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The Story

 

Would you partner with a terrorist to keep your homeland safe?

 

After a hair-raising mission deep inside ISIS-ruled northern Iraq, Justin Hall, CIS’s best field operative, discovers that terrorists’ have his homeland in their sights. They are determined to deal a deadly blow to a famous arena and cause massive casualties. 

 

They’ve made it personal.

 

Justin and his partner, Carrie O’Connor, are dispatched to dismantle the terrorist plot in what will turn to be their deadliest assignment. As they untangle an international web of lies and deceits, stretching from Canada to Russia to Saudi Arabia, they discover that their allies and enemies are not who they seem. And when they infiltrate the heartland of lawless Yemen, Justin and Carrie are plunged into a death-defying operation.

 

Can they find the truth and save their homeland?


 

 

 

 

​HOMELAND

 

BOOK SEVEN IN THE JUSTIN HALL SERIES

 

 

 

ETHAN JONES


​Table of Contents

Front Page

Title Page

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-one

Chapter Twenty-two

Chapter Twenty-three

Chapter Twenty-four

Chapter Twenty-five

Chapter Twenty-six

Epilogue

Bonus Content - The Saudi Strategy Chapter One

Bonus Content - The Saudi Strategy Chapter Two

Bonus Content - The Saudi Strategy Chapter Three

Bonus Content - The Saudi Strategy Chapter Four

Acknowledgements

Copyright


​ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter One

 

 

Hosiboi, Mandera County, northeastern Kenya

Twenty-five miles away from the border with Somalia

 

Justin Hall glanced through his powerful binoculars at the main gate of the terrorist safe house below the mosque. His hiding place atop the minaret—the tower attached to the neighborhood’s mosque—was forty feet above the ground and the highest point within a two-mile radius. The vantage point offered him a sweeping view of the area packed with one- and two-story cinderblock houses and crawling with al-Shabaab fighters, members of the fiercest terrorist group ruling this remote part of the country. Two local contacts supporting the Canadian agent in this operation were stretched out next to him with their sniper rifles at the ready. One was armed with a Soviet Dragunov SVD 7.62mm while the other held a British Lee Enfield SMLE, a .303 caliber rifle.

Their target was Sheikh Bashiir Kafi Warsame and his associates in the Islamic terrorist group responsible for the Westgate Mall massacre in the capital of Kenya a few years ago. More recently, Warsame and other al-Shabaab leaders had threatened to attack Canada’s West Edmonton Mall, and other major shopping centers in the United States and Britain, and cause mass casualties. Justin had been sent to Kenya to ensure al-Shabaab’s threats never became reality. 

His partner in the Canadian Intelligence Service, Carrie O’Connor, and her two teams had secured positions at the two entrances to the alley. They had combed through the area and had rigged the outside of the safe house with explosives, while one of the guards, Nasteh, an asset of the CIS, had looked the other way. Now, they were Justin’s eyes on the ground, as both teams waited for the arrival of Warsame and his convoy.

Justin fondled the trigger guard of his C8SFW assault rifle as he peered through its scope. He zoomed out and moved the scope slightly to the left. A group of children were kicking a ragged ball around in the dusty debris-littered alley. They were cheering and shouting and seemed without any care in the world. But their skinny legs and arms were clear evidence of malnourishment and lack of proper medical care.

He glanced at his wristwatch, then gazed through the binoculars again. He found Carrie sitting in the front passenger seat of a white beat-up Toyota. She was wrapped in a black burka, but he knew she holstered an HK MP7 and wore a bulletproof vest underneath her robe. The team was expected to blend in and look like the locals. Justin wore a brown thobe, the loose-fitting robe worn by most Kenyan males.

“All teams, we got movement,” Carrie’s sharp voice came into Justin’s earpiece. “Nasteh’s going out for a smoke.”

It was their agreed-upon signal. If the convoy’s arrival was still on track, Nasteh was supposed to inform Justin and Carrie by lighting up a cigarette. In case of a change of plans, Nasteh would just play with his lighter and his cigarette pack, but refrain from smoking. It was old-school spy craft, but they had to resort to old tricks because of Warsame’s paranoia of electronic and digital technology. He did not allow his guards to carry cellphones or laptops, and he closely monitored all communications around him at all times.

“Has he lit up yet?” Justin scanned along the puke yellow-colored wall of the house, but did not see Nasteh. He must be beyond the right side corner.

“No, not yet. But he’s working on it.”

Justin had never wished for someone to get lung cancer, especially since his father was battling lung cancer, but he could not help but wish Nasteh would light up his cigarette.

“Okay, he lit up. We’re good. I repeat, we’re good with the plan.”

“Roger that.” Justin sighed.

He turned his attention to the team at the other end of the alley. John and Michael were standing in front of a fruit and vegetable tent talking to the owner. They were members of the NSIS, Kenya’s National Security Intelligence Service.

A couple of customers approached the tent and began to pick through the banana heaps. Justin licked his parched lips and sipped from his water bottle. He swished the warm water around in his mouth, then spat it out. He mopped his sweaty forehead with the corner of his headdress and lowered his head near the minaret’s circular parapet to escape the scorching sun.

The local assets were watching on the other side of the minaret. They were now fully exposed to the sun, as Justin had been until ten minutes ago.

“Target approaching from the east. Three-car convoy,” John said in his heavy Kenyan accent. “ETA to the alley: forty-five seconds.”

Justin took a deep breath, then realigned his scope crosshairs with the safe house entrance. Two men with PK machine guns and bandoliers around their necks rushed out into the alley. They assumed positions a few feet away from the entrance, each holding his machine gun with both hands.

A grin curled the corners of Justin’s lips. The PKs looked menacing, but they were fairly inaccurate weapons even in the hands of expertly trained men. Otherwise the CIS and Navy SEALS would use them in their operations. And trained or not, these men would not get a chance to fire a single round. Justin would make sure of that.

“First car, white Nissan sedan entering the alley,” John said from down in the alley.

Justin took a deep breath. “All teams ready?”

“Ready,” John replied.

“Yes, good to go,” Carrie said.

The two men next to him shifted to secure better positions. The youngest of them, barely in his twenties, stole a quick peek over the edge of the parapet.

“Stay down,” Justin whispered at him. “You’ll give away our position!”

The young man nodded and dropped down. He pushed the muzzle of his rifle through a slit cut into the parapet as Justin had done.

The older man—named Anindo, who seemed to be close to his late thirties, about Justin’s age, and sported a thin moustache—spoke to the younger one in a local dialect Justin did not understand. It sounded like Arabic, which Justin had learned during his years in Egypt. Technically Cairo was still his home station, although he was involved in covert operations across the entire Middle East and Africa. He had just returned from a recent mission in Mosul, Iraq, where his team had tracked down an informant who had intelligence about an assassination plot against Israel’s prime minister.

“Ten seconds until target is at the entrance,” John said.

Justin began the countdown in his head.

When he was still at number three, the second vehicle in the convoy—a box-shaped black Mercedes-Benz SUV—stopped about two yards away from the entrance. Justin ignored the driver, the first one to step out, and zeroed in on the back passenger door.

Justin took a deep breath and steadied his hands. With his eye on the scope, he placed the crosshairs where he expected Warsame’s head would pop up at any moment. But Warsame stayed inside the car. If he was inside the car. The side window was tinted black, and Justin could not see the face of the backseat passenger.

“Target’s visual confirmation?” Justin said into his throat mike. “Is target in sight?”

“Cannot confirm it,” Carrie replied.

“Negative,” John said. “We don’t have eyes on him.”

The driver ran to the two guards wielding PK machine guns. They exchanged a few harsh words, judging by their frowns, spitting on the ground, and animated hand and body gestures. Then the driver ran back to the Mercedes SUV.

“They’re getting ready to leave,” Justin heard John’s voice. “Last car’s backing out of the alley.”

“Blow them up, Carrie,” Justin said.

She set off the charges.

An orange flash lit up the alley for a split second, as a string of powerful explosives ripped out the side of the safe house. Chunks of concrete and other shrapnel from the blast hit the convoy. The shock wave cut through the vehicles, shattering their windows. A heavy dust cloud began to fill the alley.

The two guards with PK machine guns spun on their heels, trying to make sense of the situation. Justin tapped the trigger. His bullet found the back of the head of the first gunman. The other guard turned around to look for the location of the shooter, but found only Justin’s second bullet. The guard’s head exploded in a mist of pink.

The white Nissan began to zip through the alley.

“Carrie, first car coming to your position,” Justin said

“Roger that,” came the reply.

Justin could not see what Carrie was doing, but they had planned for this scenario. She was setting up to bring the first car to a halt and to block off the escape route. He followed the Nissan on his scope as it rounded the corner and entered the intersection, about fifty yards from Carrie’s car.

She popped up for a split second to aim and fire an RPG launcher. The round tore through the intersection, leaving behind its trademark grayish streak. It pierced the side of the Nissan, turning it into a large yellowish fireball.

Gunmen from the SUV returned fire, and Carrie dropped behind her Toyota. Their volley shattered the windshield and one of the side windows.

Justin fired another round, which struck the SUV’s driver’s door. The SUV kept going. Justin tapped the trigger again. This time the bullet hit about a foot to the right, piercing the rear door. He re-aimed his rifle, but before he could take another shot, a bullet whizzed over his head. A second bullet slammed against the side of the parapet, sending slivers through the open slit. Justin fell back as slivers cut into the side of his face.

The two men next to him blasted their rifles non-stop. Justin took a deep breath and crawled to the other slit three feet away. He thrust the rifle through the opening and looked through the scope. 

He found the SUV as it reached the intersection and headed toward the Nissan. The right corner of the SUV rammed into the side of the burning car, pushing it to the side as if it were a toy.

Carrie and her teammate fired a long barrage. Their rounds peppered the runaway SUV, but did not stop it. The driver was able to squeeze the Mercedes SUV between the blackening hulk and the nearby house, albeit while scraping against the cinderblock wall.

“In pursuit,” Carrie said and climbed into the Toyota.

“Roger,” Justin said. “We’re coming down. Our position is compromised. John, provide cover fire.”

“Roger,” John said.

Justin retrieved his rifle, then began to crawl backwards. “Time to go,” he told his teammates.

Anindo nodded and fired a short burst.

The young man climbed to his left knee, and blasted a long barrage.

Justin reached for his shoulders. “Get down, get the—”

Before he could pull the young man back, a spray of bullets thumped against the parapet. One of the rounds caught the young man on the right side of his chest. He fell on his side, as blood spurted out of his mouth and his gaping wound.

Anindo swore, then leaned to help the young man.

Justin took a quick glance at the wound. It was right underneath the ribcage. The bullet had probably punctured his lungs. The man would survive if he were carried to a decent medical facility within a few minutes. The chances of that happening in this situation were zero.

“He’ll die,” Justin said in a calm cold voice. “It’s either here or in front of a camera, tortured and beheaded by those dogs.” He tipped his head toward the safe house. “If they find him still alive.”

Anindo understood what Justin was saying. He did not need to explain the mosque would be surrounded within a few moments, and they could not carry the dying man with them. 

“I’ll take care of it.” Anindo pulled out his pistol from his shoulder holster.

Justin nodded and backed toward the minaret’s wooden door. He stepped down the narrow spiral staircase, his back against the wall, his combat boots scraping on the gritty uneven concrete steps. He almost lost his footing as his heel slipped on a missing chunk. His rifle clanged against the wall.

A single pistol shot came from above, followed by Anindo’s rushed footsteps behind him.

Justin hurried his pace and readied his rifle. A few more seconds and they would reach the bottom of the staircase. Going through a wooden door would take them to the rear of the mosque.

He placed his ear to the door. Loud footsteps and angry shouts came from the hall.

Justin asked his teammate, “Ready?”

Anindo nodded. “Yes, I’m ready.”

Justin gave the door a gentle push with the tip of his boot.

A long volley erupted on the other side. A few bullets struck the door, sending splinters all around them.

He fell back behind the protective wall, and pulled out a smoke grenade from his chest rig. Justin pulled the pin and tossed the grenade through the door’s small opening. More bullets bounced to his left, ricocheting off the mosque wall. The grenade exploded with a sharp bang. A thick curtain of gray smoke began to hang over the area.

Justin waited for three more seconds. Long barrages exploded. The gunmen beyond the door had decided someone was already making a break for it.

Justin said, “Run, run, run.”

He dashed through the wall of smoke and tried not to breathe in the toxic substances of the irritant agents dispersed in the air. He felt his eyes stinging, but kept advancing forward. Bullets hissed to his right side. One round tore through his camouflage pant leg. Another one thudded against the rucksack hanging over his shoulders. The acrid thickening smoke did not seem to affect the efficiency of the gunmen’s fire. Justin fired blindly, rapid three-round bursts, spreading his bullets in a wide arc. Then he rolled on the ground and crawled behind the nearest granite column.

He took a few quick and easy breaths, as the smoke was still thin at this part of the mosque. Anindo hobbled, then dropped to the concrete floor next to Justin, and let out a deep low groan.

Justin glanced at Anindo. He was clutching his right leg near his crotch. “I can’t . . . can’t run with you,” he muttered. “Go!”

Justin shook his head. “I’m not leaving you behind.”

Anindo reached and held Justin by his shoulders. “I’ll slow you down, and they’ll catch or kill us both. So you have to go. But this is my neighborhood, my city. I’ll tell them I was hunting you like the rest of the people out there, when a bullet just cut through me.” He gestured with his head toward the other side of the hall.

Two bullets buzzed overhead as if to confirm his words.

Justin wondered for a moment if al-Shabaab’s militants would believe Anindo’s words. But he had made up his mind. The tough glare in his fearless black eyes told Justin that much.

He said, “All right. May God be with you.”

“Yes, and you too.”

Justin gave Anindo a final nod and crawled over the coarse concrete floor toward the mosque’s side entrance. It was about twenty yards to his right. He had studied the building’s plan and had committed all important details to memory before their reconnaissance mission the previous night. He had paid special attention to the layout when they had snuck into the mosque earlier that morning.

A torrent of bullets came from behind him. Justin grabbed a flash-bang grenade from his chest rig and threw it at the gunmen. Along with the smoke screen, it would disorient the enemy and provide the visual distraction he needed for his exit. The grenade exploded about a second and a half after Justin threw it. Its blinding flash of over seven million candelas and the powerful 175-decibel bang produced the desired effect. The volley subsided, albeit temporarily. Justin seized the moment and covered the last few yards separating him from the exit. He climbed to his knees, threw his shoulder to the door, and rolled outside.

In the back yard, he took a couple of deep breaths. The smoke had inflamed his eyes, and his vision was blurry. He blinked to clear his eyes, and the fresh air helped.

Justin sprinted toward the entrance gate to the mosque’s yard. He was about ten feet away when the gate was thrown wide open. A group of four gunmen swinging AKs poured into the yard. They were startled by Justin’s appearance. He could have cut them down with a quick barrage, but he thought about other gunmen still in the alley, beyond the eight-foot-high walls. He was now all alone, and he did not want to fight on two separate fronts. Unless he had to.

He cradled his rifle in his arms and turned off his earpiece. The headdress and the robe covered it well, and he doubted the gunmen would be able to hear Carrie or another of her teams’ members whispering in his ear. But he did not want to leave anything to chance. Then he pointed to the mosque’s door and said in Arabic with a thick Egyptian accent, “The infidels are holed up inside. I had to step out because of the smoke.” He let out a deep throaty cough to add validity to his claim.

One of the gunmen—a middle-aged man with a balding head—gave Justin an inquisitive look. “You’re one of the mujahedeens from Egypt?” he asked, referring to foreign fighters who had flocked to neighboring Somalia and crossed into Kenya during the prolonged conflicts.

“Yes, and I served with Mohammed Tahlil Kaskey before he became a martyr.” Justin gave the name of a mid-level ranking fighter who had been killed during a drone strike in southern Somalia the previous week.

The other gunmen kept staring at Justin. They did not seem quite convinced of his words. But Justin looked the part. He had a Mediterranean complexion—dark olive skin, wavy raven hair, big black eyes, and a large, thick nose—inherited from his Italian mother. He was fit and rugged, with a scruffy beard and a dirty robe, just like the rest of them. His fluent Arabic was almost flawless. If one of them were actually from Egypt, they might have noticed a slight trace of foreign accent and a mispronunciation of a word or two. But these gunmen were Kenyans and Somalis.

“And the weapon? That’s a good weapon.” The same gunman gestured toward Justin’s gun.

“It belonged to the infidels we killed in Bardere,” Justin said in a proud voice and held up his C8SFW rifle for all the gunmen to see it. “And I took the dog’s pack as well.” He swung it gently over his shoulders.

The al-Shabaab ambush against an African peacekeepers’ convoy in Bardere three weeks ago had resulted in over fifty casualties on both sides.

The gunman nodded with admiration clear in his eyes. He dropped his gaze to the old rusty AK in his hands with the cracked wood stock.

Gunfire reports echoed from the alley beyond the walls. 

Justin asked, “Enemies on that side?”

“No.” The gunman shook his head. “Another group of fighters like us. The infidels took off in a white car in that direction.” He turned to face the opposite side of the alley.

A couple of quick bursts came from inside the mosque.

“All right,” Justin said. “The three of you go in, but be careful.” He stepped near the fourth gunman, a bearded young man with a black-and-white headscarf and a bandolier around his neck. “You and I, we’ll find a car and give chase,” Justin said in a firm voice and hunched back his thumb toward the alley, where he hoped Carrie was still rushing behind or had caught up to Warsame.

The bearded man looked up to the old man for permission. “Yes, go, and take down those dogs.”

“Allah will lead us,” the bearded man said and lifted up his AK. “Allah will lead us.”

“This way.” Justin stepped toward the gate.

“I’ll be the leader,” the bearded man said. “You follow me.”

Justin nodded and said nothing. He was more than happy to have his rifle pointed at the fighter’s back rather than the other way around.

Out in the alley, the bearded man exchanged quick words with four gunmen in black shirts and camouflage pants. They gave Justin suspicious looks, but did not approach or stop them. As Justin and the fighter reached the intersection, Justin looked for signs of Warsame’s Mercedes SUV or Carrie’s Toyota. He spotted a trail of dust to the right, at the far end of the road. It was maybe a couple of miles out, but the flat land allowed for a broad horizon and a wide range of sight.

“We need a car. I’m going to get us one,” the bearded man said. “Wait here. I’ll be back.”

He disappeared through the large gray metal gate of the nearest house. Its bullet-ridden and paint-chipped walls did not give one much hope he would find a car in a good shape for a high-speed chase. Justin thought the terrorist would come out in a battered Kia or some never-heard-of model car that companies produced for third-world countries. But he also knew sometimes the rich in war-ravaged countries like Kenya and Somalia hid their vast wealth behind crumbling façades like this one.

Justin looked around at the empty alley. Sporadic shots came from the mosque, while a long machine-gun barrage sounded far in the distance, in the direction of the trail of dust. He turned on his throat mike and whispered quickly, “All teams, I’m still near the mosque. Making an exit in a vehicle with a local fighter.”

“Repeat your last,” Carrie’s voice came loud and clear into his earpiece.

“I’ve convinced militants I’m one of them. Bringing one in as potential source of intel.”

“Roger that,” Carrie said. “ETA?”

“Uncertain.”

“Type of vehicle?”

“Uncertain.”

“Roger that. We’ll consider any vehicle following us as friendly until we hear from you or are fired upon.”

“What’s your position?” Justin asked.

“Three miles south of the mosque. Engaging Warsame’s guards and other jihadists in a four-car—no, make that a three-car convoy. John just blasted a truck and sent a few jihadists to meet their virgins.”

Justin smiled.

The large gate of the house began to swing open.

Justin said, “Zero coms until point of contact. Over and out.”

“Roger that. Be safe,” Carrie said.

“You too.”

He turned off the mike just as a white Land Rover 4x4 pulled out of the gate. The Rover was almost brand new, although Justin noticed a thin layer of dust on the hood and the front passenger door as he pulled it open. “Wow, this is a great car. How did you know?” He climbed inside and placed his rucksack between his feet.

The bearded gunman nodded. “I know everyone in this neighborhood,” he said with a great amount of pride. “The man who owns the car and the house is a doctor, and a great supporter of our cause.”

“I had no idea.”

The gunman shrugged and hit the Rover’s gas. The powerful beast jerked forward, then he turned the wheel. They cut through the intersection and almost ran over a couple of children who could not have been older than five. The gunman punched the horn with his fist and swore at the scattering children through the open window.

Justin weighed his rifle’s magazine in his hand. It felt half-empty, so he replaced it with a fresh one. Then he rested his rifle on his lap and kept his finger on the trigger guard. The rifle’s muzzle faced the gunman. If he made any threatening moves, Justin was ready.

The Rover zoomed through the crooked road and bounced over the uneven and potholed dirt surface. The gunman kept his foot on the gas and his hand on the horn. He dodged most of the debris littering the road, and only once came near a close call, when he almost plowed through a woman pushing a wheelbarrow. Then he turned into a narrow side alley walled in by three-story gray cinderblock houses.

Justin perched up on the edge of his seat. His hand tightened its grip around his rifle. “What is this?”

“Relax,” replied the gunman. “I know a shortcut. We’ll gain time and reach the convoy.”

“We’re going in the wrong direction. The enemy is that way.” Justin thrust his hand through the window, pointing to the south. “And we’re going east.”

“Yes, but we don’t have to follow them.”

Justin frowned, blinked in frustration, and waited for an explanation.

The gunman said, “I know where they’re going. The safe house at the southern edge of town. Near the airport.”

Justin held the gunman’s dark eyes but did not ask how he knew about the safe house. The gunman might interpret Justin’s words as doubts or insults. So he kept his mouth shut and his fingers clenched around his rifle.

The Rover neared a small intersection, but the driver barreled through without even touching the brakes. It was sheer luck no other vehicles rammed into them. The next neighborhood had mostly ramshackle one-story mud huts with tin roofs. The narrow alley was in worse condition than the previous ones. Ruts and potholes ran almost a foot deep in some places. Heaps of construction debris and garbage had been piled up on both sides and stank like rotten corpses. The gunman jerked the steering wheel left and right. He dodged most of the axle-smashing potholes, but scraped the front and the sides of the Rover.

The owner will not be pleased, Justin thought.

They soon came to another intersection. The gunman eased up on the gas and wrenched the steering wheel to the right. Justin bounced on his seat as the front tire dropped into a deep rut, and the Rover slid into a wider road. He dropped his head and looked through the dusty windshield. In the distance, about a hundred yards or so, he saw a thin dust cloud and what resembled the back of a white sedan. Carrie’s Toyota?

“It’s them.” The gunman’s voice carried a hint of smugness. “We got them.”

“Faster, faster,” Justin said.

The gunman needed no encouragement. He floored the gas, and they started to gain on the white sedan. The road was hard compact gravel with fewer ruts. Soon Justin noticed two men firing assault rifles through the rear windows of the sedan at an unseen target ahead of them. As the road wound round a large curve, he spotted their targets. It was a two-car convoy: a silver van and Warsame’s black SUV. Carrie’s team must have taken out the third vehicle.

The gunman tipped his head toward the sedan. “That’s the enemy. Open fire.”

Justin picked up his rifle. “How do we know that? What if they’re other fighters, like us?”

“Because no fighter would shoot against the sheikh’s convoy. Open fire.”

Justin nodded. “You’ll have to get closer, then slow down.”

The gunman opened his mouth to voice his objection, so Justin added quickly, “It will help my aim. So we can kill the infidels.”

“Yes, kill them all.”

They bridged the distance and were now maybe twenty or twenty-five yards away. Justin pulled the retractable stock of his rifle, then swung the rifle toward the window. As they came to a somewhat straight stretch of the road with a clearing on the left side, he said to the gunman, “Slow down. Now!”

The gunman hit the brakes.

Justin struck him with his rifle’s butt stock on the side of his face. He held the steering wheel with his right hand and pushed the gunman’s unconscious body against the door. Then he stepped on the brakes and brought the car to a halt on the side of the road.

Flicking his throat mike on, he said, “Carrie, I’m in the white Rover behind you. I’ve neutralized the gunman.”

“Roger that,” Carrie said. “Good to see you.”

“Good to see you too.”

“Running low on ammo. Can use a hand.”

“On it.”

Justin dragged the gunman to the backseat then handcuffed him with a pair of plastic cuffs he took out of his rucksack. Once Justin sat in the driver’s seat, he gunned the engine. The Rover rocketed forward, and he felt the spinning tires chewing up the dirt road. He held his foot on the gas and tried to make up the lost time.

“Coming up on your right,” he said into his mike.

“Roger,” Carrie replied. “Will make some room.”

The Toyota veered off to the left, opening up the road for Justin. He had already positioned his rifle over his right forearm with the muzzle sticking out of the window. His left-hand index finger was ready to tap the trigger.

The Rover came parallel to Carrie’s sedan. Justin gave her team a slight nod. John nodded at Justin from the backseat. Carrie returned a smile from the front passenger’s seat. All the sedan’s windows were shattered and long ribbons of bullet holes crisscrossed the side. One or more rounds must have hit the engine; a thin spindle of smoke was spiraling from the hood.

Justin overtook the Toyota and began to gain on the van. He was about twenty yards behind, when the van’s backdoors burst open. Two gunmen squeezed off a few quick bursts. They were largely off target, except for one or two that pinged against the Rover’s hood.

The road curved to the left. As the van rounded the corner, it came into Justin’s rifle sights. He fired a long burst. His bullets pierced the side of the van, but missed the driver.

The backdoors flew open again, but this time Justin knew what to expect. He slowed down and turned the steering wheel to the right. As soon as the first gunman popped out his head, Justin peppered the van with a few well-spaced rounds. One of them hit the gunman. He dropped out of the van and rolled on the ground.

The other gunman returned fire.

By now, Justin had come to a complete stop. It made it easier for him to fire at his target. But it also made him an easier target.

The second gunman’s bullets cracked the right side of the windshield. If Justin were still in the driver’s seat, he would have gotten a new hole drilled in his head. Other bullets shattered the rear window, and more bullets skimmed over the top of the hood.

Justin adjusted his rifle’s aim about an inch or so and tapped the trigger twice. Both bullets punched the lower left side of the gunman’s body. He fell against the van’s doors, trying to cling onto them. But his hands slipped, and he fell off the van, landing hard on his face.

Justin held his rifle aimed at the van, but no shooters appeared at the back.

A barrage burst out from Carrie’s sedan as it overtook Justin’s position. John was shooting from the right side and Michael from the left. They were good shots, stitching up the back and the side of the van. A few bullets must have pierced the tires, because the van’s driver lost control. The vehicle swerved first to the left, then to the right. A moment later, it rolled over, once, then again, before coming to rest on its roof. A thin dust curtain began to veil the van.

“I’ll clean up this site,” Justin said. “Stop the Mercedes.”

“Roger that,” Carrie said.

Justin cast a quick glance at the bearded gunman in the Rover’s backseat. He was still unconscious, with his eyes closed, his hands cuffed and lying on his side. No bullets seemed to have struck him. Justin opened the door and took a guarded step outside. He was alone, in an unknown neighborhood, in the middle of a firefight.

A group of men standing near the corner of a two-story house by the flipped-over van caught his attention. They also spotted him and broke into a run. Justin marched forward with quick steps as he scanned the adjacent houses and stores. He saw movement behind a few windows, men’s faces and silhouettes, but no weapons. If there were militants among them, they would soon open fire from their hideouts or flood the streets.

He reached the body of the first dead gunman and rummaged through his pockets. A cellphone and a thin wallet with a few Kenyan shillings. Justin put them in one of his rucksack’s pouches.

Then he made his way to the second dead gunman. This time, Justin’s search resulted in an mp3 player, a flash drive and a set of keys. He slid them into the pouch holding the items collected from the other gunman and proceeded to the van.

A quick check told him there were no survivors. The driver’s neck had been twisted and his upper body was mangled. The front passenger had taken a round through his neck. If that had not killed him, the sharp metal pieces stabbing through his head would have finished the job.

Justin cast a sweeping glance at the street. It was still largely empty, with only a few frightened children staring at him from a distance. Then a high-pitched scream came from one of the nearby houses’ balconies. Justin’s eyes found a woman clad in a black abaya. One of the children replied in a weak voice and reluctantly left his friends and shuffled toward the house. Justin grinned. Everywhere in the world mothers sounded the same when calling their children.

He kicked open one of the van’s twisted doors and knelt behind it. The back of the van held nothing of immediate interest or value. A wooden box with a few RPG rounds, but there was no launcher. A PK machine gun but no drums or ammunition belts.

Justin returned to the cabin and looked through the pockets of the dead gunmen and the glove compartment. He found a couple of flash drives and cellphones and a small notebook with names and numbers. He took everything and began to sprint to his Rover.

He was about halfway there when a stream of bullets kicked up dirt in front of him. Justin dove onto the hard ground and rolled into a small ditch along the side of the road. More bullets hammered the area around him, lifting chunks of gravel near his feet.

He tried to determine the shooter’s position by the bullets’ trajectory and the details of the surroundings. It had to be someone on the second or third floor. That vantage point granted the shooter an unobstructed view of Justin’s movements on the street.

Crawling through the ditch, Justin advanced a few feet toward the Rover. He avoided broken glass pieces and other sharp debris as another round of gunfire broke out from somewhere to his right. The bullets did not buzz near his position, so he continued his quick low crawl.

About ten or twelve feet farther, an explosion rattled the entire area. Justin buried his face into the ground as shrapnel hailed over his back. Someone had fired an RPG or had thrown a grenade, which, thankfully, had landed too far away to cause him any serious damage.

Justin sped up his crawl, but kept his head near the ground. The explosion had given him the right incentive. He needed to get out of the kill zone.

Bullets from another long barrage grazed the ground up ahead. But they were yards away from him. The shooters had lost Justin’s position. He took a deep relaxing breath and pressed on.

When he came near the Rover, he stopped and thought about his next step. The SUV was about four yards away. It was only a two, three-second dash at the most. But if a trained sniper was hunting Justin through crosshairs, that dash was a second too long.

He waited for a moment, waiting for a pause in the gunfire still thundering through the neighborhood. At the first second of silence, he dove, slid and rolled behind the Rover’s front tire.

A bullet smashed the Rover’s right headlight, sending a spray of metal and plastic fragments inches away from his face. Justin reached the door handle and swung open the door. He crawled inside as a few more rounds shattered what was left of the cracked windshield. He set the Rover into reverse and began to drive away from the hot area. He jerked the wheel and made a swift J-turn. He shifted gears and hit the gas. The Rover tore down the road and fishtailed as Justin rounded the corner. He was now beyond the shooter’s reach.

Justin turned into a narrow side alley, then another one, trying to avoid any vehicles that might have followed the Rover from the mosque. He doubted that any would come, but still one could never be too careful.

 “The van’s site is clean,” he said through his communication gear a few moments later. 

“Roger that. We’re finishing up with the Merc.”

“Is Warsame dead?”

“Yes, our target is eliminated.”

Justin nodded. He had heard the exchanges between Carrie and her team while searching the dead guards and the van and while retreating back to the Rover. But his main focus had been on his part of the operation and then on surviving the assault.

“Excellent job, everyone. Let’s meet without delay at the safe house.”

“Roger that. You still got the package?”

He glanced at the bearded gunman in the backseat. The Rover’s movements had flipped him on his back. His eyes were now open and he was paying attention to Justin’s conversation.

Justin said, “Yes, the package is secured. See you at the safe house.”

“Roger that.”

“You devious infidel, you tricked me,” the bearded gunman spat out his words. “You’re not a brother. You’re a spy.”

“You don’t miss much, do you?”

“Allah has condemned you. And my brothers will deliver his judgment on you, your people and your homeland.”

Justin shook his head. “They may have planned that. But you will tell us everything. You’ll reveal all their secrets to us.”

It was the gunman’s turn to shake his head. “I don’t know anything.” But his trembling voice betrayed his true emotions.

“You’re lying to me. Remember what you told me when you came out with the Rover. You said you know everyone in that neighborhood. You know al-Shabaab’s supporters. You know Warsame’s safe house and that he was headed there. You’re a great source of intel, and you will be extremely helpful.”

The gunman tried to appear unfazed, but his eyes flinched in sheer terror. He slumped his shoulders and clenched his jaws. “I . . . you may torture me, but I will not tell you anything.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure. Better men, stronger men have talked. You would be wise to do the same, before any of your bones are broken.”

“You may hurt me, you may kill me, but you can do nothing to protect your home country.” The gunman must have mustered his strength, as his voice came out strong and full of resolve. “You come here, to my country, and hunt us down like dogs, killing everyone and destroying everything. The time has come that we bring war to your own country. Now, it is we who will burn up your homeland.”
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​Chapter Two

 

 

Sanaa, capital of Yemen

 

The house came into sight as Kaseem Mohamed Al-Assam’s SUV turned into the street and stopped. It was larger and brighter than he would have preferred it, and the sheikh had brought half a dozen vehicles and over twenty guards. The men were lined up along the tall and thick grayish walls, their AKs and PKs ready for action. These precautions were excessive and completely unnecessary. The guards would be dispensable cannon fodder in case of a drone strike. They would not be able to see it or hear it until screaming missiles rained fire and death on the house and everyone inside and around it, including Al-Assam and the sheikh.

The sheikh had survived three such drone attacks in Somalia’s badlands, which had aided in building his legend as the “indestructible warrior.” He was brutal and cocky, yet smart, and had an impeccable sense of timing. While American drone strikes and international coalition ground troops, along with the fragile Somali Army, were establishing some resemblance of order in war-ravaged Somalia, the sheikh had moved his training camps and operations to northern Yemen. After the collapse of the American-backed broad alliance government early that January, the country had become the cradle for fighters of all creeds and flags. Such chaos had started to get on Al-Assam’s nerves. He and his men had suffered immeasurable punishment at the hands of the Shiite for many years with very little help from outside, from these men who now claimed to be his brothers. No, they were no brothers, but rats, rats trying to escape the sinking Somali ship and seeking refuge in his land. And like rats, they brought with them diseases. Horrendous public beheadings, burnings, crucifixions, mass shootings or floggings meticulously recorded and uploaded on the Internet with skin-crawling consistency. They all bore the mark of ISIS, the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria, whose fighters now filled the ranks of the sheikh’s group, an ISIS offshoot, still with close ties to its original network. 

Such acts directed mostly against other Muslims living in the area had drawn the ire of the international community. The US-led air bombing campaign and the fierce reaction of Iraqi and Kurdish troops had allowed these forces to claw their way to victory in Iraq. Al-Assam feared the same reaction would soon sweep across northern Yemen. The flood of bombings, drone strikes and combat troops could drown the sheikh’s rats. And like any other flood, it would wipe out everything that lay in its path.

But Al-Assam did not have much of a choice. He had to be present at this meeting the sheikh had called to discuss strategy and tactics about how to deal “deadly blows to the infidels in their homelands.” Al-Assam was in a weak position even before the appearance of the sheikh and his bloodthirsty jackals. Now his situation had become almost unsustainable, as his authority and influence was dwindling day by day. Power abhors a vacuum and Yemenis abhorred weak leaders. Al-Assam had to find a way to flex his muscles and re-establish his dominance over his land. He grinned and brushed the right corner of his bushy salt-and-pepper moustache. If you cannot beat your enemy with brute force, then join them while you plot deception. Yes, reluctantly, he would have to join the sheikh and his hordes. But only for a short time.

Al-Assam took in a deep breath through his nose, the smell of smoke and burned fat filling his wide nostrils. His small brown eyes, framed by thick, long and messy eyebrows that resembled cockroaches, found a second-story open window across from the sheikh’s safe house. He thought he detected a spiral of smoke wafting through the window and felt hungry, even though he had enjoyed a thick lamb curry earlier that evening. He licked his thirsty lips, then gave Farooq, his driver, a hand gesture. “Park behind the house.”

“Yes.” Farooq nodded and put the Toyota SUV into gear. He drove slowly, the vehicle bouncing over the dips and the rises of the road.

Al-Assam felt every bump and thought it was time to replace his Toyota, perhaps even upgrade to a better model. A Nissan or a BMW, but nothing too modern or flashy that might attract the wrong kind of attention.

“We’re taking the back entrance.” He shifted in his front passenger seat, so that he could catch the eyes of his two bodyguards in the backseats. “Keep your eyes and ears open at all times. I don’t trust the sheikh. And be ready for a swift exit, if necessary.”

The first bodyguard nodded his big head topped by a small white prayer cap. The second, Aziz, who was the leader of Al-Assam’s security detail, scratched the side of his big crooked nose, then said, “We will be ready. The men in the second Toyota will mingle with the sheikh’s guards and also patrol the area. At the first whiff of trouble, we’ll come in.”

“Good,” Al-Assam said and closed his tired eyes for a long moment. He enjoyed the silence. It was his last chance for a break before the long tiresome meeting.

Farooq stopped the Toyota near the small black metal door at the back. Al-Assam jumped out before one of the sheikh’s guards—who was standing near the door—arrived at the SUV. The guard gave Al-Assam a curious look, as if he were expecting someone else. Someone taller and older, Al-Assam thought. He was used to being underestimated because of his short stature and his thin frame ever since he was in elementary school. When he became of age, his beard would not fill out, a reason for cruel teasing and harsh bullying from his peers. He knew how to throw a punch, but he had never been a great fighter. One of those cruel fights in the schoolyard left him with a crooked nose and a partially blind left eye. 

But Al-Assam did not let his misfortune and their ridicule stand in the way of his ambitions. Instead, he used it to his advantage. He flew under the radar until he could strike his deadly blows, and he was a master at throwing people at each other’s throats. He liked to divide, then conquer his enemy. Al-Assam had taken over the leadership of the Islamic Protection Army in the exact same way, after senior leaders had miscalculated his drive for power. When both of them died in a car bombing attributed to another rival group, he rose to the top as the only recognized chief.

Al-Assam nodded and patted the guard on the arm, then said, “As salaam alaykum.” Peace be upon you.

The guard gave him the customary reply, “Alaykum as salaam.” Peace be on you.

Al-Assam then said, “Sheikh Al-Ghalib is waiting for me.”

The guard let out a muted grunt and dropped his eyes to the left side of Al-Assam’s chest. He was wearing a brown thobe—the loose-fitting tunic local men wore in Yemen—but the guard’s vigilant eyes did not miss the small bulge created by Al-Assam’s shoulder holster. He was leaving his guards outside the house but was not going inside unarmed. He had brought his Beretta 93R machine pistol loaded with a twenty-round magazine. Unlike most local and foreign chiefs who opted for Russian- or Chinese-made bulky assault rifles, Al-Assam liked the compact yet powerful 9mm Beretta. And if he had not neutralized his enemy in a close combat firefight after squeezing off twenty rounds, well, then an AK would have done him no good.

Al-Assam opened his mouth to express his objection over the delay, but at that very moment the guard tilted his head, gesturing to the second guard to let Al-Assam in.

“Follow me,” said the second guard. 

He swung his AK over his shoulder and opened the door. He held it for Al-Assam, then gestured to the right, and they entered a well-lit narrow hall. A brown, yellow, and green worn-out rug stretched almost its entire length. The white walls were barren and in need of a coat of paint. Al-Assam tried to remember who the owner of the house had been before the sheikh claimed it as his safe house in Sanaa. Probably someone they declared a “traitor” and had beheaded or crucified.

The hall led them into a large dining room with a plush red and yellow flowery carpet and a glass-topped rustic coffee table. Sheikh Al-Ghalib was sitting in a deep armchair at the head of the room. His thin narrow face looked as dark and grim as Al-Assam had ever seen. But he had trimmed his beard and had smoothed back his disheveled hair. Or maybe he has had a haircut. In any case, he looked clean and well-kept.

Al-Assam wondered if the sheikh was going to release a new video laden with death threats to America, Israel and the rest of the Western world, something he had gotten accustomed to doing at least once a week. His close confidant, Hammoud, was sitting to his left. Rahman Zaher al-Muaddamani, the chief of the Fighters’ Revolutionary Front, who controlled a large swath of southern Yemen, was to the sheikh’s right. A man Al-Assam did not immediately recognize was further away near an empty chair by the window.

All four men stood up. They exchanged the usual greetings and the sheikh gave Al-Assam a strong embrace, then said, “Welcome, brother. I’m glad Allah brought you here safe tonight.”

“Thank you for the invitation,” Al-Assam said with a certain amount of deference in his voice. “If we work together, then we’re strong and we can crush the infidels.”

“We will, brother. And that is why we’re here, to discuss our next steps. But let me first introduce you to Wahid Maksood Tariq. I don’t believe the two of you have met.”

“No, we haven’t,” Al-Assam said.

Tariq was potbellied, with a round face, large ears and very little gray hair at the top of his head. He was about a foot taller than Al-Assam, who stood at near five feet. Tariq’s attentive eyes meticulously studied Al-Assam from head to toe.

“I’ve heard you have led some excellent operations in Sanaa and elsewhere in the country,” Tariq said. His voice rang out firm and strong like his handshake.

Al-Assam neither feigned modesty nor accepted the praise. He just gave Tariq a small nod.

“Tariq has returned from waging jihad in Syria and Iraq,” the sheikh said. “He commanded a large force that was vital in taking over Mosul and defeating the dogs of the Iraqi Army.”

Al-Assam listened with intent. The sheikh was not known for generosity while doling out praise. Tariq must have really proven himself in the battle for Mosul and the ensuing clashes with Kurdish Peshmerga fighters, American and Canadian Special Forces and Iraqi Shiite.

“Take a seat, and enjoy a cup of tea,” the sheikh said as he pointed to the coffee table.

Al-Assam sat at the edge of an armchair and reached for the ibrik, the long-handled copper pot, lying on a silver tray on the table, and poured tea into one of the black porcelain cups. He brought the cup to his face and enjoyed the sharp smell of mint. “Thank you, Sheikh Al-Ghalib.” 

He took a small sip just to wet his lips and found the tea to have a strong bitter taste. Al-Assam liked his tea sweet, so he filled a small spoon of sugar from a container on the tray and began to stir it slowly with his right hand.

“You all know why we’re here,” the sheikh said after he also had refilled his teacup. “But before we discuss our plans against the infidels, Tariq has brought us some new information, which will be crucial to our future strikes.”
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