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			PROLOGUE

			
			Khorramshahr, Iran

			1986

			The boy was next in line to be shot. He was thin, dark-haired, about seven, small for his age. He was younger than the other boys, most of them teenage Basiji, volunteers for the front. They had been rounded up from schools and playgrounds across Iran to be shahidan. Martyrs. There weren’t enough guns or ammunition for the Iranian forces fighting the Iraqis. The Basiji boys were sent unarmed to clear the minefields with their bodies ahead of the human wave attacks of Iranian Army and Pasdaran Revolutionary Guard soldiers. “Saddam Hussein has artillery; Iran has men,” the ayatollahs said.

			But the boys lined up were those who had panicked under enemy fire or ran when the first mine exploded. They had been brought to a warehouse parking lot near the port to be executed for cowardice. The warehouse’s brick wall and the concrete pavement in front of it were stained red and pockmarked by bullets.

			The executions had gone on for almost an hour when it became the boy’s turn. His small size caught the eye of the Pasdaran commander’s wife, Zeeba. In her black chador she was a common figure at these executions. Among the Baradaran of the Revolutionary Guard in Khorramshahr, the woman Zeeba was called “Mother Death.” It was said she had more steel for the Revolution in her than any man.

			“What’s that one doing there? He’s too little for a shahid,” she said.

			Her husband checked his clipboard.

			“He’s a Yahud.” A Jew. “From Isfahan.”

			There had been a recent execution of Jews, Zionist spies for Israel, in Isfahan. No doubt the boy’s family had been caught up in it, she thought. What a pity. Such a good-looking little boy with beautiful brown eyes. Something in his eyes made her uncomfortable. They reminded her of her own son, Rahim. Two Pasdaran guards grabbed the boy and marched him toward the wall. There were some forty bodies stacked like wood. They were beginning to stink in the hot sun.

			Just then, the sirens sounded, followed by the high-pitched sound of an incoming Iraqi shell.

			“Incoming! Take cover!” someone screamed, immediately followed by an explosion in the street. Everyone started running.

			There was a bomb shelter in the port, but there wasn’t time to reach it. As Zeeba ran for cover next to the wall, she heard the whistle of a shell sounding like it was coming right down on top of her. “Allahu akhbar!” God is great! It was all she had time to think or pray before it exploded in the parking area, killing two of the prisoners and scattering the rest. The force of the blast knocked her off her feet. She could smell the explosive and feel its hot wind on her skin. She got up and started toward the warehouse. As she did so, the little boy ran into her.

			She held him. He didn’t try to get away. Just looked up at her with those brown eyes. At that moment she did something she was never able to explain to herself. Perhaps because the shell had come so close and she’d almost just died. Or because before the Revolution, her best friend in school, Fareeza, had been Jewish. She grabbed the boy’s arm and began running out of the parking area with him. Out of the corner of her eye she could see her husband looking strangely at her. She continued running.

			In the street, people were lying on the pavement, some wounded, others with their arms over their heads. Still others ran to get inside the warehouse. A shell screamed overhead and exploded near a building on the street leading to the port. Pieces of the building rained down around them, peppering the street with shrapnel. Zeeba hit the ground, pulling the boy down with her. She could feel him trembling against her as fragments of the building splattered around them. They lay in the street waiting for the next shell to blast them into nothingness. Was what she was doing a sin? she wondered.

			Another shell exploded down toward the Bulwar Road near the harbor. As a woman, she did not know the Quran as a good Muslim should, but she seemed to remember something about the Prophet of Allah, peace be upon him, saying that it was good to help orphans. She had heard about the executions in Isfahan. Two Jewish women had been raped over a hundred times before they were killed. The men, those Zionist jasoosa, had been chained between trucks and literally pulled to pieces. She looked at the boy. Was it possible he had witnessed such things?

			O Allah, you demand much, she thought, wondering if she should just walk away. If she brought the boy back to the warehouse or left him here, he would surely die. A shell exploded far up the street. A second shell exploded louder and closer, less than a hundred meters away. The next one would come down right on top of them. She buried her head in her arms, certain she was about to die, the boy next to her on the pavement. She waited, every nerve screaming, unable to breathe.

			Nothing happened.

			The shelling had stopped. Zeeba looked up. People were starting to get off the ground. She stood and pulled the boy up with her. What should she do? She didn’t even know why she had saved him. What had possessed her? What would she tell her husband? It was just that he looked so little standing there, not much bigger than Rahim.

			She knew she had to do something. People were walking, running, some looking anxiously to the west, toward the Iraqi front. The shelling might start again any minute. She took the boy’s hand and began walking, remembering that before the Revolution there had been a synagogue a few blocks from here. She walked quickly, pulling the boy with her.

			“What is your name?” she asked him.

			He looked at her but didn’t answer. Was he dumb? she wondered. Traumatized? He wasn’t retarded. His eyes were too intelligent for that. Perhaps for Allah, his name didn’t matter.

			She turned the corner and saw the old synagogue. It looked battered, ruined. All the buildings in the city were scarred, but this one was barely standing, more a ruin than a building. There were holes in the facade and roof, and deep scars gouged by bullets and shrapnel during the fighting. Someone had painted Marg bar Esra’il, Death to Israel, on the door. She knocked and waited.

			No one answered. She knocked again. And again.

			A small door in the building next to the synagogue opened. It looked like a shop where they had stopped selling anything a long time ago. A gray-haired man stepped out. He wore a tattered suit jacket and a kipa on his head.

			“Salam. May I help you, khanoom?” the man said.

			“Here,” she said, shoving the boy at him. “He’s a Yahud, from Isfahan. If you don’t take him, he’ll be executed.”

			The man looked at her. The boy looked at neither of them. He said nothing. Zeeba turned and walked away. She kept waiting for the boy or the man to call after her, but there was only the scrape of her shoes on the pavement and the sun casting her shadow ahead of her as she walked. When she reached the corner, she looked back. The street was empty. The Jews, she thought. They take care of their own. Something we could learn from them.

			She never saw the boy again.

			It took the Jews two weeks to move the boy, whom they named Davood, from Khorramshahr to Tabriz. With the help of Kurdish smugglers, they got him over the mountains to Mosul in Kurdish Iraq and from there to Turkey. In Diyarbakir, a local Jewish businessman provided the boy with false papers that got him on a flight from Istanbul to Tel Aviv.

			The boy arrived alone at two in the morning at Ben Gurion Airport in Israel. He was the last one off the plane. By the time he walked out, the other passengers had left the gate area. The only one there to meet him was a heavyset middle-aged Iranian Jew, Shlomo, from the Sochnut, the Jewish Agency.

			When Shlomo saw him standing all alone in the terminal, in shorts and a T-shirt, holding nothing but the papers they had given him, he knelt and put his hands on the boy’s shoulders.

			“You’re in Israel,” he said in Farsi. “You’re safe now.”

			For the first time since he had watched his parents murdered in Isfahan, the boy spoke.

			“I don’t want to be safe,” he said.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			Lower Shabelle Region,

			Somalia, The Present

			“Kata’lahu.” You kill him, Khalaf said to the American in Arabic.

			Khalaf stood behind Dowler, his long razor-sharp belawa knife at the British aid worker’s throat. Dowler, on his knees in the sand, hands tied behind him, face pockmarked with cigarette burns, had the dazed look—part fear, part sheer disbelief—that comes in the final seconds when a person realizes he is about to die.

			You stupid twit, the American code-named Scorpion thought.

			“No. You want him dead, do it yourself,” Scorpion replied in Fusha; standard Arabic.

			“Kill him or we kill you,” Khalaf growled, motioning to one of his Al-Shabaab militiamen. The man put the muzzle of his AK-47 to Scorpion’s head, his finger on the trigger.

			“I thought we were having shah hawaash,” Scorpion said, implying that they still had unfinished business. He gestured at the spread of tea, bread, and dates on the blanket under the shade of a plastic tarp a few feet away. “The tea is still hot,” he added, reminding Khalaf of the Somali courtesy due a guest.

			“Why not?” Khalaf said, kicking Dowler down to the sand.

			Khalaf came over and sat on the ground beneath the tarp. Scorpion sat cross-legged at an angle to him, facing two of Khalaf’s militiamen, their faces hidden behind red-checked keffiyeh scarves, fingers on the trigger guards of their AK-47s. Scorpion kept his hand on his leg near the Glock 28 he had in a tear-away ankle holster hidden under his jeans.

			They sipped the cardamom and cinnamon flavored tea in thimble-sized metal cups. The day was hot, with only the faintest hint of a breeze stirring dust devils on the savannah; featureless but for the dry thorn scrub and, in the distance, a stunted acacia tree. It hadn’t rained in this part of Somalia in six years.

			As was the custom, Scorpion smacked his lips loudly in appreciation.

			“You are taking the children to Dadaab?” Khalaf gestured at the Toyota pickup truck crammed with children stacked like cordwood, broiling in the hot African sun. Scorpion had bought the truck in Nairobi only a week earlier, from a dealer on South-B Road, next to the hospital. He had been bringing the children across the border to the refugee camp at Dadaab, in Kenya, when Khalaf’s Al-Shabaab militiamen stopped him at a roadblock.

			“Inshallah,” Scorpion said. God willing. “If it is permitted.” Reaching into his backpack, he pulled out a plastic bag bulging with qat. He gestured for them to take it. As soon as he did, he realized it was a mistake. The eyes of the three men stayed riveted on his backpack.

			Khalaf looked up at the American, and for a moment the two men studied each other. Sheikh Mukhtar Ali Khalaf was a thin coffee-colored man in his fifties. He wore a ma’awis, a Somali-style sarong, and on his head a koofiyud cap, embroidered, Scorpion noted, with the colors and pattern of a sheikh of the powerful Dubil tribe. He was notorious. Across the Lower Shabelle there were stories of beheadings, torture with power drills, and mass graves. Those who had met Khalaf and lived to tell the tale considered him a homicidal maniac. No doubt Dowler, on his knees in the sand, might have something to say about that.

			Khalaf nodded, and soon they were all chewing the mildly narcotic leaves that even more than tea was the Somali national habit. The two men with the AK-47s pulled down the scarves covering their faces and one of them almost smiled. We’re bonding, old buddies, Scorpion thought, chewing the green-tasting leaves like a teenager with a wad of gum.

			“The toll for the children is two hundred,” Khalaf said.

			“Shillings?” Scorpion asked. Two hundred Somali shillings was about twelve cents American. Not a real number, but a way to start the bargaining.

			Khalaf laughed and the soldiers smiled, showing mouths with rotten yellow teeth caked green with chewed qat.

			“Two hundred dollars American,” Khalaf said. “Apiece.”

			“My elder brother makes a joke.” Scorpion grimaced, doing the arithmetic in his head. Sixteen kids in the truck. All that were still alive out of the twenty-four at the school he had gone into Somalia to get; $3,200. “One hundred,” he said.

			“Two,” Khalaf said, impatience in his voice. Scorpion wasn’t sure if it was Khalaf’s craziness, the qat making him more aggressive, or both. But he was right at the edge. “Plus a thousand for you and the truck.”

			“I’ll need money to bribe the border guards,” Scorpion said.

			“Or I kill you now and take everything in your klee’asa,” Khalaf said, indicating the backpack. Scorpion watched the two men finger the triggers of the AK-47s.

			“Maashi. Mafi mushkila.” Okay. No problem, Scorpion agreed, smiling.

			Khalaf stood up.

			It was just rotten luck he had run into the roadblock on the way from Baidoa to the border, Scorpion thought, getting up. Worse still for Dowler, captured a few days earlier. Dowler had been fool enough to try to bring food supplies to Mogadishu without first bribing the tribal leaders. Now Dowler was a complication. If he tried to save the British aid worker, ten-to-one they’d kill them both. And Scorpion knew if he died, the children would die. Some of them were barely clinging to life as it was.

			Time to decide. He took a deep breath, calculating. It would take him 2.5 seconds to pull up his jeans leg and fire the Glock from his calf holster. Plus at least two seconds to deal with Khalaf and one of the soldiers. No good. Even if the remaining soldier’s reaction time was slow, it would take him at most two to three seconds to bring the AK-47 into line and shoot.

			It wasn’t going to work.

			Still, accuracy wasn’t the AK’s long suit. Despite its small size, the Glock 28 fired a .380 auto bullet with low recoil characteristics. No problem there. He glanced toward the Toyota pickup. It was a good sixty meters away. A decent NCAA running back could do it in under eight seconds. It would take him at least ten or eleven. But what about Dowler? In his condition, how fast could he run? Khalaf had close to a hundred Al-Shabaab soldiers armed to the teeth all around the area.

			Don’t be stupid, he told himself. It was Dowler or the children. He couldn’t save both.

			If not for Sandrine, he wouldn’t have gone into Somalia in the first place.

			Two days earlier. The small boy lay on his side, barely breathing. They were in the hospital tent, crowded with patients, in the Ifo refugee camp in Dadaab, Kenya. The Frenchwoman, Dr. Sandrine Delange, checked the boy’s breathing, heartbeat, and temperature, then adjusted the drip feeding into his tiny arm.

			“It’s no good. He’ll die today,” she said in English to Scorpion.

			“Are you sure?” he asked.

			“Look at his upper arm. Less than 115 millimeters circumference. Smaller than a golf ball. She got him here too late,” indicating the child’s mother, squatting beside the bed, looking up at the white woman doctor. “The child has pneumonia and gastroenteritis brought on by severe malnutrition. It affects the immune system like AIDS. His little body has nothing to fight the infection with.”

			She patted the mother’s shoulder. Scorpion couldn’t take his eyes off her. Slim, beautiful, straight chestnut-brown hair carelessly tied back, and almond-shaped eyes, like no one he had ever seen; multicolored, with gold around the pupils, surrounded by emerald green and an outer ring of pure blue. Lion’s eyes, he thought of them, because of the gold.

			“How do you do this?” he asked as they walked to the next bed.

			“How not?” brushing a wisp of hair out of her eyes. “Besides, there are always others. Thousands. And you, David? What are you running away from?” she asked. Scorpion was using the cover name, David Cheyne, an American from Los Angeles.

			“What makes you think I’m running away?” he said, thinking in an odd way that Shaefer, the CIA station chief in Bucharest and his closest friend in U.S. intelligence, had implied the same thing when he had called him from Rome before coming to Africa. He and Shaefer had history together; the only two survivors of a Taliban ambush at FOBE, Forward Operating Base Echo, in North Waziristan.

			“Where are you?” Shaefer had asked.

			“Not Herzliya,” he said, naming the suburb north of Tel Aviv where the Israeli Mossad had its headquarters, meaning he had decided not to take on the mission the Israelis and the CIA had wanted him to. As an independent operative, a gun for hire, he had the option. But he didn’t want another mission. Not after Ukraine, he thought. “I’m done.”

			“It’s not that simple. You can’t just walk away,” Shaefer had said.

			“I know,” he said.

			“What will you do?”

			“Get clean,” he said, ending the call and immediately contacting a private arms dealer he knew in Luxembourg, to make sure he was equipped in case someone came after him in Africa.

			“People think they come to Africa to do good. But,” Sandrine, the French woman doctor said, sliding into French, “tout le monde ici est aussi fuyant.” Everyone here is also running away.

			She had been surprised that this athletic-looking American with the strange gray eyes, a scar over one of them, spoke French. But then, everything about him was a mystery. He had just suddenly appeared at the camp. When asked, he wouldn’t talk about himself. But the truck and the medicines he had brought with him had been a godsend.

			“Including you?” he asked. It was impossible, he told himself. What you’re feeling for her isn’t real. It’s too soon. A rebound after having to leave Iryna behind in Kiev. Except he knew better.

			“Of course me. Why do you think I asked?”

			A Somali woman in a vivid Van Gogh blue and yellow direh robe came by then and told them about the children trapped and starving in a school across the border in Baidoa.

			Later, outside the MPLM tent, passing around what Cowell, the red-headed Scot, said was his last bottle of Glenlivet, Moreau, the handsome French surgeon, a craggy Louis Jourdan with a three-day stubble, had said: “It’s shonde about those kids in Baidoa,” using the Swahili word for shit.

			“A few of us could go. Bring them here,” Jennifer, the Canadian nurse, said.

			“Don’t be bloody daft,” Cowell said. “There’s fighting all over there. You’d have to go through two sets of front lines. Twice! Going and coming, plus tribal pirates, assorted bandits, and Al-Shabaab all over the fucking place. It’d be bloody suicide.”

			“So we do nothing,” Sandrine said, her profile outlined in fire by the last rays of the setting sun.

			“Too bloody true. They’re buggered,” Cowell said. “Poor little sods.”

			That’s when Scorpion understood why he had come to Africa and what he was going to do. He had skills they didn’t have. Skills honed in his youth in the Arabian desert, in the U.S. Army Rangers and Delta Force in Iraq and Afghanistan, and as a highly trained operative in the CIA. After an assassination operation, he had left the CIA to work as a freelance agent known only to certain top echelons within the intelligence community. With a little luck—no, be honest, a lot of luck—he might get through where they couldn’t.

			That night, Sandrine came to his tent in the CARE compound. He started to say something, but she put her finger to his lips. She pushed him back on the cot and got on top of him, kissing his face and lips, then working her way down his body, tugging at his undershorts, followed by the brief fumble to put on protection.

			It’s impossible, he thought, even as her lips grazed him. He had seen the way the men all looked at her. There was a rumor she had turned down a marriage proposal from one of the richest men in France. Earlier that day, Moreau had caught him looking at her and told him, “Don’t even think about it. Many have tried. She is d’un abord difficile.” Unapproachable.

			The feel of her was unbelievable. Smoother than any silk. She was like a drug. The two of them moving together on the creaking cot like the rhythm of the sea.

			Afterward, pulling on her clothes in the dark, she said, “Don’t think this means anything, because it doesn’t.”

			“Why me?”

			“Who should it be? Moreau, who thinks he’s so handsome, and because he doesn’t wear a wedding ring thinks I don’t know he has a wife and two kids in Neuilly-sur-Seine? Or Cowell, who’d fuck a monkey if it would let him? God, men are idiots.”

			“True,” he said. “But why me?”

			“I know how they look at me. A not-so-bad-looking white woman in Africa . . .” She shrugged. “It’s not about me.” Sitting on the edge of the cot, she brushed a lock of hair out of his eyes. “Maybe it’s the scar over your eye. I don’t know.” She stood up. “Don’t ask women to explain themselves. Half the time even we don’t know why we do things.”

			“Don’t,” he said.

			“Don’t what?”

			“Don’t bullshit,” he said. “It insults both of us. Just tell me the truth. Why me?”

			She looked at him as if seeing him for the first time. She took in his lean, muscled torso, dark bed-tousled hair, the scars on his arms and ribs. His stillness.

			“I don’t want this talked about,” she said. “You seem the type who can keep a secret.”

			He had to smile to himself. Given that barely six weeks earlier he’d been lying naked and tortured in a freezing cell in Ukraine waiting for them to put a bullet in the back of his head, there was more than a little truth to that.

			She turned then stopped as she lifted the tent flap and peered out into the darkness.

			“I’ll see you in the morning?” she asked.

			“I’ll be gone. I have some things I have to do,” making a mental checklist of what he would need to get through to Baidoa.

			“I was right. You are running away,” she said. For an instant her silhouette was framed against the stars, and then she was gone.

			“No, walking away,” he said aloud to himself.

			But nothing prepared him for Baidoa. There was fighting around the city, which was held by Al-Shabaab of the Mirifle tribe, and he had to bribe his way through two front lines, African Union troops and Al-Shabaab’s, to get into the city. The school was a one-story concrete building on a dirt street in the hilly Isha district, which, like most of the buildings in this part of the city, was shot full of holes, the concrete crumbling like moldy cheese.

			Around the building were more than a dozen bodies, women, children, a barefoot soldier, bloated and discolored in the sun. The stench was indescribable. It looked like one of the women had been raped before she was killed, her direh pulled up around her neck, a dried bloodstain between her naked legs splayed wide. Scorpion took a moment and pulled the direh down to cover her.

			Inside the school the smell was even worse. Boys from ages three to about ten or eleven lay on the concrete floor in a large room, some stirring, most still. They were pitifully thin, covered with fecal matter, some in pools of diarrhea and urine. Others were clearly dead. The walls were scarred by bullets and political slogans spray-painted in Arabic that read: “Death to the African Union!”

			A boy in shorts and bare feet, about ten, came up to him, holding an empty plastic bowl.

			“Ma’a,” the boy said. Water.

			“I’ll bring some,” Scorpion replied in Arabic. “What’s your name?”

			“Ghedi,” the boy said, reaching out to touch the white man’s hand as if to make sure he was real. Several of the other boys started to stir. One crawled toward Scorpion, who went to a hallway that led to a crude kitchen and to the sink. In it, a small lizard the size of his hand, with a flat multispiked tail, scuttled away as he approached. He turned the tap but nothing came out. He felt a tug on his sleeve. The boy, Ghedi, looked up at him.

			“Where are the girls?” Scorpion asked.

			The boy pointed to a doorway. Scorpion went through the doorway to another room, lit by a ray of sunlight through a hole in the ceiling. It was filled with girls in bright blue direhs, some stretched out and covered in filth, others sitting on the floor. School uniforms, Scorpion thought as they began to crowd around him like chicks around a mother hen.

			“Follow me,” he told them, leading them through the boys’ room and outside. Once there, he grabbed two handfuls of plastic water jugs from the truck.

			“You mustn’t overfeed starving children. Especially at first,” Sandrine had cautioned him on his first day in the camp in the triage area. “Their metabolic system is broken. Too much protein will damage the liver even more, possibly irreparably. Just a moderate amount of water, preferably with electrolytes, and depending on the size of the child, a single Plumpy’nut bar. Pas plus.” No more. “Just to hold them till we can take care of them.”

			He spent the next few hours feeding them and using some of the precious water in the plastic jugs to clean them up as best he could and get them settled on a blanket under a plastic tarp awning tied to four poles he rigged up at the corners of the Toyota truck bed. Out of the twenty-four orphan children, who were supposed to have been trapped in the school, only sixteen were still alive. The boy, Ghedi, helped him organize them, and one of the older girls, a pretty little thing with a shy smile named Nadifa, helped him clean up the girls.

			The hell of it was he had almost pulled it off. Just another forty kilometers or so to the crossroads at Bilis Qooqaan and then a straight run on paved road of maybe ninety klicks to the Kenyan border. Except for the lousy luck of the roadblock and that idiot, Dowler, Scorpion thought as he looked into the madness-filled eyes of Sheikh Khalaf.

			Khalaf pulled Dowler up by his hair to a kneeling position, the belawa gleaming in the sun. He tossed the knife at Scorpion’s feet.

			“Yallah. You do it. Cut his head off,” Khalaf said.

			“I’m sure there’s someone who would pay a lot of money for the Eenglizi,” Scorpion said, meaning Dowler. “Let me try.”

			“Look at his face. The cigarette marks. The Western media, al Jazeera, would say bad things about us.” Khalaf made a hand gesture like tossing something away that in Somalia means no. “He has to die.”

			“Then do it yourself,” Scorpion growled, thinking, Go to hell, you insane son of a bitch.

			“No, you do it,” Khalaf said, looking at him strangely. “Unless you want to join him.” The two militiamen shifted their stance, weapons trained on Scorpion. “I take the children. Two of the boys are old enough to be soldiers. The rest . . .” He shrugged. “As for the girls, no reason for them to still be virgins before they die.”

			He’s lying, Scorpion decided. He’s not going to leave me alive as a witness, or the children, having noted one of the militiamen smiling behind his face scarf. This was just some sadistic game Khalaf was playing.

			Scorpion picked the belawa off the ground and put it to Dowler’s throat. He looked at the two militiamen. Which one was slower? The smaller one was working his qat, his cheek bulging like a chipmunk. He’s thinking about something else, Scorpion thought, already moving.

			He slashed sideways, whipping the belawa with his wrist, slashing Khalaf’s throat from ear to ear, and without stopping, in a single motion, threw the belawa at the bigger militiaman, the knife embedding deep into his belly. The instant the belawa left his hand, Scorpion dived sideways, pulling at his jeans leg and ripping the Glock from the ankle holster.

			The smaller militiaman swung the AK-47 around, but only got two rounds off, missing Scorpion, who fired from the ground, hitting him in the forehead. Scorpion started toward the bigger militiaman, who had pulled the belawa out of his body and was trying to stem the gush of blood with one hand while bringing his AK-47 into firing position with the other. Scorpion shot him in the throat and grabbed the gun.

			Then he grabbed Dowler’s arm and pulled him up.

			“Run, dammit,” he growled, scooping up his backpack as he yanked Dowler toward the truck, running hard.

			Sixty meters.

			Dowler stumbled as he tried to keep up. Scorpion spotted about a dozen Al-Shabaab militiamen not far from the truck. They were looking around to see where the shooting had come from.

			Fifty meters.

			One of the militiamen spotted the two white men running toward the truck and pointed, shouting to the others.

			Forty meters.

			Dowler was panting heavily, almost falling then catching himself and staggering after Scorpion. Two then three of the militiamen near the road brought their AK-47s into firing position.

			Thirty meters.

			“I can’t make it,” Dowler panted.

			“Fine. I’ll leave you behind,” Scorpion snapped, swinging his AK-47 into shooting position as he ran.

			Twenty meters.

			Bullets ripped into the sand around them. Scorpion dropped to his knee and fired a burst at the three militiamen, taking them down one-two-three and sending two others scrambling for cover. Pulling at Dowler’s shirt, he ran on toward the Toyota, where one of the older boys peeked over the side of the truck bed, then seeing the running white men, ducked back down.

			Ten meters.

			A militiaman came around the front of the truck. At a dead run, Scorpion fired a burst from the AK, first missing him, then hitting him in the chest. He flung the cab door open and climbed in, bullets tearing into the metal side of the truck. As he turned the ignition, Dowler, panting heavily, pulled himself into the passenger seat, moving the boy, Ghedi, aside. Dowler pulled the child onto his lap as the truck skidded onto the road.

			Scorpion shifted, gunning the accelerator hard as it could go, the noise of the engine drowned by a hail of bullets pinging around the truck or riddling the metal sides, one of them smashing a spiderwebbed hole in the windshield. The speedometer crept up till it hit 135 kilometers per hour; as fast as it would go. The truck rocked and bounced on the uneven road, and he could hear the high-pitched screams of the children as they ping-ponged around in the truck bed.

			“Tahrir kala!” Scorpion shouted to them over his shoulder. Hang on! To Dowler: “Are you hit?”

			Dowler looked down at his body as if it belonged to someone else. Behind them in the truck side mirrors, racing after them on the road and paralleling them across the dusty savannah, were half a dozen trucks filled with militiamen, all shooting in their direction.

			“I’m all right. Who are you?” he said.

			“American,” Scorpion said, handing him the AK-47. “Ever use one of these?”

			Dowler shook his head.

			“Stick it out the window. Hold tight; it kicks. Aim a short burst at one of the trucks. For Chrissakes, try not to shoot one of the kids.”

			“I’ll be lucky I don’t shoot myself,” Dowler said, staring at the weapon as if it were something from science fiction.

			“Doesn’t matter. It’s just to let them know we’re armed,” Scorpion said, flooring the accelerator as if he could push it through the metal floor, while reaching back with one hand to the compartment behind his seat. Dowler fired a burst from the AK, the rifle rocking up so high from the recoil he nearly put a bullet through the roof. A spray of bullets from a truck racing nearly abreast of them spattered through the cab, one of them barely missing Scorpion’s head. From the back of the truck, he heard a child scream.

			Christ! One of them’s been hit, he thought, pulling the FAD assault rifle from the compartment.

			“Hold the wheel! Tight!” he shouted to Dowler as he racked the pump action to load a 40mm grenade into the launcher.

			“Good Lord!” Dowler exclaimed. “Where’d you get that?”

			“Peru,” he said, leaning across Dowler to sight the weapon on the truck as they bounced on the uneven road. The other truck was nearly up to them and less than twenty meters away, militiamen blazing at them on full automatic. He aimed at the driver, squeezed the trigger and ducked back. The other truck exploded in a blast of fire, the hot wind of it knocking them sideways.

			Scorpion fought the wheel to regain control. Grabbing Dowler’s hand and slamming it back on the steering wheel, he heaved up as he pumped the grenade launcher and leaned out the driver’s window, facing back. Bullets smashed around him, one of them shattering the side mirror. He fired the grenade at the windshield of the truck closest behind them, only twenty or so meters away, and watched it explode as his own truck swerved, nearly toppling him out. He fired an automatic burst at another truck farther back as it turned off the road to avoid the flames of the exploding truck in front of it.

			Pulling himself back into the cab, Scorpion grabbed the wheel from Dowler, who just stared at him.

			“Who the bloody hell are you?” he asked.

			Scorpion glanced at the remaining side mirror. There was only one truck still behind them on the road and it was at least a couple of hundred meters back. For the moment they were keeping their distance, possibly communicating to others to block the road somewhere up ahead.

			He checked the fuel gauge. Less than a quarter of a tank left. He tapped it to make sure it was working. It was a miracle the fuel tank hadn’t been hit, he thought. They still had at least a hundred kilometers to the Kenyan border, maybe more. They hadn’t hit the intersection to the main road at Bilis Qooqaan yet. He tried to calculate fuel. At the speed he was going, figure ten, twelve miles per gallon. It was going to be close. Too close.

			The boy, Ghedi, looked wide-eyed at him. Scorpion, thinking he trusted the kid more than Dowler, touched his shoulder and handed him the FAD.

			“Ara ko’daisa,” he told the boy. Hold this. Dowler was staring at him too.

			“I suppose I should thank you for saving my life,” he said.

			Even if they made the border, whatever he had come to Africa for, whatever he might have fantasized about with Sandrine, was over, Scorpion thought. CNN, al Jazeera, and the rest of the media would be over this like flies on garbage. He couldn’t let them put him on television or even know he existed. As soon as he got the children to Dadaab, he’d have to disappear. He wouldn’t even be able to say goodbye. He’d never see her again.

			“Shut up,” he told Dowler.

			But he was wrong. Something that was happening at that very moment in a leafy neighborhood in a city on another continent was about to change everything, including his decision never to do another mission.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Bern,

			Switzerland

			The girl was the key. That and the timing. They would have at most nine minutes. Realistically, Scale thought, closer to seven, before the Kantonspolizei arrived in force and they’d be trapped. Even if his roadblocks and the explosives worked perfectly.

			It had taken him weeks to study the target and come up with a plan that the Gardener would approve. The problem was, the place was a fortress. He knew going in that he would lose some, perhaps all, of the team. “The real question, baradar,” brother, the Gardener had asked, “is not whether it can be done, but whether you can do it?” The Gardener looked at him then with those brown almost coal black eyes that for many were the last thing they ever saw, and even Scale felt a chill.

			It was the Gardener himself who had given him his code name. Named for the saw-scaled viper, the most venomous snake in the Middle East. He liked it. He was a small man, thin, with little physical presence except for his oversize hands that looked like they belonged to a much larger man. Hands he had worked his entire life to strengthen, endlessly squeezing lastik balls till they could crush like a vise. A child that other children avoided or made fun of. He couldn’t remember a single friend, not one true dust, from his childhood. But now his name made others fear him, even members of his own team, he thought, returning to the problem.

			The American embassy in Bern was located at Sulgeneckstrasse 19, a tree-lined street in the Monbijou district. It was a white six-story structure on extensive grounds behind a high wrought-iron fence, with concrete driveway barriers to prevent a car-bomb attack. Outside the embassy, a Swiss security policeman with a SIG assault rifle stood guard twenty-four hours a day. The only way in was on foot past him. At the front gate, you had to pass a U.S. guard shack where visitors were asked to empty their pockets and were X-ray screened before being allowed to stand in line outside the building. No baggage, backpacks, purses, or packages of any kind were allowed.

			Once past the guard shack, you went down a covered walkway to the building, where you had to go through two additional security checkpoints under the eye of a high-tech security post behind bulletproof glass. Surveillance cameras covered every possible approach as well as all interior areas and hallways. Security was provided 24/7 by armed United States Marines, six of them on duty at any given time.

			Even assuming you could get past all that, eliminate the Marines and get in, you’d still have only seven minutes before the Kantonspolizei arrived in force, leaving no way out.

			The girl’s name was Liyan. She had to be attractive, Scale insisted. She had to hold their attention for at least two or three seconds. And they couldn’t suspect her, so she had to wear Western clothes and look sexy. A twenty-two-year-old college student, she was trim, dark-eyed, and modern enough not to wear a hejab. Her family were Syrian Kurds from Aleppo, and Scale had false-flagged her by convincing her he was from the GSD, the Syrian internal security service. They had arrested her brother during the Arab Spring revolt, and he threatened that unless she cooperated, her brother would be shot.

			Reasonable enough, since the Gardener’s contacts within the GSD had confirmed that the brother was already dead.

			Another lie was that she had been told her only job was to get the explosives—C-4 pressed flat and shaped to the curves of her body inside her undergarments—into the building. No ball bearings, no shrapnel, nothing added that would set off the metal detectors. She had been told to take it off in a restroom for them to use inside the embassy. In fact, she would not survive the attack, and if by some chance they were able to identify her body later, Scale thought, the blame would fall on the Syrians or the Kurds.

			Now, coming from the blue parking zone on Rainmattstrasse, he took one final look at the embassy and gate that had been his obsession for weeks. He scanned the roof and sides of the building, spotting at least a dozen video cameras, knowing there were probably more that he couldn’t see. His every move was being recorded that very second on videos that would later be scrutinized pixel by pixel for every last detail. His people were waiting in the SUV around the corner. The other two vehicles, a van truck and an old bus, were in position. Both were packed with C-4 and ammonium nitrate fertilizer and gasoline. They would act as roadblocks, one near Kapellenstrasse, the other at the Schwarztorstrasse intersection to slow the Kantonspolizei and isolate the embassy from either approach. The rest depended on timing and the girl, Liyan.

			Seven minutes from now, inshallah, God willing, either he would have done it or he would be dead, he thought as he crossed the street, touching his false moustache, latex nose prosthesis and sunglasses, and pressing the button on his chronometer watch to start the countdown.

			He smiled and nodded pleasantly at the Swiss policeman who barely glanced at him. As soon as he was behind the man, he pulled out his Beretta 92FS with the sound suppressor and killed him with a single shot to the back of the head. A half-dozen steps took him to the guard shack, where the Marine security guard had just turned from his computer screen. Scale slipped his hand with the gun under the bulletproof glass panel and shot him in the face. As he headed on the walkway toward the building, he could hear someone from the non–U.S. citizen queue scream and the sounds of his team coming up fast behind him. Then his cell phone vibrated.

			Scale dived to the ground. The detonator was on a two-second delay, and as he hit the pavement, the front of the building exploded outward with unbelievable force, bits of debris and glass and human flesh flying past like shrapnel. His ears ringing, the air thick with dust and the smell of explosive, burning meat, and charred metal, he got to his feet. Turning around, he saw his team getting off the ground, their ski masks on, HK G36K assault rifles ready to go.

			He pulled on his ski mask and checked his watch. Six minutes and twenty-eight seconds remaining.

			“Come on!” he shouted in English—the only language they were to use till it was over—and ran at the gaping opening ripped in the side of the building where the door and checkpoint had been.

			They went through the opening. The lobby was a shambles. It was filled with debris and blood and body parts, the security post utterly destroyed. There were two bodies by the far door, including a Marine guard struggling to move. A bloody foot in a high-heeled shoe lying on its side on the floor was all that was left of the girl, Liyan. Scale went over and shot the Marine in the head, then motioned to the others. They had six floors to cover and needed to move quickly. Before he left, Scale pulled a small IED from his jacket pocket and planted it next to the opening, where anyone coming would have to enter.

			They headed for the stairs. Two for each floor. Scale motioned to Hadi, recognizing him by his blue ski mask. The two of them went down and out back to the second metal detector post. The door burst open and a Marine with an M4 carbine came out running. His eyes widened, but before he could react, Hadi fired a burst that cut him down. Scale went over and put a bullet in his head to make sure. Grabbing the M4 from the dead Marine, he racked the charging handle and switched to full automatic, safety off. Four Marines down, he counted; one at the guard shack, two at the security post, and now this one. That left two.

			Coming into the main reception area, they spotted four civilians—three men and an older woman—who had been running for the door. He and Hadi fired simultaneously; two long automatic bursts that took down all of them. They could hear sounds of firing from the higher floors as the team went from office to office, killing everyone they found.

			He motioned to Hadi to work his way down the hallway, glancing up at a security camera, secure behind the ski mask. “Kir tu kunet,” he cursed the camera under his breath, kicking the bodies. The woman was still breathing. He shot her again and started up the stairs, checking his watch.

			Five minutes left.

			There was a firefight on the third floor. The remaining Marines, he thought. He ignored the shooting and continued to the fourth floor, going door to door. There was no one in the first two offices, but in the third he found five people: three men standing, their hands raised, a young woman crouched behind a couch, and another woman hiding behind a desk. First he killed the men, then the woman behind the couch. The woman behind the desk made a run for it and he shot her in the back, and as she lay writhing on the floor, put another burst into her.

			In the next office, he found an attractive blond woman feeding pages into a shredder. She froze the second he came in.

			“Please, don’t,” she said, her lips trembling. “I’ll do anything you want.”

			“I know,” he said, motioning her closer. “Where are the CIA offices?”

			“Sixth floor,” she said, coming around the desk. She came closer. He could smell her perfume. Lilacs. She wore a white blouse and a neat gray skirt. She really was very pretty. They could hear screams and the sounds of shooting on the other floors. Then the sound of a grenade exploding on the floor below made the floor vibrate beneath them. F1 grenade, he thought. Hopefully, it took out the last two Marines.

			The firing stopped. They got them, he decided.

			“Which offices?”

			“All of them. They have the whole floor,” she said.

			“Anything else?”

			She shook her head, a tear forming in the corner of her eye.

			“It’s going to be all right,” he said soothingly, and shot her with the M4.

			He killed four more on that floor, then on the stairs ran into Hadi and Maziar, who wore the ski mask with the red stripe.

			“Did we lose any?” Scale asked as they headed up.

			“Three. Jalal, Mohsen, and Ashkan,” Hadi said.

			“Marines. Madar sagan,” Maziar cursed them. Sons of bitches. “We killed them both.”

			“Speak only English,” Scale hissed. He checked his watch. Less than a minute and a half left. “Take the next floor,” he told them, and sprinted to the top floor.

			As he reached the landing, he heard the sound of heavy gunfire on the floor below. Hadi and Maziar, he thought. Stepping into the hallway, he was nearly killed by a pistol shot. He pulled back and dropped to the floor.

			Suddenly, an incredibly loud explosion shook the building, rattling and shattering windows. It came from the direction of Kapellenstrasse. The roadblock. He was running out of time. The question was, how long would the roadblock hold them?

			The shot had come from the left side of the hallway. Someone taking cover in an office, firing from the doorway, he thought, pulling the pin on a Russian F1 grenade. About four meters, he estimated, tossing the grenade and counting. It was a 3.5 second fuse, and as soon as it exploded he ran at it firing the M4.

			There were two dead men in white shirts turned red with blood lying in the doorway, one with an S&W .357 pistol—the one who had been shooting. Scale went through the offices methodically, rushing through the door first, then ducking in to check. There was only return fire from one office, near the end of the hallway, and another F1 grenade took care of the men inside. He killed fourteen on that floor, the last in a corner office with a name plate on the door that read: MICHAEL BRAND, CHIEF POLITICAL LIAISON OFFICER. Dead giveaway for CIA, he thought. Brand was a big man. He lay on the carpeted floor, clutching his chest where he’d been shot, staring venomously at Scale.

			“Who are you?” Brand asked.

			By way of an answer, Scale knelt, put the Beretta to his forehead and pulled the trigger. Brand’s head flopped back, blood and bits of his skull seeping into the carpet.

			Scale checked his watch. Eight minutes and forty-two seconds had elapsed. They had taken too long. The Swiss polizei would be past the roadblock any second now, unless they had gone around to approach the embassy from the other side. Even as he was thinking that, the building was rocked again by another powerful explosion coming from the direction of the Schwarztorstrasse intersection, glass flying from the few remaining windows. Got you, you stupid seyyedan, he thought. There was still a tiny bit of time.

			He heard something behind him and whirled, ready to fire. Hadi and Maziar. He motioned them close.

			“Quick. The flash drives. Start with the ambassador’s office on the fourth floor and work down. I’ll take this floor,” he whispered, moving to the laptop on Brand’s desk. Checking to make sure it was on, he plugged a flash drive into a USB port. It would automatically download every document and data file on the hard drive.

			He didn’t wait, but went to the next office. Stepping over the bodies of a man and a woman, he plugged in another flash drive and repeated the process, going from office to office. In the sixth office, he peeked out the window at the street and grounds below. Two polizei vans were pulling up. Men in body armor armed with SIG assault rifles began setting up a perimeter.

			Time to go.

			He pressed a contact number on his cell phone and sent a call. Hadi and Maziar would know what it meant, he thought as he raced down the hallway, popping into each office, pulling the flash drives and dropping them in his pocket.

			He ran down the stairs, Hadi and Maziar just ahead of him. They heard the sound of polizei from outside. It was going to be close. As they reached the landing of the second floor, they heard men come into the building. Scale pulled out the cell phone, selected the contact number and pressed Send. The three of them hit the floor as the IED he had left at the opening went off, deafening them and shaking the floor.

			They got up and ran down the remaining stairs, the area filled with smoke and the screams of the wounded polizei hit by the IED. The three men went out the back. The embassy grounds were green with trees and lawns and a vegetable garden. They ran through the garden toward the spiked wrought iron fence at the back of the property, knocking over the wooden stakes along the way.

			They just reached it when shots rang out behind them. Hadi boosted Scale, who perched atop the fence. Thirty meters away he could see the black BMW SUV waiting for them on Bruckenstrasse. Hadi was hit as he started to boost Maziar. He sagged down, clinging to the fence bars, as Maziar scrambled up, over the top, and down the other side like a monkey. Still at the top of the fence, Scale fired a long burst back at the polizei. Hadi looked desperately up at him, his eyes wide behind the ski mask.

			“Give me your flash drives,” Scale said, reaching down, bullets ripping through the leaves of a nearby tree. Hadi managed to hand them up, then sank down again, collapsing on the grass. Scale could see a blood spot the size of his palm on Hadi’s back. He kicked over and dropped to the other side. The polizei were charging, firing as they came. A bullet pinged on one of the iron bars next to him.

			He looked back and fired a quick burst from the M4 at Hadi to make sure he was dead, then ran for the SUV. Danush was driving, and took off as soon as they were inside. They pulled off their ski masks, out of breath, their faces flushed. Scale took off his false nose and mustache. He would get rid of them later.

			“Where are the others?” Danush asked.

			Maziar shook his head. Scale checked the time. Nine minutes and forty-six seconds had elapsed. Danush drove across the bridge to the Kirchenfeld side of the river, his face grim.

			“Give me your flash drives,” Scale ordered. Maziar handed them to him. “Stay with the plan,” he told them. “If you’re stopped, you know what to do.” The SUV had been rigged with C4. If stopped by the polizei, they would detonate. There would be no live witnesses for the FIS or the CIA to interrogate, and as little as possible left as evidence.

			They drove around, slowing to let the white Kantonspolizei patrol cars, their sirens blasting, race by. As soon as Scale got out in the Old City, Danush sped off. They would take the A1 autoroute, and if they made it, all of them would reconnect in Zurich.

			He walked the cobblestoned Spitalgasse, stone-gray buildings around him and tram wires overhead. He took the tram near the Zytglogge—the city’s landmark medieval clock tower, with its high pointed spire—to Gurtenbahn, where he caught the red funicular up the steep side of the Gurten, Bern’s local mountain. He watched the scenery as they ascended, thick with trees, some still covered with snow.

			It was cold at the top. Scale pulled up the zipper of his jacket and walked to the lookout. There were about twenty people, tourists and a few local families, enjoying the view. From there he could see across the city to the snow-covered Alps in the distance, though he couldn’t see the American embassy. He took out the cell phone, the last time he would use this one, and called a number in Zurich. He was not surprised that no one answered, and waited for the beep for voice mail. It was a cutout. He had no idea who would pick up the message or how they would pass it along.

			“Gol ghermez,” he said in Farsi, and clicked off. Red rose; the signal for success.

			He removed the SIM card from the phone, put on gloves, wiped both the phone and the SIM with a sterile wipe to remove any trace of fingerprints or DNA, then tossed the phone into a trash can. When he got down into the city, he would get rid of the SIM.

			Scale took a deep breath then, enjoying the view. A little blond boy, perhaps two or three years old, looked up at him. After a moment the boy smiled. He smiled back, and the boy shyly pressed his face against his mother’s leg. He’d done it, he thought. The flash drives would be sent via DHL to a post office box in Madrid. There would be two days of watching TV in the apartment on Gutenbergstrasse till things eased up, then a train and the next mission.

			The Gardener would be pleased.
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