

[image: Cover]




  	
	    
	      Also by Ethan Jones

	    

      
	    
          
	      A Jennifer Morgan Novel

          
        
          
	          The Secret Affair

          
        
          
	          The Secret Series Complete Trilogy Box Set

          
        
          
	          The Secret Blush

          
        
          
	          The Secret Cause

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      An Assassin's Wife Thriller Series

          
        
          
	          Assassin's Wife

          
        
          
	          Assassin's Secret

          
        
          
	          Assassin's Oath (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Carrie Chronicles

          
        
          
	          Priority Target: A Carrie Chronicles Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Carrie Chronicles - Books 1-3 Box Set

          
        
          
	          Codename Makarov: A Carrie Chronicles Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Carrie Chronicles - Books 4-7 Box Set

          
        
          
	          Entry Point: A Carrie Chronicles Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Unknown Operative: A Carrie Chronicles Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Foreign Interference: A Carrie Chronicles Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Vatican Conspiracy: A Carrie Chronicles Spy Thriller

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Jack Storm Spy Thriller Series

          
        
          
	          The Extractor

          
        
          
	          Mossad Extraction

          
        
          
	          Extracted Asset

          
        
          
	          Unextracted

          
        
          
	          Perfect Extraction

          
        
          
	          Terms of Extraction

          
        
          
	          Rogue Extraction

          
        
          
	          Presidential Extraction

          
        
          
	          The Extractor Box Set 1-3

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Javin Pierce Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Corrector: A Javin Pierce Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Javin Pierce Spy Thriller Series - Books 1-3 Box Set

          
        
          
	          Betrayal: A Javin Pierce Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Closure: A Javin Pierce Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Retrieval: A Javin Pierce Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Javin Pierce Spy Thriller Series - Books 4-6 Box Set

          
        
          
	          Interception: A Javin Pierce Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Deception: A Javin Pierce Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Counterblow: A Javin Pierce Spy Thriller

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Justin Hall Spy Thriller Series

          
        
          
	          The Interrogation (A Justin Hall Short Story Prequel)

          
        
          
	          Justin Hall Spy Thriller Series - Books 1-3 Box Set

          
        
          
	          Canadian Assassin: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Justin Hall Spy Thriller Series - Books 4-6 Box Set

          
        
          
	          Tripoli's Target: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Iranian Protocol: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Double Agents: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Rogue Agents: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Shadow Agents: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Homeland: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Saudi Strategy: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          The CIA Connection: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Austrian Asset: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Belgian Bagman: A Justin Hall Series

          
        
          
	          The Cyprus Coverup: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Covert Assassin: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Target Acquired: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Russian Defector: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Resident Spy

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Max Thorne Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          18 Minutes - A Max Thorne Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Agent Rising - A Max Thorne Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Agent Max Thorne Complete 5 Book Box Set

          
        
          
	          Agent Recruit - A Max Thorne Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Agent Assassin - A Max Thorne Spy Thriller

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Saint Assassin Series

          
        
          
	          Assassin's Call

          
        
          
	          Saint Assassin - Box Set 1-3

          
        
          
	          Assassin's Vow

          
        
          
	          Assassin's Revenge

          
        
          
	          Assassin's Ambush

          
        
          
	          Assassin's Pact

          
        
          
	          Assassin's Wrath (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Tom Maverick Assassin Vigilante Thriller

          
        
          
	          Firestorm

          
        
          
	          Unleashed

          
        
          
	          Takedown

          
        
          
	          Triggerman

          
        
          
	          Contractor

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Ethan Jones’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


​ 

​Thank you 

for purchasing this novel from the bestselling 

Justin Hall series.

 

Sign up for

Ethan’s Exclusives

to enjoy 

insider information, new releases, and a free thriller.

 

[image: ]

 

 

 

The Story:

 

When terrorists attack a black site, they burn it down and kill everyone, except for two CIA operatives who disappear. Were they kidnapped, killed, or complicit? 

 

As the CIA's foreign liaison, spymaster Justin Hall is called in. He's not in the best physical or mental state, a fact he's hiding from almost everyone. 

 

A fact that could dangerously affect the entire mission.

 

Alone, with no evidence, no leads, and enemies on all sides, Justin must find out what happened. All before the terrorists use the ill-gotten intel to attack other black sites and free the detainees the agency has worked so hard to capture. Fighting on all sides, including his own, will Justin survive the overwhelming odds against him?
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Chapter One

 

 

Three Months Ago

Outskirts of Nouakchott

Mauritania, West Africa

 

The fighters’ trucks outside the schoolyard meant trouble, serious trouble. The teacher looked up from his desk as the loud rumble broke his concentration. He glanced through the dusty, cracked window at six young men, barely in their teens, stepping out of the trucks. Most brandished AK rifles and PKM machine guns. One had a rocket-propelled grenade launcher over his shoulder.

The teacher frowned. He recognized the bandana-wrapped face of the boy carrying the launcher. He was Mostafa, who had been a smart, kind student. Until three years ago. A drone attack had obliterated a house next to the mosque, right behind the school funded and operated by the mosque’s Imams. The Americans had claimed they targeted an Al-Qaeda terrorist cell operating in the city. The teacher was there when frantic family members and emergency crews dragged out the dead bodies of Mostafa’s father, as well as two of his uncles and their wives and children. There were no al-Qaeda terrorists in the house. The Americans had blamed bad local intelligence, but had not compensated the families of the dead or even offered an apology.

A slight commotion came from the back of the classroom. A few of the children sitting next to the windows were looking at the fighters, who were running toward the school. The teacher stood up and pushed his black-rimmed glasses to the bridge of his nose. What’s going on? What are they doing? He said to the class, “Quiet. Everyone, be quiet. Let’s pay attention and work on the exercise.”

The teacher looked at the boy standing by the blackboard. He had stopped writing with the white chalk and had stepped closer to the window. “Why haven’t you answered the question? Do you not know the answer?” He gestured at the board, where he had written the question: What are the primary export industries in our country?

The boy looked down at the concrete floor, then at the class. “I know. I just… I don’t remember.”

“You know more than you think.” The teacher walked closer to the boy and tousled his black hair. “What does your father do?”

“He works for BP, at the refinery,” the boy replied in a weak voice.

“Refinery. And what do they refine there?”

“Oil.”

“What do they produce?”

“Gas.”

The teacher smiled and tipped his head at the question. “Where does that go?”

The boy hesitated for a moment and smiled. “Europe. We export gas.”

“Good, very good. Write that down. And think of what else…”

He looked at the students and smiled at the boy sitting in the front row next to the wall. Ndioko was the teacher’s firstborn son. He had turned ten a month ago, and as a birthday present, he had asked for a special pen and a notebook. “I want to be a teacher, like Father,” he had announced in the presence of the large family gathering.

Ndioko returned the smile and looked out the window. Harsh shouts sounded very close. The teacher stepped near the window as a short burst of rifle gunfire erupted not far away. He looked at one of the gunmen firing in the air. Another one, who the teacher knew was their leader, was arguing with the school’s principal and the guard. They were all standing outside the entrance to the small school.

“Father, what’s going on?” Ndioko said.

“Nothing, it’s nothing to worry about.”

He didn’t know the reason for the conflict, but it didn’t seem the gang were leaving any time soon. The leader, a tall, skinny man dressed in full black fatigues, pointed at the entrance, and pushed the principal away. When the guard intervened, the man who had fired the rifle aimed it at the guard’s chest.

The teacher shook his head and removed his glasses. He tossed them onto his desk and dashed toward the door. He glanced at the worried looks on his student’s faces and said, “It’s alright. Everything is alright. Stay away from the windows, and don’t go out of the classroom. Okay?”

A few nods, then someone asked, “What’s going on, Teacher?”

“I’m going to find out. Stay inside the classroom.”

He closed the door behind him and ran through the hall. The school building had only eight classrooms, his being the third one on the right side of the building. When he came to the area connecting the halls, he faced four gunmen who were running toward him. “Hey, where are you going? This is a school…”

“Out of the way, old man,” yelled one of them.

“Old man? Who do you call old man?”

“You. You’re a scared old man.”

The teacher looked at the gunman who was just passing him. “Mostafa, what’s going on?”

The boy slowed his steps for a moment and shook his head.

“Come on, tell me, what’s going on?”

Mostafa waited until the rest of the gunmen had rounded the corner. “The Americans, they’re chasing us.”

“What? I didn’t see any vehicles outside.”

Mostafa shook his head. His small beady eyes were alarmed, and he kept looking at the school’s entrance door. “It’s a helicopter, one of the army ones.”

The teacher frowned. “Why? What did you do?”

“We attacked their embassy and—”

“You fools! Why did you do that?”

Mostafa’s eyes shot an angry look at his former teacher. “Because we’ve had enough. Enough with the Americans telling us what to do; enough with them taking all our riches and resources. Enough with being their slaves.”

The teacher shook his balding head. No time to educate and correct Mostafa’s misunderstandings of the region’s geopolitics. “You can’t hide in the school—”

“We are. The Americans will not think we’re here—”

“They’ll see your vehicles outside. They’re not stupid.”

Mostafa shrugged. “They might, but they’ll never attack the school. The children…”

A shiver went through the teacher’s body. Yes, the children, all one hundred of them. And Ndioko. Especially Ndioko. We’ve got to get them all out of here.

Mostafa began to walk away, but the teacher grabbed his arm. “Mostafa, you’re different. You’re not like them—”

“I am.” He pushed away the teacher’s hand. “I was a sheep, learning submission and comp… compliance. No more. I’m a wolf now. I determine my own fate.”

The teacher shrugged. “Okay. Please determine to help these poor children. Help me get them to safety, before the fighting starts—”

“What fighting?”

The teacher opened his mouth to reply, but a long volley came from behind them. He looked toward the school’s entrance. One of the gunmen fired through the open door and slid inside.

A torrent of bullets shattered the windows around him and splintered the door. The heavy-caliber bullets pierced the walls of the school, sending chunks of brick through the hall. The gunman was covered in a layer of debris, but he wasn’t dead. 

He crawled to his knees and picked up his machine gun. He set it on one of the windowsills and began to blast with the weapon.

The teacher cursed out loudly. He ran toward the gunner, but Mostafa stopped the teacher by seizing him by the scruff of his jacket. “Stay back with the children, before everyone is—”

His words were cut off by a loud, powerful explosion. It blew up the entrance door and half of the window and the wall. The gunner was tossed back like a rag doll, along with the machine gun and wall fragments. A few chunks struck the teacher and Mostafa, who were about a dozen or so steps back.

Mostafa shook his head, shoved the teacher to the side, and shouldered his rocket launcher.

The teacher heard screaming and shouting coming from the back. The children. Ndioko!

He turned around and sprinted as fast as he could. Heavy gunfire erupted as he hurried around the corner. It seemed to come from his classroom. What? What are those morons doing?

He barged into his classroom to find it turned into a battlefield. Two of the gunmen were positioned next to the windows and were firing their automatic rifles at unseen targets. Most of the children were shaking and sobbing, hiding underneath the desks. A few of the brave, or reckless, ones were standing next to the gunmen.

Ndioko was one of them.

The teacher shouted, “Ndioko, come here.”

Amid the gunfire, perhaps Ndioko never heard his father’s call. Or maybe he ignored it, choosing the “heroes” versus his meek father. Whatever it was, the teacher never found out.

He bolted toward Ndioko, trying to remove him from the line of fire.

He was a second too late.

The teacher felt the powerful force of the explosion at the same time he saw the bright flash of orange light blind him. His ears began to ring while the blast lifted him off the floor and threw him hard against one of the desks. He fell back onto the floor and landed underneath a second desk, which fell on him.

That ended up saving his life.

It sheltered the teacher’s wounded body from the ceiling that collapsed over his head. Chunks of wood, brick, and concrete came tumbling down from all directions.

“Ndioko, Ndioko, where are you?” the teacher shouted.

The explosion had burst his eardrums, so he couldn’t hear anything but the endless, eerie ringing. He looked around the dust-filled room. “Ndioko, my son, Ndioko, where… where are you?”

The teacher thought he heard replies and blinked to clear his watery eyes. He began to cough violently, and blood spurted from his mouth. He cleaned his eyes with the back of his hands, and shapes like trees walking around appeared in front of him. He recognized a couple of the children running toward him, and the teacher sent them toward the still-open door. A second group of five or six followed. Before sending them to safety, he asked if anyone had seen his son.

Most of them shook their heads. Then one of the boys pointed with his tiny hand to where the windows had stood a moment ago. “There, he… he’s there.”

The teacher helped the boys out of the classroom, then stepped toward the gap the explosion had opened in the wall. The bodies of the attackers were sprawled next to their weapons. Next to them, there was…

The teacher shook his head. He closed his eyes, not wanting to believe what he had just seen. “No, no, no, no. That can’t… that can’t be… my… my Ndioko, my little boy, Ndioko…”

But it was. 

The small body of his son lay lifeless among the rubble.

Tears began to flow down the teacher’s cheeks. He knelt amid the rubble, vowing revenge for his son’s death.
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​Chapter Two

 

 

Present Day

Outskirts of Nouakchott

Mauritania

 

The black site had been an open secret from the day it opened, nearly eighteen months ago. In any city, in any country of the world, neither the CIA nor any other intelligence agency could covertly operate such a facility without locals finding out about the true purpose of what was going on behind the walls of the one-story warehouse.

Even if it were not for the police officers, the assets, and the network of Mauritanian contacts, the neighbors had enough evidence in plain sight to draw the correct conclusions. White men, and sometimes women, arriving at odd hours of the day and night, in mostly unmarked, bulletproof vehicles, and always armed to the teeth. Nothing was stored at the warehouse, but there was always a significant security presence, cameras, and concertina wire crowning the tall, cinderblock walls. It didn’t take a genius to determine that it was a black site where the CIA conducted extrajudicial detention and interrogation of individuals suspected of acts of terrorism against the United States of America.

The black site had been attacked early Monday morning, around 03:15. According to eyewitnesses, a group of about twenty heavily armed fighters belonging to a local extremist group had easily overpowered the police officers and security guards, who had surrendered with barely a fight. A certain amount of resistance had come from four alleged CIA operatives or private military contractors who had been in the warehouse at the time. Two of them had been killed on the spot. Their bodies had been paraded for the jihadist cameras a few hours later. They were yet to be identified. The other two operatives had vanished without a trace along with two high-value detainees, who had been brought to the black site for interrogation.

The group had set fire to or destroyed most of the complex, so no on-site investigation was possible. Still, that didn’t stop Justin Hall—the master spy of the Europe Clandestine Section, or ECS, of the Canadian Intelligence Service, or CIS—from wanting to take a closer look at the warehouse. He had been assigned to find the truth behind the attack and the ensuing disappearance of the detainees and the CIA operatives, and bring them home. There were concerns that the attack was an inside job, so the agency was taking no chances. Justin was working with one of the best CIA field operatives, the nearly legendary Scot Thor.

Thor had run the preliminary analyses that were standard in such situations. Assisted by a few trusted men within the Mauritanian Intelligence Agency, Thor had obtained testimony from the eyewitnesses, the police personnel, and the security guards stationed to defend the black site. These were not the tell-them-what-they-want-to-hear reports initially submitted to the CIA station chief. Two men who Thor trusted had interviewed the sources personally, individually, and discreetly. A common, troubling theme had begun to emerge: The attack had been planned well in advance. Many people seemed to have had knowledge of it. Many people, but not the CIA.

Justin mopped his broad forehead with a fold of his black-and-white headdress. He couldn’t change his skin color, and he had a true Mediterranean complexion—dark olive skin, big black eyes, and a large, thick nose—inherited from his Italian mother. But he could alter his appearance. Like most locals, he was dressed in a blue-and-white boubou, the long cotton robe that flowed down to his ankles, with large pockets sewed on both sides. Underneath the robe, he wore a white sarouel, loose-fitting pants, and had a turban wrapped around his head. The garb allowed him to blend in, at least from a distance. 

Justin was in the company of Ahmedou, one of the few men they trusted inside the Mauritanian Intelligence Agency. Ahmedou was sitting in the driver’s seat of their battered Toyota pickup truck. In the backseat, Thor was playing with a large metal lighter, striking it every two or three seconds. Like Justin, he was wearing local clothes. Scot was tall and thin, with close-cropped black hair and dark brown eyes. A three-day beard covered his angular face, which had high cheekbones and a square jaw.

It was early morning, but the temperature had climbed to twenty-seven degrees Celsius. The truck had no air conditioning, and they kept the cracked windows up to keep the flies and the dirt outside. Still, Justin felt as if a layer of dust had coated his face. He drew a deep breath, but the muggy air didn’t fill his lungs. He rolled down the window just a crack, but a whiff of a rotten stench assaulted his nostrils. He hastened to roll up the glass and shook his head.

He said, “Well, gents, we’re not going to figure it out by sitting here. We’ve got to go in.”

“Tell me, again, what do you expect to find there?” Ahmedou asked in his soft voice with a distinct African accent. “I’ve been there twice. There’s nothing there. Nothing useful, that is.”

Justin shrugged. “I know that. But I didn’t come all the way here not to set foot inside.”

Ahmedou said, “No one missed anything. The whole place was destroyed by the time we came. There was nothing to miss…”

“Look, no one is accusing you or your agency of any wrongdoing.” Justin shifted in his seat. “But we’re running our own investigation. That’s a fact. Now, let’s get in and find some more facts.”

Ahmedou shrugged. “A waste of time, I say. You’ll find flies and rotten flesh, but no facts.”

Justin returned the shrug and stepped outside the Toyota.

A street vendor had set up a fruit stand about fifty meters from the destroyed warehouse’s entrance. A few steps away, a couple of young men were standing idle, smoking, and fumbling with their phones. One of them seemed to point the phone at Justin and his team. Is he taking pictures of us? He turned to Ahmedou. “Can you sort out what’s going on there?” he asked and pointed discreetly at the young men.

Thor said, “Young punks…”

“We’ll check the warehouse,” Justin told Thor. “Let’s go.”

They stepped around a couple of heaps of cinderblocks and twisted metal, which was all that was left of the entrance. According to pictures that Ahmedou had secured from a local paper and several jihadist Twitter accounts, one of the attackers’ vehicles had been disabled a few meters away. There was a large dark stain on the ground, but Justin couldn’t be sure it was connected to the vehicle that, by now, was God knows where.

Thor gestured he was covering the left side of the yard. Even though they didn’t expect squatters in the almost completely looted and destroyed complex, both Thor and Justin had drawn their guns. They both opted to use Sig Sauer P320 9mm pistols, compact and reliable. They could maintain their blend-in persona only for so long. Now that they were out on the street, Justin had started to have a nagging feeling deep in his gut that they were stepping into a trap. A trap that could be sprung at any moment.

The feeling was seldom wrong.

He found the path of least resistance through the rubble and tried to imagine the battle that had taken place. According to the eyewitnesses’ testimony, the first wave of attack had caught the black site occupants by surprise, but they had recovered quickly. A couple of rocket-propelled grenades had slowed down the attack. Those probably account for the gaps in these walls. Justin looked at three man-sized holes and stepped carefully through one of them.

The view inside the warehouse was even sadder than outside. The level of destruction exceeded the one in the yard. A couple of vehicles were burned beyond recognition, and only blackened frames remained. Everything that hadn’t been destroyed during the attack had been stripped down and ransacked by a furious mob shortly thereafter. Walls were pockmarked by bullets and shrapnel.

He shook his head, while Thor cursed viciously. “The hyenas came through and devoured everything.”

Justin nodded and looked around. It would take days and a crew of a dozen or so men to clear up everything. He doubted they’d find anything useful beneath the rubble.

“We’ve got to find our boys and bring them home,” Thor said.

Justin nodded.

He had taken a few steps toward one of the windows on the other side, overlooking the street where they had parked the Toyota truck, when a couple of gunshots erupted from outside. “Ahmedou!” Justin shouted.

He bolted toward the window as fast as the heaps of debris would allow him. When he looked through the window, Ahmedou was lying on the street, next to the fruit stand. The vendor was leaning over the fallen agent and seemed to be trying to attend to his wounds.

“Ahmedou is down,” Justin said.

Scot stood next to him. He pointed his pistol at a black sedan that was just rounding the corner. He squeezed the trigger once, but the bullet missed. Instead of the side of the vehicle, it thumped against the cinderblock wall.

“I’ll help Ahmedou.” Justin jumped through the window. “Don’t let them leave.”

“They’re as good as dead…”

“After we’ve interrogated them…”

Scot grinned. “Of course. We can’t talk to the dead.”

Justin held his pistol tight in his hand and covered all sides as he bolted toward the local agent. Terrorists were known to organize small hit-and-run attacks against a team member, in order to draw the rest of the team out into the open. Then, a larger group would unleash a torrent of bullets at the exposed and unaware teammates.

This time, it didn’t happen.

Justin reached Ahmedou without anyone firing a bullet. The Mauritanian had been shot in the right side of his lower abdomen. The fruit vendor had already placed a rag over the wound, and the rag was soaked in blood. Ahmedou’s face had turned a shade paler, and he was breathing with difficulty.

Justin leaned over him and said, “Stay with me, stay alive.”

Ahmedou seemed to return a small nod, but Justin wasn’t sure if it was an involuntary twitch. He looked at the vendor, who shook his bald head. “Don’t know what else to do…”

“Call an ambulance.”

“By the time they get here—”

“Call them! He can’t die.”

The man pulled a phone from his shirt pocket.

Justin removed the rag and looked at the deep wound. Ahmedou might die at any moment unless they stopped the blood gushing. Justin pulled a pack of combat gauze from the rucksack on his shoulders and tore open the pack with his teeth. He applied the gauze tightly onto the wound, directly over the source of the bleeding. He slowly put his hand underneath Ahmedou’s side and placed a second piece of gauze over the exit wound to stem that blood flow as well.

“Here,” he told the fruit vendor still talking on the phone. “Put your hand there and hold it.”

Justin secured the front gauze with tape, then slowly turned Ahmedou’s body, and did the same with the back gauze. The man gave no visible or audible reaction, which Justin knew wasn’t good news.

When he was almost finished, he looked to his right. Scot was running toward them. Justin frowned and shouted, “What’s happening? Where are they?”

“They won’t go far.”

“Where are they?”

“Come here.” Scot gestured with his hand.

Justin glanced at the fruit vendor. “Where’s the ambulance?”

He shrugged. “They said ten minutes.”

Justin shook his head. “He doesn’t have ten minutes.” He stepped to the side and asked Scot, “What is it?”

“It’s not where they are, but who they are. I recognized one of the men. He’s with the local security intel.”

Justin frowned and cursed under his breath. The people from the country’s security intelligence agency who were supposed to help were working against them.
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Chapter Three

 

 

Outskirts of Nouakchott

Mauritania

 

“Stay with him,” Justin told Scot. “I’ve got them.”

Scot gave Justin an uncertain look, and his eyes narrowed. “I’m not of much use here.”

“I know, but I don’t want him to die alone.”

Scot nodded. “I get it. Go, go, go!”

Justin dashed toward the Toyota. A few seconds later, he zoomed past the vendor’s stand. Scot was kneeling next to Ahmedou, who was about to draw his last breath.

Justin looked through the windshield as he rounded the corner. He was going too fast. The truck fishtailed, and he lost control of the steering wheel for a moment. The truck drifted because of the oversteering, but he was able to straighten it out and continue forward.

Justin’s eyes flitted right and left, looking for the black sedan. It had a good head start, and in the maze of crooked streets and narrow back alleys that made all the difference. Where did you go, you jerks?

Out of the corner of his left eye, he saw the box shape of the car. He swerved hard and barely made the turn. The Toyota’s wheels bounced through the giant potholes, tossing Justin around. He turned the wheel to avoid at least some of the potholes, while stepping on the gas pedal.

He cocked his pistol, knowing he’d need it very soon. He looked through the side windows, his attention focused on the windows and doors of the one- and two-story houses. He was zipping past them at a blurring speed, but he’d still be able to see a weapon if someone pointed it at the truck. Most of the windows were barred; most of the doors were metal, gray, or black. The walls were either whitewashed, a dusty gray, or hadn’t been painted in so long that he couldn’t tell their former color.

The alley narrowed and swung sharply to the left. Justin eased off the gas, tapped the brakes, and rounded the corner gently. The black sedan had come to a dead end.

The driver opened the door and aimed his rifle at Justin.

The Canadian agent had time for only one move to save his life.

He slammed on the brakes and threw his body over the front passenger seat as bullets pierced the windshield. Glass fragments rained over his head. A couple of bullets struck the truck’s grille, lifting sparks, but Justin couldn’t see them. He raised his pistol-holding hand and blindly squeezed off a few rounds. It was suppressive fire to force the gunmen down, so that he could secure a better position.

His burst produced the hoped-for effect.

The enemy’s volley subsided.

Justin put his shoulder to the door and pushed it open, but remained inside the truck.

Predictably, a hail of bullets shattered the window’s glass and riddled the door. If Justin had burst out the passenger door and stepped outside, he would have been killed in an instant.

The CIS operative had already turned around and slid open the driver’s door.

The gunmen unleashed a torrent of bullets destroying the door.

Justin didn’t return fire but waited for his moment.

A moment of quietness was all he needed.

He popped up and fired through the broken windshield. The first bullet missed, but the second found the chest of one of the gunmen. The other gunman was initially caught by surprise, but was able to hide behind the car before Justin’s bullets could cut him down.

Justin looked at the first gunman stretched out in the dusty alley. He was trying to reach his rifle, which had fallen about a meter away. “Don’t do it!” Justin shouted in Arabic, a language he had mastered and spoke like a native.

The gunman paid no attention to the order.

Justin shook his head and stepped out of the protection of the truck. He glanced around at the few windows and doors around them. No curious onlookers, but he knew that was going to change in a matter of seconds.

He aimed his pistol at the gunman, whose fingers were touching the barrel of the rifle, a wood-stocked AK-47. “Stop, just stop.” Justin shouted and stood behind the truck’s shredded door on the driver’s side.

The gunman was determined.

Determined to die, Justin thought.

He didn’t want to kill the young man, for two reasons. First, it would be a wasted life. He was no longer a threat to Justin. If the man just lay there, he’d live. Second, Justin didn’t need revenge; he needed intel. He couldn’t interrogate the dead.

The operative’s eyes went to the second gunman, who had materialized at the back, on the left side of the car. He pointed his rifle at Justin, who fired a couple of rounds.

He missed.

The gunman was able to squeeze off a quick burst.

He too missed.

By now, the first gunman had retrieved his rifle.

Justin could no longer afford to be kind-hearted. He turned his Sig Sauer at the gunman and fired a single round that struck the man in the head. It jerked backward and tilted to the side.

Justin’s jaw tightened, and a look of regret flashed in his eyes. He looked over his shoulders, and checked the windows and the doors again. One of the windows was open halfway, and so was one of the doors.

He quickly reloaded his pistol and walked cautiously toward the second gunman, always keeping the sedan in his sights. He’s still alive and waiting for the right moment. Or perhaps he’s out of ammo. He doubted it, but it paid to be careful.

Justin had crossed perhaps half the distance, and the gunman still hadn’t appeared. Where is he? What is he waiting for? Justin sensed movement to his left, close to the rear of the car. He whipped his pistol toward the target and fired a couple of rounds. They pierced the windows. 

The gunman stood up. The rifle had disappeared, but he held a curved, pointed knife in his right hand. The nine-inch-long blade caught the bright sunrays of the late morning, blinding Justin for a moment. He wondered if he should pull the trigger and drop the bearded blade-wielder with a single shot. The famous scene from that old Indiana Jones movie flashed in front of his eyes. Unlike Indiana, Justin needed intelligence about what had happened to the CIA operatives and the high-value detainees.

So he stepped closer to the knife-wielding man. The man’s mouth was set in a hard line, and his facial muscles were tight. He gave Justin a menacing glance, then unclenched his jaw to say, “I will kill you like you killed my brother.”

Justin grinned. “Put it down. I don’t need you killed. I just need some information.”

The man stepped closer. “I’ll cut you up like a lamb.”

“I don’t think so.” He pointed the pistol at the man. “You know I can blow your arm off.”

The man brought the knife closer to his chest and held it in front of his face. “You speak tough because you have the pistol.”

Justin shook his head. He heard shouting behind him and swung his head in that direction. A couple of young men were yelling from a rooftop about fifty meters away. They were unarmed. Don’t waste time, Justin.

He thought again about kneecapping the bearded man or shooting him in the arm. At the distance of seven meters, he wouldn’t miss. But those wounds could be complicated. The gunman could lose a lot of blood and die before the interrogation would take place. Moreover, Justin would have to drag him to the truck. If a crowd formed, the easy task would turn complicated in a heartbeat.

So he sighed and lowered his weapon. A good old-fashioned brawl. “How about now?” He holstered his pistol and grinned at the man, stepping forward with his arms up like a boxer.

The bearded man screwed up his face in half a grin, half a smirk. “I will cut you up like—”

“A lamb.” Justin cut him off with a dismissive hand gesture. “You said it already.”

The man’s eyes turned into small slits as he lunged forward with a sideswipe. The sharp blade found only air, as Justin stepped back. The knifeman repeated the gesture. This time, his arm swung in the opposite direction.

Justin saw a small window of opportunity and kicked at the man’s arm when the knife was pointed in the opposite direction, away from his body. The kick connected with the man’s arm, but he didn’t drop the knife.

Instead, he slashed upward, in a swift, unexpected move.

It caught Justin off guard.

The saw-toothed tip of the blade sliced through his flak vest, his shirt, and his skin. Blood spurted out of the wound. Justin gritted his teeth and tightened his fist. He was lucky to have moved his head out of the way; otherwise, the knife would have hacked through his jaw.

The knifeman grinned widely. “How is that now?”

“Pathetic,” Justin replied in a firm voice, ignoring the pain shooting from his chest and the blood oozing from his wound. “My niece, a little girl, can do better.”

He didn’t have a niece, but the insult worked. The knifeman sprang into another attack. This time, he tried to stab Justin with a forward thrust. The operative stepped back, then to the side. He threw a knee into the man’s stomach, followed by a blow to the side of his face.

The man turned his knife toward Justin, who sidestepped. He grabbed the man’s wrist with his left hand and punched him hard with an uppercut. The man lost his balance and dropped his knife. Justin kicked him in the chest, and that blow sent the man to the ground.

The operative picked up the knife and looked at his wound. It was still dripping blood, but not as much as a few seconds earlier. Justin leaned over the man crumpled in the dusty alley. “Get up, up!”

The man gave Justin a tired look of defeat. “What?”

“On your feet.” He offered his hand.

The man blinked, puzzled by the gesture.

Justin had no time to waste. “Hurry, we’ve got to go.”

He looked at a group of men forming outside one of the doors, the one that had been opened first. No weapons in sight, but he couldn’t see beyond the threshold.

“Where?”

“To the truck. Hurry.”

The man reluctantly climbed to his feet. 

Justin helped him up, then shoved him forward. “Go, go, go.”

The man shuffled his feet as slowly as he could, while Justin pulled out his pistol. He cocked it and held it in front of himself at mid-chest height. It wasn’t pointed at anyone in particular, but in plain view for everyone to see. He wasn’t sure how much of the shootout or the knife fight the onlookers had observed, but he wanted to make sure they knew he wasn’t kidding. He was going to take the man to his truck and out of the neighborhood, even if it was the last thing he did.

Justin’s eyes flitted in all directions as he ushered the man into the front seat of the truck. He seemed beaten, but his eyes still had a hopeful glow. Justin turned the pistol to the man and said, “At the first attempt of escape, I’ll blow your head off.”

The man grinned and wiped sweat and grime off his reddened face and his three-inch-long beard. “No, you won’t. You need me for my information.”

“I value my life more than that. Don’t do anything stupid.”

The man said nothing, but the glow seemed to lose some of its shine.

Justin held the pistol pointed at the man, while he put the truck into gear. He prayed it would start, and the engine spun to life. He threw the truck in reverse and stepped on the gas. The truck bounced through the potholes and raised a curtain of dust as it began to leave the alleyway.

That’s when the shooting began.
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Chapter Four

 

 

Outskirts of Nouakchott

Mauritania

 

The first few bullets thumped against the truck’s grille. A round struck one of the remaining pieces from the shattered windshield.

“Get down, down!” Justin shouted at the gunman.

The man had already lowered himself almost to the floor.

Justin slid down in his seat. He kept his head an inch above the steering wheel. He couldn’t see anything behind him, driving blindly through the punishing potholes. One of the tires dropped so hard, he thought they’d lose a wheel.

It was a blessing they didn’t.

The back of the truck began to scrape against one of the whitewashed walls, so Justin turned the wheel. They were now close to the mouth of the alley, but the volley of bullets had intensified. It seemed like the entire vehicle was being pounded mercilessly. The hammering set his ears ringing.

He turned the wheel one last time, and the truck flew onto the two-lane unpaved road. The volley ended, although Justin could still hear the bullets banging in his ears. He kept going in reverse in a straight line, then lifted his foot off the gas. He yanked hard at the wheel, turning it as far as it would go, keeping his left hand down. The maneuver threw him against the truck’s door as the truck began to spin around. About halfway through the spin, Justin slammed the gearshift forward. It was perfect timing. He straightened the wheel and accelerated as
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