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        “This book nails the mindset of Canadian special operations—calm under pressure, ruthless when it counts, and often carrying the weight afterward. It’s as close to real as fiction gets.”

        RANDY TURNER, RETIRED JTF2 OPERATOR AND FOUNDER OF DIRECT ACTION COMBAT SUPPORT
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        This book is dedicated to the men and women who keep Canada safe. To the unsung heroes whose efforts often go unnoticed. From Canada’s first expeditionary force in the Boer War through the First and Second World Wars, the Korean War, peacekeeping operations, Afghanistan, Libya, Iraq, and the dozens of smaller conflicts we never hear about, Canadian soldiers have laid it all on the line so that people like you and me can sleep peacefully, without fear or worry about what the next day might bring.

        We know all too well that not everyone in the world enjoys that sense of security. To those who never came home, and to those who did but were never the same, I thank you with the fullness of my heart. Your efforts and your sacrifices will never be forgotten.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “I did it not because I was superhuman, not because I wasn’t scared, but because that’s what we do. We stand between evil and the innocent…no matter the cost."

      

      

      
        
        —Private Jess Randall Larochelle, Star of Military Valour, 1st Battalion, Royal Canadian Regiment.

      

      

      In September 2006, during a Taliban attack on his outpost in Afghanistan, Private Jess Larochelle volunteered to man an exposed machine-gun position—the last line between a few dozen enemy fighters and the Canadians behind him. When an RPG hit his position, the blast hurled him several metres, killing and wounding comrades and leaving him with a broken back, broken neck, and a detached retina.

      When he regained consciousness and saw the position about to be overrun, Larochelle dragged himself back to the gun, fought on, and single-handedly broke the assault. After exhausting his machine-gun ammunition, he exposed himself to hostile fire to launch roughly fifteen M72 rockets, finally forcing the Taliban to withdraw.

      Were it not for his actions, many Canadian soldiers could have been killed or captured by the Taliban. Private Larochelle single-handedly prevented a horrific national tragedy.

      Larochelle was awarded the Star of Military Valour, Canada’s second-highest honour. Many, including former Chief of the Defence Staff Rick Hillier, argue he should have received the Victoria Cross, and a growing movement is fighting to see that honour granted to him posthumously. I fully support this initiative and encourage Canadians to contact their Member of Parliament and press for action.
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      Acronyms and abbreviations appearing in this book are drawn from actual Canadian, British, and American military and intelligence usage. They are presented here for reader clarity and authenticity.

      

      CANADA

      1 CAD – 1st Canadian Air Division

      427 SOAS – 427 Special Operations Aviation Squadron

      AAR – After-Action Review

      C8 SFW – Special Forces Weapon

      CAF – Canadian Armed Forces

      CANSOFCOM – Canadian Special Operations Forces Command

      CFB – Canadian Forces Base

      CFSMI – Canadian Forces School of Military Intelligence

      CJIRU – Canadian Joint Incident Response Unit

      CJOC – Canadian Joint Operations Command

      CSIS – Canadian Security Intelligence Service

      CSOR – Canadian Special Operations

      J2 – Senior Intelligence Officer within a joint headquarters

      JTF2 – Joint Task Force Two

      JTFX – Joint Task Force X

      MRR - Modular Rail Rifle

      RCAF – Royal Canadian Air Force

      Recce – Reconnaissance

      SH OP / SHOP – Source Handler Operator

      SOATF – Special Operations Air Task Force

      

      BRITISH

      GCHQ – Government Communications Headquarters

      NOC – Non-Official Cover

      SAS – 22nd Special Air Service Regiment

      SIS (MI6) – Secret Intelligence Service

      

      AMERICAN

      JSOC – Joint Special Operations Command

      

      GENERAL/MULTINATIONAL

      CQB – Close Quarters Battle

      HUMINT – Human Intelligence

      ISR – Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance

      NCO – Non-Commissioned Officer

      NVGs – Night Vision Goggles

      OP – Observation Post

      OPFOR – Opposition Force

      OSINT – Open Source Intelligence

      POS – Position

      QRF – Quick Reaction Force

      SDR – Surveillance Detection Route

      SITREP – Situation Report

      SLLS – Stop, look, listen, and smell

      SOF – Special Operations Force

      SOP – Standard Operating Procedure

      TOC – Tactical Operations Centre

      UAV – Unmanned Aerial Vehicle
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      Military, espionage, and political thrillers have long been dominated by the familiar pantheon of American and British special operations units and intelligence agencies—SEAL Team 6, Delta Force, the SAS, the SBS, the CIA, and MI6—with good reason: they are elite, battle-tested organizations that lend themselves to compelling fiction. But Canadian military fiction is notably absent from literature, Canadian special operations in particular. Even here at home, few Canadians know the capabilities of our own Tier-1 and Tier-2 units, Joint Task Force 2 (JTF2), and the Canadian Special Operations Regiment (CSOR). These men and women are among the best special operators in the world, yet fiction has largely left them behind.

      With The Quiet War series, I wanted to change that. I set out to create a body of work that properly situates Canada’s special operations and intelligence services within the broader allied community to show what our elite can do when push comes to shove and when our political leaders finally find the will to use them. Later instalments will also showcase Canada’s conventional forces, and the capabilities that they can bring to bear when properly resourced.

      At the same time, I wanted to explore the human cost behind the heroism and the toll that war takes on those who fight it, the culture that drives them, and the often unrealistic demands placed on modern special operators. I wanted to confront the consequences of that culture and the price paid not only by those who serve, but by the families and nations that depend on them.

      This series also examines another uncomfortable truth: the wilful blindness of Canada’s political class across all parties when it comes to national defence. For too long, our leaders have assumed Canada would never be targeted. But what if that complacency were exploited? What if an adversary decided to test the limits of our readiness and our resolve?

      As I began drawing up the premise behind The Quiet War and the antagonist’s decision to topple Canada first, I started to brainstorm what it would take to bring our country to its knees. What I discovered chilled me to my core.

      With a little creativity, it would be all too easy.

      I found myself deleting several attack arcs out of fear of unintentionally delivering blueprints to potential adversaries. What remains is the backbone of the series.

      The Quiet War is a fusion of high-tempo special operations, conventional warfare, espionage, and geopolitical intrigue set against the backdrop of modern hybrid warfare, where the most devastating battles are not always fought on distant battlefields. Some are being fought at home, in our own societies, against enemies we cannot see. As many of you know, misinformation, propaganda, and subversion can be as dangerous as bullets and bombs. What most don’t realize is that a good portion of misinformation and propaganda originates outside our borders, sometimes coopting parts of our civil society into unwitting, or even willing participants.

      The series brings together deep, intimate character exploration with external conflicts where the stakes couldn’t be higher: the preservation of the Western way of life. Defending a nation is a complex business, requiring contributions from several institutions and a myriad of personnel. Therefore, most of the formal installments in the series avoid the typical lone-wolf operative going rogue to save the day. They can certainly be fun stories to read, but my aim is to demonstrate how all the moving pieces of the puzzle come together, the frictions it can cause, and the challenges that need to be overcome. Through these stories, you’ll get to see what works, and what doesn’t work.

      The first novel, Canadian Front serves as a brief introduction to JTF2, as the men of Alpha Team grapple with loss, and a high-stakes mission. Although in recent years, the Canadian Armed Forces (CAF) have been more forthcoming about its Tier-1 special operations unit, much about them remains shrouded in secrecy, and for good reason. Nothing in this book betrays that secrecy. The ranks of the characters in the novel, their positions, the teams, the unit’s organizational structure, and tactics as depicted in the pages that follow should not be taken as gospel in the real world. I have never been a member of JTF2, nor am I privy to any special insider knowledge about the unit. What I do have is 23 years of military experience in the CAF, much of it as an intelligence officer, and a strong ability to research—a necessary tool in the intelligence business. The narrative that follows is based on information readily available to the public, filtered through my creative process.

      Since Canada is a nation with a rich history of multilateralism in all things, including military operations, the series will expand to include old allies like the United Kingdom and the United States as each nation struggles to counter Al-Najm al-Saghir and his global conspiracy. To our dear friends to the south and across the pond: you may notice some spelling choices that look a little off. That’s because the book was written in Canadian English—a style of English some have described as sitting neatly between the American and British versions, which, when you think about it, is fitting given our geography.

      This series is meant as much to entertain as to warn. If we continue down the path of complacency, it may not be long before a real Al-Najm appears and fiction gives way to a far colder reality. I hope you enjoy reading this first installment as much as I enjoyed writing it.

      – Michael J. Lalonde

      Toronto, Ontario
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        AL-NAJM AL-SAGHIR’S HEADQUARTERS

        MOROCCO, UNKNOWN LOCATION

        MONDAY, JUNE 3

        15:00 LOCAL TIME

      

      

      Control was an illusion. Al-Najm al-Saghir had long accepted this. Yet, in surrendering to that truth, he had learned to shape illusion into something more enduring. Every deception was an instrument, every detail a blade honed to a singular purpose. Nowhere was that philosophy more evident than where he now stood. Concealed behind jagged mountain rocks, the entrance was invisible unless one knew exactly where to look. Inside, the stone chamber felt ancient and untouched by time, the air cool and heavy with oppressive silence. At its centre stood a large steel table surrounded by metallic chairs. Al-Najm stood motionless, his dark eyes fixed calmly on the space soon to be occupied by his co-conspirators. Patience, after all, was a virtue he possessed in abundance.

      Malik, one of Al-Najm’s top lieutenants, waited nearby, shifting his weight restlessly as his fingers tapped silently against his thigh. Tall and broad-shouldered, with close-cropped blond hair and a jagged scar running along his jaw, he had the posture of a man accustomed to action, never truly at rest.

      “Do you think they will go for it?”

      Al-Najm did not answer at first. He let the silence settle, heavy as the stone around them. When he finally spoke, his words carried the faint precision of a manufactured Arabic accent. Each syllable deliberate, his tone calm and detached, the cadence almost too perfect to be native.

      “They will.”

      Malik hesitated. “How can you be so sure?”

      Al-Najm’s gaze didn’t shift. “Because they have failed. Repeatedly. They are men who imagine themselves architects yet build nothing. They will understand soon enough.”

      Malik nodded slowly.

      Al-Najm watched him from the corner of his eye. Malik was a rare breed. He carried the quiet menace of a true believer, unwavering in purpose, yet he was more than a fanatic. He was competent, something most ideologues weren’t. More importantly, he could grasp the shape of the larger design once it was revealed to him, which earned him a place at Al-Najm’s side in this warren where every shadow seemed to watch.

      The walls held their silence like a secret passed down through centuries. There were no cameras, no screens. Nothing electronic that could betray the conversation about to take place. Though it was unlikely any signal could pierce the depths of the mountain, Al-Najm had ensured the walls were embedded with Faraday shielding. Even if one of his visitors foolishly brought an electronic device, no signals would escape this room. As a final precaution, he had positioned his elite guards along the edges of the chamber, partially hidden by the shadows. Everything was in place.

      This gathering, 20 years in the making, was the culmination of meticulous planning, manipulation, misinformation, alliance building, and a series of attacks across the globe that had left governments and economies in disarray without a trace of who was responsible. Unless Al-Najm wanted someone to take credit for his actions.

      He combined strength and reason and forged himself into a weapon that could strike but could never be struck back. He worked hard to build a legitimate and productive life in the heart of Western society. Those who knew him as Al-Najm al-Saghir didn’t know his real name, and those who knew him by his real name had no reason to suspect that he had risen to become one of the most powerful masterminds of subversion, manipulation, and violence in the world.

      The few aware of Al-Najm’s existence considered him a terrorist. They couldn’t have been more wrong. Mere terrorism was sloppy, ineffectual, and outdated. Besides, most practitioners of terrorism used such practices to effect political change. A child’s tactic for a child’s goal. What he had in mind was far more ambitious. The acts of barbarism that terrorists were known for had a role to play. But absent a grand strategy to make them matter, such attacks accomplished little besides galvanizing a military response.

      Long-term, these tactics could erode Western nations’ resolve to wage war, but as far as Al-Najm was concerned, if it reached that point, he’d already lost. He cared little about who controlled Afghanistan, Iraq, or Syria. Nothing short of the destruction of the Western way of life would suffice. Influencing politics mattered not.

      He was intent on reshaping entire societies.

      His co-conspirators began to arrive and took their places around the table. When Al-Najm took his seat, a subtle tension filled the room. He always hid his face behind a dark keffiyeh, leaving only his calculating eyes exposed, though even those were hidden behind contact lenses that disguised their natural colour.

      Assembled before him were senior generals from Russia, China, Iran, North Korea, and Venezuela, along with a few corporate magnates. Al-Najm scanned the room. Each of them was used to shaping events that altered nations. Though their backgrounds and cultures were vastly different, they all had two things in common: a desire to rid the globe of American influence and bitter impatience with the lack of progress on their respective national priorities. This made them vulnerable, which Al-Najm had leveraged with subtlety. Their presence wasn’t sanctioned by their respective governments. Simply by gathering here, they had handed Al-Najm a weapon against them; exposure would bring dire consequences back home, making his grip on them all the stronger.

      Al-Najm remained silent. He listened patiently to the discussion unfolding around him. It started cordially enough. Each of the generals vented their frustrations with American hegemony, but that was where their unity ended.

      Ali Khorasani, a Brigadier General in Iran’s Quds Force, leaned forward, his neatly trimmed beard flecked lightly with grey, framing a mouth drawn into a bitter scowl. “The Quds Force has disrupted American operations from Baghdad to Beirut. We have paid in blood while you all debate and posture. When will the rest of you finally act?”

      Colonel General Ivan Pavlovich Reznikov, head of the GRU, straightened in his chair, the cold intensity of his pale-blue eyes fixed squarely on Khorasani. “You speak of sacrifice and bloodshed as if Iranian soldiers were dying by the thousands,” he said with barely concealed contempt. “Your Quds Force hides behind terrorists and proxies. Annoyances, nothing more.” He waved his right hand dismissively. “If Iran’s military dared to take direct action as we have in Ukraine, perhaps you might achieve more than headlines and petty sabotage.”

      General Wei Zhou of the People’s Liberation Army turned slowly toward Reznikov. The lean Chinese officer adjusted his posture with minimal movement, radiating quiet disdain. “And what has your bold invasion achieved, General Reznikov? Your armies were driven from Kyiv by a vastly smaller nation. You have become trapped in a war of attrition. You have inflicted nowhere near enough damage to distract the Americans sufficiently. Until you manage that, China cannot move decisively on Taiwan.”

      Jin-Seong Park, Major General and Director of North Korea’s Reconnaissance General Bureau (RGB), was about to speak until Al-Najm raised his hand.

      A heavy silence blanketed the room. When Al-Najm finally spoke, his voice was deliberate. “Your frustrations are understandable. None of your nations have achieved any measure of success. That is why you are here,” he said, leaving the implication to stand on its own. They needed him, and they knew it. “Thus far, your efforts have lacked unity of purpose. That changes now.”

      Al-Najm let his words linger. He watched the men absorb the gravity of their failures and the pact that lay before them. Their eyes, full of suspicion, were now fixed on him. They knew only fragments of what Al-Najm had built: a global network that controlled some of the world’s most powerful mercenaries, terror groups, and transnational criminal organizations, but his true power came from his mastery of information warfare. Al-Najm had turned entire populations against their governments using propaganda to twist narratives and sow discord. He manipulated the media, planted false stories, and fuelled anger across Western societies, though he couldn’t take sole credit. The “new media,” as he referred to it, had unwittingly helped a great deal.

      His influence had infiltrated universities, social movements, and protests. He had weaponized the disillusionment of the West’s youth. The irony of the situation was not lost on him. They were so quick to embrace Al-Najm’s invisible hand, encouraging them to silence their opponents, that they could not see how they, too, would be silenced in the end.

      Reznikov was the first to break the silence. “Let’s get on with it. The Americans are weak and have a lame-duck president. We should devise a plan to attack quickly.”

      The others nodded in agreement.

      “We attack them by not attacking them,” Al-Najm said.

      He stood and paced around the room, the eyes of the gathering following his every movement.

      “Strike them directly, and you give the Americans a reason to unite. After the Soviet Union fell, the Americans turned inward. Divisions over race reignited. There were riots, domestic terrorism, cults, and armed militias. But 9/11 provided them a rallying point, and they fought back. They need a villain. Without one, they are once again devouring themselves.”

      Al-Najm stopped for a moment, focusing his gaze on the men around the table. “You would all rush to be that villain, but America’s villains have a way of becoming its saviours.” He shook his head. “There shall be no saviours for the Americans this time.”

      Al-Najm’s voice dropped, taking on a sharper edge. “We start with Canada.”

      “Canada?” Khorasani scoffed. “Why bother with Canada?”

      “You underestimate the power of an easy victory.” Al-Najm’s tone was calm, almost mocking. He resumed his pacing. “Canada is divided politically and culturally. Separatism is a persistent undercurrent in Quebec and the Prairies. Their western region feels abandoned. This kind of discontent festers and, unlike the Americans, they are unlikely to unite against anything except the United States.” His voice carried a tang of irony.

      “He has a point,” Reznikov said. “Their military is weak, their internal security is scattered, and their government is consumed with social justice and identity politics. Canada is vulnerable in ways other NATO countries are not.”

      “Precisely,” Al-Najm said. His gaze zeroed in on Zhou, knowing his next point would resonate with the general. “Its government is obsessed with style over substance, more concerned with appearances than actions. And large swaths of their public now question their own history. They suffer from an incurable national identity crisis. This makes them blind to real threats.”

      Zhou nodded silently then glanced at Park, who returned the nod.

      Al-Najm allowed himself a faint smile under his keffiyeh. “My lieutenants have already planted seeds among Canada’s youth, turning many of them against their government, particularly over Israel. They don’t realize they are aligning with my network, but they will serve our purpose.”

      He sat back down, his voice taking on a hint of menace. “If we destroy Canada, the Americans will be forced to focus their attention on North America. It will hit close to home but won’t have the same effect as attacking them directly. They will waste time searching for an enemy they cannot find. That will give each of you the opening you need to advance your nations’ agendas.”

      Al-Najm spent the next two hours detailing his plan and assigning tasks to everyone in the room, patiently addressing their questions along the way.

      “Impressive,” Reznikov said. “The only problem I foresee is time. It will be difficult for any of us to bring our resources to bear so quickly without causing suspicion. We are all being watched by Western intelligence and our own internal security.”

      Park leaned forward, his round face brightening with a playful grin beneath slicked-back hair. A devoted student of Western culture, he’d opted for an expensive, open-collared shirt under a casual designer blazer. “I like your plan. I do. You can count on North Korea to unwittingly do its part,” he said. “But I have to side with Comrade Reznikov.” He smiled and winked at the Russian. “Your timeline is like trying to hit a fastball with a chopstick. It can’t be done.”

      General Zhou let out a slow, deliberate exhale as he closed his eyes, pressing fingertips firmly against his forehead in quiet embarrassment over his junior partner’s comments. He recovered his composure a beat later and looked at Al-Najm. “I can implement my part of the plan immediately, but I agree with the others. Your opening act comes too soon.”

      Over the next few minutes, each man around the table shared similar sentiments.

      Al-Najm had anticipated this. He shared their assessment of the timeline. He had no intention of using their resources for his opening move, but he allowed them to express their thoughts nevertheless. These men needed to feel like they were in control, and illusions were his specialty.

      Alexander Volk, one of the corporate magnates, exchanged a nod with Al-Najm. Volk’s bearing was relaxed, standing out starkly among the military generals. The youngest at the table, in his mid-thirties, Volk had an angular face framed by thin, stylish glasses. His dark, wavy hair accentuated his youthful confidence.

      “I can assist by providing professional mercenaries and cyberwarfare,” Volk said, a tint of arrogance in his tone.

      Reznikov’s eyes flicked dismissively toward Volk’s designer suit and polished appearance. “You sell your services to the West as readily as you do to any of us. Trusting you with my operations is out of the question.”

      “Indeed, I do, General. Which is why I can guarantee that the West will not discover our plans until it is too late. I designed their cybersecurity. I can influence what they know and don’t know. And my mercenaries can support the first phase of the operation in Africa. The risk will be mine to take. If it doesn’t work, you simply walk away.”

      Reznikov glanced at Al-Najm and nodded his approval.

      “And what role will you be playing,” Khorasani said, pointing his finger at Al-Najm, “aside from giving us orders?”

      Al-Najm crossed his arms across his chest. “I’ve taken steps to collapse Canada’s national health-care system, destroying a key pillar of what national patriotism they have left. Their political leaders will be too busy pointing fingers and salvaging their own careers to see the larger plan.”

      Khorasani leaned back in his chair and mulled it over. A moment later, he leaned forward, palms flat on the table. “Very well. I will play my part in this.”

      Seeing no further objections, Al-Najm clapped his hands together. “It is settled then. Preparations will begin at once. We do not stop at Canada, but it is where we begin. A small victory, but one that could fracture the Western alliance and create openings for us all.”

      As the men around the table took their leave, Al-Najm felt a deep sense of satisfaction as he reflected on the inevitable outcome that would soon follow.

      Canada would not only fall. It would vanish. Quietly, completely. And no one would know who to blame.
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        RIO GRANDE CAFÉ

        BELIZE CITY, BELIZE

        SATURDAY, OCTOBER 12

        22:09 LOCAL TIME

      

      

      Retired Warrant Officer Nathan Cutler was finally settling into his new reality. Gone were the days of back-channel source meets in Mosul safe houses, late-night surveillance, and long, sandy convoys into some of the most dangerous cities on earth. He wasn’t running agents in war zones anymore, wasn’t passing bribes folded into matchbooks or whispering into secure phones in makeshift operations centres. After two years of civilian life, he was still trying to disengage the warrior side of his mind.

      Now, sitting beneath the swaying limbs of a bougainvillea covered trellis, the warm breeze carrying the scent of sea salt and grilled snapper, Nathan let the soldier inside him loosen his grip. The soft clink of silverware and low murmur of conversation filled the open-air dining courtyard, lit by hanging bulbs that cast a golden hue across sun-worn stone and linen-covered tables. This part of town, a ten-minute walk from the Canadian consulate, was remarkably peaceful. Almost idyllic. A world away from the tension-soaked deserts he used to know.

      The Canadian military had always been the fixed point on his compass, the thing that told him who he was and where he fit in the world. His wife had also been an important part of his identity. He’d taken great pride in the fact that his marriage had survived where so many others had failed. The long periods of isolation, the kind that soldiers felt despite being surrounded by their brothers in arms, always felt lighter knowing she was waiting for him when he got home. But she’d left him shortly after he got out of the army. Without his uniform to put on in the morning and his wife to come home to, Nathan had learned what it felt like to be truly alone.

      Worse still, he could no longer afford the Canada he had fought for, nor did he recognize the country that bore its name. To him, it had become a place that celebrated the very erosion of the freedoms he had risked his life to protect, embracing a culture that celebrated the silencing of diverse points of view rather than defending liberty. So he left. Belize offered an affordable, tropical climate, and while it too had political frictions, it wasn’t his country, so he didn’t really care. He’d hoped his sojourn would offer a chance to reinvent himself and quiet his mind.

      A warm breeze curled in off the water as he settled back in his chair. His plate was empty save for a smear of tamarind glaze and a few charred ends of plantain. He reached for his beer, already lukewarm, without thinking. Across the courtyard, the ceiling fans spun half-heartedly beneath the open rafters, doing little more than shifting the weight of the evening heat. Through the slow drift of air and lantern glow, Nathan saw motion at the edge of his vision. Keira was crossing the courtyard toward him, bare shoulders catching the light, long dirty blond braids swaying with each step.

      He tried and failed to avoid staring at her as she approached while balancing two drinks with effortless grace. Her build was slim and athletic, the kind that always drew notice. Tonight it was framed by a cropped halter top clinging to sun-bronzed skin and a short wrap skirt that swayed with each step. The outfit was casual enough to pass as beachwear in Belize City, yet practical enough to serve as her uniform at the café.

      “Fancy another beer, Mr. Cutler?” she said brightly, her British accent making the words sound far more inviting than a simple question.

      “Isn’t this your night off?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “It is.” She beamed, sliding into the seat beside him, and passing him a beer.

      Nathan drew back slightly, surprise flickering across his face. “Do you always come into work on your night off?”

      Keira leaned in slightly, locking eyes with him. “Never. Unless there’s someone I want to see.”

      “Who’s the lucky man?”

      Keira’s expression softened as she placed a hand on his. “Must you ask?”

      Okay… Now this is odd.

      They’d known each other for months now, having met on a scuba diving trip to the Great Blue Hole, a popular yet challenging dive 70 kilometres from the coast. They had developed a rapport of sorts. It was a little dance they played every time he dined here, which was just about every night since they’d met. He figured her flirting was simply part of the job.

      But this? This was different—forward and bold. Nathan figured Keira could easily have her pick of the crop. She was young, attractive, intelligent, and charming in a way that disarmed him far too easily.

      Alarm bells went off in his mind.

      Tall, dark-haired, and muscular, Nathan held up well for 43. He prided himself on maintaining the same high level of fitness he’d held throughout his military career. But she was what, mid-twenties? That alone made him skeptical. He’d spent enough time in intelligence work to know that young women who seemed too good to be true often were. Charm was a tool. Attraction could be a tactic. He’d seen it used effectively more times than he could count and by women far less stunning than her.

      But why target me? Nathan had been out of the intelligence world for two years. Before that, he was an instructor at Canadian Forces Base Kingston, where the military intelligence school was housed. He was just a nobody now, certainly not worth the effort of a honey trap.

      He dismissed the thought of pursuing her, trusting the wrong smile had been the ruin of better men than him, but he was determined to find out what the fuck was going on.

      “Well, Ms. Sterling,” he said with a slight grin, holding her gaze, “maybe I just want to hear it.”

      Her smirk lingered as she tilted her head, voice dropping just enough. “Truth is, I fancy men who’ve seen a bit of life—proper soldiers, not lads playing at it. There’s something about that…experience.”

      He had been suspicious before, but now he was downright unsettled; the intensity of her attention stirred instincts that told him something was off beneath the charm. He knew her, or at least he thought he did. If she was going to make a move, this wasn’t how he thought it would play out, and certainly not in the café she worked at.

      Nathan chuckled and shook his head slightly. “What makes you want to bare your soul all of a sudden?” He took a long sip of his beer.

      Her smile turned wicked as she leaned closer. “If you really must know, I’ve been waiting for you to make the first move. But at this rate, I’ll be your age before I get laid.”

      Laughter broke out of him before he could stop it; the mouthful of brew went the wrong way, fizzing up into his sinuses. The burn hit hard, beer spraying through his nose as he doubled over, coughing and sputtering. It stung like fire and tasted even worse. He swore under his breath, tears streaming from his eyes as he grabbed for a napkin. Keira was already laughing, eyes bright, clearly pleased with herself.

      Whether it was her relentless charm, her striking figure, or the brutal cleansing his sinuses had just endured, he couldn’t say, but as the night wore on, his guard began to slip. They lingered over a few more drinks, trading laughter and an endless volley of playful banter. It felt good to live in the moment instead of dissecting it, to let himself believe he was nothing more than a retired guy enjoying the company of a gorgeous young woman.

      She leaned into him and stayed there, shoulder warm against his, eyes lifted to the black water across the horizon. The playfulness slipped, replaced by a thoughtful, faraway look, as if the night breeze were paging through thoughts she hadn’t decided to share. When she spoke, her voice was softer. “This has been a lot more fun than logging AGRRA Benthos transects off Turneffe and uploading photoquadrats for UB-ERI,” she said with a half laugh. “Don’t get me wrong, I love the work. Really, I do. But counting parrotfish and coral lesions all afternoon then fighting dodgy Wi-Fi to push data to the lab isn’t quite the same as a beer by the sea.”

      “I’m just gonna pretend I understand what all that means while I feign fascination with it.”

      “Sorry.” Keira giggled. “Just a bunch of research I’ve been doing for my grad degree back home.”

      “Right. University of Essex,” Nathan said. “How much longer are you here for?”

      “A few more months. Maybe longer if I can drag it out.”

      They sat together in silence for a few minutes, finishing the last of their drinks. Keira took a deep breath, her body stiffening slightly as if she were steeling herself for something. She pulled away and turned to face him, mischief in her eyes.

      “Can you keep a secret?” she asked, voice slightly elevated.

      Nathan tipped his head slightly. “What kind of secret?”

      Keira’s voice rose a shade higher, her tone carrying the careless lilt of someone who’d had a few too many. “The deeply intimate, personal kind.”

      Before Nathan could react, she leaned into him, right arm draping lightly around his shoulders while her left hand settled on his thigh. Her lips hovered close to his ear, her breath warm against his skin. “There’s something I’ve been wanting to tell you,” she whispered, grazing his earlobe with a playful nip as she pressed closer.

      Nathan felt a shiver run up his spine. Every muscle in his body tensed. What the hell? Is this really happening? Ah, fuck it. Whatever willpower he possessed collapsed, content to follow her advance wherever it took him.

      “Listen carefully. I’ll only say this once,” Keira said, sliding her left hand slightly higher on his thigh.

      “Warrant Officer Cutler,” she breathed into his ear, “there’s a package waiting for you in locker 214 at your hotel. It’s urgent.”

      Nathan was about to say something, but Keira pressed a finger against his lips and began kissing his neck. “Sierra niner-four Uniform three-niner-one Tango three.”

      Keira swung her left leg over his right thigh. “You’re surprised. Panicked even. Don’t let it show.” She ground against him. “Make a move on me. The one you’ve always wanted to and work through the problem while you do.”

      Instinct—whether from a surge of hormones or the understanding that he had to play along with Keira—overran any possible second-guessing. Nathan leaned into her with one decisive motion. His hand slid behind her neck, pulling her mouth to his. The kiss was unrestrained, the kind he’d thought about for months. He felt her body yield against his as he gripped her hip with his other hand. He lost himself in the act for a few moments before forcing his mind back to what she’d just said.

      Sierra niner-four Uniform three-niner-one Tango three.

      There was only one person on the face of the planet who knew that code phrase. The man who’d written it. An old contact named Sayyid, whom Nathan ran as a source in Mosul years ago. Sayyid had been Mukhabarat but not the kind that tortured dissidents or ran death squads. He’d been one of the few who’d seen the fall of Saddam as a blessing. When ISIS surged, he’d passed names, safe house locations, and cell phone intercepts from the new Iraqi National Intelligence Service, or INIS, at great personal risk. Nathan had trusted him with his life more than once, and Sayyid had never let him down.

      What the hell was Sayyid doing in Belize? What was his connection to Keira? Whatever it was, it had to be important. Sayyid was always several steps ahead of everyone else.

      Keira broke the kiss barely long enough to let out a breathless moan before pressing her lips back against his, slowly undoing the top two buttons of his linen shirt.

      His mind snapped back to the café. Keira was putting on quite a show, no doubt about that, but who was the audience? Certainly not him. By now, the courtyard had thinned to the late-night crowd with small clusters of couples and singles mingling over half-empty glasses, voices pitched low under the thrum of bassy island music spilling from the bar. The air was heavy with the scent of rum, sweat, and smoke, creating a light haze.

      She must have felt his attention drifting because she caught his lower lip between her teeth, biting down just enough to make him flinch back to her. “Focus on me,” she whispered, her tone a mix of tease and command. “Don’t scan the room.”

      A waitress drifted over, tray tucked under one arm, hair pulled back from her face. “Last call.” She gave Keira a quick grin. “So dis di one you tell me ’bout?”

      “Oh, shush, you tattletale!” Keira said, blushing, as the waitress winked and moved to the next table.

      “Talking about me, eh?” Nathan teased.

      She bit down on his lip again. “Be a gentleman will you and walk me back to my flat.” She moved her lips back to his ear, her voice barely audible over the Caribbean music. “And not a word about what I said until we get there.”
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        * * *

      

      The walk back to Keira’s flat was uneventful. They followed Princess Margaret Drive to the waterfront where it becomes the Newtown Barracks. The sea lay to their left, a dark sheet broken by the glow of lamps along the promenade. Salt and diesel hung in the air from a taxi idling near the Ramada, and a soft onshore breeze pressed at their clothes. They held hands and took in the scenery as Keira stumbled into him occasionally. He couldn’t tell if it was the alcohol or a continuation of her performance. In either case, he knew better than to say anything. Whoever she was, she was working with Sayyid, and that meant she had to be an ally. At least that’s what he hoped.

      Nathan didn’t think Sayyid would ever willingly give up the code phrase, but torture and other forms of coercion could be persuasive. And there wasn’t a man or woman alive who didn’t have their limits. His mind raced with possibilities. The last time he’d been in contact with his old friend was 2017, nearly a decade ago, when Nathan’s deployment was coming to an end. He’d tried to set up handover procedures so that another source handler from JTFX could take over where Nathan had left off, but Sayyid declined. By then it was clear that Western countries wanted out of the Middle East, and Sayyid wasn’t willing to continue tying his fate to a lame-duck force.

      They kept a steady pace south toward Fort George. On their right, side streets led inland past low concrete homes and older wooden houses with deep verandas and louvred shutters. Some were freshly painted, others slumped with age, a mix that matched Belize City’s habit of setting a modern office beside sagging colonial era architecture.

      “Relax,” Keira murmured, leaning into him again with a sly grin. “You’re a lucky bastard, walking a gorgeous young thing back to her flat without a care in the world. No scanning shadows, no brooding soldier act. Just one thought in your head: what you’re gonna do with me once we get there. Got it?”

      “Aren’t you worried about being followed?” Nathan said.

      “Not unless you carry on glaring over your shoulder like someone who’s got something to hide.”

      They cut inland and stopped at a two-storey colonial house set behind a low metal fence. The sun had bleached the clapboards to a tired sea-green that still carried a hint of dignity. An external wooden staircase climbed to the second floor. It bent once at a small landing, then rose to a wraparound veranda shaded by a deep overhang. Two cane chairs and a small table waited by the rail. Jalousie windows lined the walls, slats angled to breathe in the night while keeping prying eyes out. From the veranda, Nathan could see down to Eyre Street and along the strip toward the creek. A good perch. A quick way out if needed.

      Keira unlocked the door and waved him inside.

      The flat wore the uniform of a grad student scraping by. A threadbare sofa slouched under a jalousie window. Stacks of books and dive manuals spilled across a chipped coffee table. A fan ticked overhead, blades stirring humid air that smelled faintly of salt, old wood, and—he took a subtle breath—What was that? Then it hit him: the stale tang of garlic from a pan left out too long. A plate sat in the sink, pasta welded to porcelain. On a line by the bathroom, a rash guard and wetsuit hung to dry, still carrying the chalky scent of seawater. Sand had settled in a small crescent by the door where she clearly kicked off her flip-flops without thinking. Posters of reef ecosystems and laminated dive maps clung to the walls, pinned with curling corners. But underneath the student vibes, Nathan caught something else.
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