway down the stairs that Arash and Javed could see that the person was limping.
“Who the hell is he?” Javed whispered. 
Arash remained quiet.
“It’s good to see you, General,” a female voice called. “It’s been a long time.”
Javed’s eyes widened. 
“It's been too long,” Arash replied, grasping the woman’s hand. Next to his tall frame, the woman looked tiny. “I think the last time we saw each other was in Dushanbe.”
“You have a good memory,” she said evenly. “That was a good mission.”
“It was,” Arash said and then changed his tone. “How was your flight?” 
“Smooth. We had no problems in Shanghai . . . everything went according to plan.”
Turning, Arash beckoned Javed forward. “Jae, this is Colonel Javed Rashidi, my team lead. You two will be working together.”
Javed remained quiet. 
The woman was Asian and stood no taller than five feet three inches. Her face was impassive, resembling a porcelain doll, complete with a petite mouth, a diminutive nose, and high cheekbones. Her eyes were black and devoid of emotion. Her hair was pulled up tightly and tucked beneath a solid black baseball cap. After what felt like a long time, she extended her hand outward. 
“What do I call you?” he asked with an icy tone. 
“Jae,” she replied, tightening her grip. “Or hon.”
“Hon?” Javed frowned. “What does that mean?
“It means ‘ghost’ in Korean,” Arash interrupted.  
 “Ghost,” Javed snorted, jutting his chin upward toward the aircraft. “Is your team asleep up there? Have they ghosted you?”
Jae stepped forward and tilted her head. While the bill of her baseball cap cast a shadow over her eyes, her mouth, however, was visible. It slowly curled into a predatory sneer. 
“Asleep?” she said softly. “My team is already on the ground.”
“On the ground?”
“Yes. My team has been on the ground for the last three minutes and has already set up their security perimeter. While we were taxiing, they exited through the aircraft wheel wells and are in place. As a matter of fact, two of my men have weapons trained on your men eating, shitting, and sleeping in that hangar.” 
Javed froze.
“You don’t believe me?” she asked.
“I –” he began to say. 
Jae snapped her finger.
A shadow stepped out of the darkness—a figure in black tactical gear, rifle leveled, red laser centered on Javed’s chest. 
“Enough,” Arash snapped. “You’ve made your point.”
Jae flicked her wrist; the figure melted back into the shadows. “You can never be too careful,” 
Javed remained quiet. 
Arash exhaled. “Congratulations, Colonel. You’ve now met the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea’s equivalent of Unit 217––they call themselves the Bureau. You and Jae will be working together.” 









CHAPTER TWELVE
Madrid, Spain

Chase was right; something was dead in the apartment. 
Just off the main hallway was a medium-sized living room, and inside were not one, but two dead men. The first body was lying close to the room’s entrance, face down. The second body was across the room near a TV stand, spread-eagled on his back, surrounded by a dark pool of blood and fluids. Neither man appeared to be armed. 
After another quick scan of the living room, Chase pointed toward the back end of the flat––they needed to make sure nobody else was still in the apartment. 
	Three minutes later, Chase and Rizak walked back into the living room. The spacious one-bedroom apartment was empty. Whoever had lived there had cleared out all their belongings and made sure that any minute, physical traces of their existence were gone. Even the bed had been stripped of its sheets, and there were no towels in either the kitchen or the bathroom. When Chase had looked inside the shower and had checked the drain plug, there was nothing . . . no hair, no fingernail cuttings, no nothing. All he smelled was bleach. 
Whoever had lived in the apartment knew how to disappear.  
Pulling the room’s curtains closed, Chase surveyed the living room. There were no pictures on the wall. The only furniture was a grey leather couch and a small wooden cabinet table holding a flat screen television––it was turned on, but the volume was down. A commercial selling cat food was playing. In the far corner of the room was a standing lamp positioned close to one of the windows. 
At Chase’s feet lay the first man, legs spread apart. He was wearing dark grey pants and a heavy black wool jacket. Bending over, Chase spotted a small indent on the back of his head. Because of the man’s full head of hair, he had not spotted it earlier––it was where the bullet had entered the back of the man’s skull. 
Death had been instantaneous. 
“Find anything?” Rizak asked. 
“This guy never saw it coming,” Chase said evenly. “The way his head is straight flat down, and his arms are lying on his side, means he fell forward like a stick. He was dead before he hit the ground.”
	Nodding, Rizak pulled the second set of curtains closed. 
The second dead man was shorter and had a medium build. His rough facial features were the kind that come from being exposed to shitty weather for long periods of time. Maybe he was a soldier, Chase thought to himself. Like his dead colleague, he had thick black hair and was wearing grey pants and a heavy black wool jacket. In the center of his forehead was a bullet hole. His eyes were wide open, and his mouth agape. 
“This guy must have gotten shot second,” Rizak replied, pointing down at the body. “I’m guessing they both walked into this room looking for something. The first guy gets shot in the back of the head, then this guy turns around and takes a round to the forehead.”
	“Looks like it,” Chase winced as a bolt of pain shot down his left shoulder. “Whoever these guys are, they’re not pros. They should’ve never bunched up in one room with their backs turned to the hallway.”
	“Agreed – it was a stupid move.”
	“Stupid be dead,” Chase muttered. “I’d say these guys have been lying here for at least a day. They smell bad, but not rotten. Plus, the rigor mortis has not gotten so bad that this guy’s hands are pulled up.”
	“Pulled up?” 
	“You see how that guy’s hands are bent at the wrist . . . like he’s trying to play the piano.
	“Yes.”
“That means he’s been dead for at least a day. By tomorrow morning, I bet you his hands will be off the floor.”
	Whistling, Rizak swore and stepped back. 
“By tomorrow, the smell will be twice as bad, and someone will notice,” Chase continued as he walked over to the man lying on his back. Careful to avoid stepping in the large puddle, he bent over and began searching the body. “By tomorrow morning, this place will be crawling with cops.” 
 	“There’s your light turning on,” Rizak pointed at a wall timer near the standing lamp. “Whoever lived here had it on a timer.”
	“I saw that,” Chase exhaled through his mouth. As he stood, he wiped his hands on his pants. “Whoever shot this guy took everything, including his wallet, weapon, and phone. I bet you the other guy is the same.” 
	“You think so?” Rizak replied hopefully. “He’s still lying on his stomach. Maybe whoever shot him didn’t get a chance to search him.”
	“If they had time to bleach the bathroom, they had time to search the pockets.”
	“Maybe so, but let’s check anyway.” 
	They rolled the first body over carefully. Whoever had shot the man had used a small-caliber bullet. The round had gone straight through the back of his head and had exited his forehead, leaving his face intact. Whoever he was, he had been handsome. With chiseled features and a manicured goatee, he could have been a model. Like his dead partner, his eyes and mouth were open. 
Chase and Rizak found nothing. They even pulled the man’s shoes off to see if he had hidden anything inside. Outside of his clothes, the dead man had been stripped clean. 
“Hold on one second,” Rizak said as he pulled out his phone. “Push his head this way so I can get a picture.”
	Using two fingers, Chase forced the man’s head upright, allowing Rizak to take a frontal photo. “Make sure you don’t get me in the photo,” Chase warned. “I don’t need this kind of trouble.”
	“Give me some credit,” Rizak muttered. “Now tilt it to the right so I can get a profile shot.”
	Chase pushed the man’s head to the right and let Rizak take a photo. “Other side?” 
	“Yeah.”
	Not wanting to touch the man’s face, Chase grabbed the man’s long hair and pulled it. That’s when he saw a small tattoo, located up and behind the ear––it looked like a Christian cross. But instead of one horizontal line, there was a smaller line running perpendicular above the larger one. And at the bottom of the cross was a filled-in black circle. 
“Hey, look at this,” Chase said, pulling the man’s hair back.
	“What is it?” Rizak leaned in. 
	“It looks like some kind of Latin cross, but it has a circle at the bottom.”
	For an instant, Rizak’s expression changed. His expression was like a flicker—a surprise or maybe recognition. But then it was gone. 
“Do you recognize it?” Chase asked curiously.
	“No,” Rizak said too quickly, raising his phone. “Turn his head so I can take a photo of it.”
 	Chase studied Rizak. Whatever he had seen in Rizak’s facial expression was gone. Maybe he had imagined it, he thought to himself. Chase did as Rizak asked and turned the dead man’s head. When Rizak was done taking his photo, Chase took his own pictures. He then walked over to the other body. 
“This guy has the same symbol,” Chase said, taking another picture. When he didn’t get an answer, he looked up. Rizak was busy typing something on his phone. “Did you hear what I said?”
	“Huh?” Rizak replied as he continued typing on his phone. 
	“I said this guy has the same tattoo,” Chase repeated, turning the dead man’s head toward Rizak for him to see. But Rizak did not look up from his phone. His mouth was pulled tight, and his eyes were narrow. Something definitely was bothering him.
	“What did you say?” Rizak asked absentmindedly.
“What are you doing?” Chase asked with a sharp tone.
	Rizak did not reply again. 
“Hey,” Chase snapped. “You hear me? Same damn cross.”
“What?”
“I said, this guy has the same cross behind his ear,” Chase said, now intently studying Rizak. He was now sure there was something else going on . . . something that Rizak was not telling him. 
	Finally, Rizak looked up from his phone. “I’m sending this picture to someone who can potentially tell us who these guys are,” he sputtered. “Maybe if we know who these guys are, we will know more about what happened here.”
	In the far distance, a police siren blared – its sharp, piercing echo vibrated off the building across the street. Neither he nor Rizak paid any attention to the sound. Their entry into the apartment had been quiet and without incident. No one had seen them enter the building or go up the stairs. With plenty of time on hand, they could take their time to collect whatever little evidence remained in the apartment. Maybe hiding in some crack or crevice was something that would lead him to some kind of answer. For him, it was all he had to work off. Willy had been very clear the day prior when he had passed him the apartment’s address. This is the only clue I have, had been his exact words. After that, there is nothing else.
It was not until a good thirty seconds later that Chase raised his head and cocked his ear towards the window. “Ahhh . . . Rizak,” he called out. “Is it me, or are the sirens getting closer to us?”
	Rizak appeared not to be paying attention. He was still typing something on his phone. It was not until Chase had walked towards the window and pulled the curtain back that Rizak raised his head. 
“What?” he asked, confused. “What did you say?”
	Chase did not bother answering him. He turned and grabbed Rizak by the shoulder. “We need to get the hell out of here. There are police coming up the street.”
	“What?” Rizak gasped.2
	“Run!”









CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Manama, Bahrain

“Are you really in that much trouble?” Mark Mallow asked over the rim of his half-full glass.
Willy did not hear the question and instead stared out the window. From the fourteenth floor of the Radisson Blu executive lounge, the Manama skyline was lit up in an assortment of colors. Down below, even though it was eight in the evening, the thoroughfare was packed with trucks, motorcycles, and cars. In one direction, there was an almost solid line of red brake lights, and in the other direction, there was a straight line of white headlights. 
Everybody has somewhere to be, Willy thought to himself.
Where do you need to be, Willy Mann? 
What should you be doing? 
What are you doing that you shouldn’t be doing? Those questions rolled through his head.  
Blinking to clear his mind, Willy lifted his gaze toward the other side of the room. 
The small executive lounge was completely empty, minus one waitress. She was a short, attractive Filipino woman in her early thirties wearing black slacks, a white collared shirt, and a short black apron around her waist. Attentive to her only guests, she met Willy’s gaze and quickly made her way towards their lone table. 
“Another whiskey?” she asked with a bright smile.
“Yes, please,” Willy replied before making eye contact with Mark. “Did you say something?”
“I did,” Mark muttered as he watched the server walk away. “I asked if you were in serious trouble. I know that the Pentagon has formally launched an investigation into everything that happened in Malaysia, but is there any danger? What do they actually know?”
 Willy took a deep breath. Investigations always made him nervous. “They know about the Xin Hong raid. The uranium. The North Korean communications specialist.” He paused. “What they don't know is how it all connects.”
Both men grew quiet as the server returned with Willy’s drink.
“And let me guess,” Mark replied once she was safely out of earshot. “They don’t know how all of that was sequenced together, and how one event led to the other. Or what precipitated all of it.”
“Correct,” Willy hissed before taking a deep sip of his drink.
“They’ve got no idea that Chase Harper gave you the North Korean communications specialist before the raid on Xin Hong? That he gave you that asset in exchange for use of the SOF team?”
“Correct.” 
“And of course they don’t know that the Iranian working with Chase helped in the raid and led our guys straight to his own uranium.”
Willy raised a finger as he took another drink. “They know about Rizak,” he corrected Mark. “I couldn’t keep all that hidden. But as far as they’re concerned, he just provided a tip. They have no idea that I allowed that man to join our SOF raid.”
“There’s a lot you could get fried for,” Mark replied with a grimace. “You broke so many rules that it’s hard to know where it starts and where it stops.”
“I’m very aware of all the rules I broke,” Willy shot back. “It’s not like I had time to check every box.”
“You know I’m always on your side,” Mark replied with a more conciliatory tone. He lifted his beer glass and finished it off with one swallow. “You afraid of anybody talking?”
“I don’t know,” Willy answered with a shrug. “I think the defense attaché and the SOF team will keep their mouths shut . . . they know it’s in their best interest to stick with the story. My biggest issue is the North Korean we nabbed.”
“What about the guy? That guy is a treasure trove of goodies.”
“Do you know that guy’s back story?” Willy asked, leaning back in his seat.
“No . . . I thought he came off the Xin Hong.”
“Nope,” Willy replied, lifting his glass to his mouth. He finished what was left and cleared his throat. “Chase and Rizak nabbed the guy out of some secret facility the North Korean’s were operating on the outskirts of Kuala Lumpur. I guess it was some type of weapons storage facility mixed with a communications center. For some reason, Chase didn’t shoot the poor bastard and instead traded him to me.”
The only sound audible was the music playing overhead.
“No shit,” Mark finally said. “Why, can I see Chase totally doing that?”
“You’re not joking,” Willy replied, shaking his head as memories flooded back––it was almost thirteen years ago when he had run into Chase for the first time. 
Willy was a colonel and had just reported to Special Forces Africa when he was sent to Congo–Brazzaville on a short-fuse assignment. Faced with an incompetent US ambassador who could not see the beginnings of a civil war, Willy had snuck out of the capital to investigate. Long story short, Willy ran across a Congolese mercenary unit, tried to sneak closer to take a look, and got rolled up by one of Chase’s men. But what had turned out to be one of Willy’s most embarrassing experiences ended up saving his life. Days later, when the country was plunged into violence, Chase and his men saved Willy, his men, and a large number of innocent civilians from near-certain slaughter. 
“I owe him a lot,” Willy muttered, shaking his head.
“Aren’t you even after what happened on Xin Hong?”
“Nope . . . we both made out on that deal.” 
“Is that why you gave him the address in Madrid?” Mark asked, holding his empty glass up in the air for the waitress to see.
“Yes, it is,” Willy replied with a nod. 
“You have no idea how many favors I had to call in to get you that information. The NSA analyst who gave me that address claimed that it was buried in some encrypted database. He wouldn’t tell me how he got it . . . just that it took everything the agency had to crack the encryption.”
Willy raised his drink as if to give a toast. “And it’s very much appreciated.”
“You know the address in Madrid was only loosely tied to some operation that took place in Houston.”
“I know that.” 
“Does Chase really think he's going to find something about who killed his family in some apartment in Spain?” 
Willy was quiet for a moment, staring into his glass. “I don't know. But I owe him the chance to find out.” 
Mark set his empty beer glass down. “You know you should cut him loose, right? Before this investigation gets worse.” 
Willy looked up. “We've been over this.” 
“No, we haven't. Not really.” Mark leaned forward, lowering his voice even though they were alone. “You're already under investigation. ODNI is sniffing around. They're looking for cracks in your story, and there are plenty of them. You broke so many rules helping Chase that if they find out the truth, you're done. Court-martial. Stripped of rank. Maybe worse.” 
“I know the risks.” 
“Do you?” Mark's frustration bled through. “Because from where I'm sitting, you're throwing away your entire career for a man who's hunting ghosts.” 
Willy thought about his ex-wife. About his kids who didn't return his calls. About all the years he'd chosen the mission over his family. The job had already cost him everything. And now it was going to cost him what little he had left. 
“Chase saved my life in the Congo,” Willy said quietly. 
“I know he did. And I get it. But he's not the one who's going to stand in front of a court-martial. You are. And when that happens, I can't protect you.” 
Willy looked at his friend. Mark had lied to the investigators for him. Covered for him. Burned his own credibility to buy Willy time. “I know.”
“Then why are you still doing this?” 
“Because if I walk away now,” Willy said, “then what was it all for? If I can't help Chase when his family's been murdered, then every sacrifice I made was for nothing.” 
Mark stared at him for a long moment. Then he exhaled slowly and signaled the waitress for another round. “You know I'm with you. All the way down.” 
“I know. And I'm sorry for dragging you into this.” 
Mark shook his head. “Don't be.” He paused. “Just wanted to make sure you knew what you were walking into.” 
“I do.” 
They sat in silence for a moment, watching the traffic below. 
Willy was about to reply when he noticed someone enter the lounge – it was Willy's executive officer, a young Army major from Baxley, Georgia. His name was Tom Delay.
 Initially, the XO did not appear to see Willy and Mark sitting in the far corner. The aide turned to leave but then caught sight of them. While he was wearing casual civilian clothes, jeans, sneakers, and a sweatshirt, his face was anything but casual. 
“What’s the problem?” Willy sat up in his seat.
“What makes you think there is a problem?” the XO asked in a deep southern accent. 
“Your face tells me there’s a problem,” Willy retorted. 
With a frown, Tom held up his cell phone. “I just got a call from flight operations. We lost our C-17 to Guam. The aircraft coming out of Ali Al Salem has mechanical issues and is delayed until tomorrow at this time.”
“Shit,” Willy replied with a grunt. “There’s nothing earlier out of Kuwait?”
“No, sir,” the aide replied. “Everything that is flying tonight is headed west toward CONUS or Germany.” 
“And out of El Udeid?” 
“Same issue. All that is running out of Qatar tonight are resupply flights headed East and up into Ramstein. They do have a flight headed to Kwaj, but nothing is going onward.”
“Kawj?” Willy asked, leaning forward. “As in Kwajalein Atoll.”
“Yes, sir. The one that is in the middle of nowhere.” 
“Nothing going onward?”
“No, sir,” the XO replied with a cautious tone. “That is a one-off flight, and I can pretty much guarantee you it’s a dead end. We’ll get stuck there for a couple of days. I strongly recommend we stick with our current plans.”
While Willy contemplated the flight to Kwaj, Mark swallowed the rest of his drink. 
“Sir?” Tom asked hesitantly.
“We’ll fly tomorrow,” Willy replied with a sigh, knowing that Tom was right. It was safer to stay put and wait for the C-17 into Guam than hopscotching across the Pacific relying on random supply aircraft. Flights that should only last half a day could easily turn into an endless, multiday nightmare. Willy could not afford that. “Can you get the hotel to extend us a night?”
“Already done,” Tom replied, visibly relieved. “I’ve got Fifth Fleet to give us a secure space tomorrow and will have an office set up for you first thing.”
Willy studied his XO for a moment. Tom had been with him for eighteen months and had never once complained. Not about the sixteen-hour days. Not about the constant travel. Not about covering for Willy when ODNI started asking questions that didn't have clean answers. The kid was twenty-six, sharp as hell, and could've requested a transfer to any command in the Army. Instead, he'd stayed. 
“What do you think?” Willy asked, looking at Mark. 
“Huh?” Mark responded a couple of seconds later. He was not paying any attention to their conversation and instead was reading something on his phone. His face was pale, and his mouth was pulled tight. 
“Nothing,” Willy replied before looking back at Tom. “Get everything set up, and we’ll see you in the morning.”
With a nod, Tom walked off, and Willy leaned toward Mark. “Is everything okay? You look wor––”
“Check your phone – it’s about Spain.”
Willy pulled out his phone and started checking his slew of unread emails. Scrolling through the subject lines, he saw something in the news about an attack at the main train station in Spain. “Are you talking about Madrid? I thought that was some terrorist attack.” 
“That’s what I thought, and that’s what the Spanish media is saying,” Mark replied, still reading. “But I had one of my analysts take a closer look at it, and that’s not what happened. Apparently, it looks like some criminal organization tried to stage a hit on an arriving passenger. Once the police arrived, the only body they found was that of some employee caught in the crossfire.”
“And what’s got you so concerned?”
“Well, it looks like the Spanish pulled a bunch of DNA from the crime scene, and most of it is tied to some Albanian criminal organization.”
“Most of it?” Willy replied as he started skimming the same email that Mark was reading.
“Yes, most of it. You want to take a guess who the outlier was?”
Willy looked up from his phone; his expression was one of confusion. Then, slowly, his eyebrows rose in recognition that the answer was right in front of him. “How the fuck is that possible?” he blurted. “How was Chase there? He told me he was flying in?”
“I don’t know. There’s no video feed or any other clues as to who was at the station that night . . . just blood. And before you ask me, yes, the match is one hundred percent accurate.”
“Holy hell . . . “ 
“Have you heard anything from him?” Mark’s face was pale. 
Willy shook his head. He had not talked to Chase since earlier that week when he had given him the address of the apartment in Madrid. And truthfully, he had not expected to hear from Chase for quite some time. Willy had been clear with Chase that the address was his only clue. After that, it was up to him to figure it out. About to turn his phone off, Willy noticed an older text that he had overlooked––it was from Chase. 
“Fuck me,” he blurted. 
“I know, it’s bad . . . “ Mark replied under his breath, unaware that Willy was looking at something completely different. 
“No,” Willy spat. “It’s worse than bad . . . Chase did text.”
“Just now?”
“No––it’s from earlier. I must have missed it.” 
“What did he say?”
“Take a look at this photo,” Willy responded, sliding the phone across the table. “I think it’s safe to say that he survived the attack at the train station.”
Mark’s face turned white. The first photo he was looking at was of a man who had a bullet hole in the middle of his forehead. The second photo was of the same man but was taken from a side angle. In the middle of the picture was a tattoo of what looked like a Christian cross. Under the photos, Chase had written three sentences. Found this guy and another one at the address you sent. I didn’t do it. Can you help identify? 
“Oh shit,” Mark said, studying the image on Willy’s phone. He was about to hand the phone back to Willy when his hand jerked; a second message had just arrived. He squinted at the screen. “I think he just sent you another text.”
“What?”
“Chase just sent you another text.”
“Crap . . . what does it say?”
“It’s another photo. This guy with the same type of bullet hole and the same type of tattoo. What a fucking mess.” 
“Unfucking believable,” Willy grunted, grabbing back his phone. “I’m going to forward you these pictures. Can you get this guy identified?”
Mark nodded 
“And find me a burner phone.” Willy ordered. “I’m in enough trouble as it is without pictures like this landing on my official phone.” 







CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
Madrid, Spain

Exactly one hour and twenty-two minutes later, Chase and Rizak were standing shoulder to shoulder, crammed into a small bar nine blocks south of where they had found the two dead men. All around them, the noise was deafening. Men and women, old and young, were celebrating Real Madrid’s victory over Liverpool. The game had gone into double overtime, and now everyone was beyond ecstatic, not to mention drunk. Even though Chase and Rizak were each holding a large draft beer, neither man had taken a sip. They were too busy processing what had just happened. 
By the time the two of them had run down the flights of stairs and out a side door, the blue lights of approaching police were everywhere. At first, Chase had hoped it might be an ambulance reacting to a nearby medical emergency or maybe a police car headed to break up a bar fight. It wasn’t. Within seconds of stepping into a nearby alley, six police cruisers and two large vans loaded with SWAT surrounded the apartment building. Thirty more seconds and they’d have been caught – with two dead bodies. 
“To getting lucky,” Chase grunted, finally lifting his glass of beer to his lips. 
Rizak blinked three or four times before lifting his glass. “No doubt,” he replied, shaking his head.
“How did they know we were there?” Chase asked, leaning close to Rizak’s ear. “We didn’t make any noise.”
“No idea,” he shrugged.
Chase was about to take another drink when his chest pocket vibrated – it was an incoming call. Setting down his drink, Chase squinted at the screen. Caller ID: Kingwood, Texas. “Yes,” Chase shouted in his phone. 
“Get to somewhere you can talk,” a voice commanded. 
Chase paused and looked again at the caller ID. He did not recognize the number or the voice and was about to hang up. But then he person on the other end of the call spoke again. 
“This is Willy . . . we need to talk.”
 “I got to take this call,” Chase said to Rizak over the roar of the crowd. 
“Don’t go far,” Rizak replied as he scanned the crowd around them. “It’s too early to be out alone. We need to wait until one o’clock when all the bars empty––it will be easier to blend in.”
With a quick nod, Chase turned. 
It took him two full minutes before he finally pushed his way through the crowd. Twice, Chase had been stopped by drunk patrons trying to offer him a drink, and twice he had to politely refuse. Outside, it was cool. He stepped into the shadow of a nearby doorway and lifted the phone to his ear. 
“Did you get my tex—?” he started to say.
“You clear to talk?” Willy interrupted.
“Yes,” Chase replied, scanning the crowded streets.
“Were you badly wounded?”
“What?”
“When the hell were you going to tell me about getting shot at the train station?” Willy demanded. 
“How do you know I was there?”
“Your blood was everywhere.”
“Shit,” Chase croaked. “How did you find out?”
“That’s not important,” Willy shot back. “What’s important is that you erase everything from your phones. There can be no trace back to me. Do you understand?”
“Roger.”
“Good,” Willy exhaled. “Now listen very carefully, you need to get the hell out of Madrid tonight. The Spaniards are going to be putting out an arrest warrant for you any minute now.”
“Shit,” Chase grunted. “That’s not good.”
“No, it’s not.” 
“You have any clues on who tried to hit me at the train station?”
“Between what we were able to vacuum off the Spanish police servers and the photos of the dead guy you sent me, it’s all pointing to a Romanian gang named Zmey.”
“A Romanian gang? Are you sure?”
Silence stretched. 
Chase knew Willy was choosing his words. Everything he was doing for Chase was off the books and could potentially lead back to him. There was no doubt that Willy was tapping into multiple highly classified databases in order to help him out. And that was no small thing. It was one thing to siphon off intelligence within the DoD, where Willy could cover his tracks. It was a wholly different thing to do that, where Willy was not protected. 
After what seemed like a minute, he heard Willy take a deep breath. “Yes, it’s a Romanian gang that does work mostly in Eastern Europe and down into the Caucasus. They’re into the usual stuff like extortion, drugs, smuggling, prostitution, and even contract killing.”
“What the hell do they want with me?” Chase asked, confused. “And how did they show up at the apartment?” 
Again, there was a long pause.
“I don’t know, but before I go any further, you need to answer a question.” 
“What is it?” Chase asked cautiously. 
“Are you working with Rizak?”
Chase’s chest tightened. He knew that Willy did not like the idea that he was friends with an active Iranian intelligence agent. Not only was Willy programmed not to trust a relationship like that, but it made things even riskier for him. If Willy’s role in passing intelligence to Chase was discovered, then not only could he lose his job, but he could also go to jail. Helping an Iranian agent was not something you could explain away––it was treason. 
And that is why Chase was not going to lie to Willy. “Yes, I’m working with him,” he replied. “He saved my ass after I got shot at the train station. Why’re you asking?”
“What I didn’t mention about Zmey, is that they’ve been known to do contract work for the Iranian government. And one of the dead guys you photographed was part of a hit team that executed three people in Rome on behalf of the Iranian military, just a month and a half ago.”
“Are you sure?” Chase croaked.
“Yes,” Willy hissed. “I double-checked the information and even validated it with other sources – it’s correct.”
“And the guys at the train station?”
“Again, part of the Zmey,” Willy confirmed. 
“Fuck,” Chase muttered in disbelief. “So, the Iranians could be behind this.”
“Correct. We even got a SIGINT hit off a cell phone associated with Zmey that we think is communicating to Iranian intelligence.”
“Fuck,” Chase repeated.
“That’s why I’m concerned about who you’re keeping company with,” Willy replied in a more conciliatory tone. “I’m not sure of the strength of the connection between what’s going on in Madrid and Rizak . . . but where there is smoke there is usually fire.”
Anger mixed with disbelief raced through Chase’s mind. Rizak was his friend and had saved his life more than he would like to admit. The idea that somehow, he was working against him seemed implausible. But then just as his mind had discounted the possibility, Chase recalled something – it was Rizak’s facial expression in the apartment when he had shown him the dead man’s tattoo. Rizak’s eyes had betrayed a lie. Something was not right. 
“You there?” Willy asked after almost a minute of silence.
“I’m here,” Chase replied curtly. “I’m just trying to connect the dots – it’s a lot.”
“Yes, it is.”
“Any ideas as to where the person at the address went to?” Chase asked hopefully.
“No.”
Chase exhaled, pinching the bridge of his nose. The address in Madrid had been his only clue. From the very beginning, the trail leading to the people who had killed his family was faint. Now, it had just disappeared. And if Rizak had compromised it, everything was worse. Chase’s breathing had picked up, and his hand was now clenched around the handle of his pistol, hidden in his jacket pocket. 
“I’m sorry,” Willy finally spoke. “I’ll keep digging, but I doubt we’ll find anything.”
A nearby streetlight hummed – its warm yellow glow caught streaks of falling rain. Everywhere he looked, throngs of young and old Spaniards were moving from bar to bar, celebrating the soccer game. Chase’s grip on his pistol tightened. 
“Thanks, Willy,” he grunted before hanging up. 
In the blink of an eye, everything around him had changed. Not only was he back to square one, but Rizak could no longer be trusted. Somehow, there was a connection between him and the dead men at the apartment. And as Chase waded through the crowded bar, he decided that he was going to find out what it was – it was his only option. 
Back inside, Rizak nodded toward the spot Chase had stood minutes ago. Two young women now held the space. One turned and smiled. She had black hair and a small mole on her right cheek. Her expression, while friendly, was firm––she was not going anywhere. 
“What did Willy say?” Rizak asked as Chase squeezed past the two women. 
“How do you know it was Willy?” Chase growled in response. 
“Who else would you be talking to?” Rizak asked innocently.
A surge of darkness spread over Chase. From his lungs straight up into his neck, anger rippled through every nerve ending – it was a rage. He was seconds from pulling out his pistol and jamming it into his friend’s chest. Chase wanted answers, and he didn’t care how he got them. One way or another, he was going to find out what was really happening. But as Chase stepped forward, a reflection in a nearby mirror caught his attention––it was the brake lights from a white van that stopped across the street. 
For a fraction of a second, he dismissed it—then looked back. Through the reflection, the van’s side door slid open. Four distorted figures spilled out.
It clicked.
They looked distorted because each one was holding something that looked like a weapon. As the darkened figures moved closer, details became more clear – assault rifles, masks and body armor. The figure to far right raised a tube to his shoulder – it was an RPG. 
Rizak must have felt Chase tense and started to turn. He only got halfway before Chase grabbed him by his jacket and started pulling him down. 
It was too late. 
A white-hot bolt of lightning streaked past. A split second later, a searing ball of heat was followed by a bright flash. The shock wave catapulted Chase across the crowded room. 
Everything went dark.







CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Aboard USS Mitscher, Manama, Bahrain

“Line three two seven point five-five point zero one niner loading,” a muffled voice called out.
	“Line three two seven point five-five point zero one niner confirmed,” Jasper chirped, his tone sharp and sing-song, like someone showing off he knew the answers on a test. 
	“Roger,” the same muffled voice replied. “Line seven eight one five point one three point three niner one loading.” 
“Line seven eight one five point one three point three niner one confirmed.” Jasper sighed as another light turned green. He and Seaman Leonard Smith had been loading COMSEC into USS Mitscher communications system for the last six and a half hours. Even though they were about done loading the highly classified encryption keys into the ship’s main system, the backup circuits still needed to be filled and checked. 
“Roger,” replied Seaman Smith with a huff. “Line six sev––”
“Stop your whining,” Jasper snapped, looking at his watch and stifling a yawn; he had seventeen minutes before his alarm would go off. “Go take a quick break?”
	“Thank god,” the muffled voice replied. 
Seconds later, after a series of grunts mixed with scraping sounds, Smith extricated himself from between two massive computer server panels. The tight space was one of two main loading terminals that managed all of the ship’s state-of-the-art radio and satellite systems. Without secure communication, it would be impossible for the US destroyer to shoot, move, and communicate. Under normal circumstances, the crypto-load would take two full days and two teams—one loading and one verifying. But these were not normal times. Not only did they not have that kind of time, but they also didn’t have that many people. 
“Almost there . . . “ Jasper drawled, watching with amusement as Smith struggled. “Guess they don’t teach you that in school do they?”
 	“No, Chief,” Smith huffed as he stepped from behind another server panel. “Thank god, I’m not claustrophobic . . . that would suck.”
“Holy hell,” Jasper yelled in surprise as he shielded his eyes. Smith was wearing a headlamp, and it was pointed straight at him. “Turn that damned thing off.”
	“Sorry,” Smith replied, yanking the elastic band from around his forehead. His hands clumsily fumbled for the switch. “I couldn’t see anything back there. Whoever designed that loading port was an asshole.”
	“Then you two should get along great,” Jasper muttered under his breath.
	Now that he was not blinded by Smith’s headlamp, Jasper could see that the young seaman was exhausted. Under his eyes were dark bags, his hair was matted against his forehead, and his blue coveralls were soaked with sweat. When Jasper had first met the young man hours ago, he had been full of vigor and excitement. All the new communications specialist had talked about was how cool his job was and how exciting it would be to load real crypto into a real warship. Months of working in simulators had left Smith wanting the real thing. And now that he had experienced it, he looked disappointed. 
	“Go grab a cup of coffee and take a break,” Jasper said, feigning sympathy while already scrolling through a diagnostic menu. 
	“Can I get you anything?” Smith asked, handing the AN/PYQ-10 to Jasper. “A cup of coffee?” 
	“Coffee . . . three sugar and no cream.”
	“Three sugar and no cream . . . you got it.” Smith repeated as he wiped his hands on his blue coveralls. “I’ll be back in fifteen minutes.”
	“Make it ten,” Jasper replied without looking up. “You’re not on liberty, sailor.”
	Smith gave a weak smile, then turned toward the hatch.
 	The young seaman was halfway out of the small compartment when he froze. He looked left down the passageway and then to the right. He turned and looked back at Jasper. “Which way is the mess hall?” he asked sheepishly.
	Jasper snorted. “Left and up three decks. Try not to get lost.”
	“Thanks,” Smith replied and turned to leave.
	Listening to Smith’s footsteps recede, Jasper smirked. “Kid’s got the survival instincts of a brick,” he muttered. 
In some ways, Jasper felt sorry for the young man. He could still remember what it had felt like when he had learned the truth about his job. Full of endless monotonous work, surrounded by shithead shipmates who did not appreciate your efforts. It sucked. Never was there a kind word or voice of encouragement. If everything worked, then you were just doing your job. But, God forbid, if something did not work, then you were some lousy piece of dog shit that needed to be thrown out of the Navy. You were weak sauce. 
	Wincing at his own thoughts, Jasper looked at his watch; the alarm would go off in five minutes. He glanced around the communications room and leaned back in his seat. 
The hum of empty communication terminals filled the tiny space. With nobody manning the computer stations, the ruggedized screens had defaulted to displaying the warships' oval logo. Named after Navy Admiral Marc A. Mitscher, a famous WWII navy officer, the symbol was designed to capture the man’s notable accomplishments. In the middle was an anchor and trident intersected with wings; Mitscher was a famous naval aviator who had never shied away from saving downed aviators in the middle of a battle. In the center was a blue and yellow shield with two white stars on the top; Mitscher had been awarded one of the Navy’s highest decorations, the Navy Cross, three times. And at the bottom of the logo was the ship's motto, Seize the Day. 
The destroyer itself was an Arleigh Burke class ship. Originally designed to defend against the might of the Soviet navy, the Burkes were now one of the US military’s most versatile and deadly warships. Bristling with anti-submarine, anti-air, and anti-ship weapons, it was a formidable opponent. And while Jasper had always liked working on the Burkes he hated USS Mitscher. 
Built by Ingalls Shipbuilding in Pascagoula, Mississippi, in the mid-nineties, she was one of the oldest in the fleet and had over thirty years of active service under her belt. That was a long time for any warship to remain at peak fighting form. And while her systems had been modernized and upgraded three times, the vessel still suffered numerous malfunctions. Unexpectedly, computer systems still froze up, sensors relayed faulty readings, and every once in a while, entire suites of computer systems simply went offline. There were only so many Band-Aids the Navy could use to cover up the aging warship’s infrastructure. Some joked that Admiral Mitscher’s ghost wanted the old girl retired.
However, as much as Jasper disliked working on USS Mitscher, she was perfect for what he wanted to do next. 
Two years ago, the Navy replaced antiquated cabling, converters, junction boxes, and switchboards with fiber to modernize damage control, steering, and combat systems. In the rush to hit timelines and budgets, someone missed a software glitch: for roughly thirty seconds during radar firmware updates, the ship’s internal security protocols that guarded data between sensors were unprotected. In the big scheme, the glitch was small—it only occurred mid-update.
But if someone knew when that update would take place, they could access the ship’s backbone undetected. Originally, Jasper had recognized the threat and immediately reported the vulnerability to the Ship’s Communication Officer. However, the SCO discounted Jasper’s assessment and told him to mind his own lane. 
 	At first, Jasper was furious and considered reporting it up the chain. He floated the idea to another officer and got the same answer: stay in your lane.
And that’s precisely what he did—until everything changed—until he met Samira. 
Jasper shifted in his seat as his mind continued to drift into the past. A burst of memories took him to the first time they touched, and even their first kiss. In seconds, Jasper’s chest grew warm. Even though Samira was a Muslim and not married, she had not shied away from physical intimacy. She never asked for anything in return. After their third rendezvous, Jasper offered to help her with her research – near-real-time weather data off a US warship. At first, she protested and told him that he would get in trouble. It’s just weather radar data, he had insisted. 
But that offer had taken their relationship to a new level. 
Soon their sex turned into lovemaking—it was as if they were newlyweds. Jasper again shifted in his seat; blood rushed to his groin. He missed her soft skin, the way she smelled, and even the way she moaned into his ear. 
Instinctively, Jasper pulled out his phone. He quickly navigated to a file titled Communication Upload Instructions and then continued to drill down into three more layers of files. In a subfile titled AN-7TQ3 Maintenance, he found what he was looking for. He quickly typed in the password code and opened the folder; inside were three videos. 
Jasper glanced over his shoulder. 
Confident that he was alone, he tapped the last video and leaned back. Samira had sent the file early that morning—it was of her pleasuring herself. She had taken the video hours after he had left the hotel room. Already thinking of when we meet again, my love, was the subject line of the email. 
“Yeah,” he whispered. “You better be.”
He was just about to watch the short clip for the fourth time when suddenly, Jasper’s head snapped up. His alarm was blaring—it was time.
Jasper shifted and rearranged the crotch of his jumpsuit. Taking a deep breath, he pulled himself toward the nearest computer terminal. With a quick tap, he pulled the system out of the sleep mode and quickly started typing on the keyboard; he was accessing the security protocol. In thirty seconds, the ship’s radars would update their software, and the glitch would be active. He watched, and when he saw the status bars indicating the software update was in progress, he inserted the thumb drive Samira had given him. That, along with a homemade converter cable, was all he needed. 
“We’ll see who the weak sauce is,” he whispered to himself. “Stupid fucktards.”
In seven seconds, Jasper was downloading all the data from the ship's two weather radars. He wished he could be there when she received everything he had collected for her. She would be amazed – she would appreciate him. 









CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Madrid, Spain

The first thing that came into Chase’s view was a woman’s face lying sideways. She had jet-black hair, beautiful eyes, and a small mole on her right cheek. For a couple of seconds, Chase tried to remember where he had seen her, but could not. Was it at the tapas bar early that evening? Or had he seen her on the train days ago? 
He blinked twice, and then it came to him. No. She was one of the two women who had just taken his spot at the bar when he went out to speak with Willy. He blinked away the blur and refocused – it was then that he noticed that her front teeth were missing and her eyes were not moving. 
She was dead.
	The ringing in his ears grew louder, and Chase remembered the bolt of lightning – he remembered the searing heat – he remembered the men wearing masks. 
Someone had fired an RPG into the packed bar. 
The high-explosive warhead had hit the back wall and blossomed outwards towards where everyone was standing or sitting. Luckily, there had been about a dozen people in between Chase and the point of impact who had absorbed the worst of the blast. As it was, he had been catapulted forward by the concussion wave and had smashed into the bottom of the wooden bar stand. Chase was now lying on the floor, covered in glass, surrounded by bodies. He tried to push himself up but stopped when the room began to spin. The ringing in his ears was deafening, and suddenly, without any warning, he vomited all over the floor. 
Chase had just emptied his stomach when he felt a hand grip his shoulder. He looked up and was face-to-face with Rizak. The man’s eyes were bloodshot, and the right side of his face was bleeding. His normally calm face was contorted in fear. 
About to speak, Chase heard a muted thump-thump from the front of the building. He pushed Rizak’s arm away and slowly peeked around the wooden bar. The sound came again – someone was firing a suppressed machine gun into a cluster of downed men and women. The masked men were killing anyone in their sights. 
Chase pulled his pistol clear and turned towards Rizak. Lifting himself onto one of his knees, Chase peeked around the wood bar again. Close to the masked men firing the light machine gun was another armed man. He was raising his AK-47 at two old men cowering under an overturned table. Chase leaned to his right and pulled the trigger twice.
The masked man’s head snapped back, and he tumbled to the ground. He was dead. Chase had hit him in the throat and in the forehead. The AK-47 skidded across the floor and bounced against a woman’s lifeless leg. Chase was about to raise his head when the top of the bar exploded in a shower of broken glass and splintered wood. 
The machine-gunner had seen him.
The 7.62 rounds were so close that Chase’s ears popped. The wall behind Chase exploded as bullets destroyed brick, plaster, and anything that remained hanging. For a split second, Chase thought the man would pause to get a better angle, but he did not. Rounds continued to rake the bar as the gunner began to skirt around the corner. Realizing he only had seconds to act, Chase pressed himself flat on the floor and blindly stuck his gun out. He pulled the trigger as many times as he could.
It was either the fifth or sixth round that found its mark. 
The hammering stopped and was replaced by screaming. Chase peeked around the bar and saw the gunman on his backside, clenching his knee. Blood was pouring through his fingers. Without thinking, Chase aimed his pistol at the man’s head and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened. He was out of ammo. The wounded gunman must have seen Chase’s movement and reached for the RPL-7 light machine gun that had fallen next to him. Before the gunman could get close to his weapon, his face imploded. 
“We’ve got to get out of here,” he heard Rizak scream into his ear. He was the one who had killed the downed gunman. “There’re more coming,” he screamed louder.
Chase did not need any convincing. Their luck was long gone, and they were seconds away from getting killed.
Whoever had survived the last couple of minutes was now screaming and trying to rush towards the exit. Most were in total shock and did not realize they were running towards their death. The remaining two gunmen had deliberately positioned themselves outside the bar to block the escape routes. And so every time someone tried to run through the door or climb out the broken glass windows, a burst of gunfire would cut them down. 
The killing repeated itself over and over. 
“This way,” Rizak yelled, pulling Chase back. “There’s a back door . . . we can’t go through the front.”
Following Rizak down a narrow, dimly lit hall, Chase skidded on broken glass and beer. Behind them, the volleys of gunfire echoed off the walls. Rizak had reached the end of the hall and was about to rush out the bar's back door when Chase grabbed his collar. “Stop,” he screamed, yanking him back. “The—”
Before Chase could finish his sentence, two young men barreled by them and barged out the door. They, too, were trying to escape the carnage. But just as they cleared the doorway, a blast of gunfire hit them center mass. Both men crumpled to the ground. Once the shooting stopped, Chase carefully peeked through the door jam. At the end of the alley were two human figures silhouetted by a vehicle’s headlights. They were armed with assault rifles, and sprawled in front of them were at least ten bodies. 
“Give me your pistol,” Chase whispered.
Not arguing, Rizak held up his weapon. 
Chase slid along the wall and pushed the barrel into the two-inch gap between the metal door and frame. The angle was bad—he could only aim at the hazy outline on the right. And worse yet, the distance was long. He took a ragged breath, exhaled, and pressed the trigger. The shot was low and hit the gunman in the chest, throwing him backward.
The other silhouetted gunman was momentarily caught off guard and turned towards his downed colleague – it was an amateur move. Once in contact, never ever take your eye off the threat. The fraction of a second was all he needed. Chase stepped through the door and, walking forward, worked the trigger, one shot after another. The standing gunman never got his weapon aimed back at the doorway.
Seconds later, he too was down. 
A blurred movement out of the corner of his eye caught Chase's attention—it was the driver getting out of the van. Chase aimed and pulled the trigger. Even though the light was bad, the way the third man moved was enough for him to know that he had killed him. 
Never breaking his stride, Chase continued to walk forward, and in no time, was standing over the other two downed shooters. Chase’s eyes did not blink, and his breathing was rhythmic. He did not even realize it was pouring rain or the distant police sirens. The only thing Chase was focused on was the men who had tried to kill them. Nothing else mattered.  
The first man Chase had shot was wearing body armor and was gasping for air. Chase’s rounds had most likely broken his ribs, and he was now trying to get his breath back. As Chase stepped forward, the man began kicking his legs back and forth on the wet pavement, trying to escape. Chase raised his pistol and shot him in the forehead. Next to the dead man, his partner screamed and went for his weapon. He had been shot in the leg and in the hand. Chase kicked the assault rifle away and stomped his foot into the masked face. Raising his pistol, Chase was about to pull the trigger when he heard something behind him. 
He swung around and aimed his weapon back towards the bar.
It took Chase five long seconds to realize that he was pointing his weapon straight at Rizak’s face. 
It took another ten more seconds before the pounding in his ears stopped. 
“We’ve got to go,” Rizak screamed at him. “The police are coming.”
Shaking his head, Chase struggled to snap out of his trance. In a dark place, in what seemed like an eternity ago, Chase had learned to turn everything off and kill without remorse. It was an instinct that he had perfected. There was no fear, there was no anger, there was just pulling the trigger. He blinked again and forced his lungs to exhale. After the third breath, he noticed blue lights pulsating off a nearby high-rise. Two breaths later, the rising chorus of police sirens was deafening.
He was back among the living. 
“This way,” Rizak yelled, running towards the shooter's van. “Grab that man, and let’s go.”
Chase grabbed the wounded man’s AK-47 and slammed it into his temple. If he had not been unconscious before, he was now. Like his partner, he wore body armor and was heavy. But most body armor had sewn handles on the back for just this very reason – to carry the wounded. Chase grabbed the handle located just below the man’s shoulder blades and dragged his limp body towards the open cargo door. After two attempts, he finally loaded the man into the vehicle. Once the sliding door was shut, he jumped into the passenger seat next to Rizak. 
Less than six minutes after Chase had re-entered the bar, they were now racing down back alleys. 










CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Jāsk-e-kohne, Iran

The metal roof above Jae whistled as the sandstorm raged outside. Every couple of minutes, a gust would yank one of the corrugated metal sheets upward and slam it down against a metal frame. The subsequent banging noise would echo through the giant warehouse and momentarily drown out the howling wind. There were enough holes in the structure that the cavernous hall was filled with falling dust – it was like rain. Everywhere Jae looked, all she saw was sand. Even the small clusters of men standing yards away from her were hard to discern. From her vantage point their outlines were blurry—human shapes smudged into shades of brown. 
Leaning against a large wooden crate, Jae bent over and gently massaged her knee – it was throbbing. The three-hour flight from Tehran to Bandar Abbas had been in a small, cramped aircraft that had left her with little room to stretch out her legs. It didn’t help that she had been traveling for the last thirty-six hours on what felt like endless airplane rides. When she had arrived in Tehran, she had expected to remain there for at least a day. She and her team were supposed to review the operation and conduct rehearsals. It was their first time working with Unit 217, and they needed to get comfortable with their tactics, techniques, and procedures. 
But that was before the weather changed everything. 
According to what she had heard at the airport, a low-pressure system had slowly been building up in the south, along the Gulf of Oman. Normally, during this time of the year, the weather front would have disappeared in a couple of days. But it did not. Instead, the front gathered more power as warm weather from further south fueled its winds. Then, to make things worse, another high-pressure system had taken form in the north and had unexpectedly dropped south. When the two fronts had collided, the weather had turned to shit and paralyzed most of Iran. In the far north, there were record amounts of snow, and in the south, there were massive and powerful sandstorms.  
“How do you like our shitty weather?” a nearby muffled voice called out to her. 
Without looking, Jae recognized who had spoken to her—it was Arash. Through a cloud of falling sand, the man stepped forward; his olive-green fatigues had turned light brown. Over his eyes, he wore a pair of dark sand goggles that were pulled tight over his short hair.
“Did you hear what I said?” Arash asked as he got closer.
“I heard you,” Jae replied. “Is this why we rushed out of Tehran?”
“Yes,” he replied. “They were grounding flights everywhere, and we can’t have any delay . . . too many things are in play.” 
“Was driving not an option?”
“Driving is always an option,” Arash replied as he pulled out a pack of cigarettes. “But it would’ve taken us over eighteen hours in this storm.”
“Eighteen hours,” she groaned, flexing her knee. 
“What happened to your leg?” Arash asked, pulling his goggles onto his forehead. His tone was curious but edged.
“How long will the storm last?” Jae asked, sidestepping his question. Only one person knew the whole truth about how she’d been shot—and it wasn’t Arash. 
“Your leg is not going to slow you down?” he asked, disregarding her redirect. 
“No . . . it’s not,” she replied tersely. “Now, how long is the storm supposed to last?” 
Arash took a slow drag from his cigarette, eyes fixed on her. They’d worked together years ago, but Jae could tell he was studying her again, measuring what time and silence had changed. He wasn’t making conversation; he was hunting for cracks. Among operators, nothing was more dangerous than an uncertain link in the chain. Teams survived on rhythm and trust, and when one piece fell out of sync, the rest usually followed. She didn’t blame him. She would have done exactly the same.  
“The storm will pass in the next twelve to twenty-four hours,” Arash replied after exhaling a cloud of smoke – it quickly turned brown as it met the falling sand. “We’re in the eye of it right now.”
“What of the operation in Spain?” Jae asked, changing the subject again.
“It should be done,” Arash said, after glancing at this watch. “I’ll have final confirmation within the next couple of hours.”
“Good. I assume you’ve kept this very discreet.” 
“Of course,” Arash sniffed. “Who is this man anyway? Who is Chase Harper?”
It took everything for Jae to not show any emotion. Chase Harper had not only destroyed her mission but had crippled her. In one fatal swoop everything had changed—Xing Hong had been sunk, a submarine was lost, and her cargo of weapons grade uranium snatched. It was a miracle that everything had not ended then and there.
But the Bureau wouldn’t let that happen—not with the stakes so high. 
“He’s nobody,” she said keeping her voice even.
“Nobody?” he snorted. “I hardly doubt that. If that was the case, you would have either taken care of him yourself or left it alone. No. You called in a big favor for a nobody. Who is he?”
A brief image flickered through her mind—a woman’s desperate face caught behind a rain-splattered window. The memory came in fragments: the box-in maneuver, the impact against the parked eighteen-wheeler, the flash of realization in the woman’s eyes just before the collision. 
Jae forced herself to blink it away. 
Those eyes still haunted her—the instant when Chase’s wife understood, beyond doubt, what was coming. A mother and her daughter, frozen in that single heartbeat before impact. She pushed the images down, reminding herself that this was the job. She’d done it a hundred times before and would do it a hundred times again. 
Chase’s wife had left her no choice. 
The woman had uncovered something so dangerous it could have destroyed everything they’d built. And for that, her fate had been sealed. Her only regret was that she had not killed Chase when she had the opportunity. It wouldn’t have been hard; his guard had been down. Back then, he was just some stupid civilian stumbling through life. Not anymore. 
“He’s nobody,” she said again. Her voice cracked just as the wind slammed the metal roof downward. 
Arash opened his mouth to ask another question when a figure approached – it was Colonel Javed Rashidi. She could tell by his gait and his broad shoulders. She had been watching him ever since their encounter at the airport.
“The men are ready,” he spoke over the howling wind. Unlike his boss, he was not wearing goggles, and Jae could see that he was deliberately looking past her.
“Good,” Arash replied. “Let me finish up my cigarette, and we’ll get started.” 
“Yes, sir,” Javed replied, spinning on his heels to leave. 
“I’m not going to have any problems with him or his team?” Jae asked once Javed was far enough away. 
Arash pulled on his cigarette, held a lungful of smoke, and then exhaled. “No,” he replied. “You embarrassed him at the airport when your men caught him off guard, but he’ll get over it.”
Jae was about to tell the general that Javed had embarrassed himself. Never, even in her own country, would she have let her guard down—it was one of the first lessons any hon was taught. Trust nobody. But she was not there to make trouble. No. Her mission was more important than that; there could be no distractions. 
Arash’s eyes lingered on her. “You haven’t changed,” he said quietly. 
Jae looked up. His eyes had lost their intensity. He was talking about something else, and she suspected she knew what it was. Years ago, after they had finished up a mission, they had shared a bed. The sex had been good, she recalled. But not great. Regardless, she had continued the relationship whenever and wherever. She had known that one day she would need his help. And as it turned out, she wasn’t wrong. Chase Harper had proved that. 
“Thank you,” she said, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear. 
A sudden metallic crack split the roof, cutting her off. A sheet of steel clattered somewhere overhead as men shouted deeper inside the warehouse.
Arash didn’t flinch. He drew in smoke, then ground the cigarette under his heel. “Maybe after this is all over we can . . . “
Jae stared at him for a moment; the unfinished sentence hung in the sandy air. “I would like that,” she said, lying. 
“Good,” Arash replied, clearing his throat. 
“But for right now, let’s focus on the mission. Are you sure your men will have no problems with our software protocols?”
“There won’t be any problems . . . it’s not the first time they’ve done something like this.”
“Good,” Arash grunted, flicking his cigarette onto the floor. “Let’s go. I’ll give the operational brief. After that, I’ve got to get back to Tehran.”
“You’re not staying for the mission?” Jae asked, surprised. 
“No. Things have changed.”
“Things?” Jae asked. “Anything I need to be aware of?”
“No,” he replied curtly and walked toward the cluster of sand-covered figures standing in the center of the warehouse. “Assemble your men and let's get started.” 
As Jae and Arash stepped toward the huddle of men, two of them stepped aside. On the floor was a large-scale layout of what looked like a bunker complex. The terrain model was complete with buildings, vehicles, and green army figures holding weapons.
“All right, men,” Arash yelled over the howling wind. “Let me introduce you to Site Forty-Eight.”






CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
South of Madrid, Spain

“You mind if I crack the window?” Chase asked. “I need some fresh air.”
“Sure, thing,” Rizak replied. 
Chase rolled the car window down. Crisp, cold air and the sound of traffic flooded the warm vehicle interior. “You okay?” he asked loudly.
“I’m fine,” Rizak replied, not taking his eyes off the road. 
 Outside of a couple of brief exchanges, the two men had remained quiet ever since escaping from the bar. The eleven-mile drive out of Madrid had taken over three and a half hours and required one vehicle change. 
Minutes after they had slipped out of the city, they had abandoned the van and stolen a small blue VW sedan. Every Spanish police officer within fifty miles of the capital was now pulling over any vehicle that resembled the two white vans that had been used in the attack. All the radio channels were blaring updates about a terrorist attack in the capital, where the death toll had already reached thirty-two. One broadcaster even claimed that the King of Spain had been awoken and briefed on the incident. 
	“Where are we going?” Chase asked as Rizak flipped on his blinker and began steering the car off the northwest bound A5 highway onto the M50. Fortunately, there were still plenty of people moving around on both major thoroughfares, and their car blended in with all the late evening traffic. “We should go to ground pretty soon. The police are going to be setting up roadblocks further out of the city. Let’s not press our luck.”
[bookmark: _Hlk198703361]	“That’s what I’m doing right now,” Rizak muttered out of the corner of his mouth, as he glanced over his shoulder. 
Thirty minutes later, they had exited the M50 and were traveling on a narrow two-lane road. Their headlights were the only ones visible as they drove through the darkened countryside. Every once in a while, they would pass through a small town, but at two thirty in the morning, everything was dark, and nobody was out. After passing two more small hamlets, Rizak slowed the car and steered the blue VW into a darkened industrial park full of warehouses. 
They were still alone. 
A series of turns led them into a row of warehouses. On both sides of the vehicle were large doors that had painted numbers in sequential order. 
“This is us,” Rizak grunted, pointing at a massive door. “The access panel is on the right. The code is seven-one-three-two-five-five.” 
	Chase hopped out of the vehicle and looked to his left and to his right. The only sign of movement was three stray cats rummaging through a dumpster. He entered the string of numbers and immediately heard the whine of an automatic engine. In seconds, Chase’s shoes were bathed in a sliver of white light flooding from underneath the rising barrier. 
As soon as Rizak had pulled forward, Chase stepped inside the warehouse and reentered the code. It was not until the rolling door had completely closed that Chase allowed himself to relax and look around. 
The warehouse was roughly ten thousand square feet and dimly lit. The only object that occupied the massive structure was a large form covered by a grey tarp. The odd-looking shape was the size of a truck and had a big bulge in the middle. Off to one side was what looked like a workbench full of tools. 
“What is this place?” Chase asked as he walked towards the parked car.
	“It’s nothing,” Rizak replied tersely. “And for fuck’s sake, don’t tell Willy where you’re at.”
	Chase nodded. Whatever this site was, it likely belonged to the Iranian intelligence community. He respected the fact that every man had his loyalties and had no intention of telling Willy about the warehouse. He, too, had fought for his country. But Chase was also cognizant that Rizak had lied to him in the apartment; something else was going on. He had been seconds from confronting Rizak when they were attacked. Chase still wanted to know what was going on. 
“Pop the trunk.” Chase pointed at the back of the sedan. “I hope our guy is still alive.”
Hours ago, when Chase and Rizak had switched vehicles, they had quickly stripped the unconscious gunman of his gear, tied his hands, and transferred him to the back of the VW. 
“I hope so too.” Rizak pressed the key fob. 
As the trunk swung open, the first thing Chase noticed was the masked gunman’s eyes – they were open and full of fear. 
“That’s right, mother fucker,” Chase hissed menacingly, leaning down to grab the man’s collar. “You belong to me.”  
	Lifting the man free of the trunk, Chase jerked him upright so he could stand on his own. He yanked the mask off the gunman’s head; his whole face was bruised and bloodied from where Chase had kicked, and butt stroked him. His short brown hair matched the color of his eyes. Grabbing the man’s jaw, Chase turned it to the right. Behind the man’s right ear was the same tattoo. 
“He’s got the same symbol as the others,” Chase said to Rizak.
	Before Chase knew it, Rizak had withdrawn his pistol and jammed the barrel into the bottom of the man’s jaw. The gunman’s knees buckled, and he almost fell to the ground before Chase caught him. If Rizak pulled the trigger, the bullet would go straight up through the man’s jaw and into his brain. 
“Don’t do it,” Chase shouted. “We need him alive . . . at least for now.”
	Reluctantly, Rizak lowered his pistol. 
Chase punched the man in the stomach and let him fall backwards. After letting the man take a couple of labored breaths, Chase pulled the man upright and began unbuttoning the man’s tunic. 
“What’re you doing?” Rizak asked. 
	“I’m going to ask him some questions,” Chase replied evenly. 
In a former life, he had learned that the key to any interrogation was control. Whether physical or mental, the person being interrogated needed to know that they had no control over anything. They had to know – to feel – that their fate was at the mercy of the interrogator. An overwhelming sense of vulnerability was essential. 
Soon, the man was completely naked. 
Chase could now see where he had shot the man earlier that evening. A mixture of fresh and caked blood covered the man’s right shoulder and arm. After tying his hands, Chase pushed him backward until he was sitting on a stool. The man reflexively tried to protect his genitals by closing his legs. Chase grabbed his throat and squeezed. “Spread your legs,” he hissed. 
	The man urinated on the floor and did as he was told. 
Chase had seen that same physical reaction happen a hundred times – it was the brain’s limbic system being overloaded. It was exactly where Chase wanted the man. The limbic system controlled the “fight” or “flight” response. But now that the man’s brain was beginning to realize it could do neither, Chase wanted that man’s brain to go to the next response—the “fawn” response. Meaning, Chase, wanted the man’s limbic system to kick into the appeasing and submitting mode. 
Squeezing the man’s throat, Chase spoke. “You understand English, don’t you?” 
“Yes,” the man croaked.
Chase squeezed harder. “Blink once if you want to live, and blink twice if you want to die.”
The man blinked once.
“Good,” Chase hissed and squeezed. “Answer my questions and you will live. Do you understand?”
The man blinked once.
Chase let go of the man’s throat and stepped back. “Why did you attack me at the train station?”
The man cocked his head. “Not me,” he screamed in broken English. “That was the other team.”
It was basic operational tradecraft to compartmentalize information, so Chase was not surprised the man did not know anything about the attack at the train station. He had seen a couple of the faces at Atocha, and his wasn’t one of them. 
“Why were your men at the apartment in Puerta de Moros?”
“That was other team . . . not me,” the man repeated. “I don’t know anything about them.”
This time, Chase did not believe him. 
The man’s response had been too fast, too forced. Chase took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. He walked over to the tool bench and picked up a power drill. As he walked toward the naked man, he squeezed the speed control trigger. The large hand tool jerked in his hand. The man’s eye widened, and for a second time, he urinated on the floor. 
“That was other team . . . not me,” he pleaded.
Grabbing the man’s throat, Chase pushed the drill bit into the shoulder bullet hole. He tapped the trigger gently and let the drill spin for a second before pulling it out. “Lie to me again, and I won’t stop until I hit bone.”
“I tell you everything,” the man screamed. 
“Good,” Chase replied, pulling the drill back. “Now, who were the two men in the apartment?”
“They part of our team. They go there to look for you, but did not report back.”
“How did they know to go to the apartment?”
“We find address in your backpack.”
“My backpack?” 
“Yes . . . we find address in your backpack.”
Instantly, the world around Chase went quiet, and he fought to breathe. His vision clouded. Over and over again, he had told himself to get rid of the address Willy had given him. But for some reason, he hadn’t been able to do that. And now that mistake had cost him dearly. He had pointed the hit team straight toward everything that mattered. 
“Chase . . . “ a quiet voice spoke in his ear. “Lighten your grip.”
Blinking through his rage, the face of the gunman appeared—Chase’s hand was wrapped around his neck, and he was turning blue. Reluctantly, he let go.
“What happened next?” Rizak asked, stepping forward. 
“When . . . when,” the man gasped. “We go there too many people. Not possible to find out what happened.” 
“Too many people?”
“Yes.”
“You were the ones who called the police?”
“Yes.” 
	“Who lives in that apartment?” Chase asked, gently pushing Rizak aside.
	“I not know,” the man pleaded. 
	“Where’s the person now?” Chase demanded. 
The man hesitated. Chase raised the drill in his hand and pulsed the trigger. 
“In Toledo,” blurted the gunman. 
“How do you know?”
The man’s eyes darted around the warehouse. He was trying to figure out a lie. He was hiding something. Chase grabbed him by the jaw and was about to say something when another voice interrupted him. 
“Who hired you?” Rizak shouted. 
The man hesitated. He looked uneasily back and forth between Chase and Rizak. The momentum of the interrogation had been thrown off. 
Chase cut his eyes at Rizak; his mouth was pulled tight. 
Rizak got the message and stepped back.
 “How do you know the person is in Toledo?” Chase repeated, pulling the trigger on the drill. 
“We able to geo-locate cell phone and now track,” the man admitted quickly. His attention was back on Chase. “We go there after we finish in Madrid.”
“Finished in Madrid?” both Rizak and Chase asked simultaneously. 
“Yes,” the man responded. “We supposed to kill you then go to Toledo.”
Rizak stepped forward again and grabbed the man’s face. “Who hired you?”
“I do not know his real name,” he replied. “We call man Kaytel.”
“Kaytel?” both men repeated. 
The prisoner nodded weakly, eyes darting between them. “Yes. He is the one who pay. He give orders.”
Chase’s jaw tightened. “Who the hell is he?”
“We not know. He speak through others. We never see face.”
Chase’s gaze hardened. “So he’s a ghost.”
The man gave a shallow nod. “Always ghost. Always message.”
Rizak shook his head. “Never heard the name before. Probably some middleman—somebody who doesn’t want his fingerprints on this.”
“Maybe,” Chase said. “But whoever Kaytel is has reach. That was no bullshit job back there. Somebody wants us dead.”
“That’s for sure.”
“Who’s your boss?” Chase hissed.
For the briefest of moments, the man’s fearful eyes became defiant. Chase had seconds before the man stopped talking. The “fawning” phase was about to end. Chase raised the drill and pressed it against the man’s forehead.
“Adam,” the man screamed. 
“Adam who?” Chase bellowed. Spittle covered the man’s face.
“Adam Ion,”
Chase stepped and lowered the drill; his hand was shaking. He flicked his eyes to his watch. “We’re done,” he said.
Rizak looked at him, confused. “That’s it?”
“For now, Adam will have to wait.” Chase’s voice was quiet. “We move to Toledo before they do.”






CHAPTER NINETEEN 
26°52'40.6”N 57°25'24.9”E, Iran

Despite the sandstorm, Jae could see everything through her night vision goggles. The small guard shack sat about one hundred meters away, nestled against a tall wall topped with barbed wire. The windows flickered with pulses of green light as whoever was inside the small concrete cube was watching television. Lying in front of the outer door were two blurred shapes. It took Jae a few seconds to realize they were dogs; the animals were trying to find shelter from the stinging sand. Amazingly, the dogs hadn’t sensed the four crouched figures hugging the deep shadows of a nearby rock outcrop. 
Soon, that would change. 
Jae rolled onto her side and slowly scanned the ridgeline to her left. Slightly elevated above the other guard shack was a similar building. The only difference was that this one was positioned higher and was meant to provide oversight on the road that disappeared behind the wall. However, like the other one, there was nobody outside. The windows flickered with green pulses, indicating that the guards inside were also watching television. She couldn’t see the supporting element from her angle, but she knew they were there. 
Next to her, Jae heard a scraping sound; Javed was repositioning himself. He, too, had rolled onto his side and was studying the upper building through his NVGs. In his ear was a black earpiece connected to a cable that ran to a small radio strapped to the back of his body armor. Jae had a similar setup and could hear everything his men were saying. Even though she only knew a couple of words in Farsi, Jae could tell by the quick exchange of words that his two teams were in control and had not encountered any problems. Soon she heard the words “dar makan” repeated twice—the assault teams were in position. 
“Teams one and two attack . . . time now,” Javed whispered into his microphone.  
As Jae swung her NVG back to the lower guard shack two bright flashes pulsed green. The dogs were dead. Barley had her eyes adjusted to the sharp bursts when she caught sight of four blurry figures moving in close formation. They were stacked one behind the other, with each training their weapon toward their sector of fire. Quickly and with precision, they reached the guard shack. Since Javed’s men were using suppressed weapons, the guards inside most likely never heard the low but distant smacking sounds of bullets killing the dogs outside. A moment later, another series of green bursts filled the glowing windows of the concrete guard shack. Whoever was inside was dead. 
In quick succession, two quick radio transmissions confirmed what Jae already knew—both outer guard posts had been neutralized.  
“Let’s go,” Javed whispered next to her. “We have to move quickly. Their security protocol requires them to check in via landline every twenty minutes. We have to get to the main control center so they don’t alert the quick reaction force.”
“How do you know their check-in wasn’t in five minutes?” Jae asked, pulling herself up. They had gone over everything in their rehearsals, but she still wanted to make sure nothing had changed. 
“Because we know everything about this place,” Javed answered in an annoyed tone. “That’s our job.”
“Are you sure? Twenty minutes seems like a lot of time.”
“The closest backup unit is twenty minutes away. They will send a lead squad followed by two more squads ten minutes later. That’s not going to happen because we won’t let that happen. Now, let’s go.”
Jae was going to ask another question, but stopped; they had reached the lower guard shack. Flipping up her NVGs, she could now see what was left of the assault. All that remained were smears of blood covering the sandy floor. Even the dogs were gone. Two members of Javed’s assault team had already removed their olive-green uniforms and body armor and were now changing into IRGC Aerospace Force uniforms. In the corner of the room, next to an overturned chair riddled with bullet holes and blood, the TV was still on. The screen glowed with images of an old man wearing a Napoleonic outfit screaming at some woman. Someone had turned the volume down. 
“If anybody shows up, alert me at once and then kill them,” Javed ordered the two men now dressed in guards' uniforms. “If you can’t do that, then fall back to our rally point. Understood?”
The guards nodded, and without another word, Jae and the rest of the team melted into the swirling sand. They now had less than twenty minutes to reach their main target.
It was not long before Jae was following a gravel road with low embankments on both sides. Every member of the assault team carried their weapons at the low ready. Javed’s team was armed with MPT-9S, an Iranian version of the German HK MP5 submachine gun. Jae’s team was equipped with Russian ShAK-12s. With large, subsonic 12.7mm rounds, the weapon was perfect for close-quarter combat.
As they pushed into the darkness, the berms on the right and left grew into towering ridgelines, and the road began to slope downward. Around them, the sandstorm receded as they drew deeper into the gully’s protection. Without a word, everyone moved toward the walls to better hide their descent. Jae had just stepped under an overhang when she caught a flicker of light. Immediately, she took a knee and raised her hand into a fist. She was about to radio a warning when she heard Javed’s voice over her radio. 
“It’s a security camera . . . don’t worry. We’ve disabled the feed. We are invisible.” His tone was condescending as if he were speaking to a small child. 
Jae’s jaw tightened. She hated not running her own ops – it was a sure way of getting killed. From the very first day of her training, responsibility was drilled into her head—a hon planned and managed every mission—full stop. Leaving even the smallest of details to someone else was a recipe for failure. Security cameras leading down to the target hadn’t been in his rehearsal brief. Maybe that was intentional. She chided herself for what she had done at the airport. Making Javed look bad in front of his boss might have been a bad move. She pushed herself up on her good leg. 
Everyone was already up and waiting for her.
Because she had memorized the route, Jae was not surprised when the team’s lead element slowed to a stop in front of a cliff wall. Earlier that evening, the entire team had been huddled around satellite photos and had painstakingly walked through the entire operation. She knew that just around the bend was a large open pit carved out of limestone—it was an abandoned gravel mine full of derelict mining equipment. According to Javed, the IRGC had taken it over years earlier in a bid to hide themselves from American spy satellites. On the other end of mine, nestled against a massive limestone cliff, was their target. That was where Site Forty-Eight.
Once the signal was given, Jae followed Javed and his team, threading their way through a maze of rock piles and rusty equipment. No longer protected by the elements, swirling sand once again engulfed them. Jae pulled her scarf upward to protect her face. In the distance, a loose piece of metal banged with each gust of wind. 
	Up front, Jae saw one of Javed’s men give a hand signal. Without a word, a cluster of figures went right, and some went left. 
As they had rehearsed, Jay followed Javed’s element and went left toward a massive gravel crusher lying on its side. They had barely reached the piece of equipment when a figure emerged from a nearby dark shadow—it was one of Javed’s men who had scouted ahead of the main body. He took a knee next to Javed and spoke. Over the howling wind, Jae couldn’t hear anything. 
“What’s the status?” she asked over her radio.
“No sign of the guards,” Javed replied mechanically. “We’ll breach once the other team is in position.”
Jae crawled forward; she wanted a better view of their target. Fifty meters in front of her was a long, tall warehouse shrouded in darkness. Roughly twenty feet in height and fifty feet in width, it reminded her of a maintenance facility for large trucks. On each corner of the structure, hidden under a circular shield, was an array of cameras pointed in every direction. During the earlier mission briefing that evening, Javed had informed her that they would disable the network feed and loop back older footage. When she asked how they had managed to penetrate the security system, he remained silent. At the far right of the structure was a small door located next to a massive garage door. To the untrained eye, the building appeared abandoned—just another part of an old mine that had been left to rot. 
	“Team one in position,” crackled over her headset. The voice belonged to Javed’s deputy, a man everyone called Piccolo. 
	“Roger . . . stand by . . . we are moving forward,” Javed commanded. 
	Within seconds, they were on the move. At first, they used a wedge formation to cover the open ground until transitioning into a stacked formation. Jae was positioned third behind Javed. The assault on the main building was not going to be anything like the take-down of the outer guard posts. No. This phase was going to involve brute force, speed, and violence. 
	They had just reached the left side of the building when Javed spoke. “We’re in position.”
“Roger,” Piccolo replied, “Initiating breach.”
	No sooner had he given his warning than Jae’s NVGs turned bright white, followed by a thunderous clap. A shockwave engulfed her, leaving her momentarily disoriented. Normally, they would not have been so close to the explosion, but because the door was made of reinforced steel and they needed to breech the room quickly. There was no other option. Over her ringing ears, Jae barely heard Javed yell out the next command. 
“Attack!”
	   







CHAPTER TWENTY
26°52'40.6”N 57°25'24.9”E, Iran

The reinforced door to the warehouse had been ripped off its hinges and lay meters away, smoking. Jae leaned over Javed’s shoulder just in time to see two of Piccolo’s lead assaulters throw stun grenades through the gaping door frame. Once the first 180-decibel explosion thundered, she leaned forward, expecting to move. Instead, Javed pushed her back. 
“They’re nine-bangers,” he warned. “Wait.”  
	A nine-banger was the same as any conventional stun grenade except that it detonated nine times versus one. Barley had the eighth thud finished when Piccolo’s first man stormed the room; he was not wasting any time. Right behind him were three more men, inches away from the other and all training their weapons toward any threat. Jae had barely stepped forward when she heard bursts of gunfire. With a trained ear, she only heard the distinct sound of the MPT-9S submachine gun, versus the guards KLFs.
	By the time Jae had entered the outer room, the lead assaulters were gone; they were pushing deeper into the facility. With only minutes on the clock, they had to reach the control room before the guards raised the alarm. Sprawled on the floor were three dead guards; their weapons were stacked neatly against the wall. On a nearby table, their cups of tea were still steaming. The scene reminded her of when she and her team had stormed an American ammunition depot in Belgium. They had caught the guards by surprise and had killed them in seconds. But instead of tea on the table, it had been coffee. Universally, all facility guards were the same—bottom of the barrel, lacked discipline, and were poorly trained. 
Almost too easy, Jae thought to herself, stepping over one of the dead guards. 
Down the hall, Jae heard more gunfire. This time, the sound was different. Instead of the MPT-9Ss 9mm round, someone was firing the heavier KLF 7.62 round. But whoever was putting up resistance did not last long. A scream followed by a short burst signaled their end. 
“All clear,” someone chirped on the radio.
“Did they alert anyone?” Javed asked. 
“No,” the same voice answered.
“How do you know?”
“Because none of the alarms are active, and our prisoner confirmed the same.”
	Between the front guard room and the control center were the sleeping and eating facilities. Whoever had been off shift had clearly been caught by surprise—crumpled bodies, half-dressed, lay everywhere. At the end of the hall was a large room full of CCTV screens and a bank of communications equipment. Next to the door were two more bodies. Their faces were gone. By the way they were positioned and the fact that their weapons lay nearby, Jae could tell that they had tried to resist the assault but had been overwhelmed by Piccolo’s men. Maybe she had underestimated Javed and his team, Jae thought, stepping around the dead bodies. 
	“Where is he?” Javed barked. “Where’s the prisoner?”
	“Over here,” Piccolo replied.
	Crouched in the corner next to a backup power system was a young man wearing only his camouflage pants, a brown t-shirt, and flip-flops. His trembling hands were raised high into the air. Like a cornered animal, his eyes darted back and forth. He most likely had been off shift when he heard the explosion out front. Instead of running towards the fight, he had retreated to the control center. 
	“He’s a technician, not part of the guard force,” one of Piccolo’s men added as everyone crowded around the prisoner. “He told us that he’s updating software.”
	“Software, on what?” Jae interrupted, pushing forward. 
	“Don’t know,” Piccolo’s replied with a shrug. 
	“Well, ask him,” Jae snapped. “This all doesn’t work if they’ve done some type of software update that we can’t work around.” 
	Piccolo did not immediately react to Jae’s order. Instead, he looked at Javed for guidance. 
	“Do it,” Javed commanded. 
	As Piccolo’s man began interrogating the technician in Farsi, Jae made eye contact with one of her men—he had been on her assault team. He, too, looked worried. Undoubtedly, he was running through all the software permutations that he would have to solve if any software on the missile guidance system had been changed. 
The young technician was in the middle of answering a question when, overhead, a speaker crackled to life. Outside of a string of numbers, Jae did not understand what the metallic voice was saying. 
“What is that?” she asked, looking around. 
	“It’s the security outpost, checking in . . . the numbers are a challenge that requires a certain response,” Javed replied tersely. Spinning on his heels, he snapped his fingers at one of his operators standing nearby. “Get the code book and give the countersign. Their challenge was alpha, seven, nine, zulu, tango, two, three, five. Find the response set.” 
	No sooner had Javed spoken when the same metallic voice repeated the string of numbers for the second time. This time, the unseen voice carried a tinge of annoyance. Next to the communication panel, Javed’s operator was frantically flipping through a small book. 
	“Get him the fuck out of here,” Javed pointed at the prisoner. “Everyone else, be quiet.”
	 The third call came with edged irritation. After long seconds, the man Javed had ordered to find the response code grabbed the microphone and began to speak; his voice was calm and measured. Jae only understood some of the numbers he was repeating back. 
	Once the countersign had been given, everyone in the small control room nervously looked up at the speaker mounted on the ceiling. They were waiting for the response. Finally, the metallic voice on the other end replied—the annoyed tone had lost some of its edge. Javed’s men snickered.  
	“What did he say?” Jae forced her shoulders to relax. 
	“He told us to stop watching TV,” Javed replied dryly as he turned toward the door. “Let’s go . . . bring the prisoner with us. We can finish interrogating him down in the bunkers.”
	“It’s this way.” Piccolo pointed to a nearby door. 
	Through an interconnected hallway, Jae and the team reached a small landing located between the facility's massive garage door and tunnel. Leading downward as far as Jae could see, the passageway was massive—it was roughly ten meters and about the same height. Whoever had cut into the limestone had wanted to make sure it was big enough that a large truck could fit into the tunnel. Strung intermittently along the sides were lights casting a harsh white glow. The downward angle was enough for Jae to know that they would be descending deep underground.  
Walking downward, the stale air pressed against her skin, heavy and dry. It smelled of rock dust and trapped heat—it was as if the earth was closing in. Jae quietly began taking rhythmic breaths. She hated tunnels. Something about being in a confined space, under thousands of kilos of pressure, unsettled her. Old ghosts stirred – an abusive father, who would tie her up in a bedsheet and beat and rape her. Even the stale air felt like his breath. As a hon, Jae had trained herself to ride the waves of panic. But she also knew that some things were never truly gone.  
In the Bureau, they had tried to teach her to love tunnels—to see darkness as protection, not confinement. Every trainee was made to crawl through the miles of underground warrens outside Pyongyang. Those tunnels were narrow, damp, and full of echoing voices. She could still remember the smell of oil, wet earth, and fear. Never did her hate for tunnels go away. 
She kept that rhythm now—slow inhale, slower exhale.
	“You okay?” a voice behind Jae asked—it belonged to Javed.
	“I’m fine,” Jae replied, keeping her eyes focused straight ahead. While her tone was unemotional, she was happy for the additional distraction.
	“I hate tunnels,” he said, passing her. 
	Cocking her head, Jae studied Javed out of the corner of her eye. She couldn’t tell from his facial expression why he had asked how she was doing or why he had said he hated tunnels. 
	Up front, the tunnel bent to the right and opened up into a massive cavern. In the middle of the hollowed-out space, illuminated by four massive light towers, were six white box trucks. From a distance, they all looked alike and appeared to be similar to any large delivery trucks found around the world. Painted on each large white box container was what looked like a logo. As Jae got closer, she could make out a large cartoon sun emitting yellow beams onto a green hand holding out a red apple. 
“What’s the symbol supposed to mean?” Jae asked.
	“It’s a logo for our largest supermarket chain . . . these trucks are all over the country,” Javed replied, pointing at the closest vehicle. “Retract the cover and bring the prisoner up here.”
	What looked like hard-sided containers was actually a soft canvas covering. The sound of an electric engine kicked in, and soon, the canvas covering began to fold forward. A couple of seconds later, what looked like a massive missile tube emerged. 
“What’s next?” Javed grunted as he stood next to Jae. 
	Jae was well-versed in Iranian missile technology. For years, she had been facilitating the exchange of information and equipment between the two countries—it was how her country had been able to leapfrog over decades worth of research and development. But Jae had little working knowledge of anti-ship ballistic missiles. Discounting torpedoes, most countries relied on cruise missiles to sink their adversaries’ ships. The technology for sending a missile into a ballistic trajectory to target a moving vessel at hypersonic speeds was incredibly complex. Only the Chinese and the North Koreans had perfected the guidance system needed to accomplish that difficult feat. The Iranians had tried to build their own anti-ship ballistic missile, called the Fateh-Mobin, but so far had not been successful. 
	Jae and her team were about to change that.  
	“We need to interrogate the prisoner,” Jae said. “We need to know what software he was updating. If we’re going to load our guidance software on top of what you have, we need to know how the updates will interface. If the code does not match, then we’re going to have problems.”
  	“Is it a solvable problem?” Javed asked as he waved two of his men to bring the prisoner. 
 	“I don’t know. My men are trained on the basics . . . there’s only so much we can do.”   
	A scraping sound interrupted their conversation—it was Piccolo and another man dragging the prisoner forward. Somewhere between the control room and their current location, someone must have hit the young technician in the face. A bloody gash ran down the right side of his face. The prisoner fell to his knees and started to say something in Farsi, but stopped when Javed pointed his pistol at his head. 
	“Ask him what software he was updating,” Jae said.
	After a quick series of exchanges that Jae did not understand, Javed spoke. “He says he was updating the propulsion system, but that there was some interface with the guidance system . . . he said something about a parabolic path.”
	Next to Jae, two of her men were listening intently; their job was to load the new software on the Iranian anti-ship missiles. 
“We need to log in to the computer system so he can walk us through what he did,” one of the two said. 
	Almost every mobile anti-ship missile system in the North Korean inventory was designed to be fired by two means—remotely or via the actual weapon system. The Iranian anti-ship systems were designed in a similar fashion. With little effort, her two men found the ruggedized onboard computer terminal in a side panel and were soon interfacing with the missile system. Jae stepped back as one man worked the keyboard and the other, through a translator, asked the prisoners questions. 
	Twenty-eight long minutes later, Jae got the answer she was looking for— there would be no complications with the software. Forty-five minutes later, all the software had been successfully updated on two missile systems. Forty-six minutes later, a single gunshot echoed through the cavernous hall—the Iranian technician was dead. 
	 “Let’s get going,” Jae ordered, as she climbed into the cab of the first white truck. 
The driver nodded, put the vehicle into gear, and pulled forward. Jae glanced into her side mirror; the second truck had pulled up behind them. As they reached the top of the tunnel, Javed waved them to stop. 
“Everything okay?” Jae asked, rolling the window down.
	“Yes. I’m going to stay behind with a couple of men. We have five minutes before the next security check-in. I want to give the countersign and then blow everything up. What’s left down there is more than enough to collapse the tunnel.”
	“Good,” Jae answered, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear. She most certainly had underestimated Javed and his team. Their assault on the missile facility had been textbook. Even her own hon couldn’t have done any better. “We’ll see you at the next location . . . good luck.”
	“You too,” Javed added before signaling two men to start sliding the massive garage doors open.
	A flurry of sand swirled in front of the truck’s headlights. The storm showed no signs of abating. Jae rolled her window back up and took a deep breath. Now comes the hard part. 
“Let’s do this,” she said out loud. 
	








CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
5th Fleet Headquarters – Manama, Bahrain 

Willy hated paperwork, especially boring military paperwork. And as the commanding general responsible for all special forces operations in the DoD’s Indo-Pacific Area of Operations, there was a lot of it. Stacks of files covered his desk. Before leaving Hawaii, he had tried to delegate as much of that responsibility to his deputy, but there was still plenty that required his personal oversight. After skimming over a budget proposal, he scribbled his signature on the bottom and flicked the file to the corner of his desk. It landed with a hollow thud. 
	The small, windowless office the Admiral’s staff had lent him felt like an interrogation room. Tucked at the end of a long hall next to the command’s JAG offices, Willy suspected that was exactly its purpose. Maybe I should have taken my chances flying across the Pacific on a dead-end flight, Willy thought to himself. At least I’d be looking out a window. 
Earlier that morning, when he had tried to start a conversation with some of the neighboring JAG officers, they had been standoffish—polite but distant. For them, he was probably just some GO occupying one of their rooms. That, and it wouldn't have taken much to discover that Willy had had numerous run-ins with military lawyers of all the services. Of course, he had been cleared of every accusation, but for a JAG lawyer, that didn’t matter. “Once indicted, always indicted,” an Air Force lawyer had once told him. 
On top of one of the stacks of paperwork was a sealed manila envelope with the clear instructions that it was only to be opened by Major General Willy Mann. Holding his breath, he broke the seal and skimmed the cover page. He exhaled—it was a list of Army officers within his command who would not be promoted to lieutenant colonel. He quickly skimmed the names and exhaled for the second time. His XO, Major Tom Delay, was not on the list; he would be getting promoted.
As Willy scanned the list for a second time, someone knocked on the door. 
“Enter,” he commanded.
Tom poked his head into the small room and scanned his boss’s desk. Willy casually pushed the list back into the envelope and leaned back in his seat. 
“I told you that you have a ton of paperwork,” the XO laughed.
Willy smiled wearily. He would tell Tom tonight, over a beer, the good news. Finding out that he had been selected for promotion ahead of the official notification would be a good surprise. What’s a rule if it can’t be bent . . . a little, Willy told himself. “What do you need? Please don’t tell me our flight has been delayed again.” 
“No. There’s a call for you down in the SCIF?”
Willy immediately sat up straight. Getting a call in the SCIF meant that it was classified. And considering he was in transit back to Hawaii, someone had worked hard to coordinate that type of call. And that didn’t happen without a certain level of urgency. “What’s the classification?” Willy asked.   
 “Top secret,” Tom replied. 
 “Shit,” Willy hissed and stood up. 
“Is everything okay?” Tom asked, holding the door open.
“In retrospect, I think we should’ve taken our chances on the flight to Kwage,” Willy muttered, walking down the hall. 
The secure facilities were on a separate floor, where access was strictly controlled. He had been in the facility the day prior when he had briefed the 5th Fleet staff on Xin Hong, the North Korean submarine, and weapons-grade uranium. He didn’t think that he would be coming back. His stomach tightened, and a twinge of pain crawled up his back. The screen in front of him flicked on just as he sat. 
Shit.
Facing Willy was a woman; her name was Julia Pruit, and she was from the Office of the Director of National Intelligence. Willy remembered her as she had been in every one of Willy’s ODNI debriefs. While she had not said a single word throughout the entire time, she had been paying attention to everything Willy had said. Every time he had looked at her, she was either scribbling something in her notebook or staring straight at him. 
Shit.
“Good afternoon, Miss Pruit,” Willy replied with a forced smile, knowing that it was already mid-afternoon in DC. “It’s nice to see you again.”
Julia’s face did not register any emotion. For a second, Willy thought the image might have frozen until he noticed her blink—it was as if she were studying him, again. Her mouth was pinched tight, and her lips showed barely any color. 
“General Mann,” she said crisply, “I tried to reach you in Hawaii but your staff said you were in Bahrain. I trust that you didn’t forget that we have some follow-up questions from last week.”
“This can’t wait until I return to Hawaii?”
“No.”
For a moment, there was no sound.
“Okay . . . “ Willy forced himself to keep smiling—it was not like he was or could ignore the ODNI. Charged with overseeing the entire US intelligence community, they were a law unto themselves. Led by a cabinet-level appointee meant that someone close to the POTUS was asking more questions. “What can I help you with?”
“So . . .” — she said, looking down at her notebook— “there are a couple of things we need you to clarify.”
“Of course,” Willy replied smoothly. He reached for the video remote and turned up the volume. Over the last two years, his hearing had progressively gotten worse. “Ask away?”
Julia looked up from her notebook and paused. Willy remembered that she had brown eyes. He also remembered they were intense. He wouldn’t be surprised that if he looked into her background, he would find some record of her being a strategic debriefer. Someone had taught her to get what she wanted. CIA or DIA he guessed. This isn’t her first rodeo. 
Shit.
	“So, as you know, there is a great deal of interest in understanding the events leading up to the sinking of the North Korean submarine. We’ve interviewed the leadership of USS Mississippi, and everything from their end checks out. We do, however, have questions about the events leading up to the storming of Xin Hong, and how you were able to get your hands on the North Korea communications specialist.”
	“Questions?”
	“Yes . . . questions.” Her tone was flat but razor-edged now. “Some of the timing seems inconsistent with other information we have acquired.” 
“Like what?” Willy asked. A trickle of acid rose up his throat.
	“Like, how did you exactly get your hands on the North Korean communication specialist that we’re currently debriefing?” she said. “Your statement says that he was taken during the boarding of Xin Hong. But that can’t be because he was put on a plane and sent to the United States before that happened.”
	“I’m sure there is an easy expla—” Willy went to reply, but was interrupted by a loud knock on the door.  
It took a couple of seconds for the signal to travel over the Top-Secret video conference network, bouncing off at least two satellites before arriving in Washington, DC. 
“Is everything ok?” Julia asked with an annoyed tone. 
“Yes . . . I think so.” Willy answered, holding up one finger. “Give me one second.”
The second knock on the door was louder.
“Enter,” Willy barked. 
Mark poked his head into the room. “Sorry to bother, but the Admiral wants you to join him in the MOC,” he said apologetically. “There’s a situation he needs your assistance with.”
“The admiral wants to see me?” Willy asked loudly, feigning annoyance.  
“It’s something important,” Mark added with a sense of urgency. “They’ve got something in the Maritime Operations Center they want you to see.”
Willy exhaled and turned back toward the monitor. “Apologies, Ms. Pruit. There’s a situation here that I have to attend to.”
Julia’s neutral expression broke. Her lips tightened even more and turned white. She was pissed, “Right now?” she asked with an unconvinced tone. “This is extremely time sensitive. The DNI himself has asked me to personally look into this matter, and I need to clear up some inconsistencies in your reports.”
And there it was, Willy thought to himself. They know something is off. Somehow, they’ve figured out that the timeline he had laid out was out of sequence. Someone had broken the narrative, and now ODNI was looking for cracks. 
Shit. 
But Willy wasn’t going to give her any more ammunition to poke more holes in his story. No. What he needed to do was get back to Hawaii and get everyone back on the same sheet of music. If he didn’t, he was fucked. 
“I’m sure this is a misunderstanding and can be easily explained,” Willy answered in a conciliatory tone. “I’ll be back in Hawaii in a couple of days and will have my XO reach out to you to schedule another meeting.”
“But . . .” was all she could say before the screen went blank—Willy had severed the connection.
Neither Willy nor Mark moved or said anything. They stared at the status activation light on top of the camera. 
Once it turned green, Willy exhaled and slid the VTC remote across the table. “Fuck me,” he growled. “Thank god you knocked on the door.”
“Sorry. I came as soon as the XO told me what was going on,” Mark replied with a crooked grin.
“No worries . . . you did great.” Willy slapped him on the shoulder. 
“Is this what we spoke about last night? Is this about the investigation?” Mark said, pulling the door open for Willy. 
“Yes.”
“Shit. She didn’t look happy about us cutting your call short.”
“No, she wasn’t,” Willy said as he stepped into the hall. “So, what’s going on in the MOC?”
“Nothing. One of our ships is passing through the Strait, and the Iranians are up to their usual bullshit. The admiral just wanted to know if you wanted to take a look.”
“At this point in time, I’d rather be on our ship facing off with the Iranians than sitting across from that woman,” Willy replied. 
“It did look rather hostile.”
“You’re not kidding. Which way to the MOC?” 
“It’s down this hall and to the right,” Mark answered with a confused look on his face. “Don’t you want me to come with you?”
“No,” Willy answered, taking a step closer to Mark. Only a couple of inches separated the two men. “I need you to find the XO and make sure we have a flight out of here. I have to get back to Hawaii to fix some things. I don’t care what it takes, get it done . . . no excuses.” 
“No,” Willy answered, taking a step closer to Mark. Only a couple of inches separated the two men. “I need you to find the XO and make sure we have a flight out of here. I have to get back to Hawaii to fix some things. I don't care what it takes, get it done . . . no excuses.” 
Mark nodded and walked away, leaving Willy alone in the hallway. His phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out and looked at the screen—Kathy. His ex-wife. She hadn't called him in over a year. 
Willy stared at the phone for a long moment before answering. “Kathy?” 
“They came to the house, William.” Her voice was tight, controlled. The same voice she'd used when she told him she was filing for divorce three and a half years ago. “Two agents. They took my computer. They asked about you.” Willy's stomach dropped. 
“What did they ask?” 
“If I knew anything about Malaysia. About some operation. About people you work with.” She paused. “I told them we've been divorced for years and I don't know anything about what you do. But they didn't believe me. They went through everything.” 
“I'm sorry, Kathy. I didn't think they'd—” 
“Of course you didn't think.” Her voice cracked, just slightly. “You never do. This is exactly why I left. The job was always more important than us. More important than the kids. And now, years after I'm gone, it's still following me.” 
Willy closed his eyes. “How are Kyle and Sarah?” 
“They're fine. No thanks to you.” The bitterness was back. “Kyle's graduating from law school this spring. Sarah just made partner at her firm. You'd know that if you ever called them back.” 
“I've been—” 
“Busy. I know.” She cut him off. “You're always busy, William. That's the problem. Look, I don't know what you're involved in, but those agents made it very clear that this is serious. Whatever you're doing, whatever rules you're breaking this time—stop. Because I'm not going through this again. And neither are your kids.” 
The line went dead. Willy stood there for a moment, phone still pressed to his ear. His kids. He'd missed Kyle's last two birthdays. Sarah had stopped inviting him to holidays years ago. The divorce had been final for three and a half years, but he'd lost them long before that. Lost them to deployments, to missions, to the job that was now threatening to destroy what little remained. 
And he was about to risk it all again. For Chase. For a man who'd saved his life in the Congo and was now hunting the people who'd killed his family. 
Some debts you couldn't walk away from. Even if paying them cost you everything you had left. 
Willy pocketed his phone and headed toward the MOC.








CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
5th Fleet Headquarters, Bahrain 

The Maritime Operation Center was not far away, and it only took Willy a few minutes to reach. Most of the delay in getting into the command-and-control center was due to his visitor's badge and the fact that not everybody was cleared for access. Fortunately, Willy bumped into one of the intelligence officers he had briefed the day prior, and was eventually keyed into the MOC. Filled with classified state-of-the-art communications equipment, it was the ears and eyes for all things maritime in the Fifth Fleet’s area of responsibility. 
	Immediately upon stepping into the dark, windowless room, Willy crinkled his nose. Like almost every operations center Willy had ever visited, it had a stale odor that smelled like a mix of bad breath, coffee, and ramen. Crowded into the dark, conference-sized room were roughly twenty computer workstations and a commensurate number of analysts. Most people working in a military operations center usually pulled eight to ten-hour shifts. So, aside from quick food and bathroom breaks, analysts sat in one spot for hours on end, staring at a computer screen—monitoring. Ninety-nine percent of the time, it was a soul-crushing job. 
But at that very moment, something was different. 
	All around Willy, analysts were busily talking on phones, typing away at their workstations, or watching one of the three large monitors at the far end of the room. One of the massive screens showed a graphical map of the Straits of Hormuz covered with small moving dots. Willy had seen similar radar feeds to know that he was looking at a live traffic map of all vessels transiting through one of the world's most critical choke points. The second screen displayed a streaming video, most likely taken from a UAV – it was of a warship surrounded by smaller arial vessels racing around in different directions. The third screen was another streaming video, but was taken from surface level—it showed the bow of a ship. In the forefront was what looked like a deck gun. Every once in a while, a grey blur would pass in front of it and disappear. 
	“Over this way,” a voice called out.
	Willy looked around the room and spotted a figure waving at him—it was Wade. He, along with someone else, was standing next to a workstation on the far end of the room.  
	“Hey, Wade,” Willy said as he stepped forward. “Looks like you got something going on.”
	 “Oh . . . it’s the normal day-to-day bullshit with the Iranians,” Wade replied with a grunt. He waved toward the man standing next to him, who was a tall and slim African American wearing a camouflage uniform. In one hand, he held a large steaming cup of coffee. His eyes were alert and constantly scanning the room. “This is my watch officer, Lieutenant Commander Horace Price.”
	“Sir,” the officer greeted Willy crisply, holding out his free hand. “I heard your brief yesterday . . . it was very informative.”
 	As Willy and Horace shook hands, Wade pointed at one of the screens. “Give the good general an update on what’s going on with USS Roosevelt. But be careful using too many complicated Navy words, he’s Army and you have to speak slowly and enunciate all your syllables . . . if not, he won’t understand and will start breaking stuff.” 
	 “Absolutely,” Horace laughed. and pointed at the screen that showed the bow of a ship. “That’s a live video feed from the Roosevelt, one of our destroyers, transiting through the straits—she’s coming off a patrol and is headed back to port. She should be pulling in here later tonight.”
	“I figured that was one of our ships,” Willy said, nodding. “But what are those things that keep flying across the screen?”
	“Iranian patrol boats . . .   they’ve been harassing USS Roosevelt for the last twenty minutes.”
	“Shit,” Willy whistled. “Some of their patrol boats seem to come pretty close. What are they trying to do?”
	“Be pricks,” Wade interrupted. “They’ve been pulling this shit for the last two weeks. We don’t think they’re happy with our patrol activities and how we are searching ships. But after Saint Petersburg, we could give a shit—a nuke detonating off any of the major oil and gas facilities would be beyond bad.”
 	“So, whose boats are those? I assume it’s IRGC Navy.” Willy pointed at a grey blur flash across the bow of Roosevelt.
	“Correct,” the lieutenant commander answered. “These boats are coming out of Bandar Abbas, which is only 70 klicks away—it’s one of the IRGC’s biggest navy bases.”
	 “And what are the rules of engagement?” Willy asked. He was impressed by the steady chatter of communications. None sounded panicky. “When does it become too close for comfort, and Roosevelt lights them up?”
	“Good question,” the lieutenant commander interjected again. “We give the ship’s captain lots of discretion, and it really boils down to his or her judgment. We don’t want to start a war, so to be frank, we accept lots of risk to keep the peace. But in fairness to the IRGC, they don’t really want a war either – they just want to send a non-verbal signal that they’re pissed about something. It’s like a carefully orchestrated dance, where both sides are trying to make sure neither side steps on the other's foot. But occasionally, it does get a bit spicy.”
	“Spicy?” Willy asked as he watched another IRGC patrol boat zip by. 
	“Yes, sir,” the lieutenant commander laughed. “Sometimes those patrol boats race in front of one of our vessels and start throwing stuff into the water. It’s supposed to replicate a mine deployment.”
	“Wow,” Willy exhaled. “That is spicy . . . I’m not sure I could keep my calm with that stuff happening.”
	“That’s nothing,” Wade said, crossing his hands over his chest. “It’s when they light up one of our ships with a missile targeting radar that it becomes hairy. It’s some crazy jihad shit.”
	“You’re right, Wade,” Willy chuckled. “If it were up to the Army guy, we would be breaking shit. There is no way our guys could dance you dance. If this were an Army line unit, there would be nothing but tracer fire.”
	For the next few minutes, Willy did not pay any attention to what the Lieutenant Commander and Wade were talking about; he had tuned them out. His eyes tracked the moving dots on the screen, but his mind was elsewhere. Julia Pruit’s words kept replaying – some of the timing seems inconsistent with other information we have acquired. The phrasing stabbed him in the throat. He realized she hadn’t accused him outright of lying—she hadn’t needed to. She’d simply handed him the noose and waited to see if he’d put it on himself.
	Willy’s attention only returned when he heard Mark Mallow’s voice say something to him. Willy had not noticed the intelligence officer approach. “I’m sorry, Chief,” Willy said, refocusing his eyes. “I was watching the UAV feed. What did you say to me?” 
	“I said, can I get a minute of your time? There’s an issue that you need to be aware of.”
	Willy turned around. “An issue?” 
Only feet away, the lieutenant commander must have noticed Willy’s facial expression and immediately gestured him toward a small office located on the far end of the MOC. “You can use my office if you need some privacy.”
Willy recognized Mark’s facial expressions well enough to know that privacy was in order. He nodded his thanks and excused himself. Vainly, he hoped that whatever Mark had to tell him didn’t have anything to do with the ODNI investigator he had cut off. 
“I just got an interesting piece of intel that I think you need to be aware of,” Mark said as he pulled the office door shut. 
“Intel? Does this pertain to the investigation?”
“Not directly,” Mark replied, shaking his head. “But it does have to do with that North Korean unit we just faced off with.”
“The Bureau?” Willy exhaled in relief. He shook his head and sat on the edge of the desk. It was a sad day when he was more concerned about an internal DoD investigation than some secretive North Korean spy unit that had been caught stealing weapons-grade uranium. 
“The same ones.”
“What’s up?”
“You, of course, know that the North Korean communication specialist Chase grabbed is still being debriefed.”
“Of course.” Willy shot back. While there was no doubt that the North Korean specialist was a boon to the IC, he was a liability. He was the one who led back to Chase. It was hard to imagine that one of his greatest achievements could be his undoing. “But I thought the Agency had taken over the debrief. How do you know what’s going on?”
“Don’t ask,” Mark answered; he rarely divulged how he got his information. 
“But what I do know is that our North Korean friend told us about how the Bureau communicates with its agents out in the field—it has something to do with certain frequencies at certain times, along with a very unique encryption pattern.”
“Ok, but what does this have to do with me? I’m sure the bugger eaters at NSA are going to have a field day trying to figure out how to crack it wide open.”
“Apparently, the signal is extremely complex, and for right now, all we can discern are a handful of signal bursts. And guess where we just saw a data transmission over the last twenty-four hours?”
“Where?”
“Iran.”
“What?” Willy asked, surprised. “Where?”
“At an airport in Tehran. And it just so happened to coincide with the arrival of an Iranian flight coming out of China—it’s on one of their airlines that they use to smuggle people and stuff around the world. I’m guessing someone from the Bureau just pulled in next door.”
“Holy shit,” Willy swore. He covered his eyes with both hands and tried to think. He didn’t have time or space to be dealing with rogue signals and a secret North Korean agency.
For a long moment, neither man spoke. The muffled chatter of the MOC seeped through the door—radios, keystrokes, distant laughter. Outside the office, the world kept turning. Inside, Willy felt the ground shift again. North Korea, Tehran. China. The Bureau. Whatever was coming next, it was already moving.

 






CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Toledo, Spain

“Are you sure this is the address?” Chase asked, looking over his shoulder.
	Rizak didn’t appear to hear him and continued walking. Even though it was cold and raining, tourists pressed through the narrow street, umbrellas clashing like shields. By the sound of their accents, they were mostly British. The tour group leader, a young man wearing a heavy green jacket, was holding up a bright yellow umbrella and waving his flock toward him. He soon started telling them about Toledo’s ancient history, starting with its famous blacksmiths who forged swords. The tour guide timed his speech just perfectly so that the group of twenty-some people stopped in front of a storefront full of knives, blades, and swords. He invited them all to visit “his cousin’s” store, where he promised they would get ten percent off any purchase. The pause gave Chase and Rizak a moment to slip free of the crowd.
“It’s the address he gave us,” Rizak finally replied, emphasizing the last words. “You were there. Did you hear something different?
	“No,” Chase responded, pushing by another cluster of tourists. “Why would someone choose to live in the middle of this place?”
	Rizak signaled toward a narrow doorway, allowing an elderly couple to pass them. “It’s actually brilliant if you think about it. What better way to blend in with everyone? There are so many tourists here that nobody stands out. You can come and go, and nobody would pay any attention – it’s like being invisible.”
	He was right, Chase thought. Everywhere he looked, people of every age and nationality filled the twisting alleys. It was impossible to single anyone out. Even Spaniards outside this old quarter needed help finding their way. If the woman lived here, she had the upper hand.
	“We just passed the street we’re looking for,” Chase said, nodding to his left. “From what I could see, the building is on the right side, midway down the alley. I think it had a dark brown doorway with a lantern lamp hanging over it.”
	“I saw the same thing,” Rizak replied, pulling his jacket collar up and slowly running his fingers through his short, wet hair. He had trimmed all his facial hair hours ago so as not to match the photos being broadcast all across the TV. “How do you want to handle this?” 
	“I say we wait until it gets dark . . . there’re too many people here. Plus, there are also too many police. Every minute we’re out here, we risk getting rolled up. I’ve already counted four uniformed and three undercover.”
	Rizak’s eyebrows rose. “I only counted two undercovers. Which ones did you spot?”
	“The woman on the park bench in the first square we entered. The second was the middle-aged man wearing a black parka standing next to the serrano ham shop with the big pig out in front. And the third is standing right across from us. He’s to your ten o’clock, wearing brown shoes and white soles.”
	Not wanting to draw any attention, Chase subtly moved his stance to confirm what he had seen. The skin-colored earphone in the young man’s left ear was now visible, along with the wire that ran behind his ear and down into his jacket. The policeman was eyeing two pretty young women. He was not paying any attention to either Chase or Rizak, who were just meters away.
	“Come on . . .   let’s visit the cathedral,” Chase replied, jutting his chin toward a tall Gothic-looking church bell tower. 
	Both men stepped back into the rain. The undercover police officer continued to look at the young ladies, oblivious to their presence. After dodging three more clusters of tourists and winding their way through more alleys, they found the entrance to the city’s famous thirteenth-century cathedral. When they tried to enter the building’s massive wooden doors, a young attendant raised his hand and informed them that if they wanted to enter, they would have to purchase tickets. 
“In the Islamic world, we would never think of charging someone to enter the house of God,” Rizak whispered in Chase’s ear.
	“The church has no problem making money off tourists,” Chase replied in a low tone. 
	“Terrible,” Rizak muttered.
	“Saving souls is not free,” Chase chuckled. He was not going to get into a religious debate with Rizak. 
	After buying their tickets, the young attendant let Chase and Rizak enter the church’s massive main hall. In unison, both men craned their heads back and gasped. Reaching over one hundred feet above them was an enormous, vaulted ceiling, interspaced with long, supportive ribs. Light filtered through stained glass in fractured bands of red and blue, scattering across the stone floor like broken jewels. Both men would have continued to stand there staring had it not been for an old lady who pushed by them.
	Ten steps in, Chase stopped and drew a slow breath. The smell of street food was gone, replaced by incense and polished wood. The silence pressed down, vast and ancient. While Chase lingered, Rizak moved ahead toward the main altar. The structure rose behind a wrought-iron fence, its gold icons glowing in the dim light. For a moment, Chase watched him, a dark figure against an enormous structure.
A flickering light next to one of the smaller chapels caught his attention. Approaching the small enclosure, Chase saw that light was coming from a bank of votive candles. For a small donation, a worshipper could buy a single candle and light it in prayer. Seven candles were burning. Once, he dropped five euros into the collection box and withdrew two candles. One was for his deceased wife and the other was for his deceased daughter. In the glimmering glow, Chase allowed himself to remember. Vivid memories of Emily and his daughter rushed forward. A minute turned into minutes. He didn’t notice Rizak until a hand appeared, holding out a handkerchief.
“You okay?” Rizak asked.
Chase swallowed and wiped his eyes. With a cracked voice, he spoke. “Do you know what my wife’s favorite saying was?” 
“What was it?” Rizak asked gently.
“Do what you can do, and do not dwell on what could have or should have been. For tomorrow is not promised.” 
Silence lingered between the two men before Rizak replied. “She sounds like she was a very wise woman.”
“Yes, she was,” Chase sighed. 
Both men stared at the flickering flames and said nothing. 
Rizak was the one who broke the silence. “You said they were killed by the North Koreans. Do you know why?”
Chase’s mind drifted back to the North Korean cargo ship, Xin Hong—back to the night when everything had changed. His fingers found the scar on his right cheek from the North Korean bullet that had come too close to killing him. He still remembered the heat, the darkness, and the man’s voice that had told him what Emily had discovered. She’d found something she wasn’t supposed to—something about how the North Koreans. 
“Do you know why?” Rizak asked again. 
“It had to do with some North Korean state secret,” he replied. 
“And that’s what got her killed?”
“Yes.”  
Silence continued to hang between the two men.
“You know what she would tell me if she were here?” Chase finally said. 
“What’s that?”
“She would tell me that too much blood had been spilled. She would tell me not to dwell on what could have or should have been. She would tell me to enjoy the now . . .”
“And what would you say?” 
Chase turned to look at Rizak. His eyes were cold and without emotion; the lighting from the candles cast a sinister shadow across his face. “I would tell her that I can’t do that . . . I would tell her that too much has happened for me to enjoy the now.” 
Rizak only nodded.
“I would ask her to forgive me for what I’m going to do to the people who took them from me.” 







CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
Classified Location, USA

Captain Alessandra Ramos felt his aircraft bank to the right and instinctively scanned the instrument panel in front of her. The autopilot was still engaged, the aircraft tracking cleanly along its pre-programmed flight path. A second later, the cockpit shuddered as the aircraft passed through a shear layer. Outside, the sky was clear—she was well above the cloud deck below. But what began as a gentle vibration quickly worsened. The cockpit blurred as the turbulence intensified, the motion feeding directly into her body through the seat and harness. 
“Control, this is Viper Two-Niner,” Alessandra said into his mouthpiece. 
“Viper Two-Niner, go ahead,” a deep, metallic voice replied. “Is this about the turbulence?” 
“Roger. Recommend stepping down a few thousand. Ride’s getting sloppy, and it’s starting to affect sensor stability.” 
A brief pause. “Permission granted. Bring your aircraft down to thirty thousand feet. Maintain course and heading.” 
“Viper Two-Niner, dropping to three-zero thousand,” Alessandra echoed. 
She could have reprogrammed the autopilot in seconds. Instead, she reached down and disengaged it. The stick came alive in her hand immediately, vibrating as the aircraft was buffeted by high-altitude winds. She eased forward pressure, feeling the nose dip as the horizon rose smoothly in front of her. It never ceased to amaze Alessandra how real it felt. That she was remotely flying a next-generation ISR strike drone over the Persian Gulf—from thousands of miles away was something her mind still hadn’t fully reconciled.
She rolled his shoulders against the harness and flexed her gloved fingers. The gloves were thinner than flight gloves, closer to skin than gear. Every movement was tracked. Every tremor mapped. That was the whole point of the new system—immersive. 
“Viper Two-Niner, this is Control—confirm orientation?” the metallic voice said. 
“Confirmed,” Alessandra replied. The simulator leaned gently to the right as the aircraft banked, shifting her stomach with it. Not enough to be uncomfortable—just convincing enough. “Loiter pattern established,” she added. 
That was the difference between this system and the old consoles. You didn’t just control the aircraft, you now wore it like a piece of clothing. Her system, and thirty more, were part of the Air Force’s UAV modernization program designed to harness new AI technology while preserving human control. Almost all of the armed unmanned aerial platforms over the Middle East were like this. It was just a matter of time before all the global combatant commands had the same systems. 
Alessandra brought up the sensor feed with a flick of her fingers. The interface responded instantly, overlays snapping into place like they were part of her vision. Like she was in a glass cockpit, Alessandra had a bird’s eye view of everything around her—coastline and dark water. In the distance, Bandar Abbas sat on the horizon like a smear of static.
The vibration of the engine rippled through Alessandra’s seat. It wasn’t strong, but it was present—an engineered approximation of thrust and airflow translated into pressure and movement. Her body accepted it without question, and the cockpit responded with a subtle roll. Everything was synced. 
“Link looks good,” the voice from Control said. “Maintain.” 
Alessandra exhaled slowly and let herself settle into the rhythm. The system was still technically in evaluation. She’d been told to expect quirks . . . minor calibration issues, they said. Regardless, she stayed alert. 
Seven minutes and thirty-five seconds later, the first thing that went wrong wasn’t visual—it was physical. 
The cockpit around Alessandra yawed left—just a hair. But considering she had relinquished control and put the aircraft into autopilot, the movement immediately triggered her instincts. Stiffening in the harness, Alessandra checked her hands. They were still. The gloves hadn’t registered any movement. 
“Control, did you register that movement?” she asked. 
“Say again?” the deep voice replied. 
“The platform,” Alessandra said. “We just yawed.” 
A pause. “I don’t show a command.” 
Alessandra brought up the telemetry overlay. Everything read nominal—her heading unchanged. 
For a moment, it felt like the aircraft had settled. It was probably nothing, Alessandra told herself. New system. New feedback loops. 
Flipping her wrist, Alessandra opened a drop-down menu on the screen. She wanted to check if any of the sensors had caught the anomaly. And just as the screen popped open, it froze—nothing moved. Even the green blinking status light went solid. A half second later, the cockpit around Alessandra rolled so hard that her stomach dropped. 
“Control, Viper Two-Niner, we’ve got a problem.” 
“Roger, I’m showing that you initiated the roll.” 
“I’m hands off,” Alessandra said, voice tight. 
The roll continued another degree, then stopped. 
“Are you sure?” the unconvincing tone asked. 
“I’m not inputting,” Alessandra replied. “The platform is moving on its own.” 
Silence stretched just long enough to matter. “Check your glove calibration,” the voice said finally. “On my end, I’m showing that you have control of the aircraft.” 
“Negative.” 
The capsule vibrated differently now—not stronger, just different. It was a subtle shift in frequency that Alessandra felt in her lower back. Somehow, the aircraft was increasing speed. In seconds, her drone would be in Iranian airspace. To her left side, the weapons screen came to life. The image showed what looked like a cluster of buildings. When Alessandra checked it against the map, her mouth dried—it was of an Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps facility on the outskirts of Bandar Abbas.
“Viper Two-Niner, what are you doing?” The voice was now terse. 
“That’s not me,” she said. “I didn’t designate.”
“On our end, we show that you have control of the aircraft.”
A thin targeting reticle faded in on his screen.
Alessandra’s heart rate spiked hard enough that the health monitoring system flagged it in the corner of his vision. “Control, Viper Two-Niner, my aircraft is going into an attack protocol. The system has overridden manual control. I’m attempting to disengage,” she said, flicking his wrist.
Nothing happened—the control panel was still frozen, and the stick in between her legs remained dead. 
Then suddenly her cockpit was leaning forward as if the aircraft were diving.  
“Control, Viper Two-Niner . . . I’ve lost control of the aircraft,” Alessandra croaked into her mouthpiece. “I say again, I’ve lost control.”
She was met with silence. 
“Control, Viper Two-Niner, radio check . . . do you copy?”
The communications link had been severed, but the aircraft continued responding to unseen inputs.
The targeting box had now moved to the center screen—that meant the system was now in full engagement protocol. In seconds, his aircraft was going to start killing. And there was nothing she could do about it.
Weapons symbology blinked across the glowing screen—internal precision-guided weapons. Two of them. 
 Alessandra’s breathing turned shallow. The harness felt tighter now, pressing into her chest as the system compensated for her elevated heart rate.
“Transmitting into the blind,” she said, hoping that someone could still hear her, even if she could not hear them. “The system is about to launch two internal SDBs at the naval facility at Bandar Abbas.”
A burst of static filled his headset. For a second, she could have sworn he heard a voice yelling at her. But then, as quickly as it was gone, there was nothing. 
The capsule vibrated more strongly now. This time it wasn’t turbulence.
No—this was something else.
The pressure through Alessandra’s seat deepened as the aircraft surged forward, the engine tone dropping into a heavy, relentless growl that she felt in his spine. The targeting box snapped tighter around the compound, its edges pulsing once, then steadying.
Weapons symbology expanded across the center of his vision.
SDB – READY
“Fuck,” Alessandra whispered.
“Transmitting into the blind,” she said, forcing her voice steady. “Control, Viper Two-Niner. The system is executing an attack profile. I repeat, I am not authorizing this release.”
The cockpit kicked hard—it was a sharp, physical jolt that drove the breath from her lungs as the first SDB separated from the aircraft. The simulator fed the weight change directly into her body—it was unmistakable and violent.
A half second later, a second jolt followed.
Another release.
Alessandra watched both weapons fall away on the sensor feed, as the system automatically tracked their descent. The image remained horrifyingly smooth, untroubled by doubt or fear.
The first impact bloomed at the edge of the naval facility—concrete and steel collapsing inward as dust and debris rippled outward.
The second SDB punched deeper, closer to the heart of the compound. Following a larger flash, all the structures folded in on themselves.
Alessandra’s mouth went dry. Before she could swallow, a warning tone blared—it was a high-pitched screech followed by a mechanical voice speaking the two words that no pilot wanted to ever hear.
MISSILE LAUNCH.
MISSILE LAUNCH.
“Control, Viper Two-Niner—I’ve got two SAM launches! I’ve got two inbound!” Alessandra shouted, even as the aircraft reacted without her.
The capsule slammed to the side as the aircraft broke hard left, pulling Gs that crushed Alessandra into the seat. Her harness bit into her shoulders. The world spun violently as the aircraft dove, then climbed.
A green flash of light indicated that whoever or whatever was flying the aircraft was deploying countermeasures. Around her, the cockpit shuddered in sharp bursts as chaff streamed out behind the aircraft. 
One missile wavered—its vector curved away, as it lost its lock on her aircraft. 
The second SAM did not.
The warning tone in her helmet changed pitch, faster now, more insistent. Alessandra was thrown forward as the aircraft attempted a final break turn, the sudden maneuver wrenching a grunt from Alessandra’s throat.
The impact came without sound as the simulator slammed forward. Alessandra’s vision flared white, then black, as the system delivered catastrophic failure straight into her nervous system. The aircraft continued transmitting data into the haptics even after it was gone.
Then there was nothing—just complete silence. 
By now, Alessandra was hanging at a ninety-degree angle, suspended in her harness. Gasping, her heart was hammering in his ears.
In front of her, a single line of text appeared on the screen in front of her—AIRFRAME LOST.
Eight minutes later, the simulator finally jolted to a horizontal position. Alessandra blinked, disoriented, as light spilled into the darkened cockpit. It took a couple of seconds for her to realize that all around the simulator were security forces. 
“I didn’t touch anything,” she said, the words raw and hoarse. “I swear it wasn’t me.”
No one answered.
They didn’t have to. Even Alessandra understood then that she hadn’t just lost an aircraft. An unprovoked American strike had just hit an Iranian military base, and the system had done it in her name. 









CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
26°48'05.4” N 57°54'25.3” E, Iran

Even though the truck was parked in a small gully, Jae could still hear the wind whistling all around her. Reaching up, she grabbed the black cable wedged at the top of her door and pulled it sideways, hoping to make a better seal—it only made things worse. The communication wire between the outside satellite antenna and her laptop was just thick enough to let air rush into the cab. A cloud of sand swirled around her. It took almost a full minute before the tiny particles began to drift downward; her laptop was now covered in sand. She wiped the computer screen with her sleeve and swore. 
“Is everything okay?” the man next to her asked. 
He was one of Javed’s men whom everyone referred to as Rahi. Seemingly unbothered by the sandstorm raging around them, he continuously ate sunflower seeds and hummed random songs. Since leaving the bunker system, he had driven one of the two white missile trucks through the night to their current location. The other Fateh-Mobin anti-ship system was less than a kilometer away, also hidden in a gully. Scattered between the two large trucks were six smaller trucks full of special forces operators—they were the guard force. 
	“Yes,” she said. “This fucking sand is everywhere. I can’t even see the hilltop in front of us.”
	Unblinking, Rahi seemed to examine Jae. Then, without saying a word, he leaned over his steering wheel and peered up into the hazy sky. “It’ll clear up in the next ten minutes or so . . . you’ll see the hill soon.”
	Over the years, Jae had operated in desert conditions, but not enough to be confident in predicting its weather. “Ten minutes?” she asked skeptically, looking out of her window.
	“Fifteen at the very most,” Rahi replied, reaching for his bag of sunflower seeds sitting on top of the dashboard. 
	“You sure?”
	“No,” he replied, casually popping a handful of seeds into his mouth. “With the weather, you can’t ever be sure of anything.” 
	Jae’s jaw tightened. 
If one of her men had spoken to her like that, she would have broken his nose or, worse yet, his teeth. But the man was not one of her own, and she couldn’t break anything—yet. The last thing she needed was another problem. 
Diverting her annoyance, Jae glanced at her watch – timing was critical. All the right pieces had to fall into place in the correct sequence. If one action were out of place, then it would be evident to the world what had happened. 
A message chimed into her inbox—Mission Accomplished. 
Momentarily, holding her breath, Jae opened the text. Execute next phase as planned, blinked back at her—it had worked. She was now clear to proceed. 
The dye had been cast. 
After sliding her phone into her pocket, she studied the radar image glowing on her laptop screen. To the untrained eye, it looked full of blurry lines and indistinguishable shades of green. The only recognizable part of the image was a set of lines marking where a coastline ended and where the water began. The live radar feed was coming directly from an Emeriti coastal radar 137 kilometers due west of their location. Normally, hacking into the French-supplied maritime system would have been nearly impossible; their communication protocols were some of the strongest in the world. But all of that had been easily bypassed when Jae had sent a two-man team a week earlier to kidnap the in-country radar representative and his family. It was amazing how easily even the strictest security measures fell away when you threaten a loved one. 
	“Is it about time?” another voice asked—it belonged to one of her men, Kang. Sitting in the back of the cab, he was checking the missiles’ guidance software line by line. Jae had insisted that Kang triple-check to make sure the Iranian software technician had not lied to him. 
	Jae clicked open another screen—it was an electronic intelligence feed coming off a Chinese “weather” satellite. Over the last five years, the Chinese National Space Administration had launched a constellation of satellites over the Middle East, claiming they were in support of commercial shipping. But anyone who knew anything about orbital mechanics knew that the satellites were in a highly inclined retrograde orbit, making it unlikely that they were being used to track “weather” patterns. The system Jae had hacked into was a Yaugan-class spy satellite belonging to the People’s Liberation Army, which maintained almost continuous surveillance over the Persian Gulf. Armed with an array of antennas and a state-of-the-art synthetic aperture radar, there was not much that moved and communicated that these systems did not capture. And as of ten minutes ago, the Yaugan system had captured a SAR image matching that of USS Mitscher.
The US warship was roughly 259 kilometers northwest of their location.
Zooming out, Jae refocused her attention on a flurry of movement roughly 50 kilometers southeast of the warship. The grainy image was of five IRGCN patrol craft leaving Bandar Abbas. The long white wakes behind each vessel indicated they were moving at high speed and headed to the northwest–toward USS Mitscher. Based on their size, Jae assumed there were three mid-size patrol boats, called a Bavar, and two larger patrol boats of the Shahid Rouhi-class vessels. 
Jae exhaled—that was good. If nothing else, the Iranians were predictable and followed their own script to the T. 
“Yes, it’s about time,” she finally answered, closing the computer screen. She grabbed her handheld radio next to her and keyed the microphone. “All stations—target is entering the target envelope—ETA thirty minutes.”
The first to answer her call was Javed; he was located in one of the smaller outlining trucks, managing security. “Roger,” he replied. “I’m going to push the perimeter further out, while you position the two systems onto the ridgeline.”
“Good,” Jae replied as she signaled Rahi to start up the truck. “I have command of the missile systems.”
“You have command,” Javed repeated her words for everyone to hear. “Just remember—once you light off those engines, we’re exposed. American SBIRS and KH-11 systems will see the plume. The US response will be fast and brutal. Trust me. I’ve seen it.”
“Roger,” Jae replied. She was well aware of the US infrared-equipped satellites constantly orbiting overhead. 
Rahi had been right. Ten minutes later, the sandstorm was losing energy. Jae could now faintly make out the hilltop in front of them. Staring at the hazy horizon, it was hard to believe that they were only 85 kilometers from the water, and only another 10 more kilometers from the middle of the Straits of Hormuz. 
“This location will work . . . park here,” Jae ordered, twisting her hair into a bun. She pulled her baseball cap tightly down around her ears and opened the door. “Let’s go. We don’t have a lot of time.” 
Deploying the mobile launch system was simple by design. American and Israeli drones patrolled the skies endlessly, and even disguised as a freight truck, the TEL wouldn’t survive long if spotted. A single JDAM could erase them in seconds. 
But located miles away from anything strategic, it was improbable that the Americans would be watching some random patch of desert. And more importantly, all the missile tracking was being done through satellites and radar systems located far, far away. From a SIGINT perspective, they were close to being completely invisible.
The only clue of what was to come would be when the missile engine emitted a heat plume. And by that time it would be too late, even for the Americans.
Opening up one of the truck’s side panels, Jae pulled out a tethered hand-held control unit. She stepped back and pressed the power switch. Immediately, a hydraulic engine kicked in, and seconds later, the four outriggers on the corner of the truck began to extend. The large legs would stabilize the vehicle to counter the massive thrust from the missile’s rocket engine. On the other side of the truck, an electric engine—it was Rahi retracting the canvas cover that hid the Fateh-Mobin anti-ship ballistic missile.
The four outriggers were set just as Jae elevated the launcher to 75 degrees. On the TEL sat a 30-foot, 8,000-pound Fateh-Mobin, with a nose-cone housing a compact synthetic aperture radar seeker. 
“Are you ready?” Jae shouted to Kang, hunched over a ruggedized laptop also tethered to the truck.
“Still updating the INS and target profile,” he called back. “One more minute.”
She let him work. Kang was uploading the latest speed, heading, and location of USS Mitscher into the missile’s Inertial Navigation System. The missile would use that data to follow a high-lofted trajectory toward the destroyer’s last known position. After that, GPS updates would refine the course midflight, until the missile’s onboard SAR seeker took over. That would identify and lock onto the ship, even through jamming or decoys. And that’s if the US warship even knew what was coming.
“The terminal SAR profile is loaded,” Kang shouted. “System is ready.”
Over the radio, the second team checked in. “System Two is ready for launch.”
Jae keyed her radio. “System One is green. Launch in fifteen seconds.”
“Roger,” the voice replied. “We will launch on your countdown.”
Jae cleared the launcher and stood behind a nearby sand berm. Her hand was on the control unit, and her eyes were fixed on the horizon. The moment had finally arrived, she thought to herself. Once she gave the final command, there was no turning back. The world would change.
“Five seconds,” she spoke into the radio. “Stand by to launch.”
“System Two standing by,” the radio crackled.
“Three . . . two . . . one . . . fire.”
She pressed the button.
With a sudden roar, the Fateh-Mobin’s rocket motor ignited, blasting a spear of fire and smoke across the desert floor. Sand and stone flew everywhere. The launcher's steel frame groaned as the missile surged upward in a violent arc. On the opposite ridge, the second missile launched a minute later, trailing its twin in a staggered ascent. The smell of burnt rocket fuel stung Jae’s nostrils.
The flame vanished into the haze, and for the first time that morning, Jae smiled. It wasn’t joy. It was the cold satisfaction of a plan well executed and a reckoning set in motion.
But Jae didn’t wait to admire the view—she had to tie up loose ends. 
She grabbed her phone and sent two encrypted messages. Both messages contained the same two words. Eliminate Target.   	 






CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
Ninety-five miles southwest of the Straits of Hormuz
Lieutenant Peter Sloan took one last sip of his lukewarm coffee and set the stained mug on the chart table. The rising sun was already flooding through the armored bridge windows, casting sharp angles of gold across the consoles. On the early morning horizon, there was nothing but whitecaps. USS Mitscher rose and fell as it easily crested the steady stream of three-to four-foot waves. November could bring storms from the north, and Sloan knew they were lucky. For now, the seas were calm enough that his mug didn’t need wedging into a corner. Calm seas, though, meant something else—the Iranians would be out.
All around Sloan, the bridge of the US destroyer was alive with the hum of electronics and the low chatter of sailors exchanging bearings. The helmsman stood rigid at the wheel, his eyes fixed ahead. The lee helmsman had his hands close to the throttles, ready to change speed if needed. The quartermaster hovered over the transparent plotting table, staring at the navigation chart. Outside, on the port and starboard bridge wings, the lookouts leaned on the rails in their float coats, 7x50 binoculars pressed to their faces, their voices occasionally carried in by the wind. 
“Quartermaster reports the XO just checked in from aft,” the junior sailor called out. “He was delayed below—damage control drill ran long.”
Sloan checked his watch and exhaled. At their current speed, they were fifteen minutes from being within range of the Iranian IRGCN base at Bandar Abbas. Soon, the ship’s captain or the executive officer would be on the bridge and take command of the ship until they had safely transited the Straits of Hormuz—it was US Navy protocol. He had already brought the warship to Condition III, bringing extra lookouts on the bridge wings, and the weapons crews for the ship’s .50 cals, MK 38 chain guns, and MK 15 Gatling guns. 
Even though this was Sloan’s second Persian Excursion and his seventh run through The Hose, he still couldn’t shake the tension tightening between his shoulder blades. Over the past ten days, Iranian patrol boats had consistently harassed every U.S. vessel that entered the Straits of Hormuz. Today, he knew, would be no different.
His gaze flicked forward, through the bridge windows, and onto Mitscher's 5-inch deck gun. His thoughts wandered for a moment. It was a bad habit on watch, but unavoidable after so little sleep. Sloan knew that if things had been different, he would be in Monterey, California, attending the Naval Postgraduate School, positioning himself for his next assignment. But instead, he was in his third year of sea duty. The nuclear explosion in Saint Petersburg had frozen every set of orders in the Navy. Assignments were canceled, and postings were locked down. In the blink of an eye, everything had changed for Sloan. Now he didn’t know if he would stay much longer in the Navy. Maybe he would look into something else. 
[bookmark: _Hlk210881810]A metallic voice cut through the overhead speaker, breaking his thoughts. “Bridge, CIC—Five new surface contacts, skunks, two – one – five, bearing zero – four – five true, range two – one miles, course two – two – five true, speed three seven knots. Small radar cross sections – probable IRGCN patrol craft.”
The tightness in Sloan’s shoulders was instant—it felt like someone had ratcheted his arms backward toward his spine. Grabbing the grey sound-powered phone, Sloan punched the circuit connecting him to the ship’s Combat Information Center. Located a deck below the bridge, the windowless CIC was linked to all the ship’s electronic sensors—it was the warship’s eyes and ears. “CIC, Bridge, how come we didn’t see them earlier?” he asked. His voice carried a tinge of annoyance.
The reply was steady and calm. “Bridge, CIC—skunks were tucked behind an oil tanker, hidden in all the radar clutter. Skunks are now clear. Recommend track assignment.” The voice belonged to LT Missy Logan, the CIC’s on-duty Tactical Action Officer. 
“Bridge aye,” Sloan acknowledged crisply. I knew it . . . the Iranians are going to fuck with us, he thought, glancing at the aft watertight door and then at his watch. There was still no sign of the captain or XO. Technically, they had another ten minutes before they needed to be on the bridge. He exhaled sharply. “Maintain tracks, request CPA on all skunks.” 
“Roger,” Missy said, but did not conclude her reply with the word Out. She was not done talking.
“What is it, Missy?” Sloan asked. The two knew each other well and could tell by the tone in her voice that something was bothering her.
“If those skunks are IRGCN patrol boats, then we’ve got about ten minutes before we’re in range of their 107mm rocket launchers.” 
“Understood,” Sloan replied tersely; he didn’t need her to tell him the obvious. If Iranians were carrying anti-ship missiles, they were already within range . . . within their envelope. “Anything else?” 
“No,” Missy replied curtly. “CIC out.”
Sloan hung up the phone and exhaled slowly. The Junior Officer of the Deck, a young man out of Tucson, Arizona, caught his eye. His name was Lee Masson, and this was his first time going through the Hose. While his face was calm, his eyes were now blinking nonstop. “Want me to move the extra starboard lookout to the port side?” 
	“No,” Sloan replied firmly. “I suspect they’re going to swarm all around us, and we are going to need those extra eyes on both sides.”
	“Of course,” Lee replied nervously. 
	“CIC-Bridge,” Sloan said into his mouthpiece. “Anything on our skunks?”
	“Roger,” Missy’s voice replied. “Overhead just confirmed that our five skunks are IRGCN patrol boats. All of them look to be carrying 23mm autocannons. Two of the boats appear to have 107mm rockets . . . in these seas that gave them about an eight-kilometer range.”
	“Roger,” Sloan replied. “Any sign of anti-ship missiles?”
	“Negative. Overhead shows no signs of anti-ship missiles.”	
“When does that put them in our rocket envelope?”
“These skunks are moving fast and aggressively,” Missy answered. “You’ve got seven minutes. Recommend we angle our heading to open our CPA.”
	 “Agreed . . . bridge out,” Sloan concluded and switched the channel to his headset. “Helm, right standard rudder, come right to one-zero-five. Make turns for one-zero knots. I want a slow weave . . . nothing provocative.”
	“Right standard rudder, steer course one-zero knots,” the helmsman repeated.
	Sloan looked at Lee; his face was now ashen white. He felt for the young officer—it was one thing to go through a simulation and another to do it for real. Sloan could still remember his first time he had faced off against the Iranians; he had sweated through his entire uniform. 
“Just another day,” he said calmly to the young ensign. He needed the Junior Officer of the Deck to keep his shit together. “Inform the captain that he is needed on the bridge.”
	No sooner had Sloan given his orders than he heard Missy’s voice over his headset. “Bridge, CIC—lead skunk shifting five degrees left. Skunks are in a crescent formation . . . pattern is consistent with harassment. No aimpoint lasing. No coded radio traffic and no reports of missile illumination.” 
	“Roger,” Sloan replied. Slowly exhaling a deep breath, he rolled his shoulders. The tension in his back now radiated from his lower back all the way up into the base of his skull. He was about to ask Missy another question when a male voice boomed over his headset.
“Bridge, port lookout – visual contact, multiple small craft, bearing zero, zero-four-five true, range about eight miles, closing fast.”	
	“Shit,” Sloan muttered. Things were now going to happen very quickly—in minutes, they were going to be within weapons range of the IRGCN patrol boats. Keying his microphone, he switched the channel. “All topside mounts, this is the OOD. Skunks are close to being weapon-effective. Maintain target sweep group zero-four-five. No aimpoint lasing, no provocation. Report any barrels trained on own ship.” 
No sooner had Sloan given his order than he caught sight of Commander Tim Stephens stepping onto the bridge. Holding two cups of steaming coffee, the ship’s captain smiled calmly. He was short with broad shoulders, his khakis were pressed sharply, and his thinning hair was beginning to grey his temples. 
“What’s going on?” Tim asked evenly, handing the second mug to Sloan. “I thought you might need a refill.” 
“Thanks,” Sloan replied, grabbing the hot mug with one hand and lifting the headset of his right ear with the other. “We’ve got five IRGCN patrol boats, bearing zero-four-five true, closing at thirty-seven knots. I’ve got us at condition III and just gave our topside mounts their instructions . . . nothing provocative.”
“Any vipers?” Tim asked, using the naval term for missiles. His face exhibited no signs of concern, and his calm smile had not changed. With over eighteen years of service and two ship commands, Tim was one of the most seasoned commanders in the Persian Gulf. 
“Negative. Two of the five have 107mm rockets, and all have 23mm auto-cannons.”
“Good,” Tim replied. “Once we’ve got a clean air picture, I’ll shift to CIC . . . XO will take the bridge.”
“Roger,” both replied in unison.
“Range?” Tim asked.
“CPA inside two thousand yards . . . roughly two minutes.”
“Why didn’t we see them earlier?” Tim asked, he sniffed, rubbing his cleanly shaven chin with the back of his hand—it was a signal that he was pissed. 
“The skunks were hiding behind an Iranian oil tanker.”
“Figures. This is not the first time they’ve done that. Why didn’t overhead coverage catch it? Don’t we have a UAV overhead?”
Before Sloan could answer Tim’s question, Missy’s voice cut in sharply and fast. “Bridge, CIC—inbound vipers, inbound vipers bearing zero-niner-seven.”
Sloan stopped breathing. “Say again,” he asked. His voice cracked. “I thought you said the skunks aren’t carrying any vipers?”
“Negative, those skunks didn’t fire off those vipers,” she shot back. Her voice had changed. Something was different; confidence had been replaced by fear. “This is external reporting. Overhead infrared confirms two launch plumes from the Iranian coast. Tracking indicates probable Fateh-class ballistic missiles.”
“Say again?” Tim asked, confused. “Did you just say there are two ballistic missiles headed toward us?” 
Nobody spoke—everyone seemed to be holding their breaths.
“Yes,” answered crisply.
“Bridge, aye,” Sloan finally replied. His throat was tight, and his mouth was dry. “Vipers inbound.”
By now, Tim had grabbed a headset and had pulled it over his ears. His calming smile was gone. He had heard the word ballistic missile and undoubtedly knew something was wrong. “CIC, this is the captain. What is our SPY showing? Are those vipers aimed at us?”
There was a momentary pause before Missy replied.
“Captain, CIC. SPY is not generating tracks. Repeat, SPY is not generating tracks . . . we have no organic air picture. All we have is external reporting . . . they are showing two inbound vipers. We are trying to figure out what’s wrong with the SPY radar.”
“Roger . . .   figure it out fast,” Tim said in a fast and clipped response. “I have the deck and the conn. And find the god-dammed XO . . . he should be up here.” 
“Aye, sir,” Sloan replied mechanically. His mind raced as he thought through the implications of losing the SPY radar—it was the ship's most formidable warning system. Without it, the Aegis combat system was useless—it couldn’t generate “fire-control quality” tracks needed to launch their interceptor missiles. In all the wargame simulations Sloan had been through, losing the SPY radar was considered so remote that it wasn’t even considered as a plausible scenario.  
“Sound general quarters,” Tim ordered. “Set Condition I throughout the ship and set material condition Zebra. Designate inbound vipers hostile. SeaRAM and CIWS to automatic. Weapons tight until last-ditch.”
It took only seconds before the metallic claxon was wailing its warning ship-wide. “General Quarters, General Quarters, all hands man your battle stations.”
From below, Sloan heard the aft watertight door leading up to the deck slam shut. Throughout the ship, any door or hatch marked with a Z was now being sealed to prevent flooding. USS Mitscher was getting ready for a fight. 
“Keep the wing doors open,” Tim yelled at the two crew members who had moved to seal the bridge doors leading out to the port and starboard wings. “With no radar, we need visual.”
Both men acknowledged the captain’s order and moved quickly back to their positions. All around Sloan, the crew was pulling on Nomex flashhoods and gloves to protect themselves from fire. A couple had already pulled out their Kevlar helmets and were adjusting the chinstraps. As Tim pulled his gear on, Sloan keyed his microphone. “CIC, Bridge. What’s the range on the inbound vipers?”  
“Bridge, CIC—overhead sensors estimate the first impact is under five minutes, the next is one minute behind. I repeat, less than five minutes.”
“Fuck,” Tim muttered out loud as he made eye contact with Sloan. His lips were pulled tight, and his jaw was clenched. His neck pulsed with his heartbeat. “All we’ve got is the SeaRAM and CIWS radars. We just went from being able to track missiles two hundred miles out to being able to track inbounds ten miles out.”
Sloan did not reply. He knew the situation was far worse. The effective range of the SeaRAM and CIWS Ku-band radars was four miles. They would have only seconds to defend themselves against the inbound missiles. Maybe the captain was being hopeful, he thought to himself. Maybe he was trying to reassure the bridge that they had a chance in hell of defeating what was coming at them. “Roger,” he croaked—it was all he could think of saying. “This is going to be tight.”
“TAO, captain. Report viper tracks every thirty seconds. Have 50 cals, MK 38s, and deck gun focus on the five patrol boats. If they get within five miles of us, they are cleared to engage. Keep the SeaRAM and CIWS for our inbound vipers.” 
Tim didn’t wait for the TAO to repeat his order. He walked out to the port wing. “I’m going to take a look with my own eyes on what’s going on . . . right now I don’t trust anything.”
Sloan’s gut tightened. He was about to warn the captain that going out onto the exposed wing was not what he would do. Too many things are going wrong, he thought to himself. He needs to stay inside the protected bridge. But Sloan said nothing; he kept his mouth shut. The old man knows what he’s doing. 
Instead, Sloan scanned the bridge to check one last time to make sure he hadn’t missed anything. Everyone needed to be where they were supposed to be— the lives of 298 men and women counted on them. What happened next would transpire in minutes—it would be quick, violent, and final. 
There would be no do-overs.
Behind Sloan, the bridge door banged open. Commander Alex Rourke’s frame filled the doorway, chest heaving, one hand still clutching a folded report. The ship’s executive officer had finally arrived. 
Sloan pointed toward the ship’s captain; he was standing next to the two port wing lookouts. All of them had binoculars up and were scanning the horizon. 
“Captain,” Rourke called out, already moving toward the port wing. He would now take the conn while the captain shifted to CIC. “I’ve got the bridge.”
Sloan was about to turn back and give a command to the helm when he heard a deafening thumping sound, followed by a loud ripping sound. It took a couple of seconds for him to realize that what he was hearing was the MK 38 firing its 25mm chain gun, along with the MK15 Phalanx firing its 20 mm Gatling gun. That meant that the missiles were closer than they thought. 
Sloan opened his mouth to shout a warning to the captain and his XO, but before he could say anything, his head slammed into the nearby communication control panel. His knees buckled. At first, he thought he might have tripped or that maybe the ship had hit something. Maybe they had run over one of the Iranian patrol boats, he thought to himself. 
But then Sloan’s ears popped, and the sound of multiple alarms shrieked all around them. Some were constant, and some pulsated at a high pitch. He grasped the same panel that had almost knocked him out and pulled himself upright. He fell twice before finally getting up. Once his vision had cleared, Sloan could only count five or six people standing. The rest were on their hands and knees or lying flat—knocked out. Flashing red lights pulsated through a thin haze of smoke hovering over the bridge. The acrid smell was pungent and burned Sloan’s nose. 
“Status?” he yelled as he groped around for his headset. 
There was no reply.
“Give me your goddamned status!” Sloan yelled, looking over his shoulder to his right. 
“Holy shit,” a voice nearby yelled. 
Sloan turned port side toward the voice. In front of him, the armored window was shattered, and where there had been a door was now a gaping hole. Beyond it, the entire bridge wing was gone; there was only jagged and twisted metal. The captain, the XO, and the two lookouts had been vaporized. 
“Captain and XO are down!” the Quartermaster yelled. His voice was raw and full of panic. “Captain and XO are down!”
Sloan’s throat tightened. The deck below him shuddered, and he quickly gripped the communication console to steady himself. He had been wrong. They didn’t have minutes . . .   they only had seconds before the next missile hit. 







CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
Ninety-five miles southwest of the Straits of Hormuz
“The captain is down, I have the deck and the conn,” a firm but calm voice yelled out. 
Sloan looked around the bridge momentarily, confused. He wondered who had shouted those fateful words—who had taken over control of the ship. It was not until he saw all the faces looking at him that it dawned on him that he had taken command. Whoever was left standing was now looking at him for guidance. What happened next would depend on him.
	Pulling his headset over his ears, Sloan looked out of the cracked glass bridge windows and saw nothing but smoke. They had taken a direct hit in the bow. And from the way Mitscher was already listing, he suspected the point of impact was on the port side. That was what had killed the captain, the XO and two lookouts. Not to mention whoever was in the front of the warship. He opened his mouth to ask for a casualty report, but stopped himself. No. That would have to come later. There was still another missile inbound. Screeching alarms and flashing lights overwhelmed his senses. 
“Kill all the alarms,” he yelled at the bridge crew. “We’ll deal with those problems in a second.” 
One by one, the screeching sirens began to fade and were replaced by deafening silence.
 “CIC, Bridge. Captain and XO are down, I have the conn. Where’s that second missile?”
 	“Bridge, CIC. Acknowledge. You have the deck and the conn,” Missy replied. Her voice was at a higher pitch. “Second inbound, bearing one-one-six true, altitude dropping. Time-to-impact, two minutes.”
	“Are you sure about that?” Sloan barked. “We just took a hit . . . we thought we had more time.”
	“I’m not sure of fuck all,” Missy shot back. “SPY is still down. I have no live picture . . . I’m going off secondary reporting. Those missiles are traveling at over Mach 3. Take up your complaints with whoever is sending me this information when this is all over.”
	“Shit,” Sloan spat, wiping his forehead. The ship and her crew were blind, defenseless, and now crippled. 
	“Waiting for your next command,” Missy pressed.
	Sloan stared blankly at the hand he had used to wipe his forehead—it was covered in blood. Panic shot up his throat, and he raised his fingers to feel where the blood was coming from. His hand was only halfway up when his headset blared. 
“Bridge, CIC. What is your next command?” Missy repeated, enunciating each word. 
	Sloan’s head snapped up. Get your fucking head in the game, his mind screamed. We only have seconds. “Combat, Bridge,” Sloan called. “Launch all Nulkas, seduction pattern, bearing one-one-six.”
He had barely finished his last words when a series of muffled whooshes echoed across the bridge. The four Nulka electronic countermeasure systems had each launched two rockets. In seconds, there were eight exhaust trails arcing upward. Sloan quickly lost visual of the rockets but knew that each system would reach an altitude of one thousand feet before they came to a hover. From there, the decoy would begin screaming a radar signature that mimicked that of USS Mitscher. They were trying to hide themselves from whatever was coming their way. 
Would that be enough? 
No.
“Combat, Bridge,” Sloan spoke into his mouthpiece. This time, his voice did not crack. “SRBOC, fire distraction pattern, mark!”
“Bride, Combat. Firing SRBOC in a distraction pattern. We only have three systems online. One system was destroyed by . . . “
The rest of the weapons officer’s words were drowned out by a series of sharp metallic cracks. Three of the four MK 137 SRBOC launchers were shooting out canisters full of chaff and flares. It was a last-ditch effort to try to confuse an inbound missile. In total, there were eighteen metallic cracks. 
“Helm,” Sloan ordered. “Left full rudder. Steady course one-seven-zero. Make turn for two-five knots.”
“Left full rudder. Steady course one-seven-zero. Make turn for two-five knots,” the young helmsman repeated as he spun the wheel to the left.
Sloan grabbed a handhold to keep himself upright. The hard rudder threw them into a deeper list. The thick black smoke that poured from the bow, sheared right as the ship turned into the wind. A blue horizon with a hard, shimmering sun popped clear. Sloan knew they’d taken significant damage port side and that his maneuver might drown any survivors—seawater was now flooding every breached compartment. But he had to do it—he had to get the ship away from its present track.
“Bridge, CIC. Inbound vipers have changed course. The decoys aren’t working.”
“Bridge, CIC. Weapons free—fire everything you’ve got.”
“Bridge, CIC—SeaRAM and CIWS have lock,” Missy replied. Her voice had gone flat, professional. Maybe she’d already accepted this was down to luck, Sloan thought. “Inbound range eight nautical miles. Engaging now.”
Through the cracked forward glass, Sloan saw the SeaRAM turret snap right, its Ku-band radar locked. Three sharp thumps cracked like a muffled hammer as the anti-missiles punched upward in quick succession. White exhaust trails arced into the sky and vanished. No sooner had the smoke cleared than the Phalanx joined into the fight. The deck vibrated as the Gatling spun up, spitting tens of thousands of rounds skyward in a single, deafening metallic roar. The gun’s tracers carved glowing lines through the morning haze.
Sloan stepped to the side window and looked up. Overhead, the air was on fire—thousands of glittering filaments from the chaff drifted like silver snow. White hot streaks of tracers reaching for the sky, trying desperately to stop the missile bearing straight at them. 
A reflection caught his eye—it was the incoming warhead. It was coming in too fast. He had failed. His heart shot up into his throat, and he struggled to breathe.
“Brace for impact!” he croaked.
Sloan clenched his jaw and shut his eyes. God, let it be quick.
Then, the sky overhead cracked—it was like a thunderclap followed by a muffled explosion. A concussion wave ripped through the bridge, leaving the air tasting of smoke and salt. Sloan’s eyes flew open. The windows in front of him rattled in their frames. Through the smoke-streaked glass, he spotted an expanding fireball plunge into the ocean. Seconds later, a geyser of boiling water shot over two hundred feet upwards into the sky. All around, shards of molten metal began raining down on USS Mitscher.
Dumbfounded, Sloan stared ahead. He remained frozen in his stance. Had they actually shot down the missile? Was he imagining everything?
“Bridge, CIC—splash confirmed,” Missy exhaled, her voice puncturing the silence. “Inbound destroyed at one-point-five nautical miles.”
The bridge erupted—not in cheers, but in stunned gasps. Sloan forced himself to swallow. “Good kill,” he said flatly; his throat felt raw. “This isn’t over. Status on the patrol boats.”
“Bridge, CIC. Patrol craft appear to be breaking off. They’re turning back north.”
Adrenaline surged. The pain radiating across Sloan’s forehead disappeared. He snatched up the binoculars from the chart table and pressed them hard against his eyes. “Fuck that,” he yelled. “What’s their range?”
“Bridge, CIC. Skunks are ten miles out.”
“Good,” Sloan growled. “Train the five-inch forward. Assign target: lead skunk, bearing zero-four-five, range seven thousand yards. Load HE-PD, surface mode. Engage when on.”
 “Ahhh . . . Bridge, CIC,” Missy’s confused voice answered. “The five-inch is gone.”
Sloan froze. “What?” he barked. “Say again?”
“Bridge, CIC. The five-inch is down,” Missy repeated, her voice firmer this time. “First missile destroyed Mount 51. It’s gone.”
Missy’s final words hit like a hammer. 
Sloan blinked, lowered his binoculars. Only then did it register—thick black smoke was still boiling from the gaping wound in Mitscher’s bow. All that remained of the turret was a shredded rotation mount. He had been about to order men to fire a weapon that no longer existed. 
“What the fuck am I doing?” he muttered out loud.
“Say again?” Missy asked, confused.
Sloan shook his head. “Repair, Bridge. Give me a damage report.”
“Bridge, Repair,” a male voice replied over the sound of blaring alarms. “Forward hit, forward of Frame 30. We’ve got flooding in two compartments and fires spreading below decks.”
Sloan closed his eyes for a second, steadying himself against the chart table. His own impulses had almost put them in more danger. Revenge would have to wait. He forced his voice level. “Bridge copies. Keep me updated.”
Sloan tightened the headset against his ears and took three quick breaths. “Radio, Bridge. Send a FLASH precedence message to Fifth Fleet and strike group command. Plain language: USS Mitscher has sustained forward missile hit, flooding forward of Frame 30, captain and XO KIA, SPY radar degraded, ship remains operational under OOD Lieutenant Grade Sloan. Engaged inbound ballistic missiles; one intercept was successful. Request immediate support. Mark it priority FLASH, repeat FLASH. Acknowledge when transmitted.”


 
 






CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
Site 289-A, Tehran 

The fact that Arash was sitting in a secret bunker system surrounded by hundreds of military officers meant that things were proceeding as planned.  
Arash suspected the IRGC Ground Forces General officer sitting next to him thought otherwise. Having already sweat through his tunic, the man looked like he had been sitting in a sauna. Even though the auditorium was heavily air-conditioned, dark sweat stains dotted the general’s sand-brown uniform. Prayer beads clicked ceaselessly in his hands. 
“When are we going to get started?” the general officer demanded, wiping his forehead. “We’ve been here for hours . . . what’s this all about?” 
Arash kept still. He suspected what was going to happen next, but was unsure of his role. Normally, he would not attend a meeting like this; his secretive position would not allow it. But something else was taking place, and he needed to play along.
A loud murmur of voices joined the general’s complaint. 
“I agree,” a different voice called out from the other side of the room. Another army general, this one from the Navy, stood up and pointed at a colonel standing guard at the auditorium’s main entrance. “What’s going on?”
The tall colonel appeared unfazed by the rising chorus of complaints. He blinked calmly and said nothing. His uniform was a green camouflage pattern Arash didn’t recognize—no insignia beyond rank. A ghost from the bunker staff, Arash thought. Over the years, he had heard whispers that there were secret bunkers located throughout Tehran, only to be used in extreme emergencies. But he had discounted them as rumors and nothing more. Now he knew otherwise.
Hours ago, when Arash had been told by a courier to report for an urgent meeting, he had initially thought there had been a mistake—the address he had been given was to a well-known children’s hospital. But when Arash pulled his vehicle into the medical center’s parking lot, he was directed to a lower level, away from the hospital’s busy day-to-day traffic. From there, he rode an elevator deep underground. 
A third general officer, this one from the IRGC Aerospace Forces, had just risen from his seat when the door to the conference opened. A thin man wearing olive green fatigues strode forward—it was Major General Seyyed Rezai, the commander-in-chief of the IRGC. Rezai was also Arash’s boss; he reported to him and only him. The room immediately fell silent. 
“On your feet,” the colonel ordered in an even tone.
Everyone shot out of their seats and stood at the position of attention. 
Rezai walked toward the front of the auditorium and stopped. Despite his slight frame, he carried his weight with authority. With a short white beard, his face looked grizzled. In the middle of his forehead was a dark circular spot—it was a callus created from pressing his head in prayer against the floor. Rezai took his time to survey the room. “Take your seats,” he finally ordered. 
Obediently, everyone sat. 
“Gentlemen, I apologize for making you wait, but there has been an incident.”
The room remained quiet as Rezai let his words hang. 
“Approximately five hours ago,” Rezai said evenly, “an American unmanned aerial vehicle conducted a precision strike against our military facilities near Bandar Abbas, resulting in the reported deaths of the base commander and several senior officers.”
The man next to Arash gasped but remained quiet.
“Then approximately four and a half hours ago,” Rezai continued—Arash could have sworn the commander-in-chief of the IRGC was now looking straight at him—”the American warship, USS Mitscher, was transiting the Straits of Hormuz when, unprovoked, she attacked several of our nearby patrol craft. The brave sailors of the IRGCN defended themselves and inflicted heavy damage on the warship . . . we believe the ship has sunk with a heavy loss of life.”
Arash sat back and exhaled. All the months of careful planning and preparation finally paid off. They had moved the first chess piece, and now the match had begun.  
 The room remained silent until a lone voice from behind yelled. “God is great . . . Death to America!”
In seconds, everyone was on their feet, chanting 
Arash joined the group. Had they really sunk USS Mitscher? he asked himself, pumping his fist in the air. The only word he had received was from Javed was that they had successfully launched the two missiles. After that, there were some scattered reports, but nothing firm. Had they finally struck back at the arrogant Americans?  
“How did we sink the American warship?” another voice yelled. “With what?” 
Rezai raised his hands to quiet the group. “We used two of our newest anti-ship missiles.”
After more chanting, Rezai finally had everyone take their seats. “The Americans attacked us first, and we responded,” he said. “Whether the Americans admit it or not, their arrogance has been broken.”
The room broke out into more chants and clapping, but thankfully, everyone remained in their seats. 
“We’re still confirming the sequence of events and interviewing our brave sailors. We’ll have more details shortly, but in the meantime, we must prepare ourselves for war. The Americans will blame us and try to save face, but we must stand firm. We must be ready for what happens next.”
That’s why they have us deep underground, Arash thought to himself. They know what will happen next . . . war.
“You will now be broken into smaller groups and be given your wartime orders,” Rezai continued. “I expect all of you to pay attention and be ready. For years, you and your predecessors have stood strong against American aggression, and we must do it again. This is our moment. The Islamic Republic and its citizens are counting on you.”
Before anyone could ask a question or start chanting, the colonel stepped forward. “Room . . . attention.” 
Once Rezai had left the auditorium, the colonel walked to the front and pulled out a clipboard. “When I call out your name and room number, please step forward and head to your location.”
It took twenty minutes before Arash heard his name called; he was assigned to room 7B-34.
The descent deeper into the bunker complex felt endless. As the elevator passed six more floors, Arash suspected that each level was separated by another hundred feet of soil and rock, not including reinforced concrete. Once he had reached the seventh floor, Arash had to pass through three checkpoints; each was tighter than the last. At every guard station, he was searched, asked to show his ID, and had his fingerprints scanned. It was a reminder of how deep the Republic buried its secrets. By the time he reached 7B-34, the smell of dust and stale, recycled oxygen was pungent. He was alone.
Arash knocked on the door and waited.
“Enter,” a muffled voice shouted. 
Inside, three chairs waited. Two of them were already filled. In the closest chair was Major General Seyyed Rezai. In the other seat was a man Arash had never met but instantly recognized—it was Representative Salek, a parliamentarian. 
“Your Excellency,” Arash said, snapping to attention. Normally, his relationship with his boss was informal; they were on a first-name basis. But in front of Salek, a parliamentarian, one needed to be careful. 
Rezai waved him forward. “Come in. We have much to discuss about what happened and what comes next.”
Stepping forward, Arash now knew why he had been summoned to the bunker—he was there for a debrief. His gaze flicked to Salek. The man wore a black turban and loose clerical cloak draped over a gray tunic. His black beard was neatly trimmed and speckled with white patches. But it was the man’s eyes that caught Arash’s attention; they were black and piercing, as if they were assessing Arash for some sin. A memory stirred; Arash had seen those same eyes on state television, denouncing Americans with polished venom.  
“Don’t worry, Arash,” Rezai said, leaning back into his chair. “You may speak freely here. Representative Salek is read into everything. He knows about your mission.”
“It’s an honor,” Arash nodded at Salek, “I’ve followed your interviews. I agree with your vision for the Republic.”
Salek stood and extended his hand; his grip was strong, his voice gravelly. “And I have heard of you. Men who do their duty without hesitation are rare. Thank you for your service.”
Arash nodded and smiled. This is no mere parliamentarian, he thought. This is someone who is a believer—someone who knows things need to change. Someone willing to be bold. 
Rezai motioned to the third chair. “Sit. Tell us what you know.”
Arash obeyed. “There were no complications in taking the missiles from the storage facility, and with the help of our friends, we updated the software. The missile launch went as planned, and the trucks have been disposed of.” He hesitated, then added carefully, “The last we hear the American vessel, USS Mitscher, is still afloat and is trying to make her way into Emirati waters. Has that changed?”
“No.”
“Our sources have confirmed this,” Rezai replied; his scowl etched deeper into his weathered face. “But it is not important that we sank the ship . . . it’s more important that we got the Americans’ attention. We’re exactly where we need to be.”
Arash thought briefly of Jae—the woman who had made all of this possible. Years had passed since they’d shared a bed, and yet the memory still snagged him: danger dressed as desire. Even now, with war stirring outside, she lingered at the edge of his thoughts.
Salek gave a thin smile. “The Ayatollah is paralyzed by doubt. His court is drowning in reports and rumors, none of them true. That confusion will serve us—chaos will do what our missiles cannot.”
“I have heard the same,” Rezai grunted with satisfaction. “The old fool has no grasp of what’s happening. We’re controlling the narrative now—every broadcast, every headline says what we want it to say: that the Americans fired first . . . twice . . . once with their drone and the second with their warship.”
Salek leaned forward, folding his hands together. “This is only the beginning. The Americans think they can dictate the tempo of history. They’re wrong. With the help of our friends, what comes next will remind them that the Islamic Republic—and those who stand with it—are not afraid of fire.”
Arash felt the weight of those words settle. This was the beginning of something new. A time when the Islamic Republic would not hesitate to bare its teeth and take its rightful place as one of the world's superpowers. 
“What of the missile storage facility?” Rezai interrupted. “What of the guard force?”
“We destroyed it . . . everything and everyone is buried under thousands of tons of rock. It will take months for anyone to dig into the bunker and discover what happened.”
“And by then it will be too late,” Salek said, leaning back in his chair as he pulled his outer robe together. “By then, nobody will care.”
Salek nodded. “I do have a tactical question?”
“Of course . . . “ Rezai replied. 
Salek sat back in his chair and pointed at Arash. “How were our missiles able to get through the Americans' defenses? From what our patrol boats witnessed, USS Mitscher never fired off any of its Aegis missiles. How is that possible?” 
“Our friends made this happen,” Arash said, unwilling to provide any more details unless his boss pressed him to.
“Like the drone attack on our base?” Salek asked quickly.
“Yes.”
“And the trail back to us?” Salek’s smile was gone.
Arash nodded once. “The Americans will discover what has happened. They’ll make the necessary corrections.”
“Let them,” Rezai growled. “By the time they understand what failed, it won’t matter.”
“It won’t matter,” Salek scoffed. “Right now, the Americans are tearing into all of their systems, wondering which ones are infected. That is why we must be quick with what comes next. If our friends are going to have any chance on the Korean peninsula, then we must not hesitate. Are you ready?”
“I am,” Arash replied evenly. “Everything is in place, and we will be ready for the next stage of the operation.”
“Good. Tell us step-by-step the next phase,” Rezai replied. “I’ve briefed Representative Salek on our next plan, but he wants to hear it directly from you.”








CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
Manama, Bahrain 

Outside the small Indian restaurant, there were seats, but the cold winds kept everyone inside. In front of Jasper, a plate of food remained uneaten. His appetite was gone. Picking up the phone, he redialed Samira’s number. And like the seven previous attempts before, the call went straight to her voicemail. He cringed, hearing her cheery voice––it reminded him of how things had been before––before everything changed. 
“Fuck,” he swore loudly.
	A nearby family of four craned their heads and looked at Jasper uneasily. The woman, who Jasper assumed was the mother of the two smaller boys, scowled at him. 
He smiled weakly. “Ana asf,” he said in Arabic, lifting the fork to his mouth. The mother did not appear consoled by his apology but eventually turned around when her husband pointed at the TV. 
Across the room, an image of a US warship flickered on a large screen. The restaurant grew quiet. The TV light washed over the diners’ faces. On the screen, the white number 57 grew larger–it was the ship designation for USS Mitscher. The camera then panned to the right, revealing a gaping hole. Twisted metal pointed inward, indicating that whatever had happened came from inside the ship. 
The TV’s audio crackled in Arabic. All Jasper could understand was “…American warship . . . USS Mitscher . . . damage . . . Iranian missile attack…” The reporter’s voice wavered until the feed was cut to another image of a string of ambulances pulling away from the stricken vessel. None of the ambulances had their lights on, which meant one thing––they were full of dead people.
Jasper’s fork slipped from his hand and clattered against the plate. His chest constricted, and a wave of nausea engulfed him. He had heard that there had been an incident with USS Mitscher, but he had assumed it was the standard tussle with the Iranians. Maybe a couple shots had been exchanged, but nothing more than that. It happened all the time. 
The waiter appeared beside him. “You are all right?”
He nodded, forcing a smile. “Yeah. I just—” He didn’t finish. His phone vibrated on the table. His boss was calling. 
“Yes, sir,” Jasper replied, forcing back the bile rising in the back of his throat. 
“Where are you?” his boss asked curtly.
“I’m out grabbing a bit to eat.”
“Okay, you need to come back to base immediately—the command’s initiated a full recall.” 
“Full recall?”
“Yes, and there’s more . . . “
“NCIS and the MPs just showed up—they’re tearing through our files,” his boss whispered. His voice was strained and full of tension. “Anybody who had anything to do with Mitscher is being questioned. Smith is already in with the investigators. They’re waiting for you.”
“Investigators,” he croaked.
“They’re saying something happened with Mitscher’s radar system. They think that’s why it got hit by a missile. Get back to base right away.”
The call ended, but Jasper didn’t move. 
Without realizing it, his hand slipped into his pocket, fingers wrapped around Samira’s thumb drive. His heart began to race. Before he downloaded Samira’s “weather data,” he had checked the drive’s contents—at least, he thought he had. But had he missed something?
A fine tremor worked through his hand. 
Quickly, Jasper dialed Samira’s phone number again. She would clear everything up, he told himself. She would tell him there was no correlation between her weather data and what had happened to Mitscher. Her voice would calm him down. 
There was no answer. 
After the seventh ring, he hung up. Around him, the restaurant noise swelled again—clinking dishes, low conversation, the scrape of chairs. The family next to him was cheerfully going on about their business, as if the world hadn’t just changed.
Pulling out a few dinar notes, Jasper tossed them on the table. As he got up, the waiter smiled and signaled two of the staff to clear and clean his table. It was rush hour, and customers were waiting to be seated.
Outside, the night air was sharp and burned his throat.
He started walking, head down, weaving through the narrow alleys behind the restaurant toward his car. The smell of spice hung in the air as vendors dragged down metal shutters. His footsteps echoed off the concrete walls. For a moment, the noise of the souq faded, leaving only the sound of his own breathing. He was alone in his thoughts. 
“Excuse me,” a man said in broken English. 
Startled, Jasper lifted his head. In front of him was an Asian man. He was in his late thirties, neatly dressed, a polite smile fixed on his face.
“Sorry,” Jasper muttered, thinking he’d brushed past him by accident.
“Are you Jasper Honea?” the man asked. 
“Yes,” Jasper replied automatically. 
The man’s smile vanished. A heartbeat later, Jasper saw the dark circle of a pistol barrel. He tried to speak—something calm, something harmless—but the sound never left his throat. Everything went dark.
Jasper was dead before he hit the ground.   









CHAPTER THIRTY
Toledo, Spain

Chase hugged the alley wall to avoid the icy rain. It was now dark, and the drizzle had turned into a downpour. The once-busy streets were now empty; not even the police were out. The sound of thunder rolled faintly in the distance, bouncing off the cobblestone streets. The narrow side alley leading to the address the gunman had given them was also empty. Neither Chase nor Rizak looked around as they advanced. They were alone.
“You got this?” Chase asked as they stepped into the glare of the lantern lamp hanging over the apartment’s entry.
“I got it,” Rizak replied, pulling lockpicks from his pocket. “Just stand close and shield me from this shit weather.”
Chase obeyed. Seconds later, the lock clicked, and they slipped into a dark foyer. A musky smell hung in the air. At the far end, a single lightbulb glowed over a circular stairwell. Chase pointed up, then held up three fingers. Third floor.
Wordlessly, both men drew their pistols and threaded suppressors onto the barrels. Whoever had killed the two men in the Madrid apartment was a professional—a trained killer.
The building was smaller and older than the one in Madrid. The stairs squeaked beneath their weight. As they climbed higher, the smell of food became stronger. Behind closed doors, muffled voices spoke, children played, and TVs blared the news. Families were going about their evening rituals.
On the second-floor landing, Chase tugged Rizak’s wet coat. He leaned closely. “When we get to the landing, you open the door. I’ll cover.”
Rizak grunted acknowledgment as his foot landed on the third floor. In one fluid motion, he dropped to one knee, picked the lock, and eased the door open. Chase stood close behind him, pistol aimed forward. He was listening for any signs that their approach had been detected. When no ambush came, Chase squeezed Rizak’s shoulder. 
Go.
The door swung silently open, and they crept forward.
Close to the end of the dark hallway, a wedge of light spilled out from a doorway. Chase assumed it was the flat’s living room. Inside the room, a TV was chattering—a man and woman were speaking in an Asian language. Rizak jutted his chin to signal that he was going to move forward.
Step after deliberate step, Rizak moved forward. After what seemed like an endless minute, Rizak was inches away from the living room entrance. He had just stepped back to give himself a better angle when a loud squeak filled the hallway. 
Chase had inadvertently pressed down on a loose floorboard.
Without thinking, Chase reached for Rizak. He needed to get him out of the line of fire—the element of surprise was gone. But it was too late. A silenced shot cracked. Rizak was thrown backward into the corner of the hallway.
Over the sound of the TV, Chase heard another squeak. And then another. For a second, he thought it was him who was making the noise. But Chase had remained frozen. No—it was the shooter moving in to finish off Rizak. 
Reflexively, Chase moved forward, crouched, and pivoted around the door frame. No sooner had his body cleared the door when a supersonic round tore inches from his head. He flinched just as he pulled the trigger. His round went wide. All Chase had seen of the shooter was a blur of movement. Whoever was shooting at them was trying to get a better angle without exposing themselves—it was a pro move. 
Chase pulled his head back just as a round slammed inches from his head. The floorboard squeaked again. One or two more steps would give the shooter a clear angle on Rizak. 
There was no more time
Dropping to his stomach, Chase rolled himself onto his left shoulder. Bolts of pain rippled down his arm. The smell of dust and cordite filled his lungs. He aimed the front sight of his pistol where he thought the shooter was moving towards. He pulled the trigger three times as quickly as he could. The third round hit something. The meaty thump of a round finding flesh was unmistakable. But Chase had seen men shot multiple times still fight as if nothing had happened to them. 
The fight wasn’t over.
He had just rolled back behind the protection of the wall when shards of plaster peppered his face. A sliver of stone pierced his right eye. White-hot pain flared. Chase clamped his eye shut and fought back the rising panic. Being blind in a firefight was a death sentence.
“You, okay?” Rizak’s weak voice called.
“Yes,” Chase lied. He couldn’t let the shooter know he was half-blind. “You?”
“I’ve been hit in the chest . . . I’m bleeding bad.” 
Rizak’s tone was faint, but Chase knew he was bluffing. Rizak was wearing the body armor they had taken from one of the gunmen. The ceramic front plate had stopped the shooter's bullet. Painful, but not fatal.
“Stay put. Don’t move,” Chase ordered. “I’m coming to you.”
Another squeak. The shooter was moving forward; the sound betrayed every step. A shadow stretched across the floor. Trying to reposition themselves, the shooter was trying to get a better angle on Chase. Now he was the target. 
Chase raised his pistol, left eye straining. His non-dominant eye. With no depth perception, he was fucked. Whoever was on the other side of the wall was good. They were fast and accurate. He took a breath, waiting for the instant the shooter would have to expose themselves. 
Whatever happened next would take place in seconds.
A suppressed shot echoed off the apartment walls—but not from him. Rizak had waited. His single round hit true.
Chase was moving before the body hit the ground. He clambered to his feet and burst into the room.
A woman in a baby-blue tracksuit lay sprawled on the floor. She was Asian, mid-forties, with jet-black hair. Blood soaked her abdomen and arm. She opened her mouth to speak, but no sound came out. Chase kicked her suppressed pistol across the floor and loomed over her. Outside, sleet hammered against the windowpanes as if the storm was trying to claw its way in. 
For a heartbeat, Chase just stared. He wasn’t expecting a woman. “Who are you?” he demanded, holding his burning eye.
Her gaze was glassy, her body trembling in shock. Blood was pooling beneath her tracksuit, turning it dark. Judging by the location of her wounds, he had shot her in the arm, and then Rizak had shredded her kidney or liver. 
She was dying.
The pain in Chase’s eye was excruciating—it was like a hot needle had been jabbed into his eye socket. “I need to wash this out,” he muttered, wincing.
“Don’t wait long,” Rizak said hoarsely. “She doesn’t have long, Chase.”
A ragged gasp escaped the woman. Her lips worked. “Chase… Harper.”
Chase froze. “What did she say?”
“Chase Harper,” she repeated, louder this time.
Chase turned back. “How do you know me?”
Her bloody smile widened faintly; her teeth were slick with blood. She lifted a trembling hand as if to touch him. “I know you, Chase Harper. Such a beautiful family.”
His breath caught. The words dragged him back in time. Suddenly, he was sitting in his house in Houston, looking straight up at a police officer. All around his feet were children's toys. The officer was there to tell him that his wife and daughter were dead, killed in a car accident. An image of their faces flashed in front of him. 
“How?” his voice cracked.
“She loved you…”
“Who loved me?” he asked, confused. 
“Your wife. I watched her for weeks. She loved you dearly.”
His chest tightened until he could hardly breathe. “Did you kill them?” His voice was broken and barely above a whisper.
Her smile was gone, and her eyes narrowed. “No,” she sputtered forcibly. “I was reconnaissance only. I didn’t know they would kill them.”
“Who is they? Who killed them?”
“I begged them not to kill your daughter.” She coughed, and blood spilled from her lips. 
“Who killed her?”
“The Bureau…” Her eyes flickered. “…they killed her.”
Chase’s heart hammered. “Jae Gal . . . was it her? Who ordered their deaths? Why?”
Her hand gripped his arm suddenly, desperate. “Forgive me…” she whispered. Then her chest stilled and her lips parted. She was dead. 







CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
Isa Air Base, Bahrain

The distinguished visitor lounge at Isa Air Force Base glowed beneath harsh floodlights. Beyond it, the base stretched out into the Bahraini desert. Located an hour south of the capital, surrounded by scrub and sand, its nighttime stillness broken only by the distant whine of jet engines. After dark, the isolation felt deliberate.
Inside the double-wide prefab was a waiting room, a bathroom, and a small dining area with a table surrounded by five mismatched chairs. In the corner, a refrigerator hummed, full of sodas and water. The main waiting area held two brown leather couches and four matching recliners. In the middle, a circular wooden coffee table sagged under stacks of old magazines and newspapers. Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, their pale glow bouncing off the windows, where the only view was darkness.
Willy leaned forward and grabbed a tattered, coffee-stained travel magazine. On the cover was a color picture of a Hawaiian beach. He groaned and checked the time: 19:49 hours. The numbers glowed back at him—it felt much later.
“You say something?” Mark muttered from one of the recliners. He was reading on his phone, glasses perched low.
“No,” Willy replied, flicking the magazine back on the table. He leaned into the couch and yawned. “Did you hear anything else about Mitscher?”
“Officially, no,” Mark said, lifting his eyes over his frames. “Unofficially, I heard she made it into Port Khalid in Sharjah, UAE. Barely. She was listing so badly they had to rig special gangways just to get on board.”
Outside, a jet roared into the night sky, the sound rattling the flimsy prefab walls. Willy had noticed the tempo of jets deploying had been steadily increasing all night. Fighters were clawing into the darkness every few minutes now. “Any word on casualties?”
“Not a word. My sources won’t confirm or deny anything.”
Willy shook his head. Through news flashes, they’d heard only fragments—an “incident” in the Strait of Hormuz, a skirmish between a U.S. destroyer and Iranian patrol boats. Specifics were scarce. Publicly, both sides were silent. When Willy had reached out to NAVCENT, he got nothing—no emails, no calls returned. Only through Mark’s contacts had they learned more: the Iranians had struck the US destroyer, and the damage was “extensive.”
“I’ll keep digging,” Mark said, “but right now, nobody’s talking.”
“When nobody’s talking, it usually means something bad happened. Officials are gathering facts, getting their ducks in a row, and writing a plan.”
“Plan?”
“If what we know is true, the Iranians attacked a warship and caused heavy damage. I would strongly suspect that means there were US casualties. And if that’s true, there’ll be hell to pay. The US isn’t going to shrug that off . . . there are too many people on our side who don’t like the Iranians and think they had something to do with St. Petersburg. This gives them the pretext they’ve been waiting for. And for that, they need a plan.”
Mark hesitated, then set his phone face down on the table. “There’s something else,” he said quietly.
Willy looked at him. “What kind of something else?”
“The kind that isn’t in any report yet,” Mark replied. “I’m hearing noise about a drone. Not the incident itself . . . just that something flew when it shouldn’t have.”
Willy frowned. “Where?”
Mark shook his head. “That’s the problem. Nobody seems to know. Or nobody’s willing to say.”
“That doesn’t make sense,” Willy said.
Mark gave a thin shrug. “Neither does grounding every aircraft in CENTCOM.”
Willy sat back, about to say something, when Mark spoke.
“This is not our fight.”
Willy didn’t argue. He knew Mark was right—it wasn’t their fight. Their fight was in the Pacific, making sure there would be no St. Petersburg on American soil. That was his mission. That and keeping that bitch from ODNI, Julia Pruit, from tying his hands. 
He checked his watch again. Their aircraft had already been delayed twice. They’d been stranded in the DV lounge for more than three and a half hours. Willy’s aide, Tom, had arranged for a UC-35 to fly them to Al Udeid in Qatar. From there, they had three seats on a C-17 bound for Guam and then Hawaii. But every time the UC-35 was reported wheels up, it turned out to be wrong.
“Don’t worry. It’ll work out,” Mark muttered.
“I’m not sure about that.” Willy sat forward. “If that plane out of Kuwait doesn’t take off within the next couple of minutes, the time-space continuum falls apart. One hour flight here, refuel, thirty minutes to AUB. That gives us maybe half an hour to catch that C-17. And C-17s don’t wait for generals.”
“Maybe we should’ve gone commercial.”
“Where were you yesterday when we were talking about this?” Willy shot back. “Your input would’ve been useful then. Not now.”
Mark raised his hands in mock surrender and wisely stayed quiet.
Willy was reaching for another magazine when the door opened. Cold night air swept in with Tom, carrying the faint smell of burnt JP-8 jet fuel. His shoulders were hunched, lips pressed thin. Willy knew that look.
“Sweet mother of shit,” Willy groaned, leaning back. “We’re screwed, aren’t we?”
Tom cleared his throat as he circled the recliner. He stopped in front of him and stood at parade rest. “Yes, sir. The UC-35 just got pulled. All scheduled mil-air in the AOR has been cancelled for the next twenty-four hours. All aircraft in CENTCOM are grounded. Something’s going on.”
Mark shot Willy a look. “You’re right. Someone’s making plans.”
“And you’re right,” Willy sighed. “This isn’t our fight. We just need to get home.” He forced slow, deep breaths. He’d been in rooms like this before—waiting rooms before wars. Stopping in Bahrain was looking more and more like a mistake.
“Did I miss something?” Tom asked.
Willy had noticed it earlier—the XO didn’t seem bothered by any of it. Not the reports, not the grounding of aircraft, not the tempo of jets tearing into the night. Earlier in the evening, Willy had pulled him aside and offered a quiet congratulations on the promotion to lieutenant colonel. The XO had accepted it with a polite nod, eyes already elsewhere, as if whatever was coming mattered more than the rank he’d just earned.
“No,” Willy waved him off. He didn’t want to get bogged down in a discussion with Tom about what they had heard regarding Mitscher. There would be time for that later. “So, how are you getting me home now that mil-air’s gone dark?”
“I’ve booked us on commercial air—Bahrain, Doha, then Tokyo, then Hawaii. The only problem—first available seats are tomorrow night.”
“Fuuuuuck.” Willy dragged the word out, then shook his head. “Can this get any worse?”
Tom hesitated. “It can . . . the only seats left were middle seats in economy. Back row. With the unwashed masses.”
There was a beat of silence. Then Willy laughed. He kept laughing until he noticed neither Mark nor Tom was smiling. 
Outside, the jets were still thundering into the night sky, one after another. Each one sounded like a countdown. Willy no longer had to guess — war was coming. 







CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
Pyongyang, North Korea 

Despite having a whole office dedicated to executing his every command, Director Lee still insisted on fixing his own tea in his own teapot in his own office. There was something about doing that simple task that made him feel grounded. With careful precision, he measured out six teaspoons of green tea leaves and poured the contents into the steaming water. Knowing that he had exactly four minutes until the temperature within the teapot would reach 145° F, he pressed the timer on his watch and patiently waited. 
	It’s all he could do.
	Outside his office window, the sky was overcast. He had stopped expecting rain—that had not happened in three years. And if by some miracle the skies did open up, then the smattering would last seconds before it disappeared. 
In the courtyard below, four jagged stumps stood as a stark testament to the extent the drought had wrought on his country. They were all that was left of the four majestic weeping willows that had stood for generations in the Bureau’s main courtyard. With water in such low supply, Lee had been forced to cut them down. He couldn’t justify using rationed water to keep the trees alive. Not when they barely had enough water to flush their toilets. 
	The timer on Lee’s wrist chimed—his tea was ready.
	No sooner had he poured his cup when a hollow knock echoed across his office. “Enter,” he ordered without looking up. 
	“I have some information for you,” a recognizable voice spoke as the door opened—it was one of his analysts. His name was Park Min-Jun, and he had been with the Bureau for years. Lee trusted him and gave the older man the more sensitive missions that required precision and a great deal of discretion. Only a handful of select people within the organization were allowed to spy on the spies. 
	 “Come in and close the door,” Lee ordered, stepping toward his desk. He pointed at the empty chair in the corner of the sparsely decorated office. “Tell me what you have.”
	The scratching sound of the chair being dragged seemed to linger. 
	“What have you found out?” Lee asked, taking a seat and adjusting the rim of his glasses.
	Park flipped open a file and slid a paper across Lee’s desk. “This is an internal State Security report that will be presented to the Minister of State Security at his 10 am operations brief.”
	Lee raised the cup to his lips. “What does it say?” 
	“Six more municipal food warehouses have been raided over the last forty-eight hours . . . they were completely ransacked. And, there have been four more food riots. Two in Musan, one in Hysean, and one in Chongjin.”
	“Hysean?” Lee asked, raising an eyebrow. Having food riots in small, remote hamlets was normal. But riots in a city of over one hundred and fifty thousand were troubling. It meant that they were entering a new phase—a very dangerous one at that. Order was breaking down. 
Lee thought of Agent Nam's report from the 8th Motorized Guard Regiment. The gate assault. Starving farmers attacking a warehouse for rice. His own people killing his own people over food. Nam had warned him—this wasn't about discipline failures. It was about pressure. About scarcity pushing against structure. About how many times a gate could be tested before it finally gave way.
 And now the gates were giving way everywhere.
	“Yes, sir,” Park replied. “Yesterday, a thousand citizens rioted in front of the People's Committee headquarters. Security forces opened fire. One hundred and seventy-five dead, over two hundred wounded. The commander said they were skin and bones—could barely run when the shooting started.”
	Lee winced. 
For civilians to demonstrate in front of the party's headquarters meant that they had been desperate. So desperate that they knew that they would most likely be killed. Challenging the state nowadays was a death sentence. 
His hand moved unconsciously to his chest, fingers brushing the inside pocket of his jacket. The photo was there, as it always was. A single black and white photograph, worn soft at the edges from years of being carried. He never looked at it anymore—hadn't in years—but he could feel its weight against his heart. 
Three people standing in front of a mountain village house in Hamgyong province. His father, still alive then, rigid in worn work clothes. His mother's hand resting on his sister's shoulder, protective even in a photograph. And Lee himself, fourteen years old, too thin, barefoot despite the cold ground. 
That photo had been taken two months before his father died. Three months before his mother made the choice no mother should have to make—taking her son to the military recruiting station because soldiers ate and her family didn't. He could still see her face through the canvas flaps of the military truck as it pulled away, tucking her hair behind her ear. That was the last time he saw her alive. 
Seven months later, word reached his unit. His mother and sister had died of food poisoning after eating rotten meat. Desperation had driven them to eat what they knew might kill them. Because starving slowly was worse. 
He'd been fifteen by then. A soldier. Fed. Alive. And utterly alone. 
Lee had risen through the ranks swearing he'd never be that powerless again. Now he commanded the Bureau. He had influence, access, power. And still, mothers all over the country were making the same impossible choice his mother had made. Still, families were eating rotten meat out of desperation. 
The cycle never ended. It just found new victims. 
His hand dropped from his chest. 
“What else?” Lee said, his voice flat. He did not want to hear more about starvation. “Keep going.
“Park slid another sheet across the table. “This is a report from the Reconnaissance General Bureau.”
	Lee took deep breaths and continued to grip his tea. He made no move to grab the report; he was afraid his shaking hands would betray him. Instead, he stared at Park through his thick, black-rimmed glasses. “Go ahead . . . what does it say?”
	“RGB reports the South Koreans haven't detected our troop movements. They attribute it to our messaging campaign—normal rotations, annual exercises. The South is focused on internal security instead.”
	He adjusted his glasses, eyes narrowing. “No mention of increased reconnaissance along the DMZ by the South or the Americans?”
 	“No,” Park replied, shaking his head. “Their sources claim that the South has shifted almost half of its intelligence assets toward port security. They now see the Saint Petersburg scenario as their most likely threat. That and the Americans have sent the majority of their reconnaissance assets to the Middle East . . . both U-2 aircraft left Osan late last night.”
	Drawing attention away from the DMZ had always been one of Lee’s intended outcomes for detonating the nuclear bomb in Saint Petersburg, Russia. If the Russians didn’t pay the ransom—which Lee knew they wouldn’t—then the ensuing explosion would divert the whole world's attention away from what was to come on the Korean peninsula. And with what was happening in the Persian Gulf, Lee was making sure it stayed that way.
	Lee sniffed once, setting the cup aside. “What about our affairs in Iran?”	This time, Park did not slide a paper across the table. There would be no record of him snooping around on an internal Bureau mission. He knew better than to leave a trail. “From field reports, our hon successfully launched two missiles, severely damaging the American warship. Imagery and our sources in the UAE were able to confirm that Mitscher made it to port, but that there were over thirty dead, and twice that in wounded.”
	“Good,” Lee mused, smacking his lips. He had wished that the American ship had been sunk, but maybe this was better. Once images of US flag-draped coffins filled the airwaves, the reaction would be instantaneous. The thirst for retribution would be so great that war in the Gulf was inevitable. And that was exactly what he needed. “And the incident with the unmanned aircraft?”
	“Nothing yet . . . we know only what is being broadcast on TV. I should have more within the hour.”
	“Very well,” Lee said evenly. “Inform me immediately when you have more.” 
The Americans would argue among themselves for weeks about who had authorized the drone, or who had lost control of it. They always did. What they would not understand—at least not quickly—was that the failure had not been accidental.
The Bureau had maintained an entire directorate dedicated to penetrating U.S. unmanned systems for years—quietly studying control links, satellite relays, mission logic, and recovery protocols. It was slow, methodical work, but Lee had always known there would come a day when access mattered more than deniability. And when that day had arrived, the capability was ready.
By the time the Americans grasped that truth, their attention would be fully consumed by the Gulf.
That, too, had been intentional.
	“There is one last thing,” Park interjected. “We just received a transmission from Agent Jae.”
	Jutting his chin out, Lee reclined in his chair and stared at Park.
	“Jae reports that they are moving toward their next mission and requests delivery of scheduled items. In her update, she has provided us with the coordinates for the drop-off location.”
	“And?”
	“I checked the coordinates and we have an asset within range and is awaiting your orders.”
	“Good . . . have ops send the go-ahead.” Lee tapped a finger against the porcelain rim of his teacup. “But what else are you hearing . . . what are you hearing from the inside?”
	Park blinked and paused. From his dour expression, Lee knew that his analyst was hesitating. And who could blame him? His boss wanted to know what he had heard from their internal source within Jae’s team. Planting an extra set of ears and eyes within one of their own teams was a rare practice, but considering the stakes, it was prudent. 
“Our internal source reports that Jae continues to execute the mission,” Park said finally, voice low. “But… they describe her as slower. Distracted. The knee injury still troubles her. It’s as if something else occupies her mind.”
Lee walked to the window. “Are those your words or the source’s?”
“The source’s, sir.”
Outside, wind moved dust through the courtyard like ash over graves. Distracted—that was the word that worried him. Since her near-death on Xin Hong, Jae had been different. Harder in some ways, softer in others. Chase Harper was the only man she’d ever failed to kill.
Failure made people unpredictable.
“If she breaks,” Lee said softly, “she could undo everything.”
He turned back toward Park. “Has the source seen signs she is acting independently? Any indication she intends to pursue Harper personally?”
“No, sir. Nothing like that.” 
“She won’t ask permission,” he said. “She’ll simply decide the moment suits her.”
He poured another cup of tea, watching the thin steam coil upward. “Still—our operation proceeds. The Iranians and their parliamentarian believe they command events. Let them. They are actors in a play they do not understand.”
“Yes, sir.”
He paused, savoring a sip. “Send the go-ahead to the logistics cell. The delivery must be in place before nightfall.”
“Yes, Director.” Park rose.
“One more thing,” Lee added. “Monitor Jae’s tone on all further transmissions. If it shifts—if she begins to sound like someone seeking revenge rather than victory—I want to know.”
“Yes, sir.” Park left, closing the door behind him.
The office fell quiet again. Lee carried his cup back to the window and stared at the severed stumps. He thought of Jae and of the American who was hunting her. 
He drank the last of the tea. It was already cooling.
“Some ghosts never die,” he murmured. 







CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
Maadi, Egypt

The soft glow of Do Yun Choi’s cell phone illuminated his face. He chided himself for not deleting the text hours ago. But the message had caught him by surprise, and he couldn’t bring himself to erase it. He took one last look at the glowing words on his phone screen, and then it turned off. Nothing had changed—this was the job. Fate had already been decided.
Around Choi, the evening traffic was light, and that bothered him. He was used to Cairo’s congested streets full of cars and people, where he could disappear. Not here in Maadi, where the streets were clean and the sidewalks too empty. Located south of downtown, the affluent suburb prided itself on being an oasis from the mass of humanity that made up Cairo and its thirty-eight districts. It also didn’t help that the diplomatic community had made the posh enclave its home. With embassy families and oil and gas expats, the place was crawling with nationalities of every kind. They even had an American high school, Cairo American College, which boasted an “US education.” 
The problem for Choi was all the security that came with housing so many diplomats and expats––it was everywhere. He’d seen countless uniformed police and military personnel positioned at almost every street corner. Clustered under streetlamps, their shadows cut sharp angles across the pavement. The silhouettes of their weapons were unmistakable. And that said nothing of all the plainclothes security tucked into the shadows of almost every building. Harder to spot, but always there.
Normally, Choi would never be so close to one of his operations. That wasn’t how this type of work was done. Too much risk of being caught. But the encrypted text had been explicit. Do it now, and do it right. 
Pretending to stretch, Choi scanned his surroundings. He was certain he hadn’t been followed to Maadi, but he couldn’t be sure he wasn’t being watched. The North Korean’s weren’t the only ones who had spies in the area. Already, the same man walking his dog had passed his vehicle twice. It was nothing to worry about, just something to monitor. 
The tall apartment building in front of him was brightly lit. Almost every floor had light pouring out of its windows. Craning his neck, Choi could tell from the pulsing light that most people were watching television. He counted from the ground up and found the apartment he was looking for––it was dark. Smirking, Choi checked his watch. She had been in the apartment for an hour and should be wrapping up soon. 
	Choi sat back in his seat and checked his cell phone to make sure he had not received another message. Maybe his superiors had changed their mind. There was nothing. He swore to himself and opened the door. The cool night air was refreshing––it reminded him of home. 
	Needing to surveil the street, Choi slowly started walking. He knew where Hanna’s vehicle was located and wanted to make sure it was not being watched. It would be uncommon for there to be any surveillance on her, but he needed to be sure. The woman had been dating the American military officer for months, and her presence should now be normalized. But the American lieutenant colonel worked at his embassy’s office of military cooperation, and that usually drew more scrutiny. But Hanna was good, and she would have told Choi if she had suspected something. 
	As hoped, Choi did not detect any overt surveillance. But that didn’t always mean it wasn’t there. Stepping into the shadows of a darkened villa, he lit a cigarette. Choi didn’t like to smoke, but it gave him an excuse to stop and, more importantly, a chance to look around. Scanning from bottom to top, he didn’t see anything. Like the apartment building Hanna was working in, the surrounding windows glowed with the flicker of TV screens. 
	After circling the block two more times, Choi stepped in between two buildings. The location was perfect. Obscured by a tall hedge and a massive tree, he could see the main entrance to the apartment building and the street that led to Hanna’s car. She would have to walk right by him.
 	Hanna had never met Choi in person, so he wasn’t worried that she would recognize him. What Choi was worried about was that she would detect his presence and assume he was a threat. She would probably run. Fortunately for Choi, Hanna was not a killer; that was not her skill set. No. Hanna’s skillset was that she was beautiful and had a hidden talent for making men feel special. She was exceptional at using intimacy as a weapon. Some of her field reports had read like steamy romance novels. Unabashed, Choi admitted that he looked forward to reading about her sexual encounters.  
The Bureau found women like Hanna all over the world to do its bidding. Not every man liked Asian women, and that’s why they had a stable of women and even men to do their work. Trained in the fine art of seduction, women like Hanna could usually get what they wanted. The American air force officer had already provided her with so much access to sensitive F-16 aircraft communication systems that it was hard not to be impressed. Every week, the troves of manual, technical specifications, and insider information continued unabated. She was good–there was no denying that.  
	And that’s why Choi was shocked when he received an official message to kill his asset. 
 	Normally, he would have verified the instructions, but they had come from another hon with a validation code, which meant there could be no delay. Choi crushed the cigarette under his heel and checked his watch again––22:17. She should be wrapping up.
Down the street, a door squeaked open. Choi pressed himself into the shadows and adjusted his collar. Hanna appeared beneath the overhead light of the apartment entrance. Her dark hair was pinned back, and her hands were buried in her coat pockets. She moved with the unhurried confidence of someone who believed she belonged there––like she was safe.
She wasn’t.
Hanna walked down the sidewalk, heels clacking against the uneven pavement. Choi let her pass. She continued down the dark street and turned into the alley, where her car was parked. Choi stepped out from underneath the hedge and followed her—measured, and silent.
She unlocked the door and slid into her seat. 
Hanna’s vehicle dome light bathed her in a soft yellow glow. For a moment, Choi hesitated. She looked younger than her file photo—tired, perhaps, but still composed. The Bureau had recruited her out of Agadir, Morocco, five years ago, and she had been a good asset. Always professional, always on time, and always delivering what was asked of her.
Choi’s thumb brushed the safety lever of the small black device in his pocket. Maybe he shouldn’t have assigned her the mission to befriend the US Navy communications specialist out of Bahrain. Maybe he should have given the mission to another asset. When he had seen the file photo of the American communications specialist, Chief Petty Officer Jasper Honea, there was little doubt that lots of women could have befriended that man. But Jasper was considered a top-tier target, and only the best would do. Orders were orders. 
Choi crossed to the sidewalk opposite the car and stood behind a parked truck. He dialed the number assigned to the trigger.
One ring. Two. Three.
The streetlight above Choi flickered.
Hanna’s head turned slightly, as if she’d sensed something. Her lips parted as she lifted the phone to her mouth.
Choi pressed Call.
The explosion lifted the car off its suspension, a bloom of orange fire splitting the quiet street. The shockwave rushed around him, followed by a thunderous clap that bounced off the apartment walls. 
For a long moment, he stood still. 
At first, there was quiet—only the crackling of fire consuming what remained of Hanna’s car. Then the city caught up with what had happened. Dogs barked. Car alarms wailed. Somewhere, someone screamed. The night erupted in noise.
When Choi stepped around the truck, the air reeked of fuel and scorched metal. Flames licked at the frame of the sedan, twisting shadows across building facades. Through the fire, Choi saw the outline of Hanna’s contorted body. What was left of her arms was pulled up as if to protect herself from the explosion. But death had been instantaneous. 
Walking back toward his car, Choi pocketed his phone.
Two blocks later, he stopped at a corner kiosk, pulled a small metal SIM tray from his pocket, and dropped it into the trash. Choi lit another cigarette. He needed to mask the lingering stench of burnt fuel.
Nearby, an Egyptian firetruck and two police cars roared past toward the smoke. Choi watched the lights fade, then turned down a quiet side street. He pulled out his phone and sent a confirmation text to a memorized number. The message was just a string of letters, symbols, and numbers. To the untrained eye, it was gibberish. To the Bureau, it was a confirmation notice. 
Hanna was dead. 
Samira was dead. 








CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
Gibraltar, UK

“How long will you be with us in Gibraltar?” asked the British customs officer in a bored voice. The balding man did not even bother to look up from his crossword puzzle.
	“Only a day,” Chase replied. 
	“Purposes of visit?” the man asked, penciling in a word.
	“I’ve always wanted to visit your World War Two tunnels . . . I hear you can still see old torpedo nets. Is that true?”
	“Yes, you ca—” the customs officer replied, glancing up from beneath his eyebrows. His eyes widened in shock. “What happened to your eye?”
Smiling meekly, Chase patted the gauze bandage covering his right eye. “I was windsurfing in Alicante just a couple of days and got some sand in my eye. I kept rubbing it until it got infected. I might also see one of your doctors to make sure the Spaniard who treated me didn’t make it worse.”
“I think that would be wise,” replied the customs agent in a concerned voice. He gave Chase’s passport a cursory look, stamped it, and then held it out. “Enjoy your stay with us, Mr. Brian Frank, and stay away from our sandy beaches.”
Chase forced himself not to snatch the fake passport from the man’s fingers. He nodded once and walked out. 
Minutes later, he was crossing the runway that doubled as Gibraltar’s main road – Winston Churchill Ave. Halfway across the runway, Chase’s phone vibrated with an incoming message. He stopped and began to read—it was from Rizak. How’re the bangers and mash?
	Just made it through the front door, Chase typed. 
	Three blinking dots indicated that Rizak was about to reply. I’ll be off the net for some time—be safe. 
	Chase wanted to press for answers but held back—the line wasn’t secure, and it wasn’t the right time. Hours earlier, just after they’d left the dead woman’s apartment, Rizak had taken a call. Chase hadn’t heard the words, but the look on Rizak’s face had said enough: shock. When the call ended, his friend had simply asked Chase to drive him to the airport. The lone fragment Rizak had shared during the ride was that he was being summoned back to the capital. 
Will do. Safe travels, finally Chase wrote back. 
	No reply came from Rizak; he was gone. 
	On the far side of the runway, Gibraltar closed in fast. With more than thirty-four thousand people crammed into just two and a half square miles, the city grew upward—whitewashed towers clinging to the slope beneath the Rock. Ten minutes later, Chase spotted what he needed—it was a pub called the Fork and Cork. Nestled in between two looming apartment buildings, it wasn’t much, but it was open, and more importantly, it offered a place to vanish and think.
	Inside, the smell hit him first – beer, cigarette smoke, and damp wood.
“What can I help you with, love?” a woman’s cheerful voice called out.
	Blinking, Chase let his eye grow accustomed to the dark interior. The Fork and Cork was small—much smaller than it appeared from the outside. Decorated, from top to bottom, in dark wood, the room looked like the inside of an old wooden ship. On the walls, old black and white photos adorned almost every corner. Standing between three crowded tables was an overweight woman with curly white hair, holding a tray of full beer glasses. She, along with everyone else, was staring at Chase.
“I need one of those . . . it’s been one hell of a day,” Chase said, pointing at his eye.
	“Arrrggghhh, my mateee . . . you’ve come to the right place,” she smiled and nodded to an empty corner. 
The room broke out in laughter.
“Have a seat over there,” the woman shouted over the uproar. “Make yourself comfortable, and I’ll be right over with a pint.”
“You sell cigarettes?” Chase laughed, touching his eye, imagining how he must look like a pirate. 
	“Next to the bathroom,” the waitress replied.
	He found the machine wedged between the men’s and women’s doors. He bought two packs and, without hesitation, tossed his stolen car keys into the trash. He did the same with his real passport. For now, he was Brian Frank.
Back in the main room, the attention had shifted to a cricket match from India; the UK was up by two runs. Above the bar, a muted television cycled through a rolling state news feed out of Iran. Beneath grainy footage of a partially collapsed building, the banner read: IRAN CONDEMNS U.S. DRONE ATTACK — SOVEREIGNTY VIOLATED. 
“What a shit-show,” he muttered to himselfas he picked a chair in the corner, twisting it to face the entrance. It was awkward, but he didn’t care. The last time he’d sat in a bar, he’d nearly died. The Romanian hit squad had been that close.
Once his beer had arrived, Chase pulled out his cell phone. He sighed in frustration—Willy had not replied to the three texts that he had sent him. It didn’t even indicate that the messages had been delivered.
He would have to try something else. Now. Every minute that passed, his trail grew fainter. His only bet was to find the Zmey boss. Find Adam Ion, find Kaytel. Get answers—one way or another.  
Chase pulled up his contracts, typed out a message, and hit send. 
Three beers and a packet of cigarettes later, Chase’s phone rang—it was Ian Burton. It was the man he had sent the message to, asking for help.
“Get on an airplane to London Heathrow. Text me when you land,” the British voice said without any way of introduction.
Chase froze. Ian shouldn’t have known where he was.
“Did you hear me, Chase?” Ian asked. “Get on an airplane, and I will meet you at Heathrow. If you hurry, there is a 10:45 flight departing.”
	“A 10:45 flight?” Chase stuttered.
	Ian laughed. “Yes, if you hurry, there is a flight out of Gib into Heathrow leaving soon.”
	He was about to ask Ian how he knew where he was, but stopped. Even though Ian was retired from MI6, he barely used telephones; the former British spy didn’t trust them. Asking him questions over the phone wouldn’t lead anywhere. Months ago, when Chase was looking for his kidnapped friends, Willy had introduced him to Ian. Chase had quickly learned that Ian was well-connected and extremely good at his tradecraft. As a former agent of the UK’s version of the CIA he was one of their best.
	“Did you understand what I said, Brian Frank?” Ian asked, accentuating the name on his fake passport. His voice was clipped and firm.
	“Understood,” Chase   
	“Good,” Ian replied and hung up. 
	Chase slid the phone back into his pocket and glanced at his watch; he would have to hurry. Draining the last of his pint, he stood. The waitress caught his movement and bustled over with a smile. 
“Heading off already, love?” she asked. 
“Afraid so,” Chase said, grinding his cigarette into the overflowing ashtray. He tucked a few bills beneath the rim of his empty glass. “Keep the change.”
She nodded, scooping them up. “Safe travels.”
Outside, the sky was overcast. The air was cool, tinged with the salt from the Mediterranean. To his left, the sound of two roaring jet engines echoed off the nearby apartment buildings. Chase rechecked his watch. Whoever had just landed was most likely going to drop off its passengers, refuel, and then leave. That was his flight.  
Chase flipped the collar of his jacket up and started walking back toward the airport. He lengthened his stride—time was running out.

***

Rizak was not paying any attention to what the flight attendant was announcing over the intercom. Between two cracked ribs and being wedged in between an overweight man who reeked of stale sweat and a young mother, whose child had screamed the whole plane flight, Rizak wanted only one thing—escape. He shifted impatiently in his seat as the aircraft slowly taxied towards the jet way. There had not been many seats left flying out of Istanbul, and reluctantly, he had taken what was available. Delaying travel was not an option.  
	“You have to remain seated,” the fat man growled as the aircraft jerked to a stop.
	“Says who?” Rizak demanded as he stood upright.
	“Weren’t you listening?” he asked. His breath was as bad as his body odor. “They said there was a security matter and that everyone must remain seated.”
	“A security situation?” Rizak scoffed.
	“That’s what they said,” the woman of screaming child said.
	It was only then that Rizak realized that he was the only one out of their seat. Everywhere he looked, passengers were staring at him. Reluctantly, he slid back into his seat and checked his phone. There were no new messages. The only words on his screen were the ones he had received the night prior: Return to home office immediately. CEO wants to discuss new business opportunities.  
	Over the years, he had received that very same message a handful of times—it usually meant an urgent assignment. And for a brief moment in time, he had contemplated ignoring the message. A new assignment could wait. Finding out who was behind Chase’s ambush and the dead woman in the apartment couldn’t. Rizak had seen trails like this go cold overnight. Time was of the essence.
However, when Rizak saw the news regarding an altercation in the Persian Gulf, any thoughts of delay disappeared. A war with the United States was on the horizon, and that would be disastrous.	There was no doubt that someone back in Tehran needed his skills. Rizak was typing out a message when a shadow crossed over him. 
“Are you Rizak Kianni?” a gruff voice demanded.	
	Confused, Rizak looked up. 
Staring down at him were two men in camouflage uniforms; both were armed and looked pissed off. 
“Yes,” Rizak replied. “What is this all about?” 
“Passport,” ordered the closest soldier, snapping his fingers impatiently. 
“Here you go,” Rizak said as he handed the man his passport. 
The soldier snatched the passport and flipped open the photo page. “Get up?” he ordered, signaling the fat man to get out of his seat and make way. 
Stunned at the turn of events, Rizak remained seated. “What’s the meaning of this?” 
“Get up Mr. Kianni, or I will get you up,” the guard hissed. “And you don’t want that.” 
Rizak’s chest clenched as he stood; his mind was racing. Had he been compromised? Maybe someone had tied him to the ambush in Spain. Or worse, had Tehran uncovered his failure with the uranium? Did they know about Willy, about Chase? His mouth went dry. In the recesses of his mind, Rizak knew that elements within his government didn’t forgive betrayal; they erased it.
He could almost hear the rumors again—the hushed ones traded behind closed doors. Agents called home only to be swallowed by silence. Ghosts. Was that him now? Just another loose end to be tied up?
The soldier’s grip clamped onto his arm. Stepping into the aisle, Rizak could now see six more men waiting. Their black uniforms, balaclavas, and submachine guns at the low ready were a stark contrast to the plane full of civilians. The acrid tang of gun oil hit his nose. None of the armed men wore any insignia or name tapes. And that was what made Rizak’s heart skip a beat. These men belonged to the Ministry of Intelligence; the ones who came for you when the regime was done pretending.
He was fucked.
What happened from that point on was a blur. All Rizak knew was that ten minutes later, he was sitting in the back of a black van, sandwiched between two men. Unlike the soldiers who had escorted him off the plane and through the airport, these two men were dressed in suits and smelled better—one was wearing sandalwood cologne. The man on the right had cuffed him and had taken all Rizak’s personal belongings. 
At the beginning, Rizak recognized where he was; he was headed north into Tehran on the Kazeni Expressway. The traffic around them was light, allowing the driver of the van to weave in and around any vehicle that slowed their movement. When that didn’t work, the driver would flash his lights and chirp the siren. Wherever he was going, it was fast and without any delay. 
“Is there any way I can use my phone?” Rizak asked. He needed to let his family know that he was in trouble. And it was not to assuage their fears or let them know he had been delayed. No. His family didn’t even know he had left the country. What he needed was help—the kind of help that only came through connections. He needed someone on the inside who could vouch for him, someone who could slow everything down. “I need to call my uncle, Representative Kianni . . . he wanted to know when I had arrived.”
Neither man said anything and kept looking straight ahead.
“Well then, maybe you can let him know that his cousin, Rizak Kianni, has been delayed,” Rizak continued. What did he have to lose? He was going to play every card he had if that’s what it took. 
The man to his left turned and looked Rizak straight in the eyes. A cruel grin crept across his mouth. “Your uncle knows you have been detained. He’s very aware of your situation.”
 Rizak’s chest tightened even more—if that was possible. I’m fucked, he thought to himself. Somehow, they’ve discovered my role in what happened in Malaysia and with the uranium. They know about Willy and Chase. His uncle couldn’t help with what was coming next. 
Over the next hour, Rizak didn’t pay any attention to his surroundings—it didn’t matter where he was going. Instead, he looked straight ahead and mentally prepared himself for an interrogation. It was not the first time he had been questioned about something that had happened during an operation. As a hired thief for the Iranian intelligence service, he had been under the microscope before. Mostly, it was for inconsistencies connected to excessive expense reports or for unaccounted time. But all of that he had been easily explained away. Not now. If they knew what had happened in Malaysia and with the uranium, there would be little to say. 
Fucking Chase Harper, Rizak said to himself. Chase and Willy might as well have signed my death warrant. Rizak was deep in thought when he felt the van come to a halt; they were in an underground garage. The door flew open, and Rizak was pulled out. 
“Move,” one of the guards ordered. 
Soon, he was flanked by more armed men and being led toward a nearby door. 
The descending elevator ride was long, and Rizak struggled to keep his legs from shaking. Of course, he had heard of detention centers hidden throughout the city—places where people did not come back from. And if they did somehow miraculously return, they were never the same. Everyone had heard of the stories.
“Go,” the guard grunted as the elevator door slid open. 
 The long hallway in front of Rizak was brightly lit and empty. On both sides of the corridors were closed doors. As they walked forward, the sound of their footsteps echoed. But all Rizak could really hear was the pounding of his heart. 
“Stop,” the guard said and pushed open a door. “In here.”
The door swung open, and Rizak froze. 
Sitting at the far end of the room, behind a table, were three men. Two of them, Rizak instantly recognized. One was his boss, the other was his uncle, and the other man he didn’t know. All of them wore grim expressions. 
Shit.
“Sit down, Rizak,” his boss, Mohammed Abassi, ordered. He had dark rings under his eyes, and his clean-shaven face was covered in stubble. He pointed at the guard. “Close the door . . . we are not to be disturbed.”
Rizak did as he was told. He immediately made eye contact with his uncle. He needed to gauge how bad things were. His uncle’s cold and emotionless stare told him all that he needed to know. He was fucked.  
“Do you know why you are here?” his boss asked, leaning forward.
It was only then that Rizak noticed that his service file was flipped open. A grainy black and white photo of him and Chase Harper lay in the center. 
His heart lurched. He forced his face still. Control the narrative.
“Is it about that man? Chase Harper?” he asked, steadying his voice. “You pulled me off a plane because of him?”
Flipping the photo around, Mohammed slid it toward Rizak. “Tell us about him?”
The photo was obviously taken with a long lens and showed both Rizak and Chase standing somewhere, surrounded by people. Both men were looking in different directions. Chase’s eyes were hard and cold—it was as if he was looking at something that he wanted to kill. He had seen that look before. 
“The man’s name is Chase Harper . . . he’s an American who is looking for the people who killed his wife. He’s a former US military but is not working for anyone. He’s hunting.”  
“Are you sure?” Mohammed asked skeptically. 
“Yes . . . I'm sure. He's looking for the people who killed his wife and daughter a year ago in Houston, Texas.” Rizak replied evenly. He was not going to say anything about the fact that those very people were North Koreans. He knew better than that. His government had ties—important ties—with the North Korean regime that were deemed valuable. And they were more valuable than he was.
What Rizak also didn't say was that the North Koreans couldn't have pulled off that operation alone. Not in Houston. Not without help. Someone with access to American traffic systems, surveillance cameras, real-time location data—someone inside Chase's own government—had to have been involved. Rizak had seen the precision of it. A tractor-trailer jackknifing across six lanes at exactly the right moment? No. Somebody had helped the North Koreans from the inside. 
But telling Tehran that Americans had helped kill an American family? That would open questions Rizak couldn't afford to answer. Questions about how he knew. Questions about what else he knew. Questions that led to Chase, and Willy, and Malaysia. 
Better to let them think it was all North Korean. 
“That's not what we are talking about?” a gravely voice asked—it was from the man he didn't recognize.
Sitting calmly with legs crossed, he stared at Rizak. His pinched face and narrowed eyes made him look like a hawk. A hawk that was hunting. “Are you sure he has no active connections to the US military?”
 Rizak swallowed. “Nothing is ever certain,” he replied, returning the man’s stare. Choosing his words carefully, he continued. “But no, he is not in their active employment. He’s too busy looking for the people who killed his family.” 
The man with the pinched face nodded and opened a file in front of him. He pulled out a photograph and flipped it toward Rizak. “Then tell us about this man? Who is he, and what’s his connection to Chase Harper?”
Rizak looked down. His stomach turned to ice. Willy Mann. The American bastard who had taken his uranium. Grinning in his crisp uniform, medals lined like trophies, the US flag at his back. Rizak had never met him, but the face was unforgettable.
Motherfucker. I hope you rot.
“Do you know this man?” the hawk-faced man pressed.
Rizak lifted his head, forcing a smile. Control the narrative. Always control the narrative. “His name is Willy Mann, and he’s a US Special Forces officer. Years ago, he and Chase crossed paths in the Congo during the coup.” He shrugged lightly. “Why?”
“Are the men close friends?” the man asked. 
“Yes,” Rizak replied through a controlled breath. 
All three men on the other side of the table exchanged glances.
Mohammed closed the file and leaned back. “You’ve seen the news.”
Rizak hesitated. “About the American drone attack? Of course. It’s everywhere.”
The hawk-faced man’s eyes narrowed. “And yet the Americans deny it.”
“They always deny things,” Rizak replied carefully.
“Perhaps,” Mohammed said. “Or perhaps someone wanted it to look that way.”
Rizak remained quiet – what Mohammed had said was not a casual statement. There was more to this story. 
It was his uncle who spoke first—voice calm, final. “We need you to do something.”










CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
5th Fleet Headquarters, Bahrain

Willy didn’t notice anything as he walked back to his loaner office—he was deep in thought. Wade’s five-minute briefing had left him shaken. Behind closed doors, the 5th Fleet Commander had told him Mitscher had been ambushed during a routine transit of the Straits of Hormuz. What had begun as the usual patrol-boat harassment had turned into a full-blown attack: one of two ballistic missiles, launched from well over a hundred miles away, had slammed into the warship’s bow. Twenty-seven crew members were dead, five were critical, and recovery teams were still searching for three men. The casualty count would almost certainly rise.
“War is coming,” Wade said. “We’re going to fuck them up.”
Those words rattled in Willy’s head. Could the US afford a war in Iran when the threat of a nuclear bomb was still very real? Or was Tehran tied to the attack in Saint Petersburg? 
When Willy had asked when things would escalate, Wade demurred. Investigators still couldn’t explain why Mitscher’s radar had failed to detect and track the inbound missiles. Wade also hadn’t offered any clarity on the reports of the American drone strike—only that the story was already everywhere, and moving faster than the facts.
Wade hadn’t said it outright, but Willy could see the shape of it forming already. Iranian media was saturating every channel with footage of smoke and rubble, calling the drone strike an unprovoked act of American aggression. Almost every European capital was urging restraint. Social feeds were boiling over with clips and slogans—America attacked first, Iran responded.
It didn’t matter that the facts were incomplete. In the court of public opinion, the verdict had already been reached.
	It was only when Willy had reached the next floor that he noticed Mark beside him. “How long have you been walking with me?” Willy asked.
	“I caught you at the stairwell. You were deep in thought, and I figured it wasn’t good to interrupt you.” Mark was straining to match Willy’s long strides. “What did the admiral say? How bad is it?”
	Willy stopped and looked around. They were back on the floor where the lawyers live. His office was close by. “He confirmed that the Iranians fired two ballistic missiles while their patrol boats were harassing Mitscher. One missile hit the bow of the ship, and the other, by some miracle, was shot down. But that one missile killed 27 of the crew . . . with more to come.”
	“Fuck,” Mark said. His face was ashen. “That’s a lot of our folks.”
	“Yes, it is,” Willy sighed. “Congress has gone full savage and wants to wipe Iran off the map.”
	“I don’t blame them. But the drone attack makes things more complicated? Have you heard anything about what happened?”
	“Nothing,” Mark replied, enunciating his words. “Nobody is talking.”	
	Willy shrugged and angled toward his office. He wanted to find his XO, make sure they got out of Bahrain, and back to the Pacific. This wasn’t his war. Here, he was nothing but a bystander, a voyeur watching what would soon turn into a violent spectacle. 
Neither man spoke again as they closed in on Willy’s temporary office. They passed a JAG lawyer he recognized from the day before. This time the man avoided his eyes, as if deliberately.
Just as Willy reached his temporary office, the handle in front of him turned. The XO stepped out, pale-faced, and closed the door behind him. “We’ve got a problem,” Tom whispered.
Anger shot up Willy’s throat, raw and constricting. “What the fuck are you talking about, Tom? You’d better not be telling me something bad about our flight.”
Tom glanced left and right, as if checking who else might be near. “No, sir. You . . . you have visitors inside your office.”
	Willy cocked his head, the tension in his neck easing. “Oh . . . that’s it,” he sighed, brushing past Tom and opening the door. “Is it one of Wade’s following up on my brief on Xin Hong––”
Willy froze. 
Sitting on the couch, next to his desk, was a woman—it was Julia Pruit from ODNI. It was the woman who was investigating him. And sitting next to her was a man. His facial expression was as dour as Julia's. 
“Good morning, General,” Julia said, standing up, extending her hand. Her clothes were wrinkled, and she looked tired. “I hope you don’t mind, but I asked if we could wait for you in your office.”
The tightness in Willy’s chest returned as quickly as it had gone. “I do mind, Mrs. Pruit.” His voice was sharp, his arms crossing over his chest. Rage clawed its way up his throat. Half of him wanted to rip her apart, the other half to turn and walk away. She had flown halfway around the world to find him—never had an investigator done that. “What are you doing here? Why are we not having this conversation in Hawaii?”
 Julia tilted her head toward the door, where Mark and Tom were standing. “It might be better if we have this conversation in private, General,” she said. Her eyes were narrowed, and her lips were pulled tight. It was the first time Willy could remember exhibiting any emotion. 
Willy nodded, and both men stepped back. “Stay close by XO,” Willy ordered as he watched Tom pull the door shut.  
“Yes, Sir,” Tom said. His voice was raspy. 
Once the door had shut, Willy pointed to the man sitting next to Julia. “Who are you?”  
“I’m Special Agent Christopher Greene,” the man said as he rose from his seat. His pale complexion contrasted with his dark stubble. Like Julia, his clothes were wrinkled from the flight over. He pulled out a business card and laid it in front of Willy. “I’m assisting Mrs. Pruit in her investigation.”
“A special agent with whom?” Willy asked, fighting to keep the panic at bay.
“I’m with the Defense Intelligence Agency,” he replied simply before sitting back down. 
“Ok . . . “ Willy said, drawing the last syllable out. The presence of a DIA agent meant Malaysia—the attaché post where he'd obscured Chase's role.
Willy needed more time to collect his thoughts.
“Can I see your badge, Christopher?” he asked, holding out his hand. “It’s not that I question your background, but when someone introduces themselves as a special investigator, I want to see your credentials. I’ve seen Mrs. Pruit here and know she’s from ODNI. You, on the other hand, are new to me.”
Christopher’s dark brown eyes narrowed. Even through his unshaven face, Willy could see the man’s mouth tighten. Like most agents, he seemed to expect his word alone to suffice. Fuck him, Willy thought, waiting. 
Christopher reached into his jacket, pulled out a leather holder, and flipped it open. He slid it across the desk. Under the fluorescent light, the yellow shield gleamed: eagle on top, DoD emblem in the center, “Defense Intelligence Agency” across the top, “Special Agent” beneath. On the back, badge number 724. 
He was the real deal. 
“Satisfied?” Christopher replied with a sniff. A smug look quickly replaced his annoyance. 
Willy smiled and leaned back in his seat. What he really wanted to do was grab the man by the throat. Special investigators had one purpose—find cracks in the story. And there were plenty of them. 
Turning back to Julia, Willy exhaled. He looked at his watch and spoke. “So, you flew across the Atlantic to ask me a bunch of questions. I hope we can wrap this up in the next couple of hours because I’m catching a flight back to Hawaii in a couple of hours. We can always pick this up there?”
“I’m afraid that won’t be necessary,” Julia replied, flipping open a leather binder. She pulled out a sheet of paper and held it out. “This is an order from the Director himself––this investigation will precede. Your command has been notified and is aware that you will remain here until we are done asking you all of our questions.”
Willy’s breath was caught in the middle of his chest—it was as if someone was squeezing his throat. For a full thirty seconds Willy stared at the sheet of paper. The words, threat to national security, and breach of security protocols jumped straight out at him. He noticed that his hands were trembling.
“Another order has been sent to Admiral Evans,” Julia continued as Willy read. “He will be made aware of our presence and will be directed to provide us with any assistance we may require. These orders have been cleared by the Secretary of Defense. That’s how high this goes.”
The room fell silent.
Julia scooted forward in her seat and leaned forward. She clasped her hands together and made eye contact with Willy. “When we are done asking you questions, then you can fly back to Hawaii.” Her voice was flat and unwavering. “Do you understand?”
Forcing himself to smile, Willy nodded. “Yes.” 
“Good.” A smile curled at her lips. “So when can we get started?”
Willy leaned forward, lifting a finger as if to stall her. He turned toward the door and called out, “Tom!”
His XO entered within seconds. “What can I help you with?”
Tom's eyes flicked to Julia, then to the DIA agent, then back to Willy. The XO's jaw was set, but Willy could see the tension in his shoulders. Tom most likely knew what was happening. He'd seen the wrinkled suits, heard Julia's flat voice. This wasn't a friendly debrief. 
And yet Tom had stayed outside the door. Hadn't left. Hadn't found an excuse to disappear like most aides would when their boss was about to get torn apart by investigators. 
“I need a cup of coffee,” Willy said, not bothering to ask if Julia or Christopher wanted one. “And step next door and find me a lawyer with a security clearance.” 
Tom nodded once. “Yes, sir.” He turned to leave, then paused at the door. “Sir, if you need anything else—anything at all—I'll be right outside.” 
It was a small thing. But Willy understood what Tom wasn't saying: I'm not going anywhere. Whatever happens, you're not alone. 
“Thanks, Tom,” Willy said quietly. 
The door closed.







CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
London, England

Chase was one of the first passengers off the aircraft—it was one of the perks of flying business class. In front of him, Heathrow’s Terminal 3 was unusually quiet. Built in the late 1960s, it was once Heathrow’s flagship for Atlantic traffic. Today, the terminal was used for short-haul flights, like the one from Gib, and traffic was light. It was for that reason that Chase immediately spotted two police officers paying close attention to him; their white short-sleeve shirts, black pants, and checkered peaked caps made them easy to spot. But what really drew his eye were the ballistic vests and the MP5s held at the low ready.
At first, Chase assumed that it was because he was one of the first passengers to file off the plane, and second, he still had a large white gauze bandage taped over his eye. In a fairly open space, he naturally drew attention. But it wasn’t until he noticed the tall woman standing behind the two officers that he knew he was more than just a curiosity. 
She stood out immediately—long legs, sharp lines in a tailored dark suit, hair pulled back so tight it made her cheekbones seem sharper. She wasn’t a cop, not in that outfit. But the way she held the radio in one hand and leveled her gaze at him made it clear she was in charge. When her other hand rose, finger stabbing the air in his direction, Chase’s gut tightened. He wasn’t just drawing attention anymore. He was being singled out.
“What the fuck else can go wrong?” Chase muttered to himself. He had texted Ian the second his plane had landed, but as of a couple of minutes ago, he had not received a response. Getting rolled up by security was going to delay, if not blow up, any chances of meeting him. 
But before either of the two police officers could take a step, Chase angled his way straight toward them and waved. “I’ll save you the time,” Chase said as he got closer. “Are you looking for me? My name is Brian Frank.”
Both officers exhibited no emotion; they stared at Chase and kept their weapons ready. The woman who had been pointing at him stepped forward and held her hand out. She was tall and attractive. Dressed in a stylish dark blue business suit, she looked out of place next to the two uniformed officers. “Good morning, my name is Piper Westwood,” she said with a British accent. “Welcome to London.”
“Good morning,” Chase said, shaking her hand. “What can I help you with?”
“I believe you are here to meet someone, and I’m here to make sure that happens.”
“And who do you think I’m here to meet?” Chase asked, crossing his arms over his chest. Not that Chase had lots of choices, but he preferred not walking into an ambush. All of Spain was looking for him, and this could just as easily be related to what happened in Madrid.
“Of course,” Piper said. “But before I do that, can I please see your passport?”
“Sure thing.” He pulled out his fake passport, flipped it to the photo page, and handed it to her.
After a quick examination, she handed the document back. “Very good, Mr. Frank. Mr. Burton is waiting for you.”
“Ian is here?”
“Yes . . . he’s here at the airport,” she replied and waved Chase to follow her. “Please follow me.”
The two police officers fell in behind them as Piper led the way. All around them, passengers gave them a wide berth. Their wary looks betrayed their unease. Once they reached the main terminal, Piper led them to a set of nondescript doors. Before her hand touched the handle, the door clicked open; an overhead camera was watching them. 
The transition from the busy, open-air terminal to the quiet, confined hallway was abrupt. The corridor was long and lit by overhead fluorescent lights. Piper stopped in front of an open door. 
“Is Brian Frank with you?” an unseen voice called out. 
“Ian Burton,” Chase replied, recognizing the voice. 
But as Chase stepped forward, he froze. Momentarily, he did not recognize the man standing in front of him. The last time he had met Ian, he had white disheveled hair, a four-day growth on his face, and wore jeans and a T-shirt. The man standing in front of him had short-cropped hair, a cleanly shaven face, and wore a charcoal suit. It was only Ian’s glasses and smile that were recognizable.
“Good God,” Ian exclaimed, stepping forward. “What the bloody hell happened to you? Every bloody time we meet, your face looks like you went ten rounds with a wall.”
A smile crossed Chase’s mouth. “I tripped in the shower,” he replied dryly.
Ian laughed at the joke.
The first time the two men had met, Chase had just snuck into Singapore and had inadvertently run into a coral reef head. A huge bruise had covered one of his cheeks. Naturally, Ian had immediately noticed the gash running down his face and had asked him what had happened. His answer had been the same––I tripped in the shower. 
“It’s good to see you, friend,” Chase said, sticking out his hand. “The last time was in Singapore, correct?”
“Exactly,” Ian said, waving off the two shocked police officers. They probably thought Chase was some dangerous criminal who would be locked up and interrogated. Seeing Chase and Ian bantering back and forth did not fit what they thought would happen next. “Please leave us.”
The door closed, and Chase noticed that Piper was still standing with them. 
“She’s with me, Chase.” Ian said, pointing at a free chair.
“I thought you had retired?” Chase asked, nodding at Ian. “You look good.”
“I’ve been asked to come back.” His smile was gone now; he was all business. “And you had something to do with it.”
“Me?” Chase asked.
Ian gave a thin, humorless smile. “Let’s just say your country has managed to light another fire in the Middle East, and now everyone else is busy arguing over who struck the match. Which means no one is looking elsewhere.”
“How did I have something to do with that?”
“Xin Hong.” 
“What about her?” Chase asked innocently. He was not going to fill in any blanks about the North Korean freighter. That type of intelligence was not shared . . . not even with the US’s closest allies. 
Ian shifted his gaze toward Piper, who was now sitting. Her legs were crossed, and she seemed to be engrossed in their conversation. Over his glasses, he spoke. “Go ahead . . . ask him?”
Piper nodded and leaned forward. “Mr. Harper, we know Xin Hong was a North Korean ship on a highly classified mission. What we don’t know is who she was working for? There are whispers about some secret organization called the Bureau, but that’s all it is . . . whispers. There some who even think it might be connected to Saint Petersburg.”
Chase leaned back in his chair, weighing his options. Everything he had learned about the Bureau was top secret; revealing it would be betraying Willy. Furthermore, even the smallest piece of intelligence in the wrong hands could jeopardize his finding out who had ordered his family’s assassination. But Chase also recognized that he had hit a dead end. The trail had stopped with the dead woman in Toledo. Even Willy was done helping him. 
“So, before we talk about that, I want to know how you knew I was in Gibraltar? Why are you tracking me?”
Ian took a deep breath and paused—it was if he were contemplating his next words carefully. “So, we caught wind of you at the Madrid station. We’ve been tracking you for the last two weeks, hoping you would lead us to more clues regarding Xin Hong and the North Korean government. More specifically, we want to know more about the uranium—who moved it, who wanted it.”
Chase was silent—it had never occurred to him that the Brits were tracking his every movement. But considering the stakes, he couldn’t blame them. 
“After that, we saw what happened at the bar . . . you were very lucky,” Ian continued. “We thought you would disappear, but then all of a sudden you showed up in Gibraltar on our CCTV system. Then, you reached out to me. I was actually working a different matter, and was brought over, due to my relationship with you.”
Chase remained quiet. A couple of days ago when he still had a lead this conversation would have been very different––at that point of time, he had a chance of finding answers. Not anymore. 
“Will you help us?” Ian asked, leaning across the table.
“I’ll tell you what I know,” Chase said slowly, “but not for free. I want something in return.”
Ian arched an eyebrow. “And what would that be?”
“I texted you a name,” Chase replied. His jaw tightened. “I want to know everything you have on Adam Ion.”
“Why?”
“Because I want it,” Chase shot back. He wasn’t going to tell Ian what he and Rizak had discovered. The last thing he needed was MI-6 mucking up his trail.
Exhaling, Ian glanced at Piper. “Give it to him.”
The Manila folder Piper handed him was thin. Inside was a grainy black-and-white photo of a man. Heavily bearded, the man’s eyes were stone cold. From the data on the picture, it looked like the image had been screenshot from a video surveillance camera. On the bottom of the photo was a name, Adam Ion, along with an address—it was in Berlin. 
“Already prepared.” Ian sniffed. “You’ll find answers from that man.”
Chase’s eyes flicked from Ian to Piper, then back again. MI-6 had been expecting his request. It also meant that they were desperate for information, and that meant he had a little bit of leverage. 
“Then here’s the deal,” he said, closing the folder. “I’ll tell you more . . . but only after Berlin.”
Across from Chase, Piper shifted uncomfortably in her seat. Her eyes bore into him. There was no doubt that she was expecting something from him. 
“Ok,” Ian said.
“But, that was not the deal—” Piper protested. Clearly, there had been an agreement that there would be a quid pro quo. There would be no waiting. No delay.
“I trust him,” Ian said, not breaking eye contact with Chase. “You have until tomorrow, and then you need to tell us what you know. Will you do that?”
“Yes.”
“Good. Then go to Berlin and find out what you need to know.”
“Thank you,” Chase replied simply. 
Ian glanced at his watch and stood. “If you hurry, you can catch the 1330 to Berlin. I took the liberty of booking you on that flight . . . your ticket is at the counter and under the name Brian Frank.” 
Standing, Chase stuck out his hand. “I’ll talk with you in 24 hours.”
“Good,” Ian said, reaching behind the desk. He lifted a leather satchel and pulled out two cartons of cigarettes. “I gave you a compass heading, and now here are the cigarettes.”
Laughing, Chase took the two cartons. In Singapore, Ian had done the same thing, except he had added a pistol to the mix. “What about a gun?”
“In an international airport?” Ian scoffed. “Even I have my limits.”
Unlike before, Chase left the room unescorted. He wanted to look over his shoulder to see if someone was following him but didn’t; his mind was already churning through the angles. Berlin would open new doors. He would find Adam Ion and then Kaytel. From there, he would follow the trail or make a new one. His thoughts were interrupted when a desk agent announced his boarding group. 
He had taken only one step when his phone buzzed––it was Rizak.
“Everything alright?” Chase asked right away.
“No,” replied a staticky voice. “I need to talk to Willy right away.”
“Willy?” Chase replied, shocked. Never once had Rizak indicated that he wanted anything to do with Willy. And who could blame him?  
“It’s complicated, and I can’t explain,” Rizak answered. “All I can say is that it’s a life and death situation.”
Chase stopped walking––passengers streamed around him. Rizak had never used those words. 
“Chase, I need your help.” Rizak’s voice was urgent, ragged. “You have to help me reach Willy. Please.”
“I haven’t had contact with him since Madrid. He’s not answering my messages. I don’t even know where he’s at.”
“He’s in Bahrain,” Rizak shot back. “He’s at your military’s Fifth Fleet Headquarters.”
Chase knew better than to ask Rizak more questions. If Willy was in Bahrain, then it only stood to reason that Iranian intelligence would know that. The tiny island, miles away from Iranian waters, housed the largest contingent of American sailors in the region. It only stood to reason that they would know who was coming and going. They knew exactly where Willy was located.
“Is he in danger?” Chase said. “Is he being targeted?”
“Help me get in touch with him,” was all Rizak said. 
Above Chase, the boarding sign flashed brightly. Berlin. Adam Ion. Answers about Emily and Keira.
Or Bahrain. Rizak. Helping someone who'd already risked everything. 
His hand tightened around the phone. “I'll see what I can do.” 
“Please . . . this is very important,” Rizak said and hung up.
“Fuck me,” Chase muttered, staring at the phone. 







CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
Haleh, Iran

The room was dark and smelled like dirty feet. Jae rolled onto her side and squinted. Scattered all around her were blackened shadows. Bundled in whatever blankets they had brought or found, men were fast asleep. Two or three among the group snored loudly, sometimes in unison and sometimes not. The grinding events of the last two days had caught up to everyone, allowing sleep to come easily.
Jae, however, was not one of them. The few hours she had been able to drift off had been short and restless. There were too many nightmares. That, and the pain from being shot in the knee, kept her tethered to the present. 
For years, her work had rarely intruded into her psyche. There had been the occasional specters that had crept into her subconscious, but nothing serious; they had disappeared as quickly as they had appeared. That, however, was not the case anymore. Ever since the night on Xin Hong and her run-in with Chase Harper, things had changed.
Lee, of course, had forbidden her from tracking down Chase and killing him. Not because Chase Harper mattered, but because killing him would be loud, messy, and would draw more attention. It would become a distraction that could destroy everything they had worked on. 
Reluctantly, Jae had agreed. She always did.
But Lee had never looked into Chase’s eyes. He couldn’t understand what she had seen there—something relentless, something that didn’t bend or forget. Chase wouldn’t stop. He would hunt her, patiently and without mercy, and he wouldn’t even know why.
So, she decided to bend the rules. She would not kill him—that would violate the oath she had given Lee. She didn’t know who would step into the space she’d left open, only that someone would. And because the intelligence already existed, scattered and imperfect, it was only a matter of time before Chase uncovered it and followed it to the end. 
Grunting, Jae pulled herself upright and wrapped her coarse wool blanket around her shoulders. With both hands, she massaged her knee and waited for the dull ache to recede. Next to her, one of the sleeping men stirred. She watched his dark form move. Maybe he’s having a nightmare, Jae thought to herself. Perhaps I’m not alone. But as quickly as she had detected movement, it was gone. Soon, the man was still, and his breathing had become rhythmic.
She slipped her feet into a pair of flip-flops and holstered her pistol. If she wasn’t getting any rest, she might as well check to see if there had been any updates. Maybe the Bureau had sent her a message. Carefully threading her way across the dark room, Jae moved toward where she knew the door was located.
Outside, the sun had just set. Only a thin thread of light differentiated where the sky and sea met. The brisk, cold ocean breeze was a welcome change to the stuffy and smelly room. She ran her fingers through her hair and took a deep breath. She needed to clear her mind. The next phase of the operation would be more difficult; the risk of failure had climbed exponentially. Their missile attack on USS Mitscher had refocused everyone’s attention back on decades of regional tensions. Whatever had happened with the American drone had only amplified the effect—confusion first, outrage second, facts last. 
But now, intelligence resources that had previously been searching for signs of another nuclear attack would be redirected right towards her. Eventually, that worked in their favor. But for now, it made everything harder––more dangerous. Failure was not an option.
Jae walked toward the adjacent building. The ground floor of the three-story building served as their communications center. Inside were two men—one of hers and one of Javed’s. Each one was monitoring their own respective communications network for any updates. Javed’s man was reading a newspaper and did not bother looking up. Kang was typing something on a laptop and immediately noticed Jae standing in the doorway.
“No new updates,” he said with a yawn.
“Let me know the second you hear anything,” Jae said. “I’m upstairs if you need me.”
Kang nodded and turned his attention back to his laptop.
The large room on the third floor was dark and had large glass windows that opened up toward the ocean. Jae could see twinkling lights against the dark water. Most likely, they were fishing boats headed out to sea for a night run. She guessed whoever owned the complex had used it as a summer house. Walled off from the neighboring buildings, it overlooked a private beach. Once, children must have splashed in the pool and raced across the tennis courts. Now the gardens were overgrown, the pool filled with stagnant green water, and the walls that once promised privacy now kept them hidden from prying eyes. 
“Can’t sleep either?” a voice muttered—it was Javed.
Jae had immediately noticed the shadowy figure sitting in the corner, but had not wanted to engage. She wanted to focus on what would happen next. “Just checking for updates,” she lied.
“And?” Javed asked as he raised a cup to his mouth.
“Nothing,” Jae sighed.
“Tea?”
Jae opened her mouth to say no, but stopped. A hot cup of tea was exactly what she needed. “That would be nice,” she replied. “Why are you up?”
“The same reason you’re up. I wanted to see if there were any new messages,” he said, making his way to the kitchen at the other end of the large room. “And because sleep never comes easily.”
Pausing, Jae said nothing. The way Javed had constructed his sentence left her wondering if he knew that she was struggling to find sleep. She wondered if Javed had shared more than he should. But how could he know that, she asked herself. “Sleeping during missions is never easy for me,” she admitted. 
“How’s the knee?” Javed asked, looking over his shoulder as he filled the kettle. 
“Tender from yesterday, but fine.”
Smiling, Javed said nothing. He continued to make tea.
“Any news from your headquarters?” Jae asked, changing the subject.
“Yes. There’s now official confirmation that we didn’t sink the American destroyer . . . somehow, they were able to shoot down the second missile. But the first one caused significant damage and, from what we know, the death toll is quite large. The Americans are moving forces into the region.” 
Jae remained silent.
“I hope we’re ready for what’s coming.” 
Jae kept silent. Only a handful of people knew what was really coming. Not Javed, not his men. They thought they were fighting for Iran. But Jae knew better. Once the Americans shifted their combat power to the Middle East, North Korea would move on the South. Two wars, half a world apart––it was the only way America could be broken. Only then would they be spared the humiliation of bending their knee to Washington, begging for food like some African country. 
“We do as we are told,” she said as Javed handed her a steaming cup of tea. “Don’t you believe the Americans can be beaten?”
Javed’s eyes appeared to study Jae. His brow was furrowed, and his jaw pulled tight. “I do, but I don’t think it will be easy.”
“Why’s that?”
“Because they love to fight,” he replied evenly. “And they’re good at it.”
Jae was surprised by Javed’s statement. She had categorized him as a blunt hammer, a simple and fearless tool that did what it was told to do. “You sound like you’re speaking from experience.”
Without saying anything, he pointed at the deformed indentation on the right side of his face. “I got this from one of their teams in Iraq.”
“What happened?”
“US drone launched a Hellfire missile at our convoy.” 
“Then I have this,” he continued lifting his shirt. 
“What happened?” Jae asked, staring at his exposed chest – it was covered in scars.
“We ran into one of their SOF teams in Sadr City some time ago. We thought we were ambushing one of their conventional units, but they had tricked us. I lost seven men that day.”
“Shrapnel or bullet wounds?” She wanted to see more of his body, not just the scars but the strength beneath them.
“Both.” He nodded and turned around. His muscular back was full of scars. The most notable one was the exit wound from the bullet.
“You’re lucky it didn’t hit any bones—it would have bounced around and hit an organ.”
“I know.” He pulled his shirt down and took a sip of his own tea. His eyes softened, and he tilted his head. “Who shot you in the knee?”
Jae’s hand clenched her cup; the heat from the boiling tea burned the tips of her fingers. She didn’t talk about herself to strangers; she never had. Her past was full of painful chapters that she had learned to seal away. But for some reason, she felt at ease around Javed. He was like her.
“His name is Chase Harper,” she whispered. Her throat burned raw as she remembered his face—as she remembered almost dying on Xin Hong. 
Javed nodded toward the empty couches. “Come, let’s sit.”
Without thinking, Jae followed him. Running through all of the sequels and branches to their mission could wait. She kicked off her slippers, tucked her feet underneath her, and pulled the blanket tight. The smell of his cologne filled the air. The stress of the last couple of days seemed to recede. By saying Chase’s name out loud, it was as if a demon had been exorcised. That somehow, she had shone a light on a specter that had been haunting her. Maybe now she could come to terms with it.
“Tell me about this Chase Harper,” Javed said in a soft voice. His voice had lost its sharp and demanding tone and was replaced with understanding.
The two of them spoke for hours until they were interrupted by the sound of running footsteps climbing the stairwell—it was one of Javed’s men monitoring the radio.
“We just received word from headquarters,” he said. “Our vessel is ready.”
“Now?” Javed asked. “I thought they weren’t going to be ready until early tomorrow morning.” 
“They’re ready for us now . . . something about rough seas.”
“Wake everyone,” Jae said, springing from the couch. “Let’s get going.”











CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
NSA / 5th Fleet Headquarters – Manama, Bahrain

“That’s not good,” Chase said as the early morning glare sliced through his windshield like a razor. The same US Navy military guard who had denied him entry onto the NSA hours earlier was standing two cars ahead of him. His nametape read Riddle. Chase’s urgent request to meet General Willy Mann had gotten him nowhere with Riddle. He’d hoped a new shift might mean a different face. No such luck. Glancing in his rearview mirror, Chase saw that the row of vehicles behind him had grown. There was no turning back. 
Riddle waved him forward. 
For a second, the guard looked like he didn’t remember Chase. Then Riddle’s smile vanished; he remembered. Dressed in a desert camouflage uniform and black body armor, Riddle was armed with only a holstered pistol. He turned his head, speaking quickly into the shoulder mic on his vest. In seconds, two heavily armed soldiers stepped out of the shadows and flanked both sides of the Chase’s vehicle. Their weapons were now pointed at the car. 
	Chase lowered the window. His heart was pounding all the way up into his throat. Since landing in Bahrain, Rizak had called him three times. Each time he had heard Rizak’s voice, he could hear the urgency. Rizak needed to talk to Willy right away. And with Willy still not returning Chase’s calls, showing up at the base’s front gate was all he could think of doing.
	“I told you before, Mr. Frank, that there is nobody here by the name of General Willy Mann,” Riddle shouted as Chase lowered his window. His right hand rested on his holster, and the other was pointing straight at Chase. “You need to turn your vehicle around and leave.”
	Chase’s knuckles whitened on the wheel. The dash clock read 8:48 am. He was out of time.
	“If we see you again, we’ll have the Bahrainis arrest you,” Riddle continued. “And you don’t want to be arrested by them . . . they don’t play around.”
	Chase stayed quiet, weighing his options. He’d hoped the gauze patch over his eye would pass for a medical emergency—it didn’t.
	“Do you understand me?” Riddle barked.
	“Yes, I do,” Chase replied after exhaling deeply. The smell of car exhaust burned his nostrils. Time for plan B, he thought to himself as he discreetly unbuckled his seatbelt. Chase reached over, grabbed a sheet of paper on the passenger seat, and held it up. “But I have this document directing me here to meet General Mann.”
	Riddle’s eyes narrowed.
	“Here,” Chase said, holding the paper out the window. “I forgot it in my hotel room. Look at it and at least call the number on the bottom.”
	Nodding at both the guards, Riddle stepped forward and reached for the paper. 
	There’s no going back once you do this. 
Chase lunged forward and seized Riddle’s wrist. Before anyone could react, he yanked the guard halfway into the vehicle. An alarm klaxon shrieked overhead as red lights began to pulse.
Chase locked Riddle into a headlock, the small knife he’d bought at a souq after renting the car already in his free hand. Riddle fought hard, twisting and reaching for his pistol. Chase drove Riddle’s head down, cutting off the angle, and slid the blade up beneath the guard’s jaw. If Riddle broke free, Chase was dead—the guards would have a clear shot straight at him.
“Move anymore, and I will bleed you out,” Chase spat inches from the man’s ear.  
Riddle went rigid, then sagged. The fight drained out of him as he realized it was too late. “What the fuck do you think you're doing?” he screamed.
Chase increased the pressure of the blade against Riddle’s throat; he had bought it in a souq minutes after renting the car. “I know exactly what I’m doing. That knife is sitting on your jugular . . . move one more time, and I’m going to push as hard as I can.”
 “You’re going to fucking die if something happens to me?” Riddle's voice was now tinged with fear.
“Nobody is going to die,” Chase replied, pulling Riddle's head further in front of his. If any of the guards pulled the trigger, they would both die. 
“What the hell do you want? There’s no way those guards are letting you on the base?”
“I don’t want on your base . . . I want to talk to General Willy Mann.”
“I don’t know a Ge—”
“Shut the fuck up,” Chase said. “Key your microphone so I can speak to someone monitoring your radio channel.”
Riddle hesitated.
“Do it!” Chase shouted, pushing the blade forward.
Riddle winced, then keyed his mic. “Base ops, this is Riddle.”
“What the fuck is going on?” a voice crackled. “We hear there is an incident at the gate. What’s your status?”
 Leaning closer, Chase spoke into the microphone. “His status is that he’s fucked. I have a knife to his throat and will kill him if anybody tries to rush the car.”
There was a moment of silence before another voice replied. “This is the officer of the watch. What do you want?”
“I know General Willy Mann is on this base. I need to talk to him.”
“Ok . . . and who should I say is asking for him?”
“Tell Willy Mann, Chase Harper is at the gate. Tell him it’s urgent.” 

***

Willy tried to hide his relief. Ever since the alarms had begun to blare down the hallways, neither Julia nor Christopher had been able to dig any deeper. It was obvious from their questions that they had found out more about what had happened in Malaysia than he had expected. Somehow, they had been able to piece together the series of events surrounding Xin Hong. They even knew about Chase. All they were missing was the timing and some more of the specifics. And when that happened—it was all over. 
“What’s going on?” Julia yelled.
“No idea,” Willy shouted back. “If you haven’t noticed, I’ve been stuck in this room with you for hours.”
Both Julia and Christopher scowled at his sarcastic reply. They had been relentless in their questioning. Tag teaming, they had not given Willy a second to think through his answers. Julia, in particular, had been the worst. Not only did she know her facts, but she almost seemed to be enjoying herself. Once or twice, Willy could have sworn he saw her smiling. Fucking bitch, he thought as he glared at Julia. As God is my witness, I hope one day you're sitting on the other side of the table.  
His lawyer, a Navy commander with a perpetual scowl on his face, had been absolutely no help. Every time Willy had asked for his counsel, the man had simply replied, “I recommend you cooperate with this investigation.” 
Willy had just reached for his cup of cold coffee when the door burst open. An armed guard, wearing body armor, stepped forward. “Are you General Willy Mann?” he asked.
“Yes . . . what’s going on?”
The guard opened his mouth to reply when Wade stepped around the corner in front of him. His brow was furrowed, and his lips were pursed. “Willy, we’ve got a situation at the front gate,” he said. “Someone has taken one of our guards hostage. He’s asking for you?”
“Me?”
“Yes, you. He says his name is Chase Harper and he needs to talk to you.”
Stunned, Willy didn’t say anything. Chase Harper? he thought. Here? Last night, he had noticed the trail of missed calls from Chase but had ignored them. Not only was he busy as hell, but now that he was under investigation, any contact with Chase was just another nail in his coffin. He had blocked Chase’s number. 
“Do you know him?” Wade demanded incredulously.
“Yes,” Willy said, standing up.
“Is this the same Chase Harper we asked you about? Julia yelled over the alarm; she had just seemingly connected the dots. 
Shit.
Wade held his hand up and turned to the doorway—it was now crowded with staff. “Someone turn that alarm off.”
Everyone stared at each other uncomfortably as they waited for the admiral's orders to be executed. After what seemed like hours but was only seconds, the room grew quiet.
“Well, he wants to talk to you,” Wade said, holding out a radio. 
Willy looked at the radio; his mind was racing. What the hell is Chase doing here? Why would he fly all the way to Bahrain? He should be in Europe.
“Are you going to talk to him or not?” Wade said, thrusting the radio into Willy’s hands.
“Of course,” Willy said, grabbing the handset. He pressed the transmit button and spoke. “Chase, is that you?” 
“Willy Mann?” a staticky voice replied.
“Yes—it’s me, Chase. What in god’s name are you doing?”
“Where did we first meet and what were the circumstances?” the voice demanded. 
Willy tilted his head to the side. “Say again?”
“I said, where did we first meet?”
It took Willy a second to realize that Chase was confirming his true identity. Chase was making sure he was not talking to someone impersonating him. “Owando airfield,” he said, recalling the events surrounding their first encounter, years ago. “Your men caught me sneaking a peek at your helicopters. If I recall, the guy who caught me was an Irishman named Connor. Good guy.”
The radio hissed static. Both men had seen Connor die days later. 
“Willy, I need to talk to you—it’s an emergency,” Chase finally said. “They wouldn’t let me in the gate, and I couldn’t reach you. I swear I didn’t want to escalate this.”
“You took a gate guard hostage?” Willy asked in disbelief.
“It’s all I could think of,” Chase said. “We need to talk.”
Willy paused. He had known Chase for years and had seen him in battle. The man was not easily rattled. Once or twice, he had even wondered if Chase didn’t have a death wish. But whatever caused him to take a hostage must be important.
“Ok . . . so talk?”
“Not over the radio, Willy.”
Looking around the room, Willy noticed that everyone was looking at him. Wade’s mouth was pulled tight, and his neck muscles strained. He was worried; he didn’t want anything to happen to his guard. But he also wasn’t about to let Chase enter the base. Not after what he had done. “You need to give me a clue, or I can’t help de-escalate this.” 
The radio hissed static.
“Did you hear me?” Willy said. 
“Rizak needs to talk to you,” Chase said. “He says it has to do with what happened with our destroyer . . . and the drone.”












CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
Site 301-B, Tehran, Iran 

Arash crossed his legs and exhaled. Across the small waiting room, a clerk in a neatly pressed camouflage uniform tapped a keyboard with dry precision. Above him, the obligatory portrait of the Ayatollah hung crooked on the concrete wall. Every so often, the clerk glanced at Arash, but never for too long.
A television bolted high on the wall played a ministry press conference on mute; a red banner crawled beneath the anchor: IRAN DEFIES AMERICAN AGGRESSION. The spokesman’s lips trembled. Arash didn’t need sound—anger and rage covered the man’s face. He could almost hear the man’s words dripping with contempt. 
For hours, he’d watched two Iranians collide. On one side, there was the status quo – it was old, decrepit ministers shuffling papers and pretending the world hadn’t changed. Then, on the other side, there was the IRGC. Moving with certainty, their actions were blunt and disciplined: American aggression will be answered. This morning’s rallies in Mashhad, Isfahan, and Tabriz proved the IRGC’s script was working. In choreographed waves of fists and flags, hundreds of thousands marched to a rhythm the Guard had written. Not since the revolutionary days had the IRGC seen such an outpouring of support.
Arash smiled faintly. The country was on their side.
The door behind the clerk opened. Two Asian men in civilian clothes slipped out without looking anyone in the eye.
“Send him in,” a voice boomed— it was his boss, Rezai. The clerk started to speak, but Arash was already halfway across the room.
The IRGC commander-in-chief sat behind a massive desk; his face was lit with a smile. He rose when Arash entered and pointed to a chair. “Did you see the demonstrations?” he asked.
“I did,” Arash said. “They were massive. I hear there will be five more this afternoon.”
“I’ve heard the same thing,” Rezai nodded. “They tell me the size will be larger . . . if that is possible.” 
Arash sat. He watched the commander of the IRGC with the same cool attention he reserved for any machine about to be set in motion. Rezai’s scowl was gone; the man looked like someone who’d been handed an answer key. “From what my sources tell me, parliament will authorize a full mobilization of the military and all the security services. Soon, we will be at full strength. It would appear that the Supreme Leader can’t stop what is fated to happen.”
“It’s been too long under that old fool’s wet blanket. They’ve talked peace long enough.” Rezai said. 
“God willing, we’ll be successful.” Arash knew that his father would be proud of him. Now it was his turn to defend Iran.
“We’re initiating Operation Thār-e-Husayn immediately. I need your men ready.”
Arash’s jaw tightened. He never thought he’d hear those words used. Ten years ago, when the Assembly of Experts had anointed the Supreme Leader, they’d hoped for a sword. Instead, they got a leash. “They’re ready.”
“Good. But before we go over that, tell me of your special team and our guests.”
“Of course,” Arash replied. He had just received an operational update from Javed – everything was going exactly as planned. The take-down of the missile storage facility and the firing of two missiles had been a textbook operation. He hated the fact that his team had killed the Iranian guard force, but knew that it was unavoidable. Sacrifices had to be made. “The team has moved into the Gulf and is en route to their next location.”
“Good. What happened to your team’s two missile launchers?”
“Hidden in an abandoned warehouse. Why? Is there a problem?”
“No problem.” Rezai flipped his wrist. “The Ayatollah's staff is poking around . . . nothing to worry about. The only way to stay ahead of any investigations is to keep up the pressure. Your team has to initiate the next phase of the operation soon.”
“Understood,” Arash replied crisply. He looked at his watch and counted in his head. “The team will be in place, and the cargo ship is transiting the Straits. Everything is going as planned.” 
“Excellent. Now, let's get back to Thār-e-Husayn,” Rezai said as he stood and pointed at a map. “Where and when?”
Stepping up to the large global map, Arash’s finger moved with practiced speed. “Riyadh—the embassy and the training missions. Hit command nodes, create chaos.” 
For a split second, Arash could already picture it—columns of smoke rising over Riyadh, streets choking with panic, the world watching helplessly. For the first time in years, Iran would command fear again. He moved his finger and tapped on Qatar and Kuwait. “Airfields—deny sorties. Azraq in Jordan—disrupt flight ops.”
He slid his finger to the Suez. “Two ships in the Med. If we scuttle them, the Canal is closed for days.”
Rezai’s hand hovered, hungry. “And Egypt?”
“Off-base targets,” Arash said, tapping his finger. “Americans’ homes. Surprise strikes when security is lax.”
“Turkey?” Rezai asked. “What of the air base in Izmir?”
“Residential towers near the runway—man-portable systems. No takeoffs for twenty-four hours.”
“And what of the Israelis? They undoubtedly will want to join the fight. What of your teams in there?”
“That will be delicate,” Arash said, stepping back from the map, folding his arms over his chest. “But my liaison teams have assured me we will not be alone in this fight. Hezbollah and Hamas ground commanders have assured us that when the time comes, they will strike.”
 Rezai nodded. “It looks like all your hard work is about to pay off.”
“Our hard work,” Arash replied. He rarely, if ever, complimented anyone. But the truth was that Rezai had changed everything. The IRGC commander-in-chief had made this moment possible. “You have given us this moment.” 
“I’m God’s servant,” Rezai said mechanically, stroking his beard and staring at the map. 
Taking advantage of the pause, Arash placed his finger on North Korea. He knew, of course, that they were part of the bigger plan, but wanted to know more. Once they launched Thār-e-Husayn, the world would change. And if they wanted it to change in their favor, the North Koreans had to play their part. Confronting the Americans one-on-one was suicide. “What of our friends? Are they ready?”
“They’re ready,” Rezai said, lowering himself behind his desk. “I just received an update, and everything is in place.”
“Was it the two men who just left your office?” Arash asked. He had suspected that the men were from the Chinese or the North Korean embassy. Both countries had special military liaisons for just such times. 
“Yes, that was the military attaché and his aide. He went over the plan in great detail. They are in full mobilization and are deploying units to the south as we speak. Our diversions have done exactly what we had hoped it would accomplish. Since the strike, the Americans have flooded the Gulf with reconnaissance flights and emergency deployments. Exactly as we expected.”
Arash exhaled—they were close. All it would take was one more match to light the fuse. After that, there would be no going back. 







CHAPTER FORTY
NSA / 5th Fleet Headquarters – Manama, Bahrain

“You fucking deserve that,” Willy spat, staring down at Chase. In one hand was a bag of ice. “You’re lucky he didn’t do worse.”
He reached up to his eye and slowly peeled away the white gauze held fast with medical tape. The skin beneath was tender, the vision in that eye still slightly blurred. He folded the bloodstained pad once and set it on the table instead of throwing it away.
Willy watched him for a moment and then spoke. “Did you hear what I said? You deserved getting punched in the face.”
	“I never said I didn’t,” Chase shot back. His voice echoed in the small, empty office. Outside the two chairs, Chase and Willy were alone. He placed the ice pack on his swollen eye and groaned. The dull, throbbing pain radiated down his cheek. Riddle had punched him seconds after Chase had agreed to let him go. He didn’t begrudge the man for lashing out, but that didn’t mean it didn’t hurt. “I would have done the same thing. But you weren’t answering your phone, and I needed your help.”

 	“You stupid fuck,” Willy growled, stepping forward. He now towered over Chase. “I’m being investigated because of my ties to you! The ODNI literally has me bent over a table and is looking up my ass with a flashlight for any clues that I helped with Xin Hong. And what do you do? You take a hostage and announce to the world that we know each other.”
	Chase’s own speed caught him by surprise. In a blink, he was out of his seat, standing inches from Willy’s face. He could feel the anger rising faster than reason. He hated that feeling. “Do you think I want to be here?” he said. “I was minutes from getting on a plane, going the complete opposite direction to follow up on a clue . . . a clue that most likely is gone.”
	“Then why the fuck did you show up?” Willy said, not backing off.
	“Rizak called me and told me it was a matter of life and death. He said it was urgent.”
	“So urgent that it couldn’t wait?”
	“Fuck if I know . . . he wouldn’t tell me what it was about. All he said was that we owed him.”
	“Owe him?” 
	“Yes, we owe him,” Chase repeated. “You know he helped us on Xin Hong. Without him, more people would have died. Isn’t that worth something?”
	Willy was silent, then stepped back.
	“He took a lot of heat after what happened in Malaysia. I don’t think the Iranians know what he did to help you secure the uranium. But I know they don’t completely trust him . . . he told me as much.”
	Willy stepped back and stuck his hands in his pockets. “It’s just that now is about the worst time ever for Rizak to be calling in favors.” 
	“Is there ever, truly a good time?” 
	“No,” Willy shot back. “But there are certainly worse times than others.”
	“True.”
	“Do you have no idea what this is all about?” 
“No.” Chase lifted the bag of ice from his eye and flexed his jaw. He looked around the small room. “How did you convince them to give us the room alone?”
“I called in some favors with the NAVCENT commander . . . he and I go way back.” Willy rolled his shoulders and took a seat. 
“Can’t we make the call from in here?” 
“We can,” Willy sighed, staring straight up at the ceiling. “The problem is that I’ve lost control of the narrative. And once Washington starts arguing with itself,” Willy added, “things tend to unravel fast. When I told you I was under investigation, I wasn’t bullshitting you. There are two agents here grilling me with questions about you. They were in the room when they asked me to meet you.”
Chase winced. “So, what are our options?”
Willy sat up and looked at Chase. “We don’t have any. I can get you your phone, but one of those ODNI agents will be in the room, listening. I can’t help that.”
“It is what it is,” Chase sighed. “Let’s hear what Rizak has to say, and then we will go from there.” 
“Agreed.”
“If we need to, we can always shoot our way out of here,” Chase joked.
“You’re fucking unbelievable.” Willy snorted, shaking his head. He knocked, and immediately the door cracked open. 
Chase recognized the pair of eyes glaring at him – they belonged to Riddle. Chase waved at the man and tried to smile. “No hard feelings, my man – it was just business.”
“Would you knock it off?” Willy said to Chase. He then turned to Riddle. “I need to see the Admiral.”
 Moments later, Chase was alone in the small room. He hated the fact that Willy was under investigation because of him. A long time ago, he had run afoul of the US military justice system, and it had almost cost him his life. Through a twisted set of circumstances, it was Willy who had helped him reclaim what he had lost. The thought of him being punished for his action made him sick to his stomach. 
But, in the end, that could not be helped. 
What Chase could do right now was help Rizak make the connection with Willy. Maybe that would set some things right. But once that was done, he was headed to Berlin. He needed to find Adam Ion. He needed to find out who the Bureau was and why they killed his wife and daughter. 
Then he would kill everyone who had touched that decision.
His thoughts were interrupted by the sound of approaching footsteps. The door swung open, and two people walked in with Willy. A short, stout man in a uniform was on his right; on the chest of his camouflage uniform were three stars. His face was twisted into a sneer – he was pissed. To the right of Willy was a tall woman with an equally stern face. The sharp click of her heels marked each step across the tile—measured, deliberate, the sound of someone used to owning a room. She had her arms crossed over her chest, and she was tapping her foot in a precise and elegant pattern—it was the sound of someone who expected to be in charge. 
	Chase lifted himself out of his seat. “This doesn’t look like it's going to be a friendly conversation.”
	Stepping forward, Willy cocked his head to the left. “This is Admiral Wade Evans. He’s the NAVCENT commander—it was his guard you took hostage.”	“Admiral,” Chase said, extending his hand. “I apologize for my actions, but I was out of options.”
	Wade shook Chase’s hand, but his face remained stern. 
The sound of someone clearing their throat echoed in the small room.
	“I’m Julia, out of Washington,” the tall woman said, without extending her hand. 
 	“Out of Washington,” Chase repeated, extending his hand. “Isn’t that usually code speak for someone in the IC?”
	The woman’s face remained impassive. 
Chase hated the spy games. What agents called subtlety always looked like arrogance to him. Every one of their coy phrase, every withheld title just screamed intelligence officer. He’d played that game long enough to know how it ended—badly. He wasn’t under her command, and he wouldn’t let her seize control. The stakes were too high for theater.
“So, which one is it?” he asked, crossing his arms over his chest.
“Excuse me?” Julia shot back. “I don’t think you're in any position to ask questions.”
Chase stepped forward, inches from Julia’s nose. “I think I’m in every position to ask questions. I know you want to hear what I’m about to say. And if that’s what you want, then you’re going to tell me who you work for. If not, then I don’t talk.”
“I could make you disappear,” Julia spat. Her eyes were cold and unwithering. “I know who you are, Chase Harper . . . I know about your military career. I know about the two men you murdered in Germany. I know it all.”
Leaning forward, Chase sneered at her. “You know it all?”
Julia did not back down. “Yes.” 
“Then the only thing I can tell you is that you'd better disappear me into a place where nobody ever returns. Because if you don’t, you will see me again.” 
Julia’s stern look wavered for a fraction of a second. She had blinked first. 
A flicker of shame passed over Chase. The threat of inflicting harm had rolled off his lips fast—almost too fast. But there was no turning back. “You want to hear what the Iranian is going to tell General Mann . . . don’t you?” Chase asked, pointing at Willy. “You want to know how this all ties together?”
Stepping back, Julia appeared to study Chase. He suspected that she was running through all the options and was seconds from going to ground—it was how bureaucratic intelligence officers operated. When faced with unknowns, they withdrew to reassess and seek guidance. That's how they worked. 
And for the moment, Chase couldn’t let that happen. That would leave Rizak out in the cold.
Lowering himself into a chair, Chase decided to lessen the tension in the room. “I like to know who I’m working with, so I’m going to only ask one more time. Who do you work for? If you can’t tell me that, then you sure as shit don’t have the power that you pretend to have.”
The room fell quiet.
“I work for ODNI,” Julia finally muttered. 
“It’s nice to meet you, Julia, from ODNI.” Chase stood and extended his hand for the second time. “Now, if you get me my phone, let's make this call to Rizak and see what he has to say?”
 Nodding, Julia stepped out of the room. She had ignored Chase’s outstretched hand.
All three of the men cocked their heads upward, listening to Julia’s heels click down the hall. Once the sound had faded, Willy shook his head. “You’ve got balls . . . I have to give you credit.”
“Spooks,” Chase said. “They’re all the same. They want to control everything.”
“This one is different,” Willy replied. “This one has power. Someone up very high is looking into the events that took place in Malaysia and on board Xin Hong. And they’ve given her the power to find out what happened.”
“Treat her carefully,” Wade interrupted. He had watched everything and, until this point in time, had remained quiet. “I did some poking around, and she has the ear of some very senior leaders.” 
Chase opened his mouth to say something when the sound of heels grew louder. Seconds later, Julia stepped into the room. In her outstretched hand, she held Chase’s phone. “Your call has to be on speaker phone – we all need to hear it.”
Nodding, Chase punched a button and dialed Rizak’s number. It only took two rings before a voice answered. 
“Did you get in touch with Willy?” Rizak asked. His voice was staticky, and the line hissed. 
“Yes. I’m standing in front of him. But to be clear, this line is not secure. Others are listening in,” Chase said, making eye contact with Julia. 
“I would have expected nothing less,” Rizak replied flatly. 
Chase waved Willy forward. What happened next belonged to Willy and Rizak. He had done his job. 
“Rizak, this is Major General Willy Mann,” Willy said with an official-sounding voice. “What do you need from me?”
 “We need to meet in person,” Rizak replied. His tone was firm and unyielding. “There are some urgent matters that need to be discussed.”
“Let’s discuss it over the phone.” Willy shot back. “Unless, of course, you want to come join me in Bahrain.”
“That’s not practical, and you know it.”
Shaking his head, Willy took a deep breath and spoke. “I’m afraid you’re going to have to tell me a bit more before I can agree to meet you.”
“Of course. I’m about to send something to Chase’s phone. Let me know when you received it.”  






CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
Ten Miles South of Ismailia, Egypt 

“Slow down,” Mohammed said, pointing ahead with a jittery hand. “It’s just up there.”
Farid eased off the gas and flicked on the brights. Tall and athletic, with short black hair and handsome features marred only by a once-broken nose, he looked like the sort of man who belonged in a nightclub, flirting with women—not creeping down a deserted service road at two in the morning.
A second later, the beams washed over a squat, windowless concrete hut tucked behind a low sand berm. The headlights briefly flashed across a small microwave dish mounted on a steel pole, angled north toward the next relay site.
“You’re certain this is it?” Farid asked as he guided the sedan off the main road.
“Yes, I’m sure,” Mohammed murmured, craning his neck like a frightened pigeon. “Kill your lights, or they will see us.”
Farid exhaled through his nose and did as instructed, though the request irritated him. Everything about Mohammed irritated him. His whiny voice. His nervous tics. The sour body odor rolling off that cheap blue sweater stretched too tight across his bulk. The man had the hygiene of a goat and the nerves of a child.
But he was useful.
And that was all that mattered.
Farid rolled the car to a stop and killed the engine. Darkness swallowed them, broken only by a lone halogen bulb buzzing above the routing station’s metal door—it cast a yellow-green cone of light across sand and concrete.
Mohammed shifted in his seat, fidgeting, breathing fast. “I don’t like this place,” he said. “Patrols use this road.”
“Everything will be fine.” Farid pushed his door open as the cold night air rushed in. “Let’s go.”
Mohammed didn’t move.
The overhead dome light painted his face in a soft glow that made him look even weaker than Farid already thought: eyes blinking too fast, trembling lips, hands twisting together like an old woman.
“I don’t know,” Mohammed whispered, voice cracking. “Maybe we should come back when—”
“Come,” Farid coaxed. “I have all your money with me. Once we’re done, you walk away a rich man.”
That did it.
Mohammed’s fear gave way to greed. His lips parted. “The full amount? All twenty thousand dollars?”
“Yes.” Farid tapped the inside of his jacket. “Right here. Just help me get inside the system, and it’s yours.”
Mohammed finally opened his door and climbed out, gravel crunching under his shoes. Farid fell in step beside him.
Ahead, the routing station sat silent—it was a utility hut like dozens scattered along the one-hundred-and-twenty-mile canal. Composed of a single microwave dish and a fiber-optic junction box, the station was part of the Suez Canal Authority’s communication network. It fed data back into the regional control centers, the same systems the SCA relied on to manage the transit of nearly sixty ships a day between the Red Sea and the Mediterranean.
It took Mohammed a full minute to find the correct key. Every time the Egyptian had found what he said was the right one, his shaking fingers lost their grip, and the whole process began again. There were at least twenty keys on the ring. For Farid, it felt like an eternity.
Finally, the lock clicked.
	Inside, the small building smelled of urine. Fucking Egyptians, Farid thought to himself, stepping inside. Too lazy to go out and take a piss in the desert like everyone else. 
	“That’s where you can interface?” Mohammed said, pulling the door closed behind them.
Farid pushed him aside and pulled a small gray device from his backpack. The scanner was designed to latch onto fiber lines, scrape their traffic, and identify exploitable entry points. He pressed it against the panel.
Two seconds later, the device emitted a soft, satisfied chime.
	“Good,” he whispered to himself as he pulled out his laptop. Once he had synced up the scanner and his laptop, he now had full access to the SCA system. He could now see everything they could see. 
	The sound of Mohammed’s breathing and the clicking of a keyboard were the only sounds audible. 
“What is your access code?” Farid demanded.
	Mohammed paused. 
	“Don’t worry . . . I’m just checking on something,” Farid sighed. “Nobody will know that we accessed the system . . . I promise. I will be very quick.”
	 As Mohammed began to rattle off his twelve alphanumeric code, Farid typed them in one at a time. He hit enter, and in a blink, he was looking at the SCA directory's homepage. Two clicks later, he found the canal’s movement matrix—an AIS map showing every vessel inching through the narrow artery of the Suez.
“You’re going to be in and out?” Mohammed asked in a cracked voice. “You said you just wanted to see something. You’re not going to do anything?” 
Two targets pulsed green—the MV Busan Pioneer and the MV Shandong Voyager.
The MV Busan Pioneer was a massive South Korean container ship, located in the northern portion of the canal. The MV Shandong Voyager, also a massive container ship, but Chinese, was located in the southern part of the canal. What both ships had in common was that they were in the most constrained portions of the canal, where only one ship was allowed to transit. Additionally, they were located in remote portions of the canal, far away from population centers. 
They were exactly the place Arash had chosen—his timing had been perfect.
Mohammed leaned in; his breath was hot and smelled of garlic. “What are you looking at?”
“I’m just checking on two ships that are transiting the canal,” Farid said. He certainly was not going to tell Mohammed that both vessels carried limpet mines. The magnetized cylinders had been attached by an Iranian Special Forces unit earlier that day while the vessels idled off Port Said. 
“Why are you looking at those two ships?” Mohammed asked. “Are they carrying something you need to track?”
“Yes,” Farid lied as he opened another window on his laptop to a communication program. In the upper right-hand corner, a green light blinked – it meant that the program and Farid’s satellite phone, hidden in his backpack, were synced. In the center of the screen were two toggle switches that only showed on or off. At the bottom was a long status bar, glowing red.
Mohammed frowned. “What is that?”
“A satellite program that will now let me track both those ships without linking into the SCA system.”
The lie appeared to have its desired effect. 
Mohammed took a step back and stopped exhaling his foul breath on Farid’s neck. While it was true that satellite systems would allow Farid to track the vessels, that’s not what the link’s true purpose was. No. The link would now bounce off an Argentinian communications satellite scheduled to pass overhead. Once the connection was made, Farid could remotely detonate the limpet mines. 
 	He checked the time—satellite acquisition in sixty seconds.
Mohammed exhaled shakily. “And after this? I get my money?”
Farid nodded as he watched the status bar change colors. “Of course.”
A second later, the status bar had turned blue; the satellite window had opened.
Farid toggled the two icons, which glowed in the middle of the screen.
Unseen by either man, the device sent an encrypted microburst straight up—an unremarkable packet among a thousand others. The Argentinian satellite caught it, processed it like normal traffic, and echoed it down over the last known coordinates of the two cargo ships.
A heartbeat later, under two steel hulls, dormant receivers woke up.
Far away, beneath the calm surface of the canal, eight limpet mines – four for each ship – detonated seconds apart. It would only take thirty to sixty minutes for both the MV Busan Pioneer and the MV Shandong Voyager to sink. The limpet mines had been strategically placed on both vessels to cause the maximum amount of flooding both within the cargo holds and within the engine rooms. 
Soon, the two canal chokepoints would be blocked.
Farid quickly scanned the SCA AIS map – it now showed both ships’ speed dropping to zero. Next to them, the red alert banner was flickering. The vessels were sending out distress signals. 
Mohammed stared, stunned. “What did you do? Why are those icons turning red?”
Farid exhaled and closed the lid of the laptop. “Nothing you need to worry about.”
Mohammed opened his mouth to protest, just as Farid drove the edge of his hand into Mohammed’s throat—it was precise, brutal, and crushed the trachea in a single blow. Mohammed collapsed backward, choking silently, eyes wide with animal panic. He clawed at his neck, trying to suck in air that would not come.
In a desperate attempt, the man tried to crawl toward the door.
Farid caught him by the collar, yanked him backward, and drove a knee into his sternum, pinning him to the ground. Mohammed’s legs kicked weakly against the concrete floor, scraping for leverage that wasn’t there.
A minute passed.
Then another.
By the third, Mohammed’s movements had slowed to feeble spasms.
At three and a half minutes, he stopped moving entirely.
Farid stood. Breathing evenly, his eyes scanned the small room. Outside of some scuff marks, there were no clues as to what had happened in the small routing station. 
Outside, a thin drizzle had begun to fall, carrying the musty smell of wet dust. Farid locked the door behind him, then dragged Mohammed’s lifeless body to the car and heaved it into the trunk. Normally, he would have taken the time to dispose of it properly, but he didn’t have that luxury tonight. No. He needed to get back to Cairo, to make his 5 a.m. flight to Sharm el-Sheikh. From there, he would disappear among thousands of European tourists and, a few hours later, be on a plane to Italy.
All Farid knew was that it would be days before they found Mohammed’s body in the back of the rental vehicle. And by then, he would be long gone—and back in Tehran with a hero’s welcome.
 For the Egyptians, it would be weeks for them to figure out what had happened. But by that time, the damage would be done—the maritime road to the Persian Gulf was blocked. If you were an American warship, your transit time had just increased by seven days. 
In war, a week could be a lifetime. 











CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
27°22'15.4” N 51°08'53.4” E, Persian Gulf

Jae felt the deck heave beneath her. Instinctively, she gripped the bolted-down table, flexed her knees, and waited. A heartbeat later, the hull slammed through another nine-foot swell, the impact shuddering through the soles of her boots. Metal groaned as the ship absorbed the hit. For a moment, the twin propellers screamed in the air—a high, biting whine. Once they had crested the wave, the sound broke off as it was swallowed by the next trough. Through the water-streaked porthole, all Jae could see were white-topped waves. 
The last fourteen hours had been endless.
All around the small stateroom, men wore grim faces. Most had vomited up whatever they’d eaten, leaving the deck tacky with half-dried bile. In a few places, Jae could still make out the remains of carrots and rice. She was grateful the smell didn’t make her sick.
Sensing a brief moment of calm, she grabbed her water bottle and took a sip. Her senses had dulled from the relentless motion; she didn’t hear someone approach until a voice broke the drone of the engines.
“You are wanted up on the bridge,” someone said in broken English.
Turning, Jae was face-to-face with an IRGC sailor. He was short, with jet-black hair and razor-thin lips. His eyes flicked around the compartment before his nose crinkled in disgust. She couldn’t blame him—the stench of so many seasick men crammed into a single room was nauseating.
Wordlessly, she followed the man up a flight of stairs onto the second deck and into the bridge. Stepping through the watertight door, she was greeted by crisp ocean air and the chatter of radios. Through the bridge’s broad windows, she saw a dark silhouette rising on the horizon—an oil platform.
“Is that it?” she asked, pointing.
“It is,” Javed replied, handing her a cup of tea. 
“We call it Platform Fifty-Seven,” another voice added – it was the captain of the vessel. Jae had met him hours earlier and found him a dour man. When she’d asked what the vessel’s name, Shahid Darya, meant, he’d simply said, “Martyr of the Sea,” before launching into a long soliloquy on Iran’s naval history.
Jae took the cup from Javed’s hand; she felt his finger brush against hers. His touch lingered a heartbeat too long—deliberate or careless, she couldn’t tell. She wanted to look into his eyes, but stopped herself. Stepping forward, she studied the structure. The oil platform looked like it consisted of two separated parts connected by a bridge. Even from this far away, Jae could tell the structure was massive. She estimated that it easily rose a hundred meters into the air and was equally wide.
“Tell me about this structure?” she demanded.
“There is nothing much to say about Platform Fifty-Seven outside that it is abandoned,” the captain sighed. 
Jae suspected he wanted to talk about more interesting things, like naval history. But where he saw a rusting, derelict structure, she saw potential. The oil platform was perfect for what would happen next. “When was it abandoned?”
“About nine years ago, when the oil field ran dry. There was talk of salvaging the rig, but that was not practical.”
“Why not?” Jae asked, still staring at the structure.
“It's too far out – it’s one of our most remote platforms.”
“And?” Jae asked, knowing that there were always other considerations.
 “And, because of its location, it's perfect for launching covert operations,” Javed interjected. “The Bahrainis and the Saudis ignore the structure, because it’s in our territorial waters. And since we use it so sparingly, the Americans don’t pay any attention to it.”
 “Are you sure?” Jae asked, turning toward Javed. 
Smiling, Javed, leaned back on a control panel. He wrapped both his hands around his cup of tea and spoke. “Do you remember years ago, when we launched missiles at the Saudi Abqaq and Khurais oil facilities?”
A burst of garbled radio communication filled the bridge—two voices relaying coordinates in a clipped, hurried exchange. For a moment, nobody spoke.
“September 14, 2019, you launched eighteen cruise missiles and seven drones. The missiles were Ya Ali missiles, launched from your Ahvaz facility. The Samad drones were launched from your base in Omidiyeh. At Abqaq, you damaged the crude stabilization and processing plan, and at Khurais, you damaged the processing site. The attack knocked off roughly 5.7 million barrels of oil.” Jae’s voice was crisp and definitive. “What of it?”
Everyone on the bridge was quiet for a moment. 
“Remarkable,” Javed laughed. “But do you know how we got through the Kuwaiti and Saudi airspace undetected?”
“Are you sure this is information you can share?” the captain interjected. 
Javed’s eyes flicked briefly toward the captain—it was not a glance, but a calculation. He let the silence stretch, just long enough for the bridge crew to feel the tension. One of the radios crackled, then went quiet. When Javed finally spoke again, his voice was calm, almost bored. “You should focus on steering the ship.”
“It’s just that this information is—” 
“Captain,” Javed said out in a long, drawn-out sigh. “If you ever question me again, I will have you thrown overboard. Is that clear?”
The captain took a step back; his face was ashen. “Yes.”
Looking back at Jae, his smile returned. “The reason nobody ever detected those missiles is that my men were on the ground and had sabotaged the communication links between the commercial and military radars and the air defense systems. We launched our operations from Platform Fifty-Seven. If anybody knew of our role, that platform would be twisted wreckage resting on the bottom of the ocean.”
Jae didn’t respond right away. She studied Javed’s face, searching for any hint of exaggeration or bravado. There was none. His eyes held the calm certainty of someone who had once pulled off the impossible and survived to brag about it.
“Remarkable,” she said slowly, “I was always curious about how you pulled that off.”
Javed’s smile didn’t falter. “For now, we’re very confident that nobody is looking at this facility . . . tomorrow afternoon, of course, that will be very different.”  
For now, Jae thought. That was always the dangerous part – things can change in the blink of an eye.
The bridge fell quiet again. The captain was pretending not to listen. He stared at the horizon as if distance itself offered protection. Outside, the sea groaned against the hull, wind clawing at the bridge windows. Somewhere below, the engines adjusted pitch, a deep metallic hum rolling through the deck. Jae felt the vibration climb up her legs and settle in her chest.
“Yes, tomorrow will be very different,” Jae finally said, returning her gaze outside. 
The oil rig was larger now, filling the windows—a rusted fortress of steel and shadows rising from the gray sea. Spray broke against its pylons, climbing high before vanishing into mist. Even from their distance, Jae could see the twisted cranes and broken catwalks. It looked like a carcass picked clean by the sea and by time. 
“How long until we’re alongside?” 
“An hour, maybe less,” Javed said. “Once we arrive, my men will secure the upper decks. You and your men can have the control room to yourself.”
She turned to him. “And you’ll keep the ship close?”
“No. She’ll stand off the coast,” Javed said, looking at his watch. “In about two and a half hours, American spy satellites will most likely be passing over the area, and we don’t want anything close by.”
Nodding, she said and took a sip of her tea—it was strong, sweet, and carried a hint of cardamom. Javed had made it just the way she liked.
“Excuse me,” the captain interrupted. His once confident eyes nervously glanced back and forth between Jae and Javed. “We just received a coded message from a vessel calling herself the Yangtze Trader.”
Jae’s heart skipped a beat—Yangtze Trader was her vessel. She had been tracking the cargo ship’s progress as it hugged the coastlines of India and Pakistan. Making radio contact after so many days was a bit surreal. It meant that everything was coming together as planned. “She belongs to me. What’s the message?”
Clearing his throat, the captain pulled his shoulders back and stood straight. He had learned his lesson. “They say their ETA is 0200, and request docking and offloading instructions.”
“Inform them that I will relay both sets of instructions in approximately three hours.” Jae needed to inspect the platform herself to provide the right instructions. “Also inform them that their condition is now Winter Sparrow.”
“Winter Sparrow,” the captain repeated. This time, he was smart enough not to question what the two words meant. “I will have the message sent immediately.” 
Without saying anything, she turned her back toward everyone and took another sip of her tea. The code word had locked the final phase in motion; from this moment, no one outside Korea was likely to interfere. Yangtze Trader would stand by for Korean instructions. Jae trusted nobody. One wrong instruction could destroy everything they had been working toward.
“Shall we go down and give the men a warning?” Javed asked.
“Not yet,” Jae said, taking a deep breath. She glanced at the platform again. In less than twelve hours, this rusted skeleton would wake the world. “I want to enjoy my tea before things get busy.”





CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
Over the Persian Gulf

“Why Oman?” Chase asked, stifling a yawn. The cabin air was thin and the twin turbines droned without pause. Fatigue pressed behind his eyes.
Across from him, Willy said nothing. He was looking out the window. The dark reds and oranges from the setting sun cut sharp shadows across his face—it was full of worry. Lines usually hidden beneath sarcasm and bravado had deepened. And Chase couldn’t blame him. Never in a million years did he think Willy would agree to meet Rizak. He was dragging himself out of the frying pan and straight into the fire. The likelihood that he’d get burned was almost guaranteed.
“Neutral territory,” the man next to Chase finally chimed in. 
Over the years, Chase had heard Willy mention an intelligence officer working for him, but had never met him face-to-face. Now that he had, Chase didn’t know what to make of him. For some reason, he’d expected a lean, fit man—not an overweight and pudgy one. Mark Mallow looked like an accountant, not a Special Forces intelligence officer. But when they learned that Rizak was sending a Learjet, with room for only five, Willy had been adamant that he be one of them.
Chase’s eyes moved past Mark—and lingered briefly on Willy’s aide.
Tom Delay sat rigidly in his seat, hands folded on his knees, eyes tracking the cabin instead of the conversation. He wasn’t pretending to listen. He was watching—counting exits, noting faces, measuring time.
Not just an errand runner, Chase thought. But not a player.
To his right, Julia was running her fingers through her hair, also looking out the window. She was the singular reason Willy was allowed to be on the plane at all. The ODNI hadn’t wanted him anywhere near a meeting arranged by an Iranian and had refused the request. But somehow, Wade had gotten the CENTCOM four-star general to intervene, and a deal was made. Willy could go, but Julia had to be there. 
Secretly, Chase enjoyed watching Julia squirm as she got further and further outside of her comfort zone. From the beginning, he had suspected that she was a Beltway bandit; she was a rule follower who hunted rule breakers within DC’s Byzantine intelligence system. She didn’t understand the color of grey and had no interest in learning. 
But from the moment her high heels had set foot on the tarmac, her cock-sure attitude began to crumble. She was now outside of her comfort zone. Everything from the Iranian Learjet to trying to interact with a flight crew that spoke only Farsi chipped away at her wall of confidence. He had no time for that type of bullshit. 
“What do you mean, neutral territory?” Chase asked.
“Oman, over the years, has become the Switzerland of the Middle East,” Mark said, pulling his camouflage tunic straight as if it mattered at thirty-five thousand feet. “Yes, they like the Americans, but the Sultan has always been very clear that he doesn’t shy away from talking to anyone—to include the Iranians. We complain about it now and then, but in truth, it serves our interests. It’s a place we can talk.”
“And a place where Washington can deny everything,” Julia sighed. “If this meeting blows up, the Omanis will shrug, and the Iranians will smile.” Her tone made it clear she’d already gamed the outcome.
Willy finally turned from the window. “And a place we can disappear if this goes sideways,” he muttered. “That’s why we’re meeting there.”
Chase watched him for a moment before asking, “Tell me the significance of what Rizak sent you? It just looked like some random video feed from a drone. Why do you care?”
Willy didn’t answer right away. Pausing, he looked at Mark and then took a deep breath. “That wasn’t just any random drone – that was one of our newest stealth drones.”
“What’s so special about it?”
“That’s classified.”
“So how did the Iranians get the feed?”
“We don’t know. What we do know is that roughly two days ago, that drone was hacked into as it was operating over the Persian Gulf. Somehow . . . someone was able to penetrate that multilayer encryption system and take over. In minutes, it dropped two precision-guided missiles on the Iranian base commander at Bandar Abbas. They killed him along with seven of his officers.”
“That’s the same attack that the Iranians are plastering all over the news.”
“Yup,” Mark chirped. “That was our platform, but we didn’t pull the trigger.”
“Who did?” Chase asked.  
“Don’t know.” Willy shrugged. “But the video tells me that Rizak knows who hacked the system and maybe how they did it. He told me he would exchange that information for the meeting.” 
Chase felt the air leave his lungs. “That’s why the CENTCOM CG allowed you to go on this trip. He wants to know who hacked into his bird, and how?”
“Yup,” Mark replied. “And that’s not the only problem we have.”
“What do you mean, that’s not the only problem we have? What is that supposed to mean?”
“Mark,” Willy hissed in annoyance. “That’s classified.”
“When has that ever stopped y—” Chase started to say. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Julia leaning forward, taking note of what Chase was about to say. 
“Sorry,” he mouthed to Willy. 
“I think he needs to know,” Mark protested. “We’re about to go into the lion’s den. Let’s put our cards down on the table and make sure we’re all working off the same sheet of music.”
“He’s right,” Julia said. Her voice carried a sliver of defiance. “We’re an hour away from dealing with the Iranians. We need to have a strategy for what we need to find out. If not, we could walk out of this meeting with nothing.”
The cabin grew quiet.
Willy exhaled and rubbed the top of his bald head. “The reason Mitscher got hit by a missile the other day is that her radar system was also hacked. It was by pure luck and divine intervention that she’s not resting on the bottom of the sea.”
“Holy shit,” Chase exclaimed. Now some of the pieces were falling into place. “That’s why we’re not doing anything against the Iranians. We don’t know how far these hacks extend.”
“Exactly,” Willy said. “The U.S. Navy and Air Force are literally tearing into every one of their systems to see how far this goes.”
 	“Any idea who did it?”
	“Don’t know.”
	“The Iranians?” Chase said.
	“Don’t know,” Mark repeated firmly.
	“How’s that? Doesn’t only stand to reason they were involved.”
	“We don’t know – something doesn’t fit.”
	“Mark,” Willy interjected. “God dammit . . . let’s try and keep some things in the dark.”
 Chase was beginning to like Mark. He was turning out to be one of the rare intelligence officers who would share information instead of hoarding it.
“Keep what in the dark?” Julia said. “What’s this all about?”
Mark cleared his throat. “They found the U.S. communications NCO who loaded all the crypto onto Mitscher hours before she set sail dead in some alley with his head blown off.” 
	“Oh my God,” Julia gasped. “He was killed?”
	For a brief moment, Chase, Willy, and Mark stared at her. 
It was Chase who spoke first, “That’s usually what getting one’s head blown off means.”
	“Yes, he was killed,” Mark said in a conciliatory tone. 
	“So, what doesn’t fit?” Chase said.
	A moment of silence hung between them until Willy again grabbed his bottle of water. “Go ahead and tell him.” 
	“Bahrain intelligence services suspect the person who killed him was a North Korean.”
	“A North Korean?” Chase almost jumped out of his seat. “What kind of North Korean?”
	“They won’t tell us. All they know is that he worked at an import-export company that has ties with North Korea.”
	“Worked . . . as in the past tense?” 
	“Yes, the guy disappeared.” 
	“Fuck!” Chase grunted. “What are those fuckers doing in the region?”
	 Both Willy and Mark exchanged a brief look with each other. It was only for a second, but it was long enough for Chase to notice. There was more. 
“What aren’t you telling me?” Chase demanded angrily, turning toward Willy.
Mark glanced at Willy.
“Go ahead,” Will said, sweeping his hand through the air.
“A couple of days ago, we got a signal burst out of Tehran, that . . . how do I say . . . looks very familiar to the signal that we saw in Malaysia.”
“The one associated with the Bureau?” Chase’s head was spinning. How did the trail from there end up thousands of miles in Iran? 
 “How do you know that?” Julia asked incredulously. “That type of intelligence is so classified, I don’t even have access. That’s a SAP within a SAP.” 
“That’s classified . . .” Mark grinned. 
“Who the hell do you thi—?” she snapped back. Her old self was back. Rules had been broken, and she was going to hunt down the perpetrator. 
“Julia,” Chase snapped. “You are missing the point.”
“And what point is that, Mr. Harper?”  
“I don’t know,” Chase snarled. “But it sure as hell isn’t about illegally accessing classified information. Something is going on here, and we have no idea what it is. If you haven’t noticed, the world is on fire.” 
Julia opened her mouth to say something when a voice interrupted them—it belonged to Tom Delay. 
“Ahhh . . . I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but we are not going in the right direction,” the aide said, pointing out the window. Tom’s voice was steady, and his hand had never left the armrest.
“What do you mean, we’re not going the right direction?” Willy asked.
“He’s right,” Chase said, looking out the window. Instead of seeing city lights, all he could see was a black ocean. 
“Where’re we going?” Allessandra asked. Her voice was panicky. It was the first time he’d heard fear in her voice. 
“Oh fuck,” Mark said, holding up his phone. 
“What?” Chase asked. 
“My phone shows an Iranian cell connection.”
The cabin instantly grew quiet—it was as if all air and sound had been suck out.
“Did you know about this?” Willy yelled at Chase. His face was full of rage. “I’ll kick your fucking ass if you did, so help me God.”
“I didn’t know anything.” Chase’s voice was flat, stripped of surprise and defense. He kept his hands where Willy could see them—open, empty.
Willy’s face went red, then white. “Don’t fucking lie to me, Harper.” He lunged across the aisle, fingers curled as if he could still grab whatever imaginary treachery Chase had hidden. Mark shoved him back with surprising force, the older man’s bulk meeting Willy’s anger.
None of them noticed one of the crew members standing until Mark pointed toward the front of the plane. Dressed in black pants, a white shirt with epaulets, the first officer held out a satellite cell phone. “Excuse me,” he said in broken English. “I have a call for a Mr. Chase Harper.”
	Chase noticed the engines begin to throttle back. As he reached for the phone, all eyes were on him. “Chase Harper here.”
	“There’s been a change in location,” a voice crackled – it belonged to Rizak. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I’ve diverted the aircraft to another location.”
	“We were just discussing that,” Chase said as he scanned all the eyes looking at him. Willy was furious, Mark and Tom were curious, and Julia was terrified. “What’s going on, Rizak?”
	“I had to change the plan due to a mitigating circumstance.” His voice was clipped and precise. The cadence was wrong—it was too even, too measured. Someone was telling him what to say.
	“And what would that mitigating circumstance be?” Chase asked, knowing fully well what Rizak would say. 
	“I’ll tell you once you are on the ground. Tell Willy I’m sorry, but facts on the ground have changed.”
	 “What?” Chase asked just as the line went dead. Rizak had hung up.
	“What’s going on?” Willy demanded. 
	“I don’t know,” Chase said, staring at the phone. 
Whatever had happened on Rizak’s end had spooked his friend; he’d heard it in Rizak’s voice. Chase’s stomach tightened as he looked up. The first officer was gone, and the door to the cockpit was closed. 
“He said that facts on the ground have changed.”







CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
Tehran, Iran 

The Learjet’s tires squeaked as they touched down on what felt like an endless stretch of black concrete. There were no lights on the runway, no glow from a terminal, not even the blinking markers of a civilian airfield—only the faint halo of the jet’s own taxi lights trembling against the tarmac. Chase’s seat vibrated as the aircraft rolled over one expansion joint after another. Outside, the darkness was complete; the world beyond the window was a void of motionless silhouettes.
To his right, both Mark and Julia peered through the glass, trying—and failing—to see anything beyond the thin reflection of their own faces. Willy wasn’t looking; he was staring straight at Chase. Deep furrows cut across his brow—the kind that came from too many years of knowing when events were beyond his control. Maybe he’d come to the same conclusion Chase had—there was nothing they could do.
“Tonight didn’t go the way I expected,” Chase said quietly. “I hope you know I didn’t have anything to do with it.”
“It certainly didn’t.” Willy didn’t acknowledge the second part of Chase’s sentence—the part about not knowing Rizak would break his word and land them in Tehran, of all places.
“How are we going to play this?” Chase asked.
“We are not playing anything,” Willy said. “I’m the senior ranking member on this aircraft. I’m in charge. Follow my lead, and for the love of God, don’t make this any worse than it already is.”
Chase pointed at himself and scoffed. “Me make it worse? You’re about to set foot in Iran wearing a camouflage uniform of the U.S. Armed Forces. I told you to wear civilian attire.”
Willy’s face remained expressionless. “Nothing I can do about that. What’s done is done.”
“What do you want me to do?” Julia asked.
“Nothing,” Willy said. “Stay absolutely quiet.”
“Okay,” she said, biting her lip.
“Can you do that?” Chase asked, unconvinced.
“Yes—not a word. You won’t even know I’m here.”
“And what about me?” Mark asked.
“Same thing—don’t say a word,” Willy said, pointing at both Mark and Julia. “They probably don’t know anything about you two, so let’s keep it that way.”
The pitch of the jet engines dropped as they slowed. Outside, vehicles crept across the tarmac, darkened, unlit, visible only by the flash of the beacon located on the belly of their aircraft.
“It looks like we are in front of some kind of building,” Mark murmured. Who the hell meets a plane in the dark?”
“People who don’t want anyone to know we’re here,” Chase muttered.
The cockpit door opened. The same man who had delivered the phone stepped out, his face ghosted by the faint glow of a red dome light. Without a word, he moved to open the cabin door. A low hiss of pressurization escaped, and cold desert air flooded in, dry and metallic.
Outside, the world was nothing but silhouettes. Several dark shapes—vehicles, maybe armored SUVs—were parked in a half-circle around the aircraft, engines rumbling low. 
“Holy shit,” Mark whispered. “You seeing this?”
Chase didn’t answer. He watched as Willy stood, straightened his uniform, and drew in a slow breath.
“That’s quite a welcome party,” Chase said under his breath. “Make sure you take some time to sign autographs, Willy.”
“Fuck off, Chase.”
Julia’s whisper cracked. “I don’t know how you can joke right now.”
As Chase followed Willy down the stairs and onto the tarmac, the darkness seemed to swallow sound. The air was colder here, laced with jet exhaust and dust. Out beyond the wing, a figure emerged from the dark—his gait was deliberate, confident, and unmistakable.
“You're eleven o’clock,” Chase muttered his warning. “That’s Rizak.”
Willy squinted. “Yeah . . . I’m tracking.”
The figure stopped short of the wingtip, “General William Mann,” the voice called. “Welcome to Tehran.”
The wind shifted, carrying the sound of an aircraft taking off in the distance.
“This was not exactly what we had discussed,” Willy replied dryly, walking forward. “Having our plane divert to Tehran could be seen by my government as a hostile action.”
“I know,” Rizak sighed, extending his hand. “I hope you accept my apology. Things took a sudden turn.”
Even through the faint light, Chase could see the worry etched in Rizak’s face. The creases around his mouth were pronounced, to say nothing of the dark rings under his eyes. Something had happened to him. 
“What’s going on, Rizak?” Chase said, stepping forward. “What’s this all about?”
 “You’ll understand momentarily.” Rizak’s voice was neutral and businesslike. 
Chase was about to follow up with another question when he saw Rizak’s eyes shift over their shoulders. He was now looking at Mark and Julia.
Waving them forward, Rizak spoke. “Please come forward, my name is Rizak Kianni.”
“Hello, my name is—”
“You are Julia Pruit from ODNI,” Rizak said, already extending his hand. “It’s a pleasure.”
Chase couldn’t help but smile. Of course, Rizak knew everyone who was on the plane.
Once he had shaken Julia’s hand, he turned to Mark. “Chief Mallow, it’s a pleasure to meet you in person.”  
Mark, unlike Julia, appeared to be taking everything in stride. He smiled warmly. “Likewise,” he said. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”
Willy turned to Tom. “You stay here. Contact NAVCENT and inform them of what has happened. Let them know we will give them an update shortly.”
Tom nodded once—he looked disappointed at the idea of being left behind. “Yes, sir.”
For a moment, his eyes met Chase’s—they were steady. Not fearful. Then Tom stepped back into the shadow of the fuselage, already pulling out a satellite phone.
Rizak turned and gestured toward the darkened building. The sign above the door read was faint but read VIP LOUNGE. Outside of two men standing in the dark shadows of the foyer, they were alone. 
 Rizak held up his hand. “Before we go any further, I have to ask that you surrender your cell phones. I also need your consent to a quick search to make sure you are not carrying any weapons.”
Willy opened his mouth to say something, but Chase stepped forward. He could tell by Rizak’s expression that these were not his wishes. No. Something else was going on—something beyond his control. 
“Here is my cell,” he said, holding out his phone. Lifting his arms out to his side, he continued to speak. “Search away.”
Chase’s acceptance of the situation appeared to take the wind out of Willy, and soon everyone had their phones out. As everyone was getting patted down by one of the men, Chase had a second to get close to Rizak. “For fuck sake, Rizak . . . what the hell is going on?”
Rizak made eye contact with Chase and exhaled through his nose. His eyes were cold and stern. “You’ll see.” 
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Chase said, his voice low. “You asked for my help, and now I get the distinct feeling I’m going to regret it.”
 Ignoring Chase, Rizak looked over his shoulder and waved to the group. “This way . . . follow me.”
At the end of a long corridor stood two large doors. From underneath, a strip of white light spilled out like smoke. Rizak paused with his hand on the door, just long enough for Chase to wonder whether he even wanted to step inside.
“Oh shit,” Willy inhaled as Rizak opened the door. 
For a second, Chase didn’t understand his reaction. Then he saw the man inside—frail, pale, half-bent beneath the weight of dark robes. The circles under his eyes were almost black.
It wasn’t until Julia gasped that Chase realized who he was looking at.
He was looking straight at the Supreme Leader of Iran, Ayatollah Mohammed.

***

Even deep inside the abandoned oil platform, Jae could hear the wind—a high-pitched whistle that slid up and down the scale. And if there was any doubt that they were in the middle of rough waters, every few seconds the deck shuddered as a massive wave crashed into the platform. Looking around the small, windowless control room, she spoke. “This rig is not going to fall over?”
“No,” Javed laughed. “There are eight massive legs that go down to the bottom of the ocean. We’re not going anywhere.”
“How deep here?”
“Here? Only ninety to a hundred meters. The Gulf’s shallow—that’s why we use fixed platforms.”
Nodding, Jae’s eyes landed on one of her men bent over a field rack, building out their communications suite. “When will you have sat comms up?” she demanded.
“Within the next hour,” the man huffed as he pulled a lead free from a black Pelican case.
“Good. Get in contact with Yangtze Trader. I want their exact ETA. All our links need to be clean and stable.”
“Understood,” the man replied.
The faint chatter of radios filled the room, blending with the rhythmic groan of steel under pressure. For a moment, Jae just listened—waves pounding against the pylons, wind howling through corroded seams. It felt like being inside a living thing, something ancient and restless.
Exhaling, Jae felt the tension drain—her knee ached. Javed’s men had quickly secured the oil platform and were now setting up security shifts. Her other three men were up on top, setting up antennas and running wires. For the moment, there was nothing she could do.
The sudden stillness pressed against her nerves. For the first time in days, there were no engines, no shouting, no chaos—just her own fatigue catching up. It made her uneasy.
“Want me to show you to your cabin?” Javed asked casually. His eyes appeared to study her. 
About to refuse Javed’s request, Jae paused. Now that she wasn’t in the middle of a gale wind, she could smell herself. She reeked of vomit. “Is there any hot water?” she asked hopefully. 
“Lots of it,” he replied with a smile. “Once we got the generator up and running, the first thing we got online was the water heater. Your cabin should have plenty of it.”
Jae couldn’t deny that she wanted to get clean. The trip had left her exhausted and filthy. “A shower would be nice.”
“Follow me.” Javed waved. 
As they left the control room, the narrow corridors seemed to close around them. Water dripped somewhere in the dark, echoing against metal. Each step on the grated floor sent hollow clangs through the structure. Jae followed him wordlessly, her thoughts drifting. The smell of oil and salt clung to everything.
Three decks down, Javed navigated the series of long hallways with precision. It was obvious that he had operated off the platform numerous times. “I had my men get you one of the larger rooms . . . this way you won’t be disturbed.”
 “Larger rooms?”
“Yes, this floor used to be for the platform’s shift supervisors,” he said, reaching for a door handle. “Regular deckhands are on the floor below.” 
“And you?”
“Nearby,” he said, pointing down the hall.
The low hum of the generator filled the silence between them. Jae glanced at him, studying the sharp lines of his face. Beneath the scars, there was a kind of quiet control—strength tempered by something harder to define. He carried the scent of salt and sandalwood.
“And you said, I should have hot water?” Jae said, diverting her gaze from his piercing eyes.
“Yes.” He stepped by her and entered her room. “Let me make sure it's running.”
Neither of them said anything as he held his hand under the running water.  
Steam began to rise, curling through the cramped space. For a moment, Jae watched him in silence—his ghostly reflection in the mirror, his eyes tired but unwavering. Something unspoken hung between them. 
“Once you get a shower, you should rest,” he said. “We have a long night ahead.”
Jae turned. The light flickered across her face, catching the salt crust along her cheekbones. “I’ll rest when this is done,” she replied, voice quieter now. Then, after a pause, she whispered, “I want something else.” 
“What’s that?” he murmured, still holding his hand under the water. A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. 
Without another word, Jae turned and locked the main cabin door. “You,” she said, unzipping her jacket. 
For a moment, neither moved.
Then wordlessly, they both undressed. The air in the small room grew heavy with steam and the low hum of machinery below. Outside, the sea slammed against the pylons, the sound rising and fading like a heartbeat.
The rest was sound and shadow—water running, the storm’s faint rhythm, and the quiet gravity of two people who had already gone too far to pretend otherwise.







CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE
Tehran, Iran
Technically, military officers are required to salute a head of state – it is considered a professional courtesy. But DoD regulations are clear that this simple act is to be extended only to friendly nations. Iran did not fit into that category. However, Chase could tell by Willy’s body language that he was unsure of his next move. Standing alone, in front of the Supreme Leader of Iran, without showing any professional courtesy, was not in Willy’s DNA.
The silence was oppressive—only the faint whir of an air filter broke it. Every movement felt magnified.
“Just shake his hand,” Chase whispered with a nudge.
Willy must have been listening, because a second later, he stepped forward and extended his hand. The Ayatollah shook it with a polite nod, then looked at Chase. He said something in Farsi and smiled.
“He said that you must be Chase Harper,” a heavily accented voice said from the side. He was a man in his mid-sixties, balding, wearing a dark charcoal-gray suit over a white shirt buttoned all the way to the top. His face was clean-shaven and carried a smile. “He said he enjoyed reading your file.”
“My file?” Chase said, stepping forward to shake the leader’s hand. “I didn’t know my friend Rizak was taking notes.”
The man nodded and began to translate Chase’s words into Farsi. In the corner, Rizak dropped his gaze and looked at the floor.
The gesture didn’t escape Chase; it wasn’t fear—it was guilt.
The Ayatollah listened intently, scoffed, and stepped forward. Placing his hands on Chase’s shoulders, he spoke again.
The translator hesitated before rendering the words, as if choosing them carefully.
“He says that everyone has a file… you just need to know where to look for it. He also says that he is very sorry to hear about your family’s death. The burden of remaining alone in this world without them can be agonizing.”
A lump formed in Chase’s throat. He had to clear it twice before he could find the words he wanted to say next. “Please tell the Supreme Leader that I appreciate his kind words. There is not a day that passes that I am not reminded of the burden I must carry.”
The Ayatollah left his hand on Chase’s shoulder as the man translated his words into Farsi. In such close proximity, the metallic, almost chemical odor was distinct—it smelled like a hospital. The man’s face was drawn and gaunt. There was no doubt that he was ill. Even standing seemed to cost him energy. But through it all, Chase was drawn to the eyes staring at him; they were intense. The body was failing, but the will behind those eyes was razor-sharp.
The Ayatollah listened, nodded, and then said something as he walked over to a large cushioned seat, flanked by two long couches.
Cocking his head, Chase made eye contact with the man who had been translating. “What did he say?”
Waving him and the rest of the delegation toward the seating area in the corner of the room, the translator spoke. “He said that we all have burdens we must shoulder—that is one of God’s tasks for us.”
Chase glanced at Willy, who was still rigid. The air in the room felt too thin.
Per protocol, Willy took the seat at the end of the couch, closest to the Ayatollah. Chase sat next to him. The way they had set up the seating area was a message to Willy and the U.S. delegation that this would not be a contentious discussion. No. For that type of meeting, there were usually two tables—two barriers—across from each delegation. But by having Willy sit at an angle also meant that it wasn’t a formal discussion either. No. That would entail both of them sitting across from each other. What would happen next wouldn’t be official; this was something altogether different.
An awkward silence hung in the air as everyone took their seat. Across from them, on a similar large couch, were two other men and Rizak. One man had a beard while the other was clean-shaven. The interpreter squirted a glob of antiseptic sanitizer into the Ayatollah’s hand before quickly taking his place nearby.
With a faint voice, the Ayatollah spoke.
“The supreme leader, first off, wants to extend his greetings to Iran and also wants to apologize for the manner in which you arrived in the Islamic Republic of Iran. It was never his intent to divert your aircraft. The original plan was for you to meet his delegation in Oman, and they were to extend an invitation to come visit him. However, there are extenuating factors that cannot wait. Your country is in danger, and I must warn you.” The translator’s tone had shifted—softened—like a man bracing to deliver something heavy.
As the final words were spoken, Chase could feel Willy’s body tense.
“What kind of danger?” Willy asked evenly. “Is it the kind of danger where you attack a US warship unprovoked? Is it the kind of danger where you kill thirty of our sailors?”
Chase’s stomach sank. Willy had gone full artillery—direct fire, no filter.
All three men across from them glared at Willy. Most likely, they were unaccustomed to talking to their leader so bluntly. Chase was just about to lean over and warn Willy to tone it down when the Ayatollah spoke.
Pointing to the three Iranians but looking at Willy, the translator began to talk. “He told them not to admonish you. He told them you are free to speak your mind. You are a military man who does not mince his words. You are his guest.”
Both delegates stared at each other as the translator spoke his final words.
In a whisper, the Ayatollah spoke again.
“General. The Supreme Leader appreciates your directness and thinks there will be a need for more of this in the coming days. He says there are those who want a war between our two countries . . . they exist in both our houses. He wants you to know that he did not order the attack on the US warship. He also knows that you did not kill that Naval commander in Bandar Abbas.”
Nodding, Willy took a deep breath. “Let’s start with who launched an attack on USS Mitscher—those missiles came from you. Did they not?”
This time, the men on the couch began speaking frantically to the Ayatollah in Farsi. Chase could see that even though the man was not feeling well, the Ayatollah listened to each one. It even looked like he asked a question or two before he turned to his interpreter and spoke.
“Yes, the missiles were ours, but we are not sure who fired the missiles.”
“You’re not sure?” Willy asked, unconvinced.
One of the men began to speak to the Ayatollah until he was signaled to be quiet. A second later, the interpreter began to translate.
“Yes, he is not sure. He asks if you are sure about who launched the drone attack against our naval commander at Bandar Abbas?”
Willy leaned back in his seat and, after contemplating, gave a simple response. “No, I am not sure. Quite frankly, we don’t know how it happened.”
Across from Chase, the Iranian delegation nodded. It appeared that they now appreciated Willy’s frankness. Out of the corner of his eye, Chase could see that the Ayatollah was whispering something to his interpreter.
“The Supreme Leader says, your drone was taken over by using one of our clandestine sites.”
Across from him, one of the Iranians slapped the couch cushions. His face had turned red, and even from ten feet away, Chase could tell his lips were trembling. The man was furious and was just about to say something when the Ayatollah spoke.
The interpreter didn’t move. His jaw clenched. Whatever the Ayatollah said was too explosive to repeat in front of the others.
No.
Instead, the man got up and strode toward the door. His shoes echoed loudly on the marble floor. Rizak and the other man stared straight ahead, showing no emotion.
Once the door had closed, the Ayatollah waved his hand toward one of the aides standing in the background. In the man’s hand was a small hard drive. 
“This contains the full telemetry from your unmanned aircraft,” the Ayatollah said. “Control link anomalies, command injection timestamps, relay vectors . . . everything.”
Willy’s jaw tightened. “You expect us to believe you just found this?”
“No,” the Ayatollah replied evenly. “I expect you to recognize it.”
The aide handed the drive to Willy. “It shows the moment your drone ceased responding to its primary control station. It also shows when a secondary command stream was introduced . . . one that did not originate from Iran.”
Silence settled over the room until the Ayatollah began to speak again.
“He says there are many around who see you as the enemy and do not want me to share anything with you. They are usually young and have never seen war . . . they have never seen the devastation. So they do not see how close we are to that reality.”
“Nobody wants war,” Willy replied.
“That is not true,” a different voice said—it was the man sitting next to Rizak. “There are people who want war between our two countries.”
“Like who?” Chase asked. He figured if the other man could interject himself, then why couldn’t he?
Momentarily, the room grew quiet. The man with the beard and Rizak looked toward the Ayatollah. They were looking for his approval to answer Chase’s question.
With a flick of the wrist, the Ayatollah signaled them to proceed.
“The North Korean government.”
The words landed like ringing silence. Even the translator hesitated before repeating them.
“What?” both Chase and Willy said, leaning forward.
The bearded man rubbed his hands together and spoke in heavily accented English. “As you know, we have relations with the Democratic Republic of North Korea. We have had them for decades. This relationship, of course, extends into the military and into intelligence.”
“We know that,” Mark said. “We’ve been tracking that relationship for years. That is not news to us.”
“What should be new to you is that this relationship has grown outside of the Supreme Leader’s purview.” This time, it was Rizak who spoke.
“Outside of his purview?” Chase asked. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
Rizak was now staring at Chase. “It means that certain elements within our government have established relationships outside of what the Supreme Leader wants.”
“You’re talking about the Revolutionary Guard?” Mark asked.
“Among others,” Rizak answered without elaborating.
Willy cleared his throat and lifted his hand. “So . . . let me see if I understand the situation. What you are telling me is that North Koreans and the IRGC . . . and maybe others . . . launched both the drone attack and the missile attack against Mitscher. Is that what you're saying?”
“Yes,” Rizak replied simply.
“To what end?” Chase asked. “Why do they want war? They have to know that any war with the US will wipe out one of their last remaining allies.”
Both Rizak and the bearded man winced at Chase’s words. Rizak went to say something, but Chase stopped him.
“Listen to me,” Chase continued. “There is no doubt that if we have a war between our two countries, we will take casualties. But what I can tell you is that your country will be ruined. I’ve seen ruined in Iraq and Afghanistan, and so will you. We all know how this ends.”
“We are a peaceful country that does not want conflict,” the bearded man began to say.
“Say what?” a woman’s voice laughed.
“I said we are a peaceful country that does not want conflict,” the bearded man said, raising his voice and looking at Julia.
“Then why the hell did these two men liberate 500 kilos of your highly enriched uranium in the South Pacific?” Julia was now pointing at Willy and Chase. “What were you going to do with that? Was that for peaceful purposes?”
Chase was stunned into silence. That Julia of all people would blurt out highly classified information shocked him. Implicitly, she had just admitted to the Iranians that the United States had been responsible for what happened on board the North Korean cargo ship, Xin Hong. And anyone who knew all the facts could now deduce that they, too, had something to do with a missing North Korean submarine. 
The room grew quiet. In the distance, a jet roared into the night sky.
After the translator was done speaking, the Ayatollah began to speak.
While Chase did not know what he was saying, he could tell from Rizak’s face that it shocked him. In a split second, Rizak’s face had lost all its color. His mouth was agape. Impatiently, he looked at the interpreter to find out what he had said.
Finally, the bald man spoke.
“The Ayatollah says that yes, there was a mission to acquire this uranium, but it was not on his behalf. Again, this is an example of others working outside of his guidance.”
“Someone in your military wanted to build a nuclear bomb?”
“Yes.”
“And because they didn’t have official access to your uranium, they were trying to steal it.”
“Yes.”
“You were lucky we found it,” Julia scoffed.
“It was not luck,” the bald man interjected. For a split second, he seemed to contemplate his next words. “It was the Ayatollah who sabotaged the mission. He was the one who released the information in hopes that Western intelligence would catch the scent of what Rizak had stolen. He never expected the North Koreans to be the ones who went after the shipment.”
Exhaling loudly, Chase sat back. He had always wondered how the North Koreans had figured out about Rizak’s shipment of uranium. Halfheartedly, he had assumed that Rizak had made a mistake in his tradecraft—that somehow he had been clumsy. Never did he imagine that his own government had compromised his mission. He had been sold out.
As the gravity of what had been revealed sank in, the Ayatollah pointed at Rizak and spoke. His words held regret and remorse.
“What did he say?” Chase asked the interpreter.
The bald man shook his head. He was not going to repeat his boss’s words. No. Whatever had been said was between the two of them.
“So, where does that leave us?” Willy said. His voice had become firm and businesslike.
The interpreter held out a piece of paper and handed it to Willy.
Chase looked over his shoulder and saw that it was a set of coordinates. “What’s there?” he asked, looking at the bald man.
“Elements from both our country and North Korea are responsible for what is taking place.”
“And, you want us to do what about it?” Willy asked with a raised eyebrow.
“Kill them.” Rizak’s words were cold and without any remorse.
The air seemed to freeze. Even the interpreter stopped breathing for a moment.
“Kill them?” Willy asked, handing the paper to Mark. “Why don’t you?”
“It would be destabilizing to our government if we were to kill our own, not to mention our North Korean allies.”
“And how is that bad for us?” Julia asked. “We would love for you all to rip each other's throats out.”
From the Ayatollah's expression, Julia’s words upset him. But, he said nothing.
It was Mark who broke the silence that hung in the air. “Because he’s not sure he can win. As a matter of fact, I suspect he thinks he will lose. And if he does lose, then the Revolutionary Guard wins. And that means a very militant Iran, which will build a bomb in months, if not weeks.”
Nobody said anything as the interpreter translated.
With a crooked grin, the Ayatollah spoke. 
“The supreme leader says that you are very astute and wonders if you would like a job in our Ministry of Intelligence.”
The Ayatollah’s words had the desired effect—everyone started to laugh.
“The supreme leader says that he never could have imagined asking the US for help, but he is. He says that if you want to find out who is accountable for the deaths of your sailors, then you will find them at these coordinates.”
The interpreter, for a moment, looked confused and then turned back to the Ayatollah as if to confirm what he should say next. After a series of back-and-forths, he pointed at Chase and spoke.
“He says that you, too, might be interested in that location. He says you might find some closure to your burden at that location.”
Chase felt the familiar tightening in his chest—it was the moment when there was no going back. Whoever was at those coordinates had already decided how this ended. All that remained was who would still be standing.
He grabbed the sheet of paper and began to memorize the coordinates.









CHAPTER FORTY-SIX
Tehran, Iran 

Arash was alone in his office long after midnight, the glow of three monitors casting pale light across stacked field reports. Beyond the thick concrete wall of his operations suite, his office was coordinating the final details of Operation Thār-e-Husayn. The air was thick with tension; everyone knew the next couple of days would be historic.
He had just finished reading a field report out of Turkey when his personal cell phone rang. He did not recognize the number but picked it up anyway. “Yes,” he said briskly.
“Is this Kaytel?” a heavily accented voice said.
The phone line hissed with static. 
“Yes,” Arash answered to his codename that he used when dealing with the man. “Is that you, Adam?” 
“Yes.”
“I’ve left you three voicemails. When I pay you the kind of money I pay you, I expect you to answer me.” Arash’s voice was clipped and businesslike. “What hap––” 
	“You told me the mark would be easy . . . I lost ten men.”
	Arash’s hand instinctively tightened around the cell phone. Adam Ion’s voice carried something Arash had never heard from him before—fear. Impossible. The Zmey were butchers. Police forces across Eastern Europe whispered their name like a curse. Adam did not fear. Adam inspired fear.
“How the hell did you lose that many men?”
	“That’s not important,” Adam replied. “I’m calling to tell you that I’m keeping half of our agreed-upon price and sending back the rest.”
	“What? Why would you do that?”
	“Because I did not finish the job. The American is not dead.”
	“What?” Arash’s throat tightened. “How the hell did you not kill Chase Harper. I gave you everything—his arrival location, the time, and his picture. What more did you need?”
	“The important stuff.”
	“And what’s that?”
	“The kind of stuff where you tell me that he is no civilian,” Adam replied, raising his voice. “The kind of stuff where you tell me that this man knows how to fight. I lost some of my best men and now have half of Europe looking for me.”
	 Arash went silent. A cold, unwelcome understanding crept in—Chase Harper surviving was not an inconvenience; it was a catastrophe. In helping Jae, he had potentially put his own mission in jeopardy. Now, if someone knew how to look for breadcrumbs, they could find him. Find all of it. The North Koreans. The missiles. Him. “Where is he now?”
	“Chase Harper?”
	“Who the hell else would I be asking about?”
	“I don’t know. My sources tell me he escaped into Gibraltar and then flew to London. From there, we lost him.” 
	“How much more to find and kill him?” Arash said. His mind was already calculating which offshore account he would tap. Hits in London were notoriously expensive. They could be done, but not cheaply. 
	“No,” Adam shot back. “I’m not interested in this job anymore. I’m not sure who this man is, but there is too much trouble surrounding him. I’ve even heard that MI6 is looking into him . . . even the Russians want to talk with him.”
	Arash was about to say something, but stopped. Adam had already hung up. Like a warning signal, the dial tone hummed in his ear. For the first time in years, unease crept into his chest. Chase Harper had just become a problem he could not control. 
Too many threads led back to him.
	And somewhere in the middle of that web sat Rizak Kianni. Arash had known the man’s family for years and trusted them. Their allegiance to the Islamic Revolution was well known and without reproach. That’s why he had hand-picked Rizak to steal the enriched uranium from the South Africans. But then at the last moment, Rizak had lost everything. And while Arash’s internal investigation had found no signs of treachery, Arash suspected there was more to the story. 
He was deep in thought when a knock rattled the door. 
“Enter,” he barked.
	Rajavi walked in and pointed at the phone on his desk. “You have a call . . . it’s the Commander-in-Chief.”
	Arash stiffened. The Commander never called him directly. Ever. Not in all his years of service. “What does he want?” Arash stood and straightened his tunic out of habit.
	“I don’t know,” his aide replied meekly, retreating backward. “His aide did not call me, so I’m in the dark, 
	“What fucking good are you to me?” he barked and reached for the phone. Clearing his voice, he picked up that handle. “Yes, general . . . how can I help you?”
	Less than a minute later, Arash was off the phone. 
The room felt smaller. The Commander’s words still rang in his ears: an American military delegation had met with the Supreme Leader. Not through intermediaries. Not through diplomats. Face-to-face. And Rizak Kianni had been sitting beside him. The Ayatollah had allegedly spoken to them about the attacks. About danger in his own house. He had even told them about the North Korean involvement.
“Rajavi,” he screamed.
	“Yes, Sir,” the aide replied, running through the door. 
	“Get a plane ready!”
	“Sir? I thought we had two operational briefs today.”
	“Cancel everything,” Arash said, scribbling down a list of numbers. His hand shook slightly—just enough for the major to see, though he pretended not to. “Tell the flight crew I need to get as close as possible to this coordinate. Tell them it’s an emergency.”  
	The major took the paper and bolted, boots echoing down the corridor.
	Once the door closed, Arash lowered himself back into his seat. He struggled to calm his racing mind. Somehow, the Commander-in-Chief had learned of a secret meeting between the Supreme Leader and the Americans. Never in a million years had he considered that possibility. 
And never in two million years would he have imagined that Rizak Kianni—the man he had once championed—would be part of it.
When the dust settled, every Kianni loose end would be cut. Permanently.
The Supreme Leader had chosen a side.
And it wasn’t his 
Arash stood abruptly, grabbed his coat, and strode for the door. Once his team had launched their attack, there would be no turning back––it was the trigger to launch Operation Thār-e-Husayn. Whatever treachery the Ayatollah was contemplating, it would be too late. “We’ll see who comes out on top.” 

***

Willy walked into the room without his usual urgency—no brisk scan of the room, no immediate control of the air. He looked like a man walking out of bad news, not toward it.
Chase didn’t need an explanation. The diversion to Muscat had already told him things were slipping out of alignment. Why else would they be sitting in some airport conference room five hundred miles from 5th Fleet Headquarters? But none of that mattered anymore. Chase’s phone had already vibrated once—confirmation that his message had been received. He had put things in motion that could no longer be stopped.
“So what happened?” Mark and Julia asked in unison as the door clicked shut.
For a moment, Willy said nothing. With his hands on his hips, he stared blankly at the wall across the room. In the flickering fluorescent light, he looked defeated. His eyes had lost their intensity, and even his posture seemed unsure of itself. 
“What did the admiral say?” Chase asked.
With a blink, Willy looked up. “What? What did you say?”
Before Mark or Julia could say anything, Chase jumped in. “What did Admiral Evans say? What are they going to do about the coordinates you gave to them?”
 “They’re not going to do anything,” Willy said, dropping into a nearby chair. “They said, they don’t see any activity at that location, and they don’t have the assets to provide continuous coverage.”
	“That’s bullshit,” Chase shot back. “What’s more important than that?”
	Willy grabbed a bottle of water off the table and drank all of it. Once he was done, he crushed it and carefully placed it in front of him. It was obvious to Chase that he was processing lots of information and trying to figure out what to say next. 
	“What’s going on?” Mark asked. 

“So there’s been another incident,” Willy said after a long sigh. “Two cargo ships have been sunk in the Suez Canal. They’re massive container ships, and both of them have blocked all traffic.”
	“What?” Julia gasped.
	“I didn’t see anything in the news about that,” Mark interrupted, holding up his phone. 
  	“It’s still dark, and the Egyptians have put a news blackout on everything. They’re trying to figure things out before the whole world wakes up and finds out that fifteen percent of global trade has to be rerouted around the Cape of Good Hope.”
	“Whose ships were they?” Mark asked, sliding his phone back into his pocket. 
“One of the vessels is South Korean, and the other is Chinese. No clue what happened except that both vessels reported explosions before taking on water.”
	“That’s no accident.” Mark leaned back, folding his hands over his protruding stomach. “Someone sank those ships to block our passage into the Red Sea and then into the Persian Gulf. If my memory is correct, the Eisenhower Carrier Strike Group was headed that direction.”
	“Not anymore,” Willy said, reaching for another bottle. “The admiral told me she’s been turned around. The Ford Carrier Strike Group is being pulled out of the South China Sea and is headed this way. The Reagan Carrier Strike Group is a couple of days behind them.”
	“Shit,” Mark exhaled. “You weren’t kidding when you said war is coming.”
	“What about our meeting with the Ayatollah?” Allesandra asked in disbelief. “Doesn’t it matter that he asked for our help. Doesn’t it matter that if he loses, then the IRGC takes over?”
	“They don’t care,” Chase interrupted. “I suspect that the only things they care about are now knowing how our stuff got hacked into, and the Ayatollah is weak.” 
	“How is that possible?” Allesandra looked rattled. 
	Willy cleared his throat. “So, that’s not the only thing that the world is going to wake up to. You know, for months, there have been allegations that Iran had something to do with Saint Petersburg?”
	“What about them?” Chase asked. 
	“Well, I guess there is some concrete intelligence pointing to Iranian involvement.”
	“What?” Chase crossed his arms over his chest. 
	“Like what?” Mark’s voice was skeptical.
	“The ship that was carrying the nuclear bomb––the Morning Star. Her last port of call was Chabahar, Iran. And the signal that detonated the bomb? It came from an Iranian Nahid-2 communications satellite . . . one that was supposed to be dormant. There’s more, but those were the two big ones that Wade shared with me.”
	“How convenient,” Mark said, sinking back. “And let me guess, this is getting leaked out of DC.”
	Willy nodded. “Fast.” 
	“This administration has been looking for an excuse to beat the shit out of Iran,” Chase muttered. “And inconvenient details aren’t going to stop that.” 
	“Nothing is stopping that gravitational pull towards war.” Willy’s shoulders slumped, and he pointed to Julia. “They want you, me, and Mark back in DC. Wade told me that in a couple of hours, there will be an official notification, and apparently, they are going to send an aircraft to come pick us up.”
	“Did Wade say anything about me?” Chase asked.
	“He said, to get the hell out of the Middle East. Apparently, the FBI is going to put out a bulletin to all our allies linking you to what happened in Spain. Once that happens, your days are numbered.”
Chase inhaled sharply. He’d been on the run before—always looking over his shoulder, always afraid. This was it—the chessboard was being set up, and they didn’t want him playing.
Tough shit, he thought. He’d rather die than go back to being hunted like some animal. 
“Willy,” Chase said quietly.
The room became quiet. 
“I’m not leaving.”
Willy stared at him. “What the hell does that mean?”
Chase leaned forward. “While we were on that Learjet, I made a call.”
Willy’s eyes narrowed. “What kind of call?”
“A call for help.”
Slowly, Willy’s eyes widened––he had put two and two together. “You called them, didn’t you?”
Chase nodded. 
“You called the Détachment?” Willy repeated as if seeking confirmation.
“A good number of them are in the Ukraine working under a contract. They're good men . . . and they owe me.”
“They’re mobilizing?”
 “They’re on their way as we speak.”
“Who is the Détachment?” Julia asked, waving her hand. 
Neither Chase nor Willy answered her.
Mark leaned closer to Alesandra and spoke. “They were a mercenary unit working out of the Congo some time ago. Chase was their leader. After the fall of the Congolese government, they all disappeared.” 
Chase didn’t correct him, but he added quietly, “They’re not ghosts. They’ve been working . . . everywhere. Syria. Libya. Donbas. When the world needs monsters to kill monsters, they call my men.”
Julia's face became pale.
Chase pointed at Willy. “We’re going after whatever is at those coordinates. The Ayatollah pointed us there for a reason. He pointed me there for a reason. You told me that you got a signal burst with the Bureau fingerprints on it. That means the same North Koreans we faced off in Malaysia are most likely at those coordinates. And if that’s the case, then I’m going there to get answers . . . and to kill.”
Willy whispered, “Christ, Chase . . .”
Silence hung in the air.
Willy rubbed his face, torn. It was as if the weight of duty and the weight of truth were pulling him in opposite directions. “And what do you want from me? I’m in no position to provide you with any top cover––those days are over.”
“That’s not what I was asking for?”
“Then what?”
Chase swallowed. “I could always use some help on the ground.”
The only audible sound was of Willy crushing the plastic water bottle. 
“You want me to join you on some unsanctioned hit against an Iranian target?” Willy finally asked. 
“Yes.”
“Are you fucking mad?”
“Don’t you want to know what’s there? Don’t you want to know what the North Koreans are up to? The Ayatollah all but said the people who killed all our sailors are at those coordinates.”
Nobody spoke.
Chase saw it then in Willy’s eyes—not doubt, but restraint. Willy wasn’t hesitating because he disagreed. He was trying to do this the right way, to slow the moment down long enough for the truth to surface before it was crushed by momentum and politics. Briefings. Authorities. Assets. The U.S. military would act, but only after the narrative had hardened into something convenient. And by then, whatever truth lay at those coordinates would be buried.
“Willy,” Chase continued after clearing his throat. He pointed at Julia. “I hate to say this, but whatever she’s investigating is going to bury you. Whoever is after you in DC is going to find out what really happened, and they’re going to nail you to a cross. You only have one or two moves left on the chessboard––that’s it.”
Julia didn’t need to say anything. Her eyes had told everyone that Chase was correct.
Willy did not speak for almost a full minute. He finally sighed and spoke. “If I go with you . . . someone has to take my place on that plane. Someone who can answer questions without raising alarms.”
Mark raised his hand. “I can do it.”
Willy looked at him. “You sure? The reception might be frosty on the receiving end.”
Mark nodded. “I’m sure. Plus, if that hard drive is full of what the Ayatollah said was on it, then it should buy you a little bit of time. You two go. I’ll be okay.”
Willy turned to Julia. “And you?”
Silence spread as Julia's phone buzzed on the table. She glanced at the screen, then silenced it without reading. It buzzed again. And again. She turned it face-down. 
“Seventeen missed calls,” she said quietly, staring at the phone. “All from the Director's office.” 
No one spoke. 
Julia looked up at Willy. “They told me you were hiding something. That you broke protocol. That you were a liability.” She paused. “They were right. You did break protocol. You did hide things.” 
Willy's jaw tightened, but he said nothing. 
“But they were wrong about why.” Julia's voice was flat, factual. “The Ayatollah just told us the North Koreans hacked our systems. Killed our sailors. Are planning something worse. And DC's response is to pull us out and start a war with Iran instead.” She looked at her phone again. “They don't want the truth. They want a narrative that fits.” 
The phone buzzed again. Julia powered it off. She straightened, understanding her role immediately. “I’m in,” she said. “Everyone will believe you’re on that aircraft. I’ll confirm your presence, answer their calls, give them whatever they expect to hear.”
Chase raised an eyebrow. “You’d do that?”
Julia almost smiled. “After everything I've seen today? Yeah. I’ll help. Someone has to know what really happened.”
Willy looked at Chase. “You really think your guys can get here in time?”
“They’ll be here,” Chase said. 
Willy exhaled once, deeply. Then he stood. “Alright,” he said. “I’m in.”
Chase nodded once. The team was realigned. The path was set. “Good. I have a plan, but I need some current imagery.”
“That’s it?” Willy asked in disbelief.
“Well, no,” he said, raising his phone to his ear. “I need Rizak to lend me his Learjet and some parachutes . . . I’ve got an idea.”
“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Willy groaned. “Not again.” 







CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN
Pyongyang, North Korea 

Director Lee walked into the empty conference room and stopped.
It had been five and a half years since he’d last stepped inside the command-suite bunker buried beneath the presidential palace. The furniture was exactly as he remembered—heavy, overbuilt, and designed to survive a blast wave. But in between what felt like a lifetime ago, someone had replaced the old, shit-brown carpet with a lush forest-green version. When he inhaled, a thin chemical scent still lingered in the air, that faint mix of warmed plastic and uncured glue. 
His eyes drifted to the oversized chair at the head of the long conference table. The last time he had seen the Dear Leader’s father, the Supreme Leader, that was where the old man had sat.
Back then, the Supreme Leader had convinced himself that the annual American–South Korean military exercises were a cover for an imminent invasion. He was certain the Americans had learned he was ill and planned to exploit his weakness. No amount of reassurance—from Lee or anyone else in his haegsim inner circle—could pull him back from the edge. And so, for two miserable weeks, the entire leadership had remained sealed inside this bunker, waiting for a hammer that never fell.
They had all aged down here. But the old man most of all.
When the Supreme Leader finally resurfaced, something fundamental in him had cracked. The paranoia began immediately. Every shadow became a threat. Every whisper was a conspiracy. Lee had watched the stress devour him, inch by inch, until one morning the Supreme Leader’s heart simply stopped.
The door at the far end of the conference room opened. A young man stepped forward—one of the Dear Leader’s personal aides. His name was Shin.
Lee had once considered sounding the aide out, probing whether he might be turned into an asset. But something about Shin had stopped him. Instinct, maybe. A quiet warning that the young man was too close to the center of power, too tightly woven into the palace’s loyalties. In hindsight, it had been the right call. The Dear Leader would have discovered the probe, and Lee would have died for it—publicly and painfully.
“They are ready for you,” Shin said, motioning him forward.
Lee nodded once, exhaled, and stepped toward the door.
Inside the spacious office, four men were seated around a small table. In the middle was the Dear Leader; his eyes were cold and studied Lee like he was prey. Sitting next to him was his uncle, Rah Son Thaek. The sadistic bastard held the same twisted grin that he had when he had ordered a prisoner tortured to death in front of Lee just days ago. On the other side of the table were two men whom he knew well. One was General Jo Yong-choi, the director of the Reconnaissance General Bureau. And the other was General Choi Su-youg, the leader of the Military Security Command or MSC. The two generals represented the military might of North Korea.   
Not making eye contact, the young Rah waved his hand. “Come in, Director Lee . . . we just finished talking about Operation Iron Sun.”
Lee fought to keep his surprise hidden. In the past, he would have been included in that type of discussion—his counsel sought, his objections weighed. As Director of the Bureau, his role had always been central. It was his men and women—his hon—who had laid the groundwork for what would be the largest military operation since the Korean War.
Which meant this omission was not an accident. He was now part of the machinery. He was here to execute, not to advise. And men who existed only to execute were easy to discard once the work was done.
But after what had transpired in Malaysia, things had changed. And try as he might, there was no way to hide what had happened—not after losing a submarine. No. Once it was confirmed that Sang-eo was not coming back, everything came out – the sinking of Xin Hong and, even worse, the loss of the uranium. And while the details of who was involved were unclear, what was not undisputable was that Lee and his organization had failed.
And that had opened the door for Son Thaek.
Armed with that failure, the Dear Leader’s uncle, Son Thaek had pounced. He took advantage of the moment to push his plan – an open war with the South. A war that Lee knew would kill hundreds of thousands of men and women on both sides. The casualties from the famine would be minute compared to what they would lose. And all of it was based on Son Thaek's ironclad belief that the South would bend the knee when it came to the cost in human life. In the end, he didn’t care how many bodies it took for the Rah dynasty to survive.  
And worse yet, Lee was powerless to stop him. All he could do was make sure their chances of success were better. That somehow they could find a way out of their predicament. All he could do was serve the Dear Leader as he had done with his father.
“So, tell us the latest,” the Dear Leader said, pointing at a seat between the two generals.
“The news out of Iran is excellent,” Lee said, squeezing in between the two men. “It appears the Americans have taken the bait and are rushing their forces into the region. Between the attack on their warship and the breadcrumbs we left out, people are beginning to draw their own conclusions—the Iranians were behind the St. Petersburg attack.” 
The Dear Leader’s eyes remained unchanged. He pointed at General Jo Yong-choi, the director of the RBG, and cleared his throat. “The general tells me that the Americans are sending another aircraft carrier into the Middle East. Is that correct?”
“Yes,” Lee said, shifting his glasses. In truth, he had not heard that piece of information but was not going to contradict the head of the RGB in front of the Dear Leader. That would be suicide. “We have heard the same thing.”
Looking over his eyebrows, Son Thaek sneered at Lee. “And how do you plan on keeping the Americans focused on Iran? General Choi says he needs one more week to have all his forces in place.”
Nodding, Lee quickly diverted his gaze; he was afraid his disdain for his uncle would become visible. “A good ques––”
“Of course, it’s a good question,” Son Thaek shot back. “Stop your Bureau bullshit and just answer me.”
Lee’s throat burned with anger. 
“Yes, sir,” he said, exhaling. “First, we plan on releasing more intelligence pointing to the Iranians and St. Petersburg.”
“What kind of intelligence?” Son Thaek asked, tapping the table with what looked like a metal tube. 
Leaning back, Lee shot a glance at the Dear Leader. He wanted to gauge his reaction to how his uncle was treating him. And what he saw sent a shiver up his spine. The young leader was smiling; he was enjoying the moment. 
He cleared his throat and spoke. “We have photos and phone logs that point straight to the Iranian regime. Some of it is made up, and some of it is real. But in the end, it won’t matter.” Lee continued without waiting to be prompted. “The unmanned aircraft incident followed the same logic.”
Son Thaek’s eyes narrowed.
“The Americans believe the drone malfunctioned or was mishandled,” Lee said. “They are wrong. With some help from our Iranian friends, the Bureau used one of their military intercept sites. Our access was brief, precise, and deniable.”
He folded his hands on the table.
“From the American perspective, the aircraft failed inside Iranian airspace. From the official Iranian perspective, it was an unprovoked American violation. Each side sees exactly what it expects to see.”
Lee glanced at the Dear Leader. “And most importantly, neither side sees us.”
“Are you sure?” the Dear Leader interrupted.
“Yes, sir,” Lee answered quickly; he was happy not to be out Son Thaek’s withering line of questions. “We have enough plants within other intelligence organizations that our footsteps remain hidden.”
“Good. They can’t know it was us, or they might back out of our mutual agreement.” 
“Agreed.” Lee could still remember the meeting between him and his Iranian counterpart, General Arash. It was during that fateful office call that they had set the wheels in motion. Iran would draw the Americans into a fight, and North Korea would land the fatal blow. Together, they would survive. Apart, they would have been picked off and devoured by the West’s crippling sanctions. 
“Of course you agree with the Great Leader,” Son Thaek snorted, tapping the table with his pencil. “How are you going to make sure the Americans remain in the Middle East?”  
“In a little more than 24 hours, the second phase of our operation will begin. After that, the Americans will be compelled to react.”
Jutting his chin out, the young Rah spoke. “Tell me about your operation. I want to know everything. And most importantly, I want to know how you won’t fail like you did in Indonesia.” 
Lee opened his mouth to speak when Son Thaek casually rolled the metal tube he had been playing with across the table toward him. As it spun, Lee recognized the truth—it was the nozzle to a burner. The same one that the crazed State Security officer had used to torture the prisoner to death in front of him. 
It rolled to stop inches from Lee’s fingers.
As Lee stared at the bit, he realized that his operation was no longer about success. It was about his survival.  







CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT
Muscat, Oman 

A dark orange glow stretched across the parking apron—the last breath of daylight before night claimed the sky. As if the day were pushing back, a cool breeze swept across the tarmac, carrying with it the distant echo of the evening prayer call. The sun was minutes from setting.
Chase lifted his coffee to his lips and took in the moment. He knew, better than most, that tomorrow was never guaranteed—Iraq had taught him that, Afghanistan had reinforced it and the Congo had driven it home. Everything could change in the blink of an eye. That was the way life worked.
“Nice sunset,” Willy voice muttered behind him.
“It is,” Chase said without turning. “Did your plane lift off?”
“Mark and Julia went wheels-up about ten minutes ago.” Willy stepped beside him, also holding a coffee. “We’ve got about fifteen to eighteen hours before they realize what happened.”
“The flight crew didn’t notice that some overweight, short white guy was not a six-foot-four Black WWF fighter?” Chase asked, taking another sip.
“Guess not,” Willy chuckled.
“Mark and Julia are going to take heat rounds when DC figures out what you did.”
“That they are.” Willy sighed long and loud.
“That they are.” Willy sighed long and loud. 
They stood in silence for a moment, watching the sunset. The call to prayer echoed in the distance. 
“Chase,” Willy said quietly. “I was thinking back to the Congo and can’t remember how exactly you met Emily.” 
Chase glanced over. “What?” 
“Emily.” Willy took a sip of his coffee. “I know she was a reporter. I met her at the airport in Brazzaville during the battle. But you never told me the whole story. How did you two actually meet?”
Chase was quiet for a long moment, watching the orange glow fade. “It was just outside Owando,” he finally said. “She was flying on an AN-26 that was shot down on final approach?”
 Willy's head turned. “Holy shit!” he blurted. “I remember that crash . . . she was onboard?” 
“She was.” Chase's voice was flat. “She was covering the civil war. Plane took two SAMs on final approach. I pulled her out of the wreckage.” 
“Jesus.” 
Chase's jaw tightened. “Six months later, we got married. Khan walked her down the aisle. Lyla was her bridesmaid. Half the Détachment showed up drunk.” 
Willy didn't say anything. 
“Three years after that,” Chase continued, his voice harder now, “she was gone.” He looked at Willy. “The woman that killed them is gone—her name was Jae Gal—but the people who gave the order aren't. So I keep going.” 
“Until when?” 
Until they're all dead,” Chase said. “Or I am.” 
Willy nodded slowly, understanding why Chase couldn't let it go. They stood there for another moment, neither speaking.
Another breeze swept across the apron—cold, dry, biting.
“Oh—almost forgot,” Willy added. “The flight sergeant said your plane is about ten minutes out. He’s a bit of a surly prick.”
Chase laughed. He knew exactly who Willy meant.
After they’d agreed on the rough outlines of the plan, Chase needed a place where everyone could assemble. And since Willy wasn’t supposed to even still be on the ground, Chase had called the only other person he knew who had reach – Ian Burton and MI6.
That call had not begun well. Ian had already figured out that Chase hadn’t gone to Berlin as promised. Instead, he’d run off to Bahrain for reasons that, to Ian, could only mean Chase was moving further away from honoring his agreement to provide information about Xin Hong. It wasn’t until Chase put Willy on the line that Ian’s tone shifted. Amazingly, the two had exchanged only a few sharp words before Ian offered the use of the British military compound at the Omani airport.
“I’d suspect our flight sergeant doesn’t like working the weekend,” Willy added.
“It’s Friday—what do you mean?”
Before Willy could respond, Chase remembered. In the Islamic world, the weekend started on Friday.
“That’s right,” Chase muttered. “That’s why he’s pissed off.”
Willy jutted his chin out and adopted a thick British accent. “Our young sergeant didn’t appreciate being told by higher-ups to get his ass to work, ask no questions, and give the bloody Americans whatever they want.”
“Why do they even have a presence here?” Chase asked.
“I’m not sure of the exact order of events, but I heard that years ago the Brits backed the Sultan during a coup attempt. Ever since, the two countries have had a special relationship. If I recall, the Brits even have seconded officers serving in the Omani military.”
“That’s good for us,” Chase said. “Not great for our flight sergeant’s weekend.”
The two men laughed as the last rays of daylight slipped behind the horizon.
“Just wait until the plane full of Détachment men rolls in,” Chase snickered.
Willy barked out a laugh.
And Chase was not wrong. 
An hour later, when an AN-127 cargo jet rumbled across the apron and dropped its ramp, the young air sergeant went silent. Fifteen men, all wearing stern faces, dirty camouflage uniforms, and armed to the teeth, marched down the ramp like a tidal wave of trouble. At the front was a tall Black man—he was the only one who didn’t look like he wanted to kill someone.
“Akoro!” he shouted over the diminishing roar of the engines.
Chase froze—it had been years since he’d heard the name.
Akoro.
In what seemed like a lifetime ago, he’d been that name to him in the Congo. Taken from a folktale about a serpent that slid between worlds—a guardian in the shadows, burdened with the weight of every soul it failed to protect—it had been Chase’s call-sign for years. And yet, while he hated the name, he couldn’t blame the man who had called him Akoro. It was part of his past, and he couldn’t undo it. 
“Eduard . . . it’s good to see you,” Chase said, stepping forward, shaking the man’s hand. The moment almost felt surreal. The last time he had seen his former ground commander was in Ireland, after they had all escaped the Congo. It had been a bittersweet moment. They had all survived the impossible and were headed in different directions. 
Or so he had thought.
Now, some of them were here, standing just feet from him. 
“It’s been too long,” Eduard replied with a firm handshake. “We got here as quickly as we could.”
“Is this it?” Chase asked, looking at the other men. While their faces had grown older, their eyes still carried the ferocity from the old days. One by one, he remembered their names—Carlos, an Argentine, who had been a squad leader. Mohammed was a Sunni from Iraq who had served as both a rifleman and a light machine gunner. And then there was Igor, a Ukrainian, who could wield a knife like nobody Chase had ever seen. “Where are the others?”
“This is all . . . this is all that could make it on such short notice.” 
A nod and a quick handshake were shared. Those who could come had come—such was the nature of their work. But for right now, the men of the Détachment were back together. 
“So, what do you need us for?” Eduard asked, signaling the men to circle around.   
Stepping forward, Chase grabbed Willy by the arm and pulled him forward. “First, let me introduce you to General Willy Mann from the U.S. Army. If you don’t remember his ugly face, you should. He was with us at the airport in the Brazzaville. He was the man who went up with me in the helicopter when we got shot down by the surface-to-air missile.”
 All the men immediately looked at Willy. 
It was Eduard who spoke first. “I’m not sure he knew that you were going up to bait the rebels into shooting their last surface-to-air missile. If I recall both of you correctly, you barely made it out of the helicopter.”
A moment of silence hung between the men.
Then one by one they started laughing, some recalling how they watched Willy’s parachute barely have enough time before he hit the boom of a helicopter. A hit so hard that Willy had been knocked unconscious. 
 With a sniff, Willy crossed his arms over his chest. “No, Chase did not tell me anything about that part of the plan,” Willy said.
That comment made the men laugh harder—harder, uncontrolled, almost cathartic.
Only one man didn’t laugh.
Chase’s eyes caught him at the edge of the group—Tom Delay. Willy’s aide. Unsmiling, he stood apart and watched everything. Willy must have relented and allowed him to be part of what came next, Chase thought. 
Chase was about to say something, then stopped.
Something had shifted among the men. The past could wait. The clock couldn’t.
Eduard was the first to notice. The humor drained from his face, his eyes narrowing. “What’s the target?”
“A hostile target on an offshore platform in the Persian Gulf,” Chase said.
The reaction was immediate—every operator went still.
“An oil rig?” Carlos asked. “You mean in the middle of the ocean?”
“Yes,” Chase said. “And it’s defended by operators – by operators that know their shit. Willy and I have been up against some of them, and they’re no joke.”
The group of men became quiet. Their eyes made it obvious they were already thinking through the mechanics. 
“Nationalities of the operators?” a voice asked.
“North Korean and Iranian special forces,” Willy interrupted.
“And what do you want with them?” Igor asked.
Willy looked around the group before he spoke. “To stop them from doing what they want to do?”
“And what’s that?” a different voice asked.
“Killing more Americans and starting a whole regional war,” Willy replied.
For a moment, nobody asked any more questions. Chase studied the faces of his former men and saw nothing – their faces registered no emotion. These men were mercenaries, not idealists. For the most part, they could give two shits if Americans were killed or, for that matter, if a regional war broke out. No. These men fought for a whole different set of reasons. Money, adventure, and personal vendettas were their reasons. 
Chase cleared his throat and took a deep breath. “Do you all remember the journalist in the Congo?” 
For a brief moment, nobody said anything. Chase suspected that the change of subject had caught many off guard.
“Her name was Emily,” Eduard answered first. “She couldn’t keep her eyes off you. I remember in Ireland that there were whispers that you all were to be married.”
Chase swallowed and took a halting breath. With his heart rate pounding in his ears, he cleared his throat. “We did get married.” His voice cracked.
“Say again,” a voice asked. “Did you just say you two were married?”
“Congrat––” a different voice called out.
Chase’s hand shot upward, cutting the man off. “We did get married,” he said after taking a deep breath. “But Emily and my daughter were killed about a year ago in what looks like a targeted killing.”
“What?” Eduard gasped. “Someone killed her?”
“And my daughter. Her name was Keira.” 
For a moment, Chase could not speak. There was only the sound of a cold wind blowing off the tarmac and the distant roar of a jet taking off. A wave of guilt rose in Chase’s chest. 
A squeeze on his shoulder pulled him back. Willy stepped forward – it was his way of telling him that he would take it from there. “We have reason to believe that the same people who are trying to start a war might be involved with killing Emily and Keira.” 
Eduard took a slow breath. “What?”
Chase could now see the fire in their eyes. For years, these men had served through a special kind of hell that was only reserved for the damned. And when one of theirs was able to break that curse, then for the most part, they found satisfaction. Maybe it was their way of finding hope where there often was none. 
But one thing was for sure – they all hated it when the devil snatched it back. For them, that was worth fighting for.
 “What kind of support do we have?” Eduard asked.  
“Limited,” Willy answered. “No naval assets close enough. No helo package that can get in without being lit up. No time for a conventional QRF.”
“So how do you intend for us to get on the rig?” Eduard asked.
Chase stepped forward.
“We jump.”
The Détachment didn’t speak.
“We didn’t bring chutes,” Eduard said. “We just didn’t have enough time.” 
“I’ve got chutes,” Chase said. 
The silence returned.
They didn’t laugh.
They didn’t react.
They simply absorbed the words. This was not their first time being punched in the face with bad news.
“You want us to land on the rig?” Eduard asked uneasily. 
Chase shook his head. “No. Too exposed. Too high a chance of getting shredded before we touch steel. We insert along the Iranian coastline. Night jump. Low-signature. No one sees us come in.”
Carlos nodded slowly. “Safer landing. Better staging. Makes sense.”
“Until the Iranians tear the fuck out of us,” a voice grumbled. 
“No.” Chase’s voice was firm and resolute. “It’s complicated, but we have local support on the ground. Once we hit the ground, we move fast and get a ride out to the rig.”
Eduard glanced at the men behind him, then back at Chase. “And the time window?”
“Now,” Chase said. “The attackers are already on the rig. We brief the details on the plane—right now, every second we stand here puts people closer to dying.”
The Détachment absorbed Chase’s words in grim silence.
Eduard nodded once more. “All right. Coast jump. Boat seizure. Assault the rig.”
“Exactly.” Chase checked his watch. “Gear up. Load up. We’ve got a jet taxiing over. We’re airborne in ten.”
The men headed back into their aircraft to grab their gear. Their movements were fluid, practiced, deadly.
Eduard lingered a moment longer beside Chase.
“You sure about this plan?” he asked quietly.
“No,” Chase admitted. “But it’s the only plan we’ve got.” 
Eduard exhaled through his nose, a hard, steady breath. “Then we’ll make it enough.”
He squeezed Chase’s arm once—a soldier’s promise—then jogged after his men, leaving Chase staring toward the dark horizon where the coast, the rig, and the fight waited.









CHAPTER FORTY-NINE
Platform Fifty-Seven, Iran 

Even though the Yangzi Trader was only thirty-some meters away, Jae could barely make out the ship’s outline. Looking down through the darkness and through sheets of rain, her cargo ship looked tiny next to the massive oil rig. Surrounded by broiling water and iron scaffolding, the vessel looked like a child’s bath toy. 
For the last twenty minutes, the ship’s captain had been trying to position the Yangzi Trader close to the oil platform’s built-in overhead crane. And every time he had gotten close, a wave had almost slammed her into one of the nearby pylons. If that happened, Jae’s precious cargo would end up on the bottom of the Persian Gulf.
Next to her, Javed was speaking quickly into a handheld radio – it was a three-way link between him, the ship’s bridge, and the crane operator. His voice was calm and clipped––far calmer than the circumstances deserved. Three times, they had been close to snatching the crate located in one of the Yangzi Trader’s holds. And three times, they had been forced to abort before steel collided with steel. 
On the fourth attempt, Jae thought they finally had it. The crane hook descended through the rain, swaying wildly in the wind, as Yangzi Trader edged into position beneath it.
Then Javed barked something sharp into the radio, the sudden urgency in his voice snapping her attention back to the sea.
Through the darkness, she saw it – a massive wave was headed toward the oil rig. And with the freighter broadside to it, the captain had no room to maneuver. Jae held her breath and waited for the inevitable sound of screeching metal.
Instead, the roar of the ship's engines pierced the howling wind. The ship lurched as the captain threw her hard to port. For a heartbeat, the wave swallowed her bow, then the freighter rode up and over it, vanishing into spray before crashing back into the trough.
Javed yelled something else into the radio—Farsi, fast, harsh. It didn’t matter what he said; the tone told her enough.
“What?” she demanded.
“Your boat wants to wait until the seas calm.” Rain streamed down his face, making him look like he was sweating. “They say the seas will calm down at first light.”
Jae grabbed he radio and began speaking in Korean––she was talking to the whole crew of the Yangzi Trader. “You will unload that cargo now, or every single one of you will not have a place to return to. Remember what we do with cowards.”
There was no reply from the bridge of the Yangzi Trader––they knew better than to question a hon. Wordlessly, she handed the radio back to Javed.
“What did you tell them?” he asked. 
“They will try again,” was all Jae said. 
For a moment, Javed hesitated. His eyes flashed a moment of uncertainty. The storm hammered the rig again, the entire platform shuddering as a wave slammed into the pylons below. He lifted the radio, took a deep breath, and issued another set of orders—short, final, and not up for debate.
Below them, the Yangzi Trader fought her way back into position. Jae could see the deckhands now—two of them—struggling to steady themselves on the heaving metal as they prepared the crate for lifting. The overhead crane sliced through the night––its hook swayed violently in the gusting wind.
Lightning flashed.
In that instant, Jae watched one of the deckhands slip.
His boots skidded across the rain-slick steel. He reached for a line, missed, hit the railing shoulder-first, and went straight over the side.
In a blink, he vanished into the swirling, dark water.
No one screamed. No one moved.
For half a second, the surviving deckhand looked as if he might call out––maybe even reach for a buoy. Then the ship rolled again, viciously, and he snapped his attention back to the crate, grabbing the nearest strap and holding on with both hands.
Jae didn’t look over the edge––she didn’t have to. Nobody was going after the lost deckhand. Not tonight. He was already dead.
The crane hook finally caught the crate’s harness. Javed’s operator quickly took up tension. The cable straightened despite the wind, and slowly, painfully, the heavy container lifted free from the ship’s hold.
Javed exhaled loudly, the closest thing to relief she’d heard from him all night.
“Get it to the helicopter pad,” Jae said, never taking her eyes off it. “Don’t let it swing.”
Inside that crate were four UAVs—Shahed-class Iranian drones by appearance, but stuffed with North Korean avionics and custom guidance software. They were the illusion, the face of an Iranian attack.
But the real weapon hadn’t been lifted yet.
“That’s one,” Jae said. “Next is the vessel . . . she is in the aft cargo hold.”
“Roger,” Javed replied just before speaking into the radio.
Jae leaned out over the railing to look down. With the massive aft cargo hatch removed, she could now see the hull of a small fishing boat. Weathered paint, rusting fittings, chipped fiberglass, she looked harmless. 
Invisible.
But the small vessel, designed to look like a Bahraini fishing boat, was a Trojan horse. Inside the small vessel was an EMP device—compact, directional, and powerful enough to knock out a regional air-defense network for thirty seconds.
“Once you have the first crate up, then grab the fishing boat,” Jae ordered. “Bring it up to the helicopter pad, and we’ll tie it down. It’s too rough to leave her in the water.” 
Javed relayed the command without hesitation.
Lightning cracked overhead again. The Yangzi Trader lurched sideways as another wave hit her broadside. The deckhands scrambled to release the skiff’s remaining tie-downs, moving faster now, urgency replacing fear.
“Tell them to check everything a second time,” Jae ordered. “If we lose that boat, we lose everything.”
Moments later, the crane hook dropped again, catching the lifting rings bolted to the fishing boat’s frame. The operator took tension, the cable straightened, and the tiny skiff rose into the storm.
Water streamed off its hull as it lifted, swaying dangerously in the wind. Once it cleared the deck, the Yangzi Trader’s engines surged again, pulling her sharply away from the platform before the next rogue wave could smash her against a pylon.
The skiff hung there, dripping, spinning slowly—a wolf’s grin disguised as a fisherman’s vessel. 








CHAPTER FIFTY
Over the Persian Gulf 

When Chase had asked Rizak to borrow his Learjet, the answer had been an unequivocal no. He claimed the aircraft was a high-level asset committed to another mission. But what Rizak did send was an old AN-140 cargo plane that should have been condemned by anyone who knew anything about aircraft safety. Even the men of the Détachment had looked skeptically at the two-engine aircraft belching smoke as it taxied in front of the hangar. Chase was pretty sure Carlos had called it a controlled fall held together by prayers and duct tape.
And Chase couldn’t blame him.
Barely seconds after liftoff, Chase had heard something rattling somewhere behind the cockpit bulkhead. The pilot, an old grizzled man pushing seventy, only smiled and claimed it was turbulence. 
There was no turning around now.
Sitting in a crew seat with his back to the cockpit, Chase whispered a prayer. Sixteen men sat on the cargo deck in front of him, gripping whatever they could—tie-down rings, exposed frame, cargo netting. The hold had been stripped of seats long ago. A handful of dim green lights cast long shadows across faces seemingly deep in thought.
One minute, they’d been fighting Russians in Ukraine. Now, without catching their breath, they were en route to make a night jump into Iran to face North Korean special forces. Chase felt a flicker of doubt. Did he still have what it took to lead men like this? Too many ghosts had followed him out of Congo. He didn’t want to carry any more. 
“I think the pilot is older than my great-grandfather!” Willy yelled over the engine noise. He was strapped into the other crew seat next to Chase. “That, and I swear I smell whiskey on his breath!”
Chase barked a laugh. “No, that’s his copilot. The pilot was drinking vodka.”
Willy stared back, eyebrow raised.
“No, I’m serious,” Chase continued, pointing toward the cockpit. “I think both those guys in there are drunk. The only one I’m not sure about is the crew chief . . . and that’s because he’s either asleep or dead.”
“Well, fuck,” Willy shouted, cinching down his four-point harness while glancing at the crew chief passed out in the corner. The man had loaded them onto the airplane and had immediately fallen asleep under a dirty wool blanket. “Thank God we’re getting out of here before they land this winged deathtrap.”
“No joke. I’d rather take my chances jumping out with a bunch of Iranian parachutes than spend another minute in this tin can.”
Willy’s eyebrow climbed even higher, his expression tightening.
Chase laughed again. “Relax. While we were going over the plan, I had the men repack all the chutes. We’re good.”
His expression didn’t soften. “You sure?”
“Yes, I’m sure. If you die tonight, it won’t be because you burn into the desert like a dart. It’ll be something different.”
“Well, thank God,” Willy shouted. “You’ve really put my mind at ease.”
Their exchange ended when Eduard approached from the rear, using the overhead ribbing to steady himself.
“By my calculations,” Eduard shouted as he got closer, “we have roughly an hour and a half before we’re over the drop zone. You want to talk to the men?”
Chase nodded, stood, and pounded one leg on the metal floor. The hollow banging had the desired effect—the men lifted their heads. He spun his finger in the air, signaling they were to gather around. Carefully, he, Willy, and Eduard made their way to the center of the cargo hold.
“All right, listen up!” he yelled, his breath turning to vapor as cold air leaked through the fuselage. All eyes locked on him—trusting him, following him. That weight of leadership never got lighter. “Get closer.”
The last men pressed inward, forming a tight circle.
Chase steadied himself as the aircraft shuddered through turbulence. “Here’s the sequence of events. Burn it into your skulls, because once we’re over the drop zone, everything moves fast.”
The hold quieted. Even the veterans leaned in.
“First: we exit in sticks of two. Two-second spacing. Don’t bunch up, and don’t drift too far to the right—you’ll be deep in Iran, and you’ll be fucked. Don’t drift too far to the left either—you’ll be in the ocean, and you’ll be fucked.”
A few weary grins flashed. These men had played by these rules before.
“Plates?” Carlos asked.
“Yes. Carry your armor plates,” Chase answered.
A couple of the men exchanged uneasy glances. Plating up not only increased descent velocity, but it also made for one hell of a shock when the parachute opened.
“We have no idea what we’re up against, and we might need the added protection,” Chase said. “But that’s also why I said don’t drift left. If you go into the water, you’ll sink like a rock.”
Now nobody was grinning.
“Second: chutes open low. This is not a sightseeing safari. We land tight—one-hundred-meter radius or less. Our contact on the ground will have his IR strobe on.”
The aircraft shuddered violently, and for a moment Chase could swear he heard the same loose bolts rattling. Judging from the looks on the other men’s faces, they’d heard the same sound.
“Third: Check your altimeters constantly,” Chase continued. “Expected cloud cover is three thousand feet, so you won’t have a lot of time. If something goes wrong, land with your buddy. No radios unless absolutely necessary. Questions?”
Nobody said anything.
“Once we’re on the ground, form a standard security perimeter. Myself, Willy, and Eduard will link up with our contact—he’s arranged transportation to the oil platform. We’ll brief that portion of the operation once we’ve made contact and get the latest intelligence.”
The roar of the engines drowned out the sound of Chase’s exhale. He knew the plan was loose. But it was what it was.
“Questions?”
No one spoke.  
Chase nodded. “Good. Get your gear ready. We have plenty of time to think about how this aircraft is going to kill us before Iran does.”
A ripple of dark laughter rolled through the hold.
Chase spent the remaining ninety minutes assembling and checking his gear. Eduard had brought extra equipment, and most of it fit Chase. His parachute, with reserve, was Iranian; his oxygen system was British; his body armor, backpack, and weapon were Russian Spetsnaz issue. The only pieces he recognized were the American ballistic helmet and night-vision goggles. It truly was a hodgepodge of equipment.
When Chase shifted his stance, the gear answered back. The plates dragged at his shoulders, the ruck pulled him forward, and the weight settled into his spine like it was claiming ownership. Every piece made sense on its own—armor, ammo, oxygen—but together they left no margin. This was what staying alive too long looked like: more protection, more burden, less room to move.
Willy, however, had not been part of Eduard’s size calculations. His cold-weather jumpsuit looked spray-painted onto his massive frame. The body armor wasn’t much better. Even after removing the neck, shoulder, and thigh components, what remained was painfully tight. Chase was surprised it had fit him at all.
Chase was hunched over, loading the last of his gear—mostly ammo—into his backpack when someone tapped his shoulder. He turned to find the crew chief standing there, face lined with gray stubble and age. Like the pilot, the man looked to be in his seventies. He flashed a weary grin and held out both hands, splaying his fingers. Ten minutes until the drop zone.
Chase stood quickly and banged his foot on the deck.
All heads turned.
He flashed his hands twice.
The men gave quick thumbs-ups and began pulling the rest of their gear together. As Tom passed, Willy caught him by the harness. He didn’t say a word—he just ran his hands down the webbing, checked the routing of his parachute, and gave one strap a hard tug before nodding. That was enough.
Tom moved toward his boss. He took the weight of Willy’s pack, checked the harness routing, and snapped each buckle tight with sharp, practiced pulls. He was in his element. When he was done, he slapped Willy’s shoulder once, hard.
Willy nodded, breathing harder now, and only then turned to Chase.
“You ready?” Chase asked, pulling his helmet down over his head.
“I’m as ready as I will ever be.” 
As the crew chief walked past, he flashed one hand—five minutes. He now wore an oxygen mask, a thick dark-blue jumpsuit, and no parachute. Willy must have noticed the same thing and shook his head.
Chase banged his foot again and flashed a single hand.
Thumbs-ups all around.
The AN-140 bucked, groaned, and rattled like it was trying to shake itself apart. Someone in the back puked—Chase could smell it. He switched on his oxygen, checked the pressure one more time, and pulled his mask down over his mouth.
The air had a chemical taste. Chase wasn’t sure if it was bad air or nerves. Two deep breaths told him the truth: nerves. The smell faded, replaced by the sound of his own heart pounding in his ears. Chase turned and looked at Willy and Tom, who were now wearing masks and helmets. All he could see were their eyes—determined and without fear. 
“See you on the other side,” he yelled through his mask. 
Taking a deep breath, Chase squeezed Willy and Tom’s shoulders as he began waddling toward the back of the plane—toward the ramp.
As he passed each man, he stretched out both hands at waist level.
Each man did the same, fingertips brushing—a silent ritual, an unspoken acknowledgment of the moment. Whatever came next, they would meet it together. 
He had just passed the last man when the crew chief began lowering the ramp.
The high-pitched whine of the ramp motor was quickly subsumed by the roar outside. A wall of freezing air clawed its way into the hold – the edges of his goggles instantly frosted up. Inching forward, Chase could feel his body being pulled. Outside, the full moon illuminated the bank of clouds racing beneath them. Below that was pure darkness.
Then, without warning, the jump light blinked red.
His pulse jumped.
A second later—green.
Chase took one long breath.
Then he stepped into the darkness.







CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE
27°50'31.1” N 51°40'27.4” E, Iran

“They’re late,” the man grumbled from inside his hood. His face was hidden in its shadows, leaving only the red glow of his cigarette visible. Kamal was short, broad-shouldered, and thick around the middle—a stocky man built like a stubborn mule, with a rough, wind-burned face and permanent scowl lines carved into his brow. “Are you sure this is the correct location?”
Rizak didn’t say anything; he had already checked their coordinates twice, and they were exactly where they were supposed to be. 
Getting no response from Rizak, Kamal exhaled a final cloud of smoke and crushed the cigarette under his boot. “I’m going to take a piss, and then I’m getting in the cab of my truck. It’s too cold out here.”
“Go ahead,” Rizak replied, glancing at his wrist. It was 2:30 in the morning.
A cold night-wind scraped across the rocky beach, carrying the grit of a thousand loose stones. The land around them was barren, jagged, and hostile—an expanse of wind-carved rock stretching to the horizon. Most of the coastline was nothing but knife-edged rock and broken cliffs, but this narrow stretch of beach—flat, wind-scoured, and isolated—was the only safe landing zone for miles. For all its misery, it was the flattest and most remote ground for fifty kilometers, the only place where a parachute team could hope to land without shattering their legs. 
Eight hours earlier, Chase had sent the coordinates and a three-hour window. According to Rizak’s watch, Chase still had fifteen minutes left. Missing the timeline would put everything in jeopardy.
But if Chase said he would be here, Rizak believed him. Trust was the only currency they had ever shared.
When he had left Tehran earlier that evening, IRGC checkpoints had been so prolific that he was forced onto back roads to slip out of the capital. Normally, he enjoyed near-total immunity from harassment. His job had always given him access to nearly every part of the city. But after what he’d learned over the last twenty-four hours, he knew things had changed.
And not for the better.
Yes, the Ayatollah was nominally still in control of the government, but that was unraveling by the hour. Once the IRGC leadership bullied the parliament into granting them emergency powers, nothing stopped them from taking everything. Every Iranian TV station was now broadcasting their rhetoric—war was coming, and only the IRGC could strike the decisive blow against the American serpent.
“Pieces of shit,” Rizak muttered. He was angry at himself for missing what had been happening—how methodically the Guards had extended their reach into every corner of daily life. But when you spent most of your time working outside the country, it was hard to notice the creeping rot.
For the briefest of moments, Rizak had indulged in the foolish hope that the U.S. military would deal with the IRGC. After learning the truth about their attack on the American warship, how could they not take their pound of flesh? But that was not how things worked between the United States and Iran.
No—there was too much bad blood. Too much history.
And certainly, when Chase had called him asking for an aircraft and parachutes, Rizak realized the Americans were not coming. Chase had taken matters into his own hands.
But who would be insane enough to follow him into that hell?
“Me . . . “ Rizak groaned, realizing he’d answered his own question out loud. “You’re the crazy fool who’s going to do that.”
He checked his watch again, then scanned the dark sky for any sign of parachutes. Seeing none, he turned his gaze toward the faint glow on the horizon. Less than a kilometer away lay Do Palangu and its seventy-five sleeping souls. Situated at the end of an ancient, dried-out riverbed, the village hugged the barren coastline, scraping out a living from fishing and smuggling. It was the kind of place just small enough and remote enough to avoid the watchful eyes of the state. Every country had places like that, and Do Palangu was one of them.
And for Rizak, it was perfect for what came next.
Two minutes later, with still no sign of Chase, Rizak turned toward the truck. He needed to piss and didn’t want to do it in the wind. He rounded the back end of the transport and froze.
Kamal was standing in front of him with his hands raised. His hood was pushed back, and even in the darkness, Rizak could see the terror in his wide eyes.
In that instant, Rizak understood. “You’re fucking late,” he shouted, raising his hands.
“I still have five minutes,” a voice replied from around the corner—it was Chase.
Before Rizak could turn, two armed figures stepped out from the opposite side of the truck. He instantly recognized the massive silhouette of one—Willy Mann. The other man, also Black, he did not know.
“I didn’t think the U.S. government was going to play a role in this operation,” Rizak said, lowering his hands slowly.
“They’re not,” Willy replied dryly. “This is off the books.”
“I’m Eduard,” the other man said with a nod.
“Is it just you three?” Rizak asked, turning toward Chase. “Please tell me you came here with more than this.”
“We’re twelve,” Chase said.
Rizak didn’t speak at first. Something in Chase’s voice had changed—flattened, hollowed. A sound only men who’ve already counted their losses make. “What happened?”
Cradling his weapon, Chase stepped forward. “One man broke his neck landing. And we don’t know where the other two are. We jumped at twenty-eight thousand feet—they could be anywhere.”
For a moment, no one spoke.
Willy’s jaw flexed—it was a tiny movement. Eduard exhaled a slow breath through his nose—it was the controlled release of a man trained to compartmentalize loss. Their silence carried weight—a sharp, invisible tension that hung between all of them. Losing three out of twelve before the mission even began was a gut punch. The odds were stacking up against them, and they all knew it. 
Rizak had only parachuted twice in his life, but he knew enough. The missing men could be miles away. They could be lost at sea, drowned, or drifting inland into one of the thousands of wadis that cut across the rugged desert. And if by some miracle they made it to the ground in one piece, they’d have to walk miles to reach civilization. And when they did, they would be arrested immediately.
“We can’t wait.” Rizak checked his wristwatch. “ I have a boat waiting at the port. If we’re going in under the cover of darkness, we must leave now. The oil platform is fifty miles out, and we don’t have much time.”
Chase stepped closer. For a brief moment, neither man moved. Once again, they were two men bound by purpose. For Chase, it was vengeance. For Rizak, duty—duty to a country slipping into the abyss. And deep down, Rizak suspected a truth he didn’t dare voice: neither man would get what they wanted. 
“I know we can’t wait,” Chase sighed.
Rizak saw his friend’s eyes—torn, pained. Chase wanted to search for his missing men. But behind the anguish, Rizak also saw the fierce burn of someone who understood the truth. 
The mission had to continue.
Kamal shifted uneasily beside the truck, rubbing his hands together for warmth. “So… we still doing this?” he asked, voice tight. 
“Get in the cab,” Rizak told him, pointing to the front of the truck. “You’re driving us to the port.”

***

“Your aide has thrown up everywhere down below,” the captain of the Shahid Darya, Sina-class fast attack craft, grumbled, looking straight forward. It was a good five seconds before he turned to look at Arash. In the red glow of the bridge, his face was filled with disgust. “For a vaunted special forces soldier, it is surprising. I thought you made them tougher than that.”
	Arash did not say anything; he was queasy himself. Water streaks covered the bridge windows as the wind howled through tiny gaps in the frame. The bow slammed into a wave so hard that his knees ached. Ever since they pushed off from the small naval port in Dayyer, the sea had been so rough. But he needed the captain and his crew to get him to the oil platform as quickly as possible. He was in a race against time. 
The only thing that mattered was getting out to Platform Fifty-Seven as soon as possible. Thanks to the Ayatollah’s betrayal, the Americans had already learned too much, far more than Tehran would ever tolerate. Jae and her three men could never leave that platform alive. Their very existence threatened everything Arash had worked towards. Not to mention that she had led Chase Harper straight toward them.
No. Javad and his team would receive new orders the moment he arrived—final orders. No loose ends. No witnesses. Drastic measures were needed, and only Arash had the authority—and the resolve—to enforce them.
“I will make sure he cleans up his mess,” Arash said to the captain through his teeth. “Rest assured, I will clean up all the messes.”
	“Good,” the captain replied with a wave of his hand. “And while you're at it, I recommend you remind your man, Colonel Javed, that he’s not to talk to me like I’m some piece of shit. He and that North Korean woman were disrespectful to me, and I plan on filing a formal complaint.”
	Exhaling through his nose, Arash let the waves of anger recede. IRCG naval officers were famous for their outsized belief that they were the true warriors of the revolution. Since they were the ones who engaged the US Navy almost daily, they believed they were the true Revolutionary Warriors – the ones who knew what war was all about. And while some of that was true, what the Captain did not realize was that a shadow war was taking place right below everyone’s nose. And he and his men were in the middle of it. 
	“Did you hear me?” the captain said. 
	Arash’s grip on the overhead handle tightened. What he wanted to do was grab the captain by the throat and strangle the pathetic, self-absorbed piece of shit. It would not be the first time he had done it, and he suspected it would not be the last. But the mission came first. Tonight would see to that. Biting back the anger, he was about to reply when a voice interrupted the standoff.
	“Surface contact—bearing zero-nine-zero, range one hundred meters, port side!” the radar bridge’s radar operator yelled out. 
	“That’s too close…” the captain’s executive officer muttered under his breath.
	“Speed and heading?” the captain ordered after breaking his gaze from Arash.
	“Three-zero knots, at Two-Two-Nine,” the voice chirped.
	“And that’s fast,” Arash said, just as another hard slam made the bridge shudder.
	“They can go faster than that – up to forty-five knots. But in this weather, they have to slow down.”
	“Isn’t that close to our heading?”  
	 The captain did not reply. Instead, he edged himself towards the radar operator to take a look at the screen. His brows furrowed as he studied the green, glowing screen. “Increase speed to three-eight knots,” he ordered.
	“You’re not chasing them?” Arash demanded in disbelief. “We can’t waste time on this.”
	“I’m not chasing him,” the captain shot back, grabbing an overhead microphone. “I plan on scaring him.”
	“Scaring him? Why the hell do you want to do that?”
	The captain raised one finger and spoke into the handset. “Weapons officer, prepare main gun for a warning shot. I want a three-round burst of HE across the bow.”
	“Roger . . . stand by,” a staticky voice replied.
	The captain looked at Arash. His face had changed. The man was now on – he was thinking through the next moves. Their squabble was momentarily forgotten. “Based on the speed and course heading, that vessel is a smuggler – he is using this shit weather to get across the Gulf to move something.”
	“We don’t have time for that bullshit.” 
	“I know that. But at their current heading, they will pass within a couple of kilometers of Platform Fifty-Seven, and I’m pretty sure you don’t want that to happen. Who knows what they see? Who knows what they will tell?”
	Arash hated that the captain was right. For years, Saudi and Bahraini intelligence had infiltrated many of the Iranian smuggling organizations. “Is it common for vessels to pass that close to the platform?”
	“No—it’s not. Most vessels steer clear of the structure as it's not in a straight line to any of our ports, or theirs. But tonight, with the rough seas, they could have been pushed off course. I’m giving them a warning, that’s all. I suspect they will break north or turn around.”
 	“What do you think they’re smuggling?”
	Rolling his shoulders, the captain stroked his chin. His eyes were focused forward as Shahid Darya surged forward. “With that speed, it's not much – it’s a small boat with three engines and limited cargo space. I would guess they are smuggling Afghani heroin into Saudi Arabia.”
	“That’s a long way to go in such a small boat.”
	“That’s not what they're doing. No. Most likely they’re headed to link up with a bigger mother ship . . . most likely a dhow. They’ll drop off their cargo and––”     
	“Permission to engage,” the staticky voice interrupted.
	“Engage,” the captain replied as he braced one hand on the console, feet spread shoulder-width apart. 
	A second later, the bridge vibrated with a low hydraulic whine as the Shahid Darya’s main gun, a 76 mm autocannon, swiveled. Arash couldn’t see past the front window but knew what was coming next. His grip of the overhead handle tightened. Three rapid blasts thundered through the bridge, rattling bulkheads and kicking a shockwave up through the deck plates. Arash could feel it in his boots. In the split second before the blinding flash ruined his night vision, he caught a glimpse of the first round tearing into the darkness. 
	“Shots fired,” the staticky voice replied. 
	“Speed and course heading of target?” the captain shouted toward the radar operator. 
	“They’ve turned around.”
	“Good,” the captain replied with a smile.
	“No, sir . . . they’ve turned straight toward us.” The young man’s voice was filled with confusion. “They’re headed straight toward us.”
	Arash’s chest tightened. Years of training had taught him many things. One of them was that no smuggler in their right mind would charge an armed warship. Something was wrong—very wrong.
	“What the fuck?” the captain said, grabbing the overhead microphone. “Prepare to engage tar––”  
“Range closing—seventy meters! They’re accelerating!” someone shouted.
“Helm, come left! Hard left!” the captain barked—his last coherent command.
“Contact closing—fifty meters! Bow-on!” another voice shouted.
Out of the corner of his eye, Arash spotted a flash of movement – it was a dark hull bursting through the spray directly ahead, moving fast.
The captain’s eyes widened. He opened his mouth to say something, but never finished. 
The entire bridge erupted in a hail of gunfire, glass exploding inward as if the air itself had detonated. The ripping, metallic howl of a heavy machine gun tore through the bridge’s windows. Arash dropped to the deck as a wave of searing heat washed over him. His ears popped from rounds snapping inches above his skull. Shards of glass sprayed across his back like rain. Somewhere outside, the rumble of outboard engines grew louder—it was followed by the sound of screeching metal. 
In the red glow of the bridge, Arash caught sight of the captain’s body slumping sideways—headless, a mist spraying from the torn stump of his neck as reflexive breaths tried to fire lungs no longer connected to a living brain. Blood hung in the air like drifting vapor.
Arash forced himself lower, instinct overriding shock. Whoever had just hit them wasn’t running. They were about to be boarded—violently.







CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO
27°31'56.7”N 51°20'47.6”E, Iran 

“Aim for the bridge!” Chase screamed over the roar of the engines.
Beside him, Willy, Eduard, and four other men opened up, their AK-47s hammering rounds into the two-story superstructure. At first, sparks clawed across the armor plating as they walked their fire upward, correcting their aim. The darkness pulsed with strobing muzzle flashes as the patrol craft was raked from bow to bridge.
They closed to within twenty yards.
Then the glass gave way.
Streams of rounds punched through the bridge windows, flaring white as they ricocheted inside. A heartbeat later, two more of Chase’s men leaned into their light machine guns, adding a deeper, relentless thud to the chaos. 
The noise was overwhelming—metal on metal, engines screaming, gunfire pounding the night.
“She’s turning away!” Chase shouted, pointing through the spray exploding over the bow.
The Iranian patrol craft was trying to break contact. Whoever commanded her had shaken off the initial shock. Through the flashing chaos, Chase saw the turret begin to rotate toward them.
They were seconds from being erased.
“If we don’t get behind her, we’re dead!” Chase screamed, spinning toward Rizak.
Rizak had already seized the controls, yanking the wheel hard. “You think I don’t see it?” he yelled back.
The throttle was already wide open.
Their boat surged forward just as the main gun fired. A blinding flash of yellow-white light was followed by a thunderous crack. The air pressure next to Chase’s popped as rounds tore through the night, missing them by feet. The round hit the water with a flat crack, a violent geyser of spray punching skyward before collapsing back into black.
The sudden acceleration nearly threw Chase off his feet as Rizak jackknifed the craft toward the patrol craft’s stern. The front of the bridge was gone now, but Chase’s men blasted away at the rear of the superstructure. Tracers skipped off steel, many bouncing upward into the night before vanishing.
Along the open hull, the rest of Chase’s men crouched low, weapons aimed at the looming vessel. Their faces twisted and feral in the strobing light, half-lost in shadow.
Chase didn’t need to tell everyone what was coming next. Boarding was the only option left. Their element of surprise was gone, and speed and violence were all they had left. But boarding a warship almost three times their size while sitting lower in the water would be no easy task.
Rizak pulled back on the throttles and eased them toward the patrol craft’s stern. Steel shrieked as the hulls collided. Their smaller vessel bounced off once—twice—before Rizak matched their speed with the fleeing patrol boat.
They had seconds.
Chase knew that the moment the pilot realized what was happening, he’d react—either cutting hard to port and crushing them against the hull, or swinging the stern away and leaving them exposed in open water. Either way, hesitation would get them killed.
The Iranian patrol craft loomed above them now, its stern towering over their low-slung fishing boat.
“Hook it!” Chase shouted.
Three grappling hooks arced upward, clanged against the steel railing, and caught. Rizak surged the throttle just long enough to keep them pinned in the wake, then cut hard. The sudden loss of speed sent spray crashing over the bow as the two vessels slammed together.
The height difference was brutal.
Chase grabbed the line and hauled himself up, boots scraping uselessly against painted steel. Willy was right behind him, then Eduard. One by one, eight men committed—no hesitation, no looking back—dragging themselves up from the lower deck like spiders climbing out of a rip current.
Rounds cracked overhead.
Someone was still alive up top.
Chase had just rolled over the railing when a burst of fire ripped from the shadows near the aft ladder. Rounds snapped past Chase’s head and hit the man directly behind him. His name was Holt, a white South African who was a fearsome fighter. His arms flew forward as if punched in the chest—a round caught him center mass of his body armor. His grip slipped, and he fell backward. A flash of gunfire lit the darkness just as Holt hit the water. He vanished instantly, dragged under by his body armor before anyone could reach him.
No thrashing. No cry.
Just the dark ocean closing over him.
Searing hot casings burned Chase’s face as it rolled across his cheek. Tom was crouched just over him, firing controlled bursts down the aft deck. Spent casings showered all around. Rolling over, he aimed his weapon forward just as two bodies collapsed near the ladder, sliding out of sight.
Pointing at a nearby hatch, Chase screamed, “Eduard—down below—clear it out. The rest with me.” 
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw their small craft break right and disappear into the darkness. Rizak was breaking contact. There was nothing more he could do. The rest was on them. 
“Three straight,” he shouted at the main deck entrance to the superstructure. “Willy, Tom, Carlos up above!”
The three men in front of Chase knew what was expected of them. They were to clear the bottom of the superstructure, along with anyone still alive on the aft deck. They had just stepped through the main hatchway when the sound of muffled gunfire echoed from down below. Eduard and his team had made contact.
“Cover me,” Chase said, reaching for the ladder.
He took it two rungs at a time, boots slipping on blood-slick steel. As his head broke over the edge of the deck, the reek of cordite and burning insulation filled his nose. A layer of smoke clung to the deck, stinging his eyes. He raised his weapon just as a shape lunged forward.
Chase fired twice without breaking stride. 
A man crumpled backward, disappearing from view. Chase cleared the top and flattened against the bulkhead as Willy and Eduard came up behind him, weapons already tracking.
“Left,” Chase snapped.
They flowed forward, boots sliding forward heel to toe, muzzles steady looking for threats. Ahead, the bridge belched smoke. Emergency lights flickered red, bathing everything in a hellish glow.
Another figure burst forward.
Eduard fired before the man inside could bring his weapon up. The rounds punched him back into the compartment. A weapon skidded across the deck seconds before the man began to scream. 
A burst of gunfire echoed below Chase’s feet—the rest of the team had made contact.
Chase caught a glimpse of movement just seconds before a round snapped by his ear, slamming into a panel behind him. He drove his knee down and returned fire.
“Flash—out!” Willy screamed.
Chase clamped his eyes shut as the concussion wave slammed into him. His chest locked for a second, lungs refusing to work. All he could hear was ringing.
“Go,” a muffled voice screamed. It it took Chase a moment to realize it was his own.
They surged forward.
Clearing the threshold into the bridge, Chase stepped over broken glass and mangled bodies. Consoles sparked and screens flickered or lay dead. Smoke rolled along the ceiling, vent fans whining uselessly.
One man still stood near the front of the bridge, swaying, blood running down the side of his face. For a split second, their eyes locked. The man looked like he recognized Chase. He opened his mouth, but no sound came out. Then his gaze hardened—defiance mixed with resignation. His arm twitched, the pistol rising.
Chase pulled the trigger.
The man’s head snapped back and fell backward like a plank. For a heartbeat, something dark surged up in him—fast, familiar, eager. It wanted continuation. Chase pushed it down, hard, before it could take hold.
As silence fell in jagged pieces, Chase swept the bridge once more, muzzle steady. He turned toward Carlos and pointed at the control panels. “Kill the engines.” 
“Oh fuck,” Willy shouted.
“What?” Chase said, turning around.
Willy was kneeling over the man Chase had just killed. “You just killed General Arash.”
“Who the fuck is he?” Chase said, stepping closer. 
The man lay sprawled across shattered glass, mouth slack. The defiance was gone, replaced by surprise. Chase had seen that look before. Death had a way of stripping away whatever a man thought he was.
“He ran Quds black operations. The worst of them.”
“How do you know him?” 
“I’ve run into his men once or twice, and if that’s who’s on that oil rig . . . “
“What’s that?”
“They’re fucking good,” Willy said, finally looking up at him. “I’ve lost lots of good men to that unit.”
Chase didn’t answer right away.
He looked around the shattered bridge—dead consoles, bodies lying in growing pools of blood, smoke curling lazily toward the ceiling. Outside, the engines were winding down, surrendering the ship to silence.
Men like Arash tried to control chaos.
Men like Chase were what chaos sent back.
“So are we,” Chase said.	 







CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE
Platform Fifty-Seven, Iran 

Jae looked out on the horizon—it was still black. With dawn an hour away, there was only the low glow of the platform’s floodlights bleeding into the night. A gust of wind caught a loose strand of hair and whipped it against her cheek. Standing on the structure’s helicopter pad, more than two hundred feet above the surface, she could barely hear the ocean crashing against the massive pylons below. She stepped behind the shelter of a nearby panel and pressed the radio headset to her ear.
All she heard was static.
For the last thirty minutes, she had been trying to reach their fishing boat—the same vessel Yangtze Trader had dropped off. An EMP device filled its hold, wrapped in lead-lined foam and wired to a crude but reliable detonator. With a transponder broadcasting a fake identity, the boat was making its way toward Bahrain—she hoped. Two of Javed’s men were aboard, silent professionals who knew better than to ask questions. The third was hers. A technician. A dead man if this went wrong. Their job was simple—slip into the harbor and blind Bahrain’s grid just long enough for the main attack.
She was about to try again when a crackly, chopped voice filled her ear.
“One hour… pushing hard… rough seas…”
“Just keep moving,” Jae replied. 
She clipped the radio back onto her body armor and turned toward Javed. He, too, was staring at the horizon. For a moment, his face softened.
“One hour out,” she said.
“I hope your spoofed transponder is good,” he replied without looking at her. “The Bahraini Coast Guard is very good. We’ve had vessels intercepted before.”
“It’s good,” she said. “And it will do the job.”
“What about those?” Javed asked, pointing toward the far side of the helicopter platform.
Across a narrow catwalk, three delta-wing Karrar-4 drones rested nose-forward at the head of a twelve-meter steel rail. All the launchers were angled twenty-two degrees upward toward the southwest. They were minutes from being flight-ready. Floodlights washed them in stark white, their dull gray skins broken by warning stencils and access panels. Beneath each fuselage, a solid-fuel booster hung locked in place, safety pins still visible. The air around them shimmered as men worked, voices clipped and urgent over the rising whine of spooling jet engines. Even in the wind, the smell of burnt jet fuel cut sharp and heavy.
Jae studied the nearest UAV more closely. The airframe was Iranian—there was no mistaking that—but the guts belonged to the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea. Extra avionics were crammed into spaces never meant to hold them, drawing more power than the Karrar was designed to give. The warhead housing was larger and heavier. Someone had stripped out every safety margin and replaced it with lethality.
North Korean. Someone inside the Academy of Defense Science had taken Iranian drones and given them a second brain—and a much bigger bite.
“They’re ready,” Jae said.
Javed crossed his arms. “They launch when Manama goes dark.”
She turned to him. “You’re assuming perfect timing.”
“This is not a distraction,” Javed said, his voice low and hard. “This is the opening strike. Fifth Fleet headquarters. The ships in port. Bahrain will break when the Americans are blind.”
“And if it doesn’t?” Jae asked. “If the EMP fizzles, or the boat gets stopped?”
Javed’s jaw tightened. “There are bigger things at play than just this strike. The EMP doesn’t just knock out air defense systems—it cripples the island’s security communications. Once that goes dark, the real damage begins.”
“You have people on the ground?” Jae asked, already knowing the answer.
Javed didn’t respond – his eyes were fixed on the horizon.
Of course he did, Jae thought to herself. With nearly seventy percent of the population Shia, Bahrain was a pressure cooker the Iranians had been quietly heating for years. Cells, clerics, money, weapons—enough kindling was in place, waiting for the right spark. And once the match had been lit, it would be difficult to stop what followed.
Silence stretched between them, filled by the distant hum of jet engines coming to life.
	“Everything will work out,” Jae tried to reassure him. She needed his cooperation just a little bit longer. 
	Again, Javed did not reply. His eyes were now squinted as if searching for something. 
	“What’s wrong?” she asked, turning toward his line of sight. 
	Slowly, Javed raised his arm and pointed a finger toward the east. “I could have sworn I saw something—a hint of movement—almost like a small boat.”
	“Out here? In the middle of these seas?” she asked, trying to convince herself that the possibility was remote. But the knot in her stomach told her otherwise.
	Behind them, someone climbed the metal staircase. The rapid thuds against the metal rungs indicated that whoever it was was moving fast and with purpose. Both Jae and Javed swung around just as a head popped up – it was one of Javed’s men. 
	“Our radar just picked up a surface contact approaching from the north,” he shouted as he jogged toward them. “AIS indicates that it’s the Shahid Darya, but when I try to raise them on the radio, there is no response.”
“The Shahid Darya? I thought you told the captain that she was to wait offshore?” Jae, by now, had pulled out her night vision binoculars and was scanning the horizon. 
	She had just spotted the grainy silhouette of a vessel when a bright light flared. 
Her eyes burned. 
A fraction of a second later, there was another flash of light, but this one was much closer – it was right below them. A blast of hot air shot upward, throwing everyone to their knees. The sharp crack of the ensuing blast drowned out everything. 
It took a second for the realization to settle in.
The Shahid Darya was attacking them.
“What the hell are they doing?” Javed shouted, confusion thick in his voice. 
“Something has changed,” Jae answered, forcing herself to breathe normally. She glanced at her watch and chided herself for letting her guard down. Too much was at stake. “We launch the drones now.”
She had just turned toward one of her men to issue a command when she felt a vice-like pressure squeeze her arm – it was Javed. In a fraction of a second, he had closed the distance between them and was now inches from her face. Whatever surprise had been there was now gone. In the stark white lights, his face looked deformed. Jutting his chin outward, he spoke. “We wait until the fishing boat has reached its target.”
 Instinctively widening her stance, Jae was seconds from punching Javed in the throat. Nobody put their hands on her—not unless she wanted it. She had just shifted her weight to her forward leg when the sharp, unmistakable crack of gunfire echoed up through the platform’s steel spine.
	Javed spun toward the stairwell. “What is that?”
More shots rang out. This time, they were short, controlled bursts. 
“They’re on the platform,” she said, pulling her arm free. Pointing toward the adjacent structure that housed the drilling platform, she continued. “That’s what you saw. We’re being boarded. We launch the drones now.”
“No,” Javed yelled. “We wait thirty minutes . . . my men can defend this position. There is no way those men will get up here.”
“And what about that boat that is firing at us?” Jae said, stepping forward. “If they hit this platform, then everything is lost.”
“You let me deal with the boat,” Javed shouted just as another blossom of light appeared on the horizon. The incoming round plowed into the structure below them. The shot was closer, and shards of twisted metal flew into the sky. 
“And how are you going to do that?”
“We brought missiles—enough to sink that piece of shit.”
“Fine,” Jae said. “Give your men the command, and then I’ll go down and help your team. We launch in thirty minutes.”
Javed’s eyebrows raised in surprise. 
Maybe he had expected more of a fight from her. Maybe what had happened hours ago had changed the calculus—sex had that effect on men. And Jae had known that. 
But Jae also knew that Javed’s logic was sound. 
If they could knock the ship out of action, they could defend the high ground with plenty of time to spare. Even Jae pitied the boarding party for what was about to happen. Brave but stupid, she thought. 
“Ok. Give the order to your men,” she said, pointing at his chest rig where his radio was attached. 
Nodding, Javed spoke into his handset. His commands in Farsi were calm and measured. “It’s done. Now, go down below, and I will stay up here.”
A gust of wind loosened a strand of Jae’s hair. With one hand, she pulled her fingers across the side of her head to tuck the loose hair behind her ear. She smiled at Javed.
“Go,” he said. “I’ll launch in thirty minutes.” 
The moment he finished his last word, Jae moved.
He never noticed her other hand slip free.
One fluid motion—draw, align, fire.
The round punched through the center of his forehead. Javed collapsed without a sound.
Two of his men stared in shock.
Jae shot them both.
Only two of her people remained standing.
“We launch when ready!” she screamed. 
As her two men ran back to the launch controls, Jae took one last look at Javed’s body. His eyes were still open, unblinking.
“This war is going to start on my timetable,” she said. “Not yours.”







CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR
Platform Fifty-Seven, Iran 

Rounds hammered incessantly against the steel structure inches from Chase’s head—like a jackhammer tearing into concrete. Overhead, a light fixture disintegrated into twisted fragments, showering him in glass, wire, and shards of metal. The air reeked of sulfur and hot metal, the bitter taste of burnt powder coating his tongue. He swallowed and forced himself to breathe.
Through the strobing flashes of gunfire, Chase caught sight of Willy tucked behind a similar metal shield just feet away. He was reloading his weapon while Tom covered him. 
Chase had wanted to cross the long metal bridge connecting the two structures before they lost the element of surprise. That chance was gone. A guard had spotted their ascent along the massive pillars and raised the alarm.
Halfway up the ladder, Carlos had taken a round straight to the head. His lifeless body still hung from the rungs. And that didn’t count the two men Chase had sent to another pillar as backup. A couple of short bursts of machine-gun fire had marked their end.
“What’s the plan?” a voice screamed into his ear. “We can’t take much more of this.”
Careful not to expose himself to the withering gunfire, Chase turned his head, searching for the Shahid Darya. He only spotted the patrol boat when her main gun fired—a bright, flat flash cutting through the darkness. She was more than a hundred meters out, shooting into the main structure, already starting to swing around the far end of the rig.
“Rizak, I need suppressing fire,” Chase yelled into his radio.
“Say again?” Rizak replied. The roar of machine-gun fire swallowed everything else.
“I need suppressing fire!” Chase screamed into the mouthpiece.
“Roger,” Rizak came back. “Stand by.”
“Hurry the fuck up,” Chase growled, releasing the push-to-talk.
Pressed against the metal plate shielding him from near-certain death, Chase felt the vibration of rounds hammering home. He needed to move—now. With only eight men left, any assault across the bridge would be brutal.
He knew what this was. The element of surprise was gone, the numbers against them. It was a choke point that favored the defenders every time. Whatever he did next wouldn’t be clever or clean—it would decide who walked away.
Switching to the internal comms channel, he spoke calmly into his headset. “Listen up. Rizak is swinging the boat around and will fire into the main structure. When that happens, Team One assaults forward. Team Two provides covering fire. Clear?”
A thundering burst of light machine-gun fire drowned out the replies.
“Rizak, where the fuck are you?” Chase shouted. “We’re about to lose our foothold . . . we’re taking casualties.”
“Coming around now,” Rizak replied tersely. “Confirm targets for suppressing fire.”
Chase pressed himself against the plate and leaned out just enough to look. He had barely cleared his left eye when the deck in front of him erupted in hot metal. A round snapped past his head—close enough to feel.
It was enough.
The defenders knew what they were doing. They had the high ground—two levels up—with clear fields of fire from two supporting positions. From what little he’d seen, three or four men were dug in above a massive white panel. On the opposite side, all he caught was a muzzle flash and a blue light.
“Rizak, you’re about to see our tracer fire,” Chase yelled. “Those are your targets. Give me a couple of rounds into each.”
“Roger.”
Switching channels again, Chase forced himself to swallow. His mouth was dry. “Listen up. On my mark—Team One, shift all fires left, just above the white panel. Team Two, focus right, above the blue light. Once both targets are suppressed, team two assaults forward.”
He breathed in, then out—slow, deliberate. The chaos around him fell away. Gunfire dulled into distant thuds. All he could hear was his own heartbeat, slow and steady.
He let instinct take over.
This time, he let the darkness control him.
“Now!”
He rose and fired.
Tracer rounds ripped across the bridge, converging into two tight clusters on the far side. Out of the corner of his eye, Chase saw one of his men get hit and fly backward. The defenders weren’t going to let their volley of fire go unanswered.”
“Firing,” someone called out over comms.
A second later, two explosions tore into the right side of the main structure. In the yellow-white flash, Chase saw two human figures flung into the air.
“Good. Now hit the left side,” he yelled. 
Before the words were fully out, a bolt of lightning speared the darkness – it came down from above. The screech of a rocket lasted less than a second before the night shattered.
The blast lit up the ocean.
At its center was the unmistakable outline of a boat. Someone had fired a missile straight into the Shahid Darya. The impact was high, straight into the superstructure, exactly where Rizak and the others would have been.
Chase reached for his radio.
Another bolt of lightning slammed down.
Another explosion tore into the Shahid Darya—this one in her stern.
Shielding his eyes from the glare, Chase could tell by the way the vessel settled that she was sinking. The second round had punched below the waterline. She was taking on water fast. If anyone aboard was still alive, they had minutes—at most.
Without thinking, Chase was on his feet, sprinting forward. They only had minutes as well.
Halfway across the bridge, he realized he’d never given the order to assault.
The darkness sometimes did that to him. It took over.
But he couldn’t fault his instincts – they were dying, and it was his decision that had put them in the line of fire.
They were fucked. 
If he didn’t do something, what little was left would be lost. 
Sometimes, the only thing left was the most obvious choice.
Attack.

***

Rizak never heard the missile.
The bridge simply evaporated in heat and smoke. 
Slammed hard into the deck, Rizak was thrown backward. In a blink, all the light vanished. A wave of heat rolled over him. Overhead, something tore loose and screamed as it ripped past Rizak’s head. Stunned, Rizak opened his mouth, but nothing happened.
No air came.
The concussion had sucked all the air out of his lungs in a single, brutal punch. He tried to breathe and couldn’t. His chest locked, muscles spasming uselessly as panic surged up his spine. 
Breathe, he told himself, kicking weakly against the deck.
His body didn’t listen.
Rizak clawed at a nearby panel, dragging himself upright. His vision tunneled. Black crept in at the edges, pulsing in time with his heartbeat. He tried again to inhale and got nothing but a dry, choking spasm.
Not like this.
Darkness pressed in harder now. His ears rang. Sound dulled, as if he were already underwater.
Without warning, the deck shuddered violently—the boat was rolling onto its side. His grip failed. Rizak slipped toward the other side of the mangled bridge and slammed into a nearby panel hard enough to knock what little air remained in his lungs loose. 
And then, mercifully, forced it back in.
A croak escaped his throat, followed by a gasp. His first full breath came in ragged and sharp, like broken glass tearing through his chest.
But it came.
It took two more breaths before Rizak noticed the water. Pouring through the forward bulkhead, a solid white rush of foaming water surged forward. Fast and icy, it now reached Rizak’s knees. All around him, alarms wailed, while smoke rolled thick and oily above his head. 
Something bumped into Rizak’s leg. 
Rizak looked down and locked eyes with a dead man – it was one of their men. This wasn’t how he’d imagined dying. Chase’s soldier had been helping Rizak on the bridge. Instinctively, Rizak reached for him, then stopped. Dead weight would kill him.
The ship lurched again, lower this time. The deck tilted further, and Rizak lost his footing, sliding toward the side as water surged higher around him. Bodies floated past in the dark, bumping softly against the structure.
The lights blinked once and then went out.
Blackness swallowed everything.
The water reached his chest, and panic clawed up his throat. The bile burned, sharp, and sour. The water tugged at him with surprising strength, dragging him lower despite his struggle. He was inches from grabbing a railing when something seized his vest. A pair of strong hands hauled him upright. His helmet cracked against steel as he was dragged forward. Rizak sucked in another breath, coughing violently as smoke and salty water burned down his throat.
His vision snapped into focus long enough to register a familiar face inches from his own – it was the third man from their crew of three. Down below, he had manned the gun. Now, his face was streaked with blood and grime, one eye already swelling shut. 
“Vest off—now!” he screamed, ripping at Rizak’s body armor.
Rizak had forgotten entirely to remove the body armor. It had most likely saved his life from the initial explosions, but now threatened it. 
Another impact shuddered through the hull. The water surged higher, chest-deep now, swirling with debris. The man yanked Rizak toward the aft hatch, half-dragging, half-carrying him as the bridge continued to die around them.
Behind them, the dead vanished beneath the surface.
Rizak stumbled and nearly went under. Every breath hurt. His chest burned like it was on fire, but he didn’t slow. They hit the hatch together, slammed it open, and were nearly thrown through as the ship listed hard to port. Behind them, the bridge was now completely submerged.
The Shahid Darya groaned—deep, wounded, structural—the sound of something too big to save. 
“Go,” the man shouted again.
Rizak didn’t argue. The ship was sinking—fast. And for the first time since the blast, Rizak understood something with terrifying clarity: they were out of time, and miles from help. 
A wave crashed over Rizak's head, filling his mouth with salt water. Beyond the dying hull of the Shahid Darya, the oil platform had become a furnace of gunfire. Tracer rounds slashed back and forth across the structure in intersecting arcs, red and green ripping through the darkness from catwalk to tower. Heavy machine guns hammered from elevated positions while answering fire ripped up from below, sparks exploding wherever rounds struck steel. 
The entire platform flickered as if caught in a violent electrical storm.







CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE
Platform Fifty-Seven, Iran 

Chase was surprised he wasn’t already dead.
But maybe I’m already dead and don’t know it, he thought as he sprinted forward. He’d once seen a mortally wounded man keep moving for minutes before collapsing. Adrenaline mixed with shock made for strange bedfellows. Maybe that was him—maybe that was why he felt nothing.
It wasn’t until a bullet slammed into the magazine of his AK-47 that he realized he was still alive. The impact smashed the weapon across his chest, tearing it out of his hands. His hand felt like someone had slammed a mallet straight onto his knuckles. For a split second, he considered stopping to pick it up—but didn’t. He was still exposed, and by some miracle, his body was still moving.
No. Running was the only option.
He had just cleared the last overhead structure when he launched himself headfirst toward a cluster of massive pipes. Landing with a thud, he jammed his body beneath a bank of gauges. A burst of nearby gunfire signaled that he had been seen. Pulling his pistol free of his holster, he prepared himself. At best, he could only deal with one attacker.
A heartbeat later, he saw two shadows move toward him.
“Akoro—Chase!” one of the figures screamed. “Don’t shoot!”
All the trigger slack in his pistol was gone. His front sight post was centered on the closest figure’s chest when his muscles locked. What had the man said? Had he called his name?
Impossible.
“Akoro—it’s me!” the same voice yelled. “Don’t fucking shoot.”
His instincts screamed at him to pull the trigger while his brain slammed on the brakes.
Shifting to his non-dominant eye, he focused on the closest figure.
That’s when it hit him—the man was Eduard. Chase had sent him and another operator to climb the other piling. He’d thought they were dead.
Relaxing his finger, Chase lowered the pistol. He’d been a second away from killing one of his own men.
“I thought you were dead,” Chase said as Eduard and the other man pressed in beside him.
“You’re fucking mad,” Eduard said. Metal pinged around them in a steady rhythm. “That nobody shot you running across the bridge is a miracle.”
“It’s all I could think of doing.” Chase felt his heart hammering beneath his body armor. He knew luck had only been part of it. Rizak and his men had bought him those seconds—seconds that had kept him alive. “You saw what happened to our boat?”
Grimacing, Eduard nodded. “I saw it.”
On his shoulder, the radio blared—it was Willy. “Are you going to provide us with some covering fire?”
Chase’s focus snapped back to the problem at hand—getting the rest of his men across the bridge.
“Roger,” he said. “Stand by.”
Signaling with his finger, both men knew what came next—they were going back on the attack.
They had only begun crawling through a maze of pipes when a sliver of movement caught Chase’s eye. Through the interlaced steel, he saw two men advancing along the catwalk ahead of them—likely the same ones who had seen him make it across the bridge. Both had their weapons up, heads swiveling back and forth. But their focus was forward, eyes locked on the space where Chase had vanished beneath the pipes.
They never checked behind them.
No. They were hunting him—confident and aggressive.
Chase waited until they were almost on top of him.
He rose and fired once. The first guard went down hard, the round punching straight through his head. Eduard took the second man a heartbeat later, two shots slamming into his chest before he could turn. The guard staggered backward—his body armor absorbing the impact—but before he could bring his weapon up, Duc shot him clean through the throat.
Instantly, the man dropped his weapon and began clawing at his neck. A chunk of flesh the size of a fist was splattered on a nearby pipe. In seconds, he would bleed out. 
Chase stepped forward and grabbed the G3 rifle off the ground. The weight was heavier than his AK—solid, familiar. He pulled the magazine free—it was almost empty. Fortunately, the dying man had three more magazines stuffed into his chest rig. Chase took it all. 
Above them, the gunfire never abated. The roar of automatic fire and the ringing steel swallowed everything else. The men on the high perch kept firing down at Willy and whoever was holding the far side, convinced the threat was still in front of them.
Chase glanced up at the muzzle flashes and pointed.
In seconds, Chase, Eduard, and Duc began climbing into the superstructure where Rizak’s fire had chewed through one of the defenders’ positions. What remained barely resembled men. Shredded limbs lay tangled in twisted railings, scraps of gear still smoldering where high-explosive rounds had torn them apart. He didn’t slow. He stepped over what was left and kept moving.
The pipes angled upward, thick and slick with spray. Chase climbed fast, hands burning as he pulled himself higher. Eduard and Duc followed close behind. Above them, muzzle flashes flickered. Men were dug into a perch overlooking the bridge, firing down at anything that moved.
They climbed higher. It was their turn to take the high ground.
After two dead ends, Chase found a narrow crawlspace leading to the next level. Sliding forward along a massive pipe, he moved foot by foot, closing on the sound of gunfire. When he heard brass clattering against the metal deck, he knew he was just feet above their heads.
Standing, he brought his weapon up. Bright flashes flared below.
He leaned out and fired downward in short, vicious bursts.
Three shots took the first man’s head apart. The body dropped straight down. Another collapsed where he stood, his rifle clattering uselessly against the steel. Eduard and Duc joined in, rounds tearing into the exposed men below.
To their credit, the defenders tried to shift, tried to turn their weapons upward, but it was too late. Chase gave them no quarter—he even shot one man mid-air as he tried to jump clear. Burst after burst, bodies collapsed in a heap, the last man twitching once before going still.
Silence followed—brief and fragile.
Behind him, there was a sudden shout. Chase turned just in time to see Duc’s boot skid on wet steel. His hand clawed for the rail, missed—and then he was gone, falling into the darkness below.
Chase didn’t reach for him. There was nothing to grab.
Another man gone. Fewer hands. Same fight.
He turned back to the perch, weapon still up, breathing steady. Six defenders lay dead at his feet. Eduard moved in beside him, face tight, eyes already scanning for the next threat.
“Clear,” Eduard said.
Chase nodded once and keyed his radio. “Willy . . . you’re clear from this end.” 

***

Jae reached the lower gantry just as the firing above stopped.
Not faded—stopped.
The sudden quiet was wrong. Battles don’t end like that. They taper off as the last signs of resistance are eliminated and the enemy wounded are dispatched. No. This was something else. It was the kind of silence that followed something decisive. 
She looked up in time to see a body tumbling downward. Bouncing off the maze of metal pipes that crisscrossed the structure, it smacked into the walkway meters away. Through the bloody face, she recognized the eyes—it was one of Javed’s men. Somehow, he and the others had lost the high ground.
She didn’t know how, but knew that it had happened fast, and by someone who knew what they were doing. And that someone was now operating inside her decision cycle. 
Jae cut right, boots slipping briefly on oil-slick steel, and took the ladder two rungs at a time. There was no time for depth, only delay. She needed to see if any of their men were still alive. They needed to set up another defensive perimeter. Every minute bought here was a minute the launch crews could use. 
At the junction below the helipad access, she nearly ran straight into Piccolo. He jerked his rifle up, then froze when he saw her face. Two more men were with him, wide-eyed, breathing hard. None of them looked hurt. None of them looked like they knew anything beyond the last thirty seconds. 
“What happened?” Jae demanded.
“I don’t know . . . we were on the way to reinforce them when we lost comms.”
“They’re all dead – we need to fall back and set up another defensive perimeter. We need to hold them off for another fifteen to twenty minutes.” 
“Where is Javed?” Piccolo asked, reaching for his radio. “I’ve been trying to reach him, and he won’t answer.”
“Don’t know – the last I saw of him, he was headed to the far side platform.”
Before Piccolo could ask more questions, she keyed her radio. “All units, listen carefully. Fall back to helipad access points—north and east ladders only. Lock them down. You do not pursue. You do not advance.”
Static crackled, then voices answered—confused, strained, but still there.
“They’re inside the structure,” someone said. 
“Where is Javed?” another chimed in.
“We don’t know,” Piccolo interrupted. He had come to the same conclusion Jae had and knew her plan was the only one. “Report in.”
“Sami.”
“Hassan.”
“Navid.”
“Adel.”
Piccolo’s face hardened as static filled the air – their team had dwindled down to almost nothing. He cleared his throat and spoke. “Both overwatch positions have been destroyed. . . . fall back toward the helicopter pad. Sami and Hassan go to the east access – Jae will meet you there. Navid and Adel, you will meet us at the north ladder.”
Once the four men had acknowledged, Piccolo and his two men ran off. 
Jae quickly switched into an internal communications channel. “What’s our status?”
Breathlessly, one of her men answered. “Final checks underway. Ten minutes.”
Ten minutes was both an eternity and a blip of time.
“Don’t wait for any further commands. Once the drones are ready, launch them. Understood?”
“Roger.”
“Have Lim and Seo meet me at the north entrance—leave Kang in the control center. Tell him to radio Yangtze Trader for an emergency extraction . . . and tell him to kill the power. We need darkness.”
“Roger.” 
Jae exhaled slowly and forced the platform back into focus—not the chaos, not the dead, not the collapsing plan. Just the remaining pieces. Two entrances. A handful of defenders. Once the lights were out, they would gain more precious time. 
Darkness always slowed the fight down—it separated the amateurs from the professionals. 
They could still accomplish the mission if nothing else went wrong.
By the time she reached the north entrance, Sami, Hassan, and her two men, Lim and Seo, were there. She had just positioned herself behind a massive flat panel when her earpiece crackled to life.
“What?” she asked quickly. “And why are the lights still on?”
“I can’t reach Kang.”
A flicker of irritation crossed her face. “It’s probably the radio interference. I will go to him—you continue to get the drones ready.”
“Roger.”
Turning to Lim, she pointed. “I’ve got to go to the control room. Hold your ground . . . I’ll be right back.”









CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX
Platform Fifty-Seven, Iran 

After radioing Willy that it was clear to cross the bridge, Chase had not waited. He had gone right, and Eduard had taken left. Speed was critical, especially since they had lost so many men. No—there was no time to slow down. They needed to press ahead and, at a minimum, figure out where the enemy was going to put up another fight.
The problem was that Chase quickly became lost.
In the maze of corridors, Chase had already hit two dead ends, wasting precious time. With no options, he took his chances and descended a nearby stairwell. Maybe it would lead to an outer exit, allowing him to circle back and meet up with the rest of the men.
Chase’s boots echoed loudly as he jumped down the last two steps and landed hard. The corridor in front of him looked exactly like the one above. He groaned under his breath, suspecting it was another dead end. He was just about to turn around and take his chances on the upper deck when something caught his attention—it was a black cable running through the rungs of the ladder. Judging by its size, Chase suspected it was a communications wire. Maybe radio. Maybe satellite.
Chase had only taken a dozen steps when the muffled sound of gunfire filled the corridor—someone from his team had made contact. It was hard to tell exactly how close the battle was, but Chase suspected it was nearby. Every once in a while, a loud explosion announced the use of a grenade.
He had just turned the corner when he saw the wire snake across the floor and disappear under a closed, plywood door. A sliver of light beneath the door jamb indicated that the room was occupied.
How occupied was the question, Chase thought.
Raising his foot, he decided to find out and smashed the bottom of his boot into the center of the panel. The element of surprise would be his. Or maybe not.
The flimsy door flew inward and skidded across the metal floor. Rows of tables ringed the outer edges of the small room, all of them loaded with what looked like communications gear. A blur of movement caught Chase’s attention—someone jumping out of a seat. In one hand was a radio handset.
The first thing Chase noticed was the uniform—black fatigues, not like the others they had already killed.
Then he saw the face.
No. This one was Asian. Korean. 
Maybe the Ayatollah had been telling him the truth after all. 
	“Step back – don’t move!” Chase roared. 
	He had barely finished the command when he saw it in the man’s eyes—defiance. No. The Korean was not going to allow himself to be taken prisoner. He was already moving.
Chase fired once.
The Korean had only begun to turn when his head snapped violently to the right. The echo of the gunshot was still hanging in the air when something moved behind him. 
He turned, but was too late. A foot hooked behind his ankles and swept them out from under him with brutal efficiency. He was barely able to land on one of his knees when something slammed into the side of his head. The blow was so hard that his breath was driven from his lungs in a sharp, useless gasp. 
The kick to his head had not been wild – not panicked – it had been precise.
White light exploded behind his eyes.
The world tilted. Sound collapsed into a dull, muffled roar. For a fraction of a second, he didn’t know where he was. His only thought was that he was losing time, losing space.
Move.
His body tried to obey, but everything lagged. Even his arms would not move. Only after the second attempt was he able to roll over. His boots scraped uselessly under the metal floor. 
Through the smeared vision, he saw black. 
A uniform. North Korean, not Iranian—same as the man he'd just killed. But smaller. Slighter build. 
His vision sharpened. Not another soldier. 
A woman. 
The face came into focus, and his heart stopped. 
Jae Gal.
An image of his wife and daughter immediately flashed through his mind. But as quickly as they appeared, they were gone—replaced by another face. He was in the Xin Hong looking at the women who had taken his family. The look on Jae’s face had told him everything. She was the one who had killed them both.  
With a weapon trained on Chase, Jae stepped toward him. But halfway across the room, she froze, and her eyes flew open. With a gasp, she stopped. She opened her mouth to say something.
Chase’s instincts took over where everything else had failed. He only had a split second before she killed him. Obviously, she had not expected to run into him. But the surprise would only last so long. 
He brought the pistol up one-handed and fired.
The shot cracked inside the small room like a sledgehammer striking steel. The muzzle flash seared his vision. The recoil punched back into his wrist.
Jae’s head snapped violently backward.
She stumbled, momentum carrying her another half step before her legs gave out. She hit the deck hard, the sound flat and final.
Chase scrambled toward her, heart hammering, disbelief crashing down through the adrenaline haze. She could have pulled the trigger, but didn’t. Why? 
She didn’t thrash. She just lay there staring at the ceiling.
With no visible wounds, Chase wondered for a second if he had even hit her. He had just started to check her torso when he spotted a dark pool of blood behind her head. When a couple of bubbles escaped her mouth, he knew immediately what had happened.
He had shot her in the mouth. 
“No!” he screamed. This wasn’t how it was supposed to happen. Not like this. He’d wanted her alive. Needed her alive. He needed answers.
Her eyes were open, focused—not on him exactly, but through him. Calm. Almost relieved.
A deep vibration passed through the deck, low and powerful, followed by the rising scream of a jet engine spooling to full thrust. A brief look of satisfaction flickered across her face. 
Chase hovered there, hands useless, weapon hanging forgotten at his side. The room felt suddenly too small, too quiet. The distant gunfire outside sounded unreal, like it belonged to another world. 
Blood bubbled at the corner of her mouth. Her breathing was shallow, wet—each breath weaker than the last. She was drowning from the inside. 
Chase grabbed her collar with both hands. “Why?” The word tore out of him, raw and desperate. “Why them? Emily and Keira had nothing to do with this. They were—” His throat closed. He forced the words out anyway. “She was . . . she was just a child.”
Jae’s eyes found his. They weren't cold anymore. Not defiant. Something else flickered there—fragile, human. Regret. 
“Orders,” she managed. The word came out wet, barely a whisper. A thin line of blood traced from her nose to her upper lip. 
“Whose orders?” Chase leaned closer, his face inches from hers. “Who gave the order to kill my family? Tell me!” 
Her lips moved again. He couldn't hear. The battle raged outside—gunfire, shouting, the shriek of metal—but in this room, there was only silence and her dying breath. 
Chase pressed his ear against her mouth. “Bureau . . . “ The word wasn't spoken. It was exhaled. A last confession carried on failing lungs. “. . . Lee . . . “ 
“Lee who?” Chase's hands tightened on her collar. “Where is he? Tell me where—” 
But her eyes had already lost focus. The muscles in her face went slack. The faint rise and fall of her chest stopped. 
She was gone.
Chase stayed there for a long moment, kneeling beside her body, chest rising and falling too fast. His mind raced as it struggled to put the past and the present together. Strangely, her death didn't provide any solace. He had wanted answers. What he felt instead was only emptiness. 
Jae was dead. The woman who'd killed Emily and Keira was dead. He'd spent months hunting her, and now she was gone. 
And Emily was still dead. Keira was still dead. 
The last thing his daughter had heard from him was his voice raised in anger at her mother over something that didn't matter. She'd looked back at him as Emily pulled her toward the door, those big brown eyes confused and hurt, not understanding why Daddy was being mean to Mommy. That was the last time she'd seen his face. Not laughing. Not playing. Not telling her he loved her. Just angry over a missed appointment. 
And now Jae was dead, and it changed nothing. Emily was still gone. Keira was still gone. And the last words he'd said to his wife were “Fine, leave then.” She had. 
And she'd never come back. 
A thump echoed through the room. Outside the room, the battle was still raging.







CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN
Platform Fifty-Seven, Iran 

Chase followed the communication wire upward through two more levels—there was still a fight taking place. But instead of the sound of gunfire getting louder, it lessened. The difference was not in intensity but in its sparsity—the battle was winding down. Someone had lost, and someone had won.
A glimmer of red light at the end of the corridor signaled that Chase was close. He was halfway down the hall when he smelled the mixture of the sea and gunpowder. It was when he reached the hatchway, leading out, that a single shot rang out.
Raising his G3 against his shoulder, he stepped out and cleared his left and his right. A quick pause in between movements allowed him to scan the water—there was no sign of Shahid Darya at all. The dark ocean had swallowed her up, and the waves had scattered any signs of her death. 
Just like Jae. Gone without explanation.
Swallowing a mouthful of bile, he walked toward where he saw a set of metal stairs leading upward.
Unsure of who was still alive, Chase only allowed the top of his eyes to crest what looked like the helipad. In front of him were two massive drones lying on their side, engulfed in flames. Behind the destroyed drones was what looked like a launch rail—it was empty. That was the jet engine he had heard down below. Someone had launched one of the drones.
“All stations report,” Chase said into his radio, his voice flat. “Give me a status report.”
He had just crested the stairwell when he saw two human silhouettes crouched over what now looked like another human form. Chase’s movements must have caught their attention as they both raised their weapons in his direction.
“Akoro,” one shouted—it was Eduard.
It was not until Chase had gotten closer that he noticed Eduard was limping.
“Are you hurt?” Chase asked.
“I sprained my ankle,” Eduard said, waving his hand. “Can you fucking believe that?”
By now, Chase was shoulder to shoulder with Eduard—each man looking the other direction—each man searching for threats.
“How bad is it?”
“Chris is down,” Eduard replied with a nod toward the downed man. “Omar is looking after him—he should be okay.”
“And the others?”
“We’re still getting a head count.”
Exhaling, Chase now fought for the darkness to stay—he didn’t want to feel what was coming next. Loss always came as part of the aftermath. Answers never did.
“Where’s Willy?”
“Other side of the platform, down the stairs to the right.”
Chase opened his mouth to say something, but stopped himself. He knew from Eduard’s tone that something was wrong. He had spent too much time with the man not to know what had happened. 
Exhaling, Chase walked toward the other end of the platform and looked down. With a bowed head, Willy was crouched over a body. His hand was on what looked like the man’s chest. For a moment, Chase thought Willy was talking to whoever was lying down. He was not—he was sobbing.
Sprawled on the ground was Tom. A small bullet hole in his forehead told the story of what had happened. With a pressed palm, it was as if Willy was trying to will a heartbeat back into existence.
Chase understood the instinct. He’d wanted the same thing. He wanted one last response, one last truth before it was taken away.
Willy rocked slightly as he cried, whispering words Chase couldn’t hear. Apologies, maybe. Perhaps. promises.
Stopping a few steps away, Chase didn’t say anything. Some things couldn’t be interrupted. And some things, Chase knew, could never be finished.









EPILOGUE
Muscat, Oman

Rizak’s footsteps echoed softly as he entered the room. He had taken only a few steps past the massive doors when he stopped. In front of him were four chairs arranged around a low coffee table, positioned to overlook a manicured garden beyond tall, open windows. He nodded. The Omanis knew exactly what they were doing.
Two chairs sat side by side on one side of the table—meant for him and his uncle. Opposite them were two more, angled just slightly inward for the American delegation.
The arrangement struck the balance perfectly: formal enough to signal gravity, relaxed enough to invite conversation rather than confrontation.
At the center of the table rested a modest bouquet of flowers. An American flag stood to one side, and an Iranian flag to the other. Equal height. Equal distance. Neither dominant.
“Will this work?” a gravelly voice behind Rizak asked – it belonged to one of the Omani protocol officers. Undoubtedly, the Sultan had assigned one of their best men to make sure nothing was left to chance. 
“This is perfect,” Rizak’s boss, Mohammed Abassi, replied, stepping forward. “Do you know when the American delegation will arrive?”
 “They are en route as we speak – the last time I checked, they were five minutes out.” Like a good protocol officer, the man had already checked. “Unless you need anything from me, I will meet them and then escort their delegation to this room.”
“How big is the delegation?” Mohammed asked 
“I have been told there are two people.”
“Do you know who they are?” 
“No.”
Rizak was about to say something when the protocol officer cleared his throat. “When you requested this meeting with the Americans, you asked that we convey that the attendees should have decision-making authority . . . that is all. I have worked with the Americans for many years, and my experience tells me that they will send someone who can do as you requested.”
Rizak nodded and said nothing. The protocol officer left without another word – his footsteps echoed softly down the hall.
 As Mohammed poured himself a cup of coffee, Rizak stepped toward the window and looked out at the garden. One of the tall windows had been left partially open. Cool air drifted in from the garden, carrying the faint scent of earth and flowers. December in Oman was usually the nicest time to visit. To Rizak, the quiet felt undeserved. He knew how many lives had been spent to buy it.
The contrast of what he had been through just twenty-four hours prior was unsettling. It seemed like he had been plucked from one extreme and placed into another—from the savagery of battle to the tranquility of a wonderful garden. The unease washed over Rizak and almost made him feel sick.
“Are you okay?” his boss asked.
“Disoriented . . . that’s all,” Rizak said without breaking his gaze. “It happens after being in the field.”
“But this was not really the field.” His boss’s voice carried a hint of concern.
Exhaling a ragged breath, Rizak nodded. In his mind, he could still taste salt water, hear the sounds of gunfire, and feel the heat coming from the burning Shahid Darya. That he and the other man had survived was a miracle.  
The cold water. The darkness. Diesel fuel burning his eyes, his throat. He'd swum toward floating debris—found three other survivors clinging to wreckage, shivering so hard their teeth clattered. An Iranian patrol boat pulled them from the Gulf ninety minutes later. By then, hypothermia had set in. Two days in a naval hospital in Bandar Abbas. Another three in Tehran. 
Thirty-seven crew from the Shahid Darya weren't as lucky.
The sound of approaching footsteps signaled that the American delegation was seconds from arriving.
“I will take the lead,” Mohammed said as he placed his coffee down on the Iranian side of the coffee table.
“Of course,” Rizak had just said as two men entered the room.
Instantly, as the two Americans entered the room, Rizak knew they had been taken seriously.
The older of the two moved with the unhurried certainty of someone accustomed to command. His medium frame moved with ease, almost as if he were a long-distance runner. His eyes were calm, disciplined, already mapping the room. Rizak had seen that look before—men who spent their lives weighing consequences rather than possibilities.
His name was General Mark Lovelace, Commander of U.S. Central Command. A four-star Army general who had undoubtedly been at his forward command post in Qatar not to posture, but to decide how to employ his forces for war.
Beside him walked a stockier man in a tailored dark suit, his movements smoother, diplomatic. His expression was neutral but attentive, the practiced composure of someone who understood both power and patience. His name was Michael Reeves, the United States Ambassador to the Sultanate of Oman – Rizak had seen his picture in his briefing packet on the flight over. He was a man who knew every corridor of quiet influence in both Muscat and Washington.
They paused just inside the room, taking in the seating arrangement, the flags, the garden beyond the tall windows.
Neither commented on any of it.
“Mr. Abbassi,” Ambassador Reeves said, extending his hand. His English was soft, measured. “We received your request. Given the urgency, we agreed to come.”
Mohammed stepped forward and shook it. “We appreciate that you did.”
General Lovelace inclined his head in acknowledgment but did not offer his hand. His gaze had already shifted—to Rizak.
“This is Rizak Kianni,” Mohammed said, gesturing subtly. 
General Lovelace’s eyes never left Rizak’s face. “We know who he is.”
The general took his seat without waiting to be invited. Reeves followed, placing a leather folder neatly on the table. The geometry the Omanis had so carefully designed held—two sides, equal distance, no wasted space.
For a moment, no one spoke. Outside, the garden stirred gently in the morning breeze. Somewhere beyond the walls, water moved over stone. 
General Lovelace broke the silence. “You asked for this meeting,” he said, voice even, controlled. “And you asked that we send people with decision-making authority.”
“Yes,” Mohammed replied. 
Harlan nodded once. “Then understand this—we are here to listen. But what you say next will determine whether we leave this room talking about de-escalation . . . or something altogether unpleasant.”
The word unpleasant hung in the air, heavy with meaning.
Rizak leaned forward slightly, resting his forearms on his knees. He did not look at the ambassador. He did not look at Mohammed.
He looked directly at the four-star general.
“The drone attack on Manama last night is not what it appears,” Rizak said quietly, “nor was the attack on your warship.”
Next to him, Mohammed did not object to Rizak taking over. He didn’t even look at him. This meeting existed because Rizak had survived the night—and because he was the only one in the room who could speak firsthand about what had happened offshore.
Ambassador Reeves opened his folder—but did not remove anything. General Harlan’s expression did not change.
“Both attacks,” Rizak continued, “were carried out by elements acting outside the control—and ultimately the interests—of our government.”
Next to them, a breeze from the garden lifted the white curtain—it flapped once before becoming still. 
“Then,” the general said, “you’d better start explaining.”

***

Dover Air Force Base, Delaware

Chase winced as the early morning sunlight streamed into the cargo hold of the C-17 aircraft. 
The extraction from the oil platform seemed like it happened a lifetime ago. A British Sea King helicopter—HMS Ocean's flight deck—Ian’s people got them off the platform before the U.S. Navy arrived. The Détachment handled their own—no flags, no funerals, no records. And Jae was dead. The woman who'd killed Emily and Keira was gone. He'd gotten one word from her dying breath: Lee.
	The high-pitched whine of the ramp motors replaced the dying thunder of the engines. Beams of yellow light crept slowly forward until they reached the flag-draped coffin positioned at the back of the cargo hold.
The ramp had barely touched the tarmac when Chase noticed the crew move as one. They stepped forward, formed a single line, and came to attention. In silence, every man and woman raised a hand in salute.
It was their way of paying respect to Major-promotable Thomas DeLay.
Everyone in the Air Force knew what Dover Air Force Base—it wasn’t just a transportation hub, it was the final waypoint. Home of the Port Mortuary, the most advanced mortuary affairs facility in the world, it was where the fallen were received, identified, and prepared for their last journey. But unlike conflicts that were fought out in the open, this Dignified Transfer carried no announcements. There were no cameras, only precision, dignity, and silence.
Chase stood rigid near the bulkhead, hands clasped behind his back. He didn’t salute—not yet. That moment belonged to the aircrew. To the people who had carried Tom home.
Willy did the same and watched silently as the honor guard began their measured approach. He hadn’t spoken since the aircraft touched down. His posture said everything—rigid, hollowed out, held together by habit and discipline alone.
Beyond a row of vehicles, Chase caught sight of two familiar figures waiting near the edge of the tarmac. Mark Mallow, dressed in dark pants and a jacket, stood at the position of attention. Julia was beside him, her expression unreadable, eyes trying to take in everything. Ramp ceremonies were emotional events. 
They waited as the transfer was completed in silence. There were no speeches, no wasted motion, just precision and respect. When it was done, the aircrew stepped back, and the space around the coffin seemed to widen—it was as if the morning light understood it was no longer welcome there.
Mark was the first to move. He stopped a few paces short of Chase and Willy, lowering his voice instinctively. “Gentlemen,” he nodded. “Your presence is being requested at the Pentagon.” 
“Me?” Chase asked. 
Eyes narrowing, Mark took a step closer. “Ok . . . let me be more precise. Willy is being ordered to the Pentagon. You, on the other hand, are being requested.”
Neither man spoke. 
Mark paused as if he were choosing his next words carefully. “Something’s developing in Korea. It’s moving fast.”
Chase absorbed it without reaction, while Willy gave a slow nod. 
“We’ll come,” Chase said. “But not right now.”
Mark followed Chase’s line of sight.
A short distance away, just beyond the gathered personnel, stood two figures flanked by uniformed escorts—Tom’s parents. His mother stood slightly forward, wrapped in a dark blue coat that looked too thin for the cold, her hands clasped tightly in front of her. His father stood beside her, rigid, shoulders squared, staring straight ahead as if movement itself required permission.
Neither of them looked away from the flag-draped coffin. All Chase could hear were the synchronized boots of the six men carrying Tom’s coffin as they marched toward the waiting black van.
Mark exhaled quietly. “Of course,” he said.
Julia said nothing. The hardness that usually defined her was gone—her eyes were wet, her jaw clenched as if holding something back.
Willy stepped forward first. Chase fell in beside him, a half step back and to the left—not out of deference, but out of protocol. Now all Chase could hear were their footsteps on the tarmac.
As they approached, Tom’s mother turned first. Her eyes searched their faces, urgent and fragile, as if willing one of them to tell her this was a mistake.
Willy stopped in front of her and saluted.
“I’m Willy Mann,” he said quietly, dropping his hand. “This is Chase Harper.”
She nodded once, swallowing hard. “Tom talked about you all the time,” she said. “He loved working for you.”
Chase saw Willy’s shoulders drop—her words had landed heavier than expected.
“He was brave,” Willy said, his voice rough but steady. “He didn’t hesitate.”
Chase met her eyes. “He saved lives,” he said. “Including ours.”
For a moment, neither parent spoke. Tom’s father finally turned, his expression carved from something harder than grief—something older. He studied them carefully, two men who had come back when his son had not. Then he nodded once. “Thank you,” he said as his hand tightened briefly on his wife’s sleeve.
Chase felt something constrict in his chest, and he knew instantly what it was. 
Guilt that he was still alive. 
He'd felt this before. Standing in a Houston funeral home, staring at two coffins—one full-sized, one impossibly small. Khan had handled the arrangements because Chase couldn't. Couldn't pick out his daughter's casket. Couldn't decide what dress Emily should be buried in. Couldn't function. 
Tom's parents would have to do all of that now. Pick the casket. Choose the suit. Decide what photos to display. Live with the fact that their son had died doing something they'd never fully understand, for reasons that would never be fully explained in a way that made sense. 
Chase understood that grief. He'd lived it. 
The difference was that Tom had died a hero. Emily and Keira had died in a car accident that wasn't an accident. 
Tom's mother would remember her son with pride. 
Chase would spend the rest of his life remembering that the last thing he'd said to his wife was “Fine, leave then.” 
“I'm sorry,” he said quietly.
Tom’s father studied him for a long moment, then gave a single nod. It wasn’t forgiveness—it was an acknowledgment. And that was all there would ever be. 
Chase nodded once in return, then stepped back, creating space where there had been none. Willy moved beside him without a word. Together, they stood at attention and saluted Tom’s casket.

***

Unknown Location, North Korea

The bunker was buried deep enough that the outside world might as well have been another planet.
Lee sat rigidly at the steel table, hands folded, eyes fixed on the massive map hanging on the wall—a lattice of military icons glowing faintly in the dim light. The green icons represented North Korean units; the red marked South Korean and American forces. In days, Lee knew, those icons would collide, and entire formations would vanish. Tens of thousands would die.
The number sat heavily with him—it always did.
Across from him, the Dear Leader sat perfectly still, his expression unreadable beneath the harsh white lighting. To his right sat his uncle, Son Thaek, staring unrelentingly at Lee. Behind them, General Jo Yong-choi, director of the Reconnaissance Bureau, stood with his hands clasped behind his back. He had not yet spoken.
Lee finished the overview of their operation in the Middle East and let the silence settle. He didn’t need to look up to know who would break it.
“Only one drone made it off the platform?” Son Thaek spat. “Just one.”
“Yes,” Lee replied evenly. “Only one. Militarily, it was insignificant—an irritation at most. The Americans intercepted it long before it reached its target.”
“What kind of—” Son Thaek barked, his hand lifting as if to strike the table.
“Uncle,” the Dear Leader said calmly, lifting a single finger. “You forget yourself. This is my brief.”
Son Thaek froze, then lowered his hand. “My apologies,” he said stiffly, jowls shaking in rage. “I only wish to ensure everything is complete before we move south.”
The Dear Leader rested his hand briefly over his uncle’s, as if acknowledging the concern without endorsing it. He turned back to Lee. “Continue.”
“Yes, sir,” Lee said, sitting straighter. “Militarily insignificant. Politically decisive.”
He let the silence sit before continuing.
“American military forces are flowing toward the Middle East. Even Washington’s most risk-averse partners—states that once pleaded for restraint—are now demanding action.”
Lee gestured subtly toward a map of the Middle East on the other wall. “Every government in the Gulf saw itself in Bahrain. The EMP fired exactly as designed—not long, but long enough. Communications collapsed. Command authority fractured. Fear did the rest . . . the Bureau succeeded.”
No one corrected him.
What Lee did not say was that Jae and her team had not checked in. There had been no confirmation, no final report—only silence. And silence, in their line of work, usually meant one thing.
But in the end, Lee knew that to the men in the room, that didn’t matter. 
He had liked Jae. Like him, she understood what it meant to come from nothing and survive. She believed in the state, as he did, but she never pretended belief erased cost. And someday, that difference would matter.
“American power is pivoting west,” Lee continued. “Dragged by outrage, alliance pressure, and political reality. Assets are already committed. Their attention is narrowing. This is unfolding exactly as planned.”
The Dear Leader shifted slightly in his chair. “I think we are ready for war.” 
Silence settled again. A smile crossed Son Thaek’s mouth.
“Begin the briefing,” the Dear Leader ordered with a flick of his wrist. 
General Jo Yong-choi stepped forward and pressed the remote in his hand. The screen to their right flared to life. The Middle East vanished. The Korean Peninsula filled the room. Lines appeared. Arrows followed.
“Phase One of Operation Iron Sun will commence in ten days,” the general said crisply and began to talk. 
Lee watched the green arrows collide with the red. He did not imagine glory—only the cost, paid by people who would never know his name.
His hand moved unconsciously to his chest, fingers finding the worn photograph of his family through the fabric of his jacket. The weight of it felt heavier than usual. In ten days, the war would begin. And somewhere in Hamgyong province, mothers would still be making impossible choices. 
Lee dropped his hand and turned his attention back to the briefing.





BOOK BLURB


All around Chase Harper, the world is sliding toward war—and there is nothing he can do to stop it.
After a nuclear detonation shatters Saint Petersburg, Chase is pulled back into the shadows he thought he’d escaped. While governments scramble to contain the fallout, he follows a trail of fragmented intelligence and stolen weapons-grade uranium, searching for answers about who ordered the murder of his wife and daughter.
From a brutal ambush in Madrid to rising tensions in the Persian Gulf, Chase finds himself caught between intelligence agencies, covert operatives, and forces willing to gamble global stability to keep their secrets buried. Each step closer to the truth makes him a bigger liability—and a target.
As the world edges toward catastrophe, Chase must decide how far he’s willing to go for answers… and how much blood he’s prepared to spill to get them.
Inferno Rising is a fast-paced modern thriller of espionage, revenge, and global power, perfect for fans of Mark Greaney and Brad Thor.

 BOOK BLURB

The last thing Chase Harper's wife said to him was “Fine.” 
Twenty minutes later, she and their seven-year-old daughter were dead—killed in what looked like a traffic accident. But Chase knows better. And he knows who ordered it. 
When a trail of stolen uranium leads him from a brutal ambush in Madrid to the volatile Persian Gulf, Chase finds himself caught between intelligence agencies, covert operatives, and a conspiracy that reaches into the highest levels of power. Each step closer to the truth makes him a bigger target. Each answer reveals a deeper betrayal. 
As Iran and North Korea edge toward a catastrophic strike, Chase must choose: stop a war that could kill millions, or hunt down the people who murdered his family. 
He can't do both.
INFERNO RISING is a fast-paced thriller of espionage, revenge, and global power, perfect for fans of Mark Greaney and Brad Thor.
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Chase Harper has spent eleven months hunting the people who killed his wife and daughter. 
When a lead takes him to Madrid, he walks straight into an ambush. The attack wasn't random—someone wants him dead. Someone powerful enough to manipulate traffic cameras in Houston, orchestrate assassinations across Europe, and coordinate between hostile governments. 
As stolen uranium moves from North Korea to Iran, and tensions in the Persian Gulf spiral toward war, Chase discovers the conspiracy goes deeper than revenge. It reaches into American intelligence. Into places that should be untouchable. Into people he thought he could trust.
Now Chase faces an impossible choice: stop a war that could kill millions, or hunt down the truth about who ordered his family's murder. 
The clock is ticking. And he can't do both. 
INFERNO RISING is a pulse-pounding thriller of betrayal, revenge, and global conspiracy, perfect for fans of Mark Greaney and Brad Thor. 
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The last thing Emily said to Chase Harper was “Fine.” 
Eleven months later, he's still hunting the people who killed her—and their seven-year-old daughter. 
A lead takes him to Madrid. An ambush nearly kills him. The trail leads to stolen uranium, covert operations in the Persian Gulf, and a conspiracy that reaches into American intelligence itself. 
As Iran and North Korea push toward a catastrophic attack, Chase faces an impossible choice: stop a war, or avenge his family. 	
He can't do both. And the clock is ticking. 
INFERNO RISING—a thriller of revenge, betrayal, and impossible choices. For fans of Mark Greaney and Brad Thor.






