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The Story

What if your asset was working with terrorists?

Justin and Carrie have just been transferred to the European CIS section when a rogue asset with potential ties to ISIS disappears in Vienna, taking a cache of secrets with him. 

While tracking him down, Justin and Carrie discover a pivotal piece of intelligence - a terrorist plot that would plunge the continent into chaos. Can the team reclaim the lost intelligence before a devastating terrorist plot is cranked into motion?
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Prologue

 

 

Abbadi Neighborhood

Northeastern Mosul, Iraq

 

“Mommy, what are you doing with that rifle?”

The woman stopped and turned her head. She gave her five-year-old son Naim a bittersweet smile. He was sitting at the edge of his bed a few inches off the floor and rubbing the sleep out of his eyes.

“Go back to bed, my son,” the woman said over the gunfire erupting in the alley, just underneath their bedroom windows. “And stay there. No matter what happens or who comes through the door.” She took a few steps toward Naim and knelt near the bed so she could be at his eye level. “Mommy loves you very much.”

Naim nodded then scratched his head. “But I’m not sleepy. The noise—”

A bullet shattered the window across the room. Naim screamed in a high pitch, and covered his ears.

“Quick, in the closet.” The woman took him into her arms and placed him inside the large wardrobe. She handed him the pillow and the blanket. “Stay down there, son.” Her voice wavered, and her tears welled up, but she needed to be strong for her child. “Don’t come out unless I call you.”

“But . . . but what are you going to do, Mommy?”

“I’ll . . . I’ll come back, my son. I’ll come back.”

The woman sniffled and got to her feet. She gave the small bedroom a sweeping glance. A couple of bullets broke what was left of the window. Glass shards flew all around her, but she did not flinch. She was not terrified. Instead, rage was boiling in her blood. How dare someone attack my home? Don’t they know who my husband is? No one would risk their lives and the lives of their families and attack the house of a top ISIS commander, even now that he was not in Iraq. He had gone to Europe to recruit new fighters, but his reputation, his fame, and his men protected his house and his family in his absence. Could this be an American infidel team of soldiers? The woman shook her head. No, we would have heard about it. Someone would have warned us.

She stepped into the hall, where she was met by her sister and her cousins. “Aaliyah, what’s going on?” asked one of the cousins, while loading her AK assault rifle.

“I’m not sure who this is,” Aaliyah said. “But we’re going to make them pay.”

The cousins nodded.

Aaliyah gestured toward the left. “Take the back of the house. Both of you.” She nodded toward her cousins. “Don’t let anyone set foot inside.”

“How’s Naim?” asked Aaliyah’s sister.

Aaliyah flinched. “Scared, but safe. For now. Let’s go.”

Her sister nodded. She held her assault rifle—the same make and model as her cousins’, the ubiquitous Russian-made Kalashnikov—tight in her hands. “We’ll kill them all, inch’allah.” If Allah wills it.

Aaliyah ran through the hall, followed by her sister. Gunfire erupted outside, and it seemed to be drawing closer. Maybe the soldiers have gotten inside the courtyard. That means . . . it means they’re just outside the door.

She stopped and listened. No sounds of rushing footsteps or pounding heavy boots. She tiptoed through the hall on her bare feet, making as little noise as possible. Aaliyah’s rifle was cocked and ready. Her trigger finger rested on the worn-out trigger guard.

Aaliyah reached the corner and stopped again. A staircase was to her right, leading downstairs. Whoever was attacking her home would rush in from that direction. Unless they came from the back. But my cousins have that covered. They’d rather die than let soldiers come in.

Aaliyah dropped to her knee, then looked over her shoulder at her sister. She had also taken a position on her knee, following Aaliyah’s moves and pivoting to the left and to the right. Aaliyah smiled at her sister. I’m glad those weeks at the training camp paid off.

A loud thud came from downstairs.

Aaliyah heard the metal door being thrown open. Then came a couple of strong men’s voices she assumed were speaking English, followed by heavy boots stomping through the first floor.

She quickly glanced at her sister, gesturing to her that someone was going to come up very soon. Her sister nodded her understanding.

Aaliyah whispered a short prayer for Allah to give her a steady hand and a sharp eye, so she could kill all the infidels. She wiped her sweaty palms on her robe, then climbed to her feet. She stepped around the corner, reached over the cement parapet, then fired a long volley at the two targets.

She was unsure if she had hit any of them, for her hand had trembled and the room was dimly lit. Aaliyah fell back around the corner, expecting the soldiers to toss a grenade, as she had been taught in the training camp and had often seen in American and European movies. But it did not happen.

Aaliyah frowned, wondering if the soldiers were out of grenades or if these were not the typical American soldiers. Could they be Shiite militias? But they were speaking English or whatever that foreign language was. She could feel her heart beat faster, harder in her chest. She drew in a deep breath, then nodded to herself. She retightened her grip around her rifle, then crept closer to the corner. And listened. 

Hearing nothing, she peered again.

Two bullets whizzed barely four inches away from her head. They bore into the cement wall, sending a spray of slivers at her face. Aaliyah’s vision grew blurry. Some of the mortar dust got into her eyes. She shouted in pain, then bit her lip and crouched back, trying to clear her eyes. “I can’t see. Cover me, cover me!” she called at her sister.

“Yes, yes, I got it.”

Aaliyah blinked to clear her watery eyes. She used a fold of her headdress to wipe off the dust. She looked up. Her sister’s silhouette was still hazy. But at least Aaliyah could make out shapes of people.

Then came the explosion.

A thick plume of dust filled the hall. Her ears rang so loudly Aaliyah felt as if they were bleeding. She could not hear anything, not even her screams. The force of the explosion threw Aaliyah onto her back, in the middle of the hall. She grunted, then gasped as pain zipped through her body. She tried to get back to her feet, but her right leg did not respond. Aaliyah tried again, before realizing she had been hit by shrapnel.

She lifted up her head, searching the hall for her sister. In the thinning dust, Aaliyah found her sister lying on the floor, motionless. Aaliyah called out to her, again and again. 

Her sister did not respond.

Aaliyah cursed the soldiers, the attackers, the infidels, the Shiites, whoever it was that had killed her sister. They took her, but they’ll never get to my son. No, Naim is not going to die tonight. She groped with her hand and found the assault rifle. She held it upward with both arms, then struggled on her elbows to crawl backwards, away from the staircase, to a safer position.

Her ears were still ringing, but Aaliyah thought she heard footsteps and loud shouts. She glanced down the hall, then fired a short burst. “Die, infidels, die,” she shouted and fired again.

A bullet pierced her chest. Another tore through her lungs. Aaliyah gasped for breath. Blood bubbled in her mouth. Her rifle fell out of her hands, and she felt her entire body shutting down. “Naim, I’m . . . I’m sorry, son.”

Aaliyah tried to draw in another breath, but she could not. She sat there, with her mouth and her eyes open, as the last fragment of life left her body.

 

* * *

 

Kenneth “Kenny” Collins was the first member of the CIA’s Special Activities Division—better known as SAD—team to climb the stairs and reach the second floor of the house. He pointed his M4 carbine at the two women’s bodies lying on the floor in the hall. They were not moving, but Kenny double-checked, to eliminate any uncertainty. His night vision goggles brought a green grainy image to his fully alert eyes. He nodded to himself. They’re dead, all right. But where are the men? If this is a safehouse, terrorists wouldn’t have women securing it.

“Hall entrance’s clear. Moving toward east,” Kenny whispered into his throat mike.

“Copy that,” came the reply from Dave “Zac” Zachary, the second SAD operative, who had just reached the hall.

Kenny took a couple of steps and reached the next door. He pushed it with the tip of his combat boot, then fell back behind the cement wall. No bullets erupted from inside the room, and no gunfire echoed from anywhere else in or around the house. Kenny felt the adrenaline rush through his body. His mind and all his senses were on overdrive. He could see, hear, feel better. 

He inched inside the small bedroom, clearing it in a matter of seconds. “First left, clear,” he whispered.

“Copy that,” Dave Zac said. “I’ve got the next one.”

“Roger,” Kenny said.

Dave Zac rushed through the hall, squeezed past Kenny, and pushed the next door open with his rifle’s muzzle. Again, no gunfire came from the room. Three seconds later, Dave Zac’s firm voice came into Kenny’s earpiece, “Room’s clear.”

“Roger. Going for the last one,” Kenny said.

He stood up from his kneeling firing position and dashed toward the third door, just six steps ahead. The door was open, so Kenny took a quick peek from behind the rifle’s sight. It was another bedroom, with two beds set on the wall opposite the shattered windows. Kenny checked inside the closet. No one was in the room. 

“Clear,” he said and came near the window.

He glanced at the narrow back alley. A small dark silhouette was running toward the east. Is that a short man? A child? “We’ve got some movement at the back. Possible target moving east. No visible weapons.”

“Copy that,” replied one of the team members covering the back entrance to the safehouse. “Got it.”

Kenny heaved a sigh of relief, then drew in a deep breath as he unstrapped his helmet. The mission seemed to be complete, as the rest of the team had already taken control of the first floor. But a sliver of doubt remained in Kenny’s mind. The CIA assault team had encountered very little resistance when breaching the safehouse. There were no men defending it. No overwatch. Very unusual for any safehouse. A frown darkened Kenny’s face. Do we have the wrong house? Did we get bad intel? Are these . . . did these innocent women die defending their houses, fighting against robbers?

He peered in the night’s darkness. His eyes could no longer find the small silhouette. He exhaled and sighed again. I hope we catch him and find out something good that will save this mission. Otherwise, we’re all in deep trouble.
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​Chapter One

 

 

10th District of Favoriten

Southeast Vienna, Austria

 

Justin Hall glanced through the silver Audi SUV’s windshield at the back entrance of the small mosque across the street. The last of his team’s targets, Sheikh Abu al-Ahmed al-Jadid, had just arrived for a long-scheduled meeting with a group of ten or so jihadists and militants operating in the capital. Two of the sheikh’s guards were standing outside the green steel door. The driver was turning the sheikh’s car around in the narrow alley in front of a small Turkish restaurant and a Syrian bakery and sweet shop.

Justin shifted his body in the front passenger seat, so he could better face the young man sitting in the back. “It’s time. You’re ready?”

The young man returned a look of hesitation. His eyes blinked rapidly as he searched Justin’s face. The young man offered a small shrug, as his head dropped down to the suicide vest he was wearing underneath his oversized black coat. “I’m . . . I’m not sure I can go through with this.”

Justin looked at Carrie O’Connor, his partner in the Canadian Intelligence Service, who was sitting behind the wheel. She gave him a small nod and a smile. Then Justin’s eyes went to Lukas, the operative of Einsatzkommando Cobra—better known as EKO Cobra—the elite counter-terrorism unit of the Austrian police. Lukas’s freckled face was blank, void of any emotion. He straightened the front of his gray jacket and peered at Justin for a response.

The Canadian agent sighed, then said in a low, warm voice, “Hadad, the man who ordered your mother and your father killed, to be slaughtered like animals, just waltzed into that mosque.” Justin pointed with his hand. “And you are going to sit here and do nothing about it?” His voice rose abruptly in a way he had not intended.

Hadad glanced at his folded hands. “I just . . . I can’t move. I’m . . . I’m very afraid.”

Justin nodded. He was familiar with that feeling of being paralyzed with fear. His mind raced to some of the early operations, when he was still a rookie. Oh, how long has it been? Twelve, no, thirteen years. Justin had been fully trained and his operation had gone through a couple of dry runs. Hadad was a teacher from Aleppo, once Syria’s largest city. He had never held a gun and had never seen a suicide vest, until he had come to Austria along with a flood of refugees escaping the horrors of their country’s endless civil war. Justin leaned closer to Hadad and said, “Fear is normal; it’s to be expected. You would be crazy not to have fear. But what are you going to do with it? Let it stop you from avenging your family? Why not let fear give rise to courage?”

Hadad shook his head and did not look up. He exhaled a long wheezing breath, then said, “I’ve thought about it. I have to worry about my wife and my son. If . . . if something happened to me, they’ll have no one to care for them.”

Justin sighed and opened his mouth. But before he could speak another word, Carrie placed her hand on his shoulder. He glanced at her, and she gestured at him to let her speak. Justin nodded and sat back.

Carrie said, “Hadad, you’re worried about your wife and your son, and that’s good. How old is your son?”

Carrie and Justin were familiar with Hadad’s file, and they knew his son’s age, along with everything else about his son, wife, and relatives. But Carrie was attempting to renew the rapport of trust they thought they had established with Hadad by creating a more personal connection.

He did not answer right away. He drew in a deep breath, then said, “He’s five, just turned five a week ago.”

“Wow, five, eh?” Carrie said. “They’re so curious at that age, aren’t they?”

Hadad nodded. “Yes, he has questions about everything. Why this and why that.”

“Yeah, they want to know; they want to learn. They look up to their parents to teach them about the world; about what’s right and what’s wrong. So, Hadad, what are you going to tell your son when he asks about his grandparents?”

Hadad raised his head. His face was twisted into a dark frown. In silence, he peered at Carrie for a long moment. Then he gave her a small, almost imperceptible shrug.

Carrie said, “When your son grows up—and, God forbid, someone harms you and his mother—would you want him to be a man and fight back, or sit in a corner like a coward?”

Hadad’s eye glinted with rage. He tightened his fists. “I’m not a coward. I’m not a coward.”

Carrie nodded. She had not said Hadad was a coward, but the implication was clear. “Of course you’re not. Now go out there, avenge your parents, and show your son the actions of a brave man.”

Hadad nodded back. He looked at Lukas, then at Justin. “I will; I’m going to do this.”

“Great,” Justin said. “Remember not to rush. It’s okay to feel anxious. The sheikh is expecting that. He knows delivering the explosives is your first mission; it’s your test.”

Hadad looked attentively at Justin. “I got it,” he said in a firm voice.

Justin continued, “The explosives are set. All you need to do is get in, make sure the vest is within six feet of the sheikh, then get out.”

They had gone over this twice before: the first time at the safehouse, when they had explained to Hadad the plan to assassinate the sheikh, and the second time about fifteen minutes ago, when the bomb expert had shown Hadad how to operate the vest. But a bit of reassurance was in order, to ensure everything went without a glitch.

“How long do I have?” Hadad asked.

“Take your time. But the longer you stay inside, the greater the chances of their becoming suspicious. Or the sheikh may move away from the vest.”

“Okay, okay. I’ll come out as soon as I can, of course, without rushing and without making it seem as if I’m trying to escape.”

Justin nodded. “Good. If it’s more than two minutes, we’ll give you a call. It’s your excuse to step out and answer your phone.”

“I understand. Anything else?”

Justin shook his head. “No, nothing. Now, may God help you.”

“Inch’allah, inch’allah,” Hadad whispered more to himself than anyone else.

Justin shook Hadad’s hand, then Hadad zipped up his coat. He opened the door and stepped outside, dashing into the narrow alley behind the car. Hadad was going to circle the block and come up from the left of the mosque.

“You’re sure he’s gonna do this right?” Lukas said in a voice full of uncertainty.

Justin glanced at Lukas’s face and exhaled. “Yes, he’ll do fine.”

Justin sank back in his seat and tried to dismiss the Austrian agent’s doubts. Ever since Justin’s transfer to the Europe Clandestine Section ten days ago, Lukas had been the most vocal opponent of Justin’s tactics. Other operatives in the ECS had also expressed some concerns about the “new guy” and the way he ran his operations, but they had mostly kept to themselves. Justin had still heard the rumors through the grapevine.

“Hadad has no training and is very likely to—”

“Lukas, we’ve heard you before, and your captain dismissed your objections and gave the go-ahead to this operation. Now, can we please focus on the task at hand?” Justin shifted his body toward Lukas, then gestured at the guards pacing in front of the mosque’s back entrance.

Lukas shrugged. “Well, the captain made a mistake. And we’re continuing that mistake here.”

Justin shook his head. “No, that’s not the case. Hadad came to us; we didn’t cultivate him as an asset. He has a great motivation to carry this through: avenging his murdered family.”

“That’s true. I’m not doubting his motives, but his abilities.”

Justin brushed back his wavy, raven hair, which had grown to shoulder length. He thought about his answer for an instant. “We’re not asking Hadad for a miracle. This is a simple mission: deliver the package. He was our best option, and we couldn’t let this chance to get to the sheikh slip through our fingers.”

Lukas’s unimpressed gaze met Justin’s big black eyes. Both men stared at each other for a long moment, then Lukas broke off the gaze. He said, “I hope so, Justin, for everyone’s sake.”

Justin nodded, then glanced at Carrie. “Can you check with Team A, make sure everything is in order?”

“Right away.”

Carrie radioed Team A, which was stationed to the right, overlooking the front entrance to the mosque. Vale and Dolina from the ECS, Max from the EKO Cobra, and Tobias from the Federal Office for State Protection and Counter-terrorism (BVT) were sitting in an armored Audi SUV identical to that of Team B. 

Justin listened in silence and scratched the side of his bushy beard. He had not shaved for over three weeks, as he was trying to sport a full-beard look. Some of the whiskers had grown unruly, and he had noticed many of them were gray. He shrugged and looked closely at the left side of the street. Hadad had just rounded the corner and was walking briskly toward the mosque.

“We’ve got movement,” Carrie said and placed the radio back on the dashboard.

“Roger,” came Vale’s reply in his typical loud and firm voice.

Justin sat up straight. His hand went to the Sig Sauer P229 pistol in his waistband holster. He was not expecting a firefight this early in the operation, but he wanted to make sure he was ready when and if the fight came. Justin glanced at Lukas, who had already pulled out his Steyr TMP 9mm machine pistol. It was fitted with a sound suppressor and Lukas had attached a 30-round magazine.

“Already expecting trouble?” Justin asked in a cold voice.

“Always,” Lukas replied in the same icy tone.

Justin looked at Carrie, who was also following Hadad’s movements. Her right-hand fingers were drumming on the steering wheel. Justin could not see her left hand, which had disappeared to the side. He imagined she was also ready to reach for her pistol, the same make and model as Justin’s, at a moment’s notice.

Justin returned his eyes to Hadad. He was a few steps away from the nearest guard, who seemed to gesture for Hadad to stop. He did so, then unzipped the top of his coat, again at the guard’s signals. The guard stepped back, and his face twisted into a frightened frown at the sight of the suicide vest that Hadad was wearing. The second guard also withdrew in fear. Hadad raised his hands and made reassuring moves, trying to calm down the alarmed guard. It took a few laborious seconds, but the two guards finally drew near Hadad. They still stayed a few feet away, and one of them reluctantly opened the mosque’s back door and ushered Hadad inside. The second guard followed behind.

“He’s in.” Carrie heaved a sigh of relief.

Justin drew in a deep breath. “Step one complete. Now we have no visuals.”

“We just hope and pray,” Carrie said.

“And get ready for the coming fight,” Lukas said.

“Roger,” Vale said on the radio.

Justin glanced at his wristwatch. It was ten thirteen. He found his cellphone inside his pants pocket and held it in his hand. Hadad’s phone number was programmed, and all Justin needed to do was dial 4. He glanced again at the watch.

“Relax, he just got in,” Carrie said in a calm, reassuring tone. “He’ll get this done.”

Justin nodded. “Two minutes and I’m calling him.”

“Of course,” Carrie said.

Justin rubbed his sweaty palms against his pants. He hated waiting, sitting there and doing nothing. He felt the adrenaline rush through his body, the call of the fight echoing in his ears. His heart began to race, his jugular vein pulsing rapidly. Justin’s senses were heightened: his vision grew clearer along with his hearing. And his body felt fully pumped because of the adrenaline boost, ready to jump out of the car and face the action.

But he had to wait. Wait until Hadad returned to the street on his own or after he had received Justin’s phone call. 

Another sixty seconds. 

He drew in deep breaths through his nose and mopped the sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand.

Carrie had stopped drumming her fingers.

Lukas had leaned forward in his seat, glancing very intently through the side window.

“I’m calling him,” Justin said.

He speed-dialed Hadad. First came the open signal tone, then the line went dead.

Justin re-dialed. The call was connected, but he heard a busy tone. Did someone take away his phone?

“Not answering.” He waved the phone at Carrie and Lukas.

Justin tried again, this time typing each number carefully.

Again, the phone rang busy.

Justin frowned. “Something’s wrong.”
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​Chapter Two

 

 

10th District of Favoriten

Southeast Vienna, Austria

 

“You think they figured it out?” Carrie tipped her head toward the mosque.

Justin shrugged. “Not sure. But I don’t like this.”

“What do we do?” Lukas asked.

“Let’s check in with Team A. Perhaps they have visuals,” Justin said. “Maybe he left from the front entrance.”

Carrie nodded and reached for the radio. “Team A. Do you have eyes on the asset?”

“Negative,” came Dolina’s reply.

“Any movement on your side?”

“All dead quiet.”

Carrie looked at Justin. 

He said, “I heard it.”

“So, what do we do?” Lukas asked.

“We wait. Maybe he can’t get to the phone. Perhaps they’ve jammers inside, to prevent anyone from remotely detonating a bomb.”

“Aren’t jammers too sophisticated for Sheikh al-Jadid?” Lukas said in a voice dripping with contempt.

“Never underestimate your—”

A violent explosion cut off his words. Geysers of shattered glass erupted from the three ground floor windows at the back of the mosque. Dust and gray smoke came billowing out.

Lukas said, “What the—”

A second explosion, more powerful than the first, rocked the area. The back door was blown away as if the Hulk had kicked it from inside. Whatever glass was left on the windows flew outwards. The smoke grew thicker and darker. The first lick of flames appeared around the door.

“Let’s go,” Lukas said and leaned against the door.

Justin shook his head. “No, we stay here until we know what’s going on.”

Carrie picked up the radio. “Team A, status.”

“We’ve got some movement. Roaches scattered by the heat. Three, no, four armed men, running toward us.”

“Remain in position, I repeat, remain in position.”

“Copy that,” Dolina said.

Gunfire sounds echoed from both the radio and outside.

Justin peered through the windshield, then looked through the window. He glanced at the side mirror, then craned his neck and looked at the back. No visible shooter. But numerous faces were staring from behind windows. A few young men looked from the entrance to a bar about a hundred yards away.

“You’re taking fire?” Carrie asked.

“Negative. Oh, scratch that. Taking effective fire,” Dolina said.

“Clear to engage,” Justin said.

The order was unnecessary, as the rules of engagement were clear: the operatives were authorized to shoot to kill if they were shot at first.

“Copy that. Out,” Dolina said.

One of the guards dashed out of the back entrance, which was still billowing black smoke. He seemed confused as to the best escape route. He looked to the left and took a few steps in that direction. Then he changed his mind and turned to the right, running back.

A couple of armed men swinging assault rifles bolted onto the street. The first one noticed the Audi SUV and pointed it out to the second gunman. He turned his rifle and fired a quick burst. It was off the mark, but a few bullets hammered the front of the SUV. One struck the windshield, leaving behind a small dent.

“Now we go out,” Justin said. “You good?” he asked Carrie and Lukas.

Carrie nodded back. “Pretty good.”

“Let’s do this,” Lukas said.

Justin cocked his pistol and stepped outside. He ducked down behind the open door, as a couple of rounds thumped against it.

He glanced through the window’s glass and pulled the trigger. He fired single rounds, aiming at the shooter who was still hammering the SUV. Justin’s first round missed, but the second hit the gunman in the chest. He dropped to his side, but continued firing.

A loud and long burst came from the other side of the car. Lukas squeezed off a few rounds, and one or more of them struck the gunman. The rifle fell out of his hands, and he stopped moving.

The guard and the other gunman had managed to secure positions behind a van and a small truck parked to the left. The guard was firing a pistol, while the gunman’s assault rifle was relentlessly pounding the front of the SUV. Spider webs stretched across the windshield. A couple of rounds cracked the glass in front of Justin’s face. He flinched and dropped down, then moved to the back of the SUV.

Carrie got to one knee and fired two- and three-round bursts. One of the bullets struck very close to the guard’s head. But he returned fire, unfazed by his brush with death.

She reloaded and pivoted on her knee, aiming at the gunman. He was careless in the way he stood up and squeezed off his barrages. Carrie waited until he popped up again, then planted a couple of bullets into the gunman’s chest.

“Only one left,” Lukas shouted over the gunfire.

Justin stood up behind him and fired at the guard. But it must have been the man’s lucky day. He was able to fall behind the van, unharmed.

Justin cursed the man, then edged to the other side of the SUV for a new, better angle. He studied first the front, then the rear of the van for the guard.

Nothing.

Justin waited for a long moment. He realigned the pistol in his sweaty hands with the back, then the front of the van, wondering where the guard would pop up next. “C’mon, get out of there. C’mon!”

Three seconds later, the guard’s head popped up behind the van driver’s window.

Justin fired a couple of rounds, piercing the window and the guard’s head.

Then Justin took in the mosque’s windows. A frown darkened his face, but at the same time he was glad he saw the lurking danger. “Machine gun. Middle window. Down! Down! Down!”

All three of them crawled to the rear of the SUV as large-caliber rounds began to slice through the vehicle. Glass and metal pieces rained over their heads. The SUV was bulletproof, but its armored frame and glass were useless against machine gun fire, especially the heavy ones firing 12.7mm cartridges.

Justin dropped even lower to the ground. He checked his pistol’s magazine. A little over half full. He had two more magazines in his holster’s pouch. But they were not much against the machine gun’s brutal power.

“It’s good we came prepared.” Carrie gave him a mischievous grin and tapped the SUV’s trunk.

Lukas gave her a confused look. “Prepared how? This is all we’ve got.” He showed them his submachine gun.

“That’s all you’ve got,” Carrie said to Lukas. She turned to Justin. “Can you get to the doors?”

A couple of rounds pinged against the SUV’s frame. Another one whizzed just above their heads.

“I don’t think so,” Justin replied. “But I can shoot one off.”

“Right side.”

“Got it.”

He rolled to that side and fired at the hinges holding the door. They were sturdy and resisted the first round of bullets, but not the second. The door dropped near the SUV. Immediately, a string of bullets began to batter the SUV’s right side. Justin barely managed to return to his position as metal fragments flew all around him.

“Door’s gone.”

“Perfect. Cover me,” Carrie said.

She climbed to her knees and flipped open the SUV’s trunk. Small fragments of glass fell on her chest, but Carrie brushed them away. Then she reached inside the trunk and picked up a rocket-propelled grenade launcher. She quickly checked the projectile screwed at the tip of the weapon, then shouldered the launcher with a swift gesture. She dropped back to her knees, then said, “Ready?”

“Ready,” Justin said.

He popped up on the SUV’s left side and fired quick three-round bursts.

Lukas stood right behind Justin and squeezed off his Steyr machine pistol.

Carrie seized the moment. Taking advantage of the cover fire, she swung her body a couple of feet away from the SUV. She aimed the launcher at the middle window and pulled the trigger.

The high-explosive warhead left the weapon at over three hundred feet per second and whooshed toward the target. A gray smoke curtain coming from the weapon’s breech mushroomed around the SUV. The warhead struck the right side of the window, a couple of feet from the opening. The warhead punched a basketball-sized hole in the brick wall and sent a hail of slivers toward the shooter. 

But the onslaught did not stop.

Carrie cursed the gunner. “Missed him.” She retreated behind the SUV.

Justin and Lukas followed suit.

Bullets zipped over their heads. One ricocheted off the asphalt and missed Justin’s leg by mere inches.

“We have another grenade?”

“Just one more.”

Justin reloaded his pistol. “How you doing, Lukas?”

“Half a mag. Should be enough.”

“Yeah, it should,” Carrie said.

She groped blindly for the other grenade. Her hand found it, and she quickly mounted it onto the launcher. She drew in a deep breath, glanced at Justin, and said, “All right, boys. Let’s try this again.”

They waited a few moments, hoping for a break in the volley. There was a brief pause, and Carrie readied the launcher.

“Cover fire,” she shouted.

Justin and Lukas fired long bursts.

Carrie stood up, defying the occasional bullets thumping against the SUV. She aimed a bit more to her left, then pulled the trigger. The grenade screamed toward the target, leaving behind a grayish smoke trail. A moment later, the grenade went through the middle window and exploded.

Through the thinning cloud of smoke, Justin saw the machine gun fall out of the window. He waited with his pistol trained at the window, ready to open fire in case the gunner had survived the explosion. But there was no movement. The shooting had ceased.

“I think everybody’s dead,” he said in an uncertain voice. “But let’s be careful.”

“Always,” Carrie said.

Lukas glanced at her. “You . . . you always carry a grenade launcher with you?” he asked in a tone of shock mixed with admiration.

Carrie shrugged. “Uh, you never know when you need one.”

“Well, we seem to need them more and more,” Justin said.

Carrie stood up. “Let’s go.”

“I’ve got this side.” Lukas gestured toward the left and dashed toward the mosque’s back entrance.

He had taken only six or seven steps when a gunman appeared at a second-story balcony, barely twenty yards away from Lukas. The Austrian agent was looking in the other direction, his eyes focused on the mosque. So he did not see the gunman pointing an assault rifle at his back.

But Justin did.

He fired a single round that entered the gunman’s head. He toppled over the balcony’s railing and fell head first to the ground, landing a few feet away from Lukas. Startled, he turned and pointed his weapon at the dead gunman. Then Lukas looked up, and his eyes met Justin’s. “Hey, thanks.”

“No problem,” Justin said. “I’ve got your back.”

He searched for other shooters popping from any of the surrounding buildings’ windows, balconies, or rooftops. Seeing nothing, he hurried behind Lukas, who was jogging toward the mosque. Flames had engulfed two of the windows and were leaping at the doorframe. “I’ll take the first two windows,” he shouted.

“I’ve got the door,” Lukas shouted back.

Justin glanced back at Carrie, who was about seven steps behind. She nodded at him and gestured toward the third window. “That’s mine,” she said.

Justin nodded, then glanced at the first window from behind the sight of his pistol. He was not expecting anyone to be alive, after the series of explosions and the fierce firefight. But protocols were in place for a reason—to keep agents alive—and Justin was not going to make a rookie mistake. Assume everyone’s still alive until you’ve made sure everyone’s dead. That was the CIS motto, and Justin lived by it every single day.

He cleared the first corner of the room as much as he could, considering the bright orange flames and the billowing gray smoke. Then he crouched and moved to the other side, repeating the same procedure. But he had an uncomfortable feeling about it, so he shouted, “Uncertain about this room. Stay alert.”

Lukas nodded, then he stepped through the door.

Gunfire rang from inside the mosque.

Justin peered through the smoke curtain but did not see any shooters. “Carrie?”

“Nothing,” she replied with a headshake.

“Let’s follow Lukas.”

Justin crouched again as he went underneath the window, then lowered his head to avoid the flames eating up the wooden doorframe. The hall inside the mosque was wide, and there was less smoke than he had expected. He saw Lukas pointing his pistol at a man lying on the ground, then the Austrian agent cursed in German. Justin said, “What is it?”

“That’s Hadad.” Lukas cocked his head toward the man. “And he’s dead.”

Justin nodded. “Yes, that’s too bad. But he knew the risks.”

“Yeah, well, we’ve lost him. And Gunther will be mad.”

“Hey, this ain’t your fault.”

Lukas swore at both Hadad and Gunther. “I knew this was going to happen, and I told you. I said the asset had no training.”

Justin shrugged. “Yes, you did. So you have no reason to worry about Captain Gunther. You made your voice heard, but it was he who made the decision.”

“Gunther will look for a scapegoat. He always does. And he’ll put the blame on me.”

“Not this time. Even though Hadad’s gone, we got the sheikh. This mission was successful.”

“Oh, I’m not sure. Haven’t found his body yet.”

“We’ll find him pretty soon. Unless Team A got it.”

A rustle came from the right, further deep inside the mosque.

Justin and Lukas aimed their pistols in that direction.

“Friendlies, friendlies coming your way,” came Vale’s strong voice.

“Got it,” Justin replied.

“Half the mosque’s clear,” Vale said.

“The sheikh?”

“Dead. Blown up. Almost unrecognizable.”

Justin glanced at Lukas. “There you have it. The good news that should calm down your boss. But even if it doesn’t, we’ll be there with you to face Gunther’s outburst.”

Lukas exhaled and shook his head. “You haven’t met Gunther yet. But you’ll get your chance. I’d take another firefight rather than deal with that son of a—”

Justin smiled and patted Lukas on the back. “Oh, c’mon, Lukas, how bad can it be?”
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Chapter Three

 

 

EKO Cobra Field Station

Vienna, Austria

 

It was going to be bad. Justin realized the nightmare they were going to find themselves in just as he entered the station’s small, dark conference room. Lukas’s boss, Captain Albert Gunther, was sitting at the head of the table. His colorless face was full of wrinkles, and his black-framed glasses showed his beady eyes flitting back and forth, as if hunting for prey. Justin’s boss, Flavio Moretti, had taken the seat to Gunther’s right. Flavio was in his late fifties, but still had the physique of a thirty-year-old man who exercised every day and stayed on a healthy diet. His hair had thinned and turned ashen at the temples, and a large frown was stamped on his face, which was normally clear of deep creases.

“Sit down. We don’t have much time,” Gunther said in a gruff voice with his sharp German accent that left little doubt about his feelings.

“Great to see you, sir.” Justin nodded at his boss and sat across from him.

Flavio returned a slight nod, but his face remained locked in a stern look.

“So tell me, lady and gentlemen.” Gunther waved first at Carrie and then at Lukas and Justin. “How did this operation go so wrong?”

Lukas coughed to clear his throat. 

Or possibly it’s to gain some time, Justin thought.

“Things took an unexpected turn, Captain.” Lukas kept his voice warm and unwavering. “There was an explosion, well, a series of explosions, followed by a gunfight. We did our best to keep the number of casualties to a minimum.”

“You’re being quite evasive, Lukas. Your report also is thin on specifics.” Gunther tapped the gray folder in front of him. “How did this man, this untrained civilian, botch up the operation? Why was he in the field if we weren’t sure he could handle his assignment?”

Lukas began to shrug and did not reply right away. He glanced at Justin, who leaned forward, ready to give an answer. But he noticed Flavio’s quick headshake, so Justin sat back.

Flavio said, “Gunther, our two agencies reviewed the pre-op assessment report and determined the insertion of the asset was the best option. There were some reservations about the possibility of something going sideways, but that possibility is and will always be there, even in the best laid plans.”

Justin nodded slowly. He liked how his boss had avoided mentioning Gunther as the man who had authorized the operation. Flavio also had not brought up Lukas’s explicit concerns about using the Syrian to carry the bomb inside the mosque.

Gunther shook his head, then pushed his glasses back up his nose with his thumb. “That may be right, Flavio, but the truth is that I’m left here holding the mop to clean up this mess. I’ve got nearly a dozen or so Muslims killed, half of whom are Austrian citizens. Their mosque, a place
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