

[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 best-selling Justin Hall series.

 

Sign up for

Ethan’s New Release

Announcements

and never miss a book!

 

[image: ]

 

The Story

 

What if the agency mole were you?

 

Europe Clandestine Service agents Justin Hall and Carrie O'Connor are hunting terrorists plotting an attack against a Belgium train station. The agents are close to dismantling the jihadists' cell, when news of a classified intelligence leak threatens to destroy Justin's career and land him in jail.

 

Forced to follow orders and leave Carrie behind, Justin is dispatched to Iraq with a new operative to find the source of the leak. There's just one problem. In order to find the leak and stop the terrorists in time, he may just have to go rogue, and if he does that, there might be no coming back...
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Prologue

 

 

Bank of Belgium

Brussels, Belgium

 

“This is the last time I’m giving you such sensitive information.” The young man’s hand shook as he handed over the small thumb drive. “It’s getting extremely dangerous.”

The old man brushed the right side of his salt-and-pepper moustache, then picked up the device. “You’re paid handsomely for a reason. And that reason, in case you’ve forgotten, is your access. You’ll leave when your job is complete, and when we no longer need that access. Not a minute sooner, and not a minute later.”

The young man shook his head. “You don’t understand. This—”

The old man waved a dismissive hand. “I understand very well. I didn’t get to where I am without doing the dirty work.” He waved his arms around his spacious office overlooking Square du Bastion and the Royal Palace of Brussels to the north. Then he pointed at the corner of his dark mahogany desk. Tawfiq al-Gailani, Executive Manager, was carved in capital letters in a gold-plated name sign. “I didn’t become top manager by avoiding danger. I jumped right in, dashed where others turned around and ran like scared dogs.” Al-Gailani leaned forward in his seat. “I grabbed and took what I wanted.” He made a swift gesture of reaching and taking with his right hand. “This is how it works. You want to get to this, right, to have all this?” He waved his arms again.

The young man nodded. “Yes, of course,” he said in a low, uncertain voice.

“Then go back to your office. Act normal, but as always, keep your eyes open. You’ve been trained for this. And this is Brussels, Europe. Remember Mosul? Baghdad? You’ve seen worse; we both have seen worse and have survived.”

The young man nodded. “Yes, yes, but this is different. Back home, we knew the enemy. ISIS. Shiite militants. American and other foreign dogs. But here . . .” He shrugged. “Anyone could be watching me.”

Al-Gailani’s small brown eyes searched the young man’s face. “Have you seen anyone following you?”

“No.”

“Anything strange at your office?”

“No, no.”

“Outside your house?”

“Nothing, but I have this strange feeling, like someone’s watching me. You know the NSA tracks phones, emails, all digital communications.”

Al-Gailani nodded. “Yes, yes, I know. That’s why we meet in person, in our offices, to discuss clients’ business.” He tapped a few folders spread across his desk. “But you have no evidence, concrete evidence that an intelligence service or the police have eyes on you?”

“No, but I wouldn’t want to wait for that confirmation. The December incident, when the police intercepted the truck bomb and—”

“Shhhh, don’t even mention that fool’s name. I’m glad he’s gone, and nothing will tie him to us and our operation.”

“Right, but what if the police discover the other associates?”

“Then, we’ll deal with it,” al-Gailani replied in a frustrated voice. “For now, let’s stay focused and deal with the Russian emergency.”

“Yes, about that.” The young man shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “Lenkov Oil is expecting their money transfer. One hundred million euros by the end of the week.”

“Is that why Egorov is in town?”

“Yes.”

“And we don’t have that money.”

“No, not even half.”

Al-Gailani cursed Lenkov Oil and Egorov. He drummed his fingers along the edge of the desk. “Let me handle that. I . . . I will come up with something.”

“Escrow accounts or trust funds.”

Al-Gailani cast a stern gaze at the young man. “I told you I will handle it. I didn’t ask for your opinion.” The thought of blackmail crossed his mind, but he was not going to share that with the low-ranking operative.

The young man nodded slowly and looked at the floor.

“What else have you heard about the counter-terrorism force investigation?”

“It’s a full-blown operation. Special forces are working with the State Security Service and other intelligence agencies. They’ve called for help from the CIA, MI6, and the CIS.”

Al-Gailani studied the young man’s clean-shaven face. “The Canadian Intelligence Service? And this information is accurate?”

“Yes, yes. My associates are very good. All sorts of intelligence operatives are swarming in and around Brussels. They’re getting closer.”

“Do they know about Egorov?”

“If they don’t, they’ll soon find out. That’s why we need to leave—”

“I will handle it. We’re not going anywhere. And you need to calm down, okay?” Al-Gailani’s voice turned cold and firm.

“I will try.”

“No, you will do it. There’s no trying.”

The young man nodded.

Al-Gailani said, “Anything else? Something specific?”

“No. I will download the transactions and the account numbers of the Russian, American, and Iraqi companies and put them on another USB drive.”

“Good. But don’t come to my office tomorrow. I will send someone to pick it up.”

“Who?”

“I . . . I’m not sure. I’ll see who’s available.”

“Why . . . why can’t you meet me?”

Al-Gailani gestured toward his computer’s monitor set at another desk opposite the window. “My day’s full. Meeting after meeting. But have it ready at the end of the day. Someone will meet you at the regular place at 4:15.”

“4:15 at the coffeehouse three blocks from my office.”

Al-Gailani shook his head. “Yes, isn’t that ‘the regular place?’”

“Sorry, my . . . my mind is getting fuzzy.”

“Refocus and think straight.”

“I’ll try . . . I’ll do it.”

“All right. Be gone now.” Al-Gailani dismissed the young man with a small hand wave. Then al-Gailani stood up and walked to the window. His eyes followed the young man as he hurried down Boulevard de Waterloo and headed toward the Louise metro station. He may be scared, but he’s right. Belgian authorities are closing in. It’s getting too hot. It’s time to leave. Al-Gailani grinned and brushed his moustache. Time for me to leave, and to leave him behind. He has served his purpose. Time to cut off all ties linking him and his associates to me. But not before I get my hands on the flash drive with the account numbers. 

He grinned again, then walked to the corner of his office. He put on his heavy felt coat and headed out the door. Time to talk to a man about an elimination.
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​Chapter One

 

 

Antwerp

Twenty-seven miles north of Brussels

 

Justin Hall cast a sweeping glance at the large square in front of Antwerpen-Centraal, the main train station in Antwerp, Belgium’s second largest city. Passengers hurried in and out of the award-winning stone-clad building with a huge dome; its fantastic architecture was fit for a cathedral. A thin blanket of snow had fallen overnight, covering the square and most of the sidewalks. From behind the glass of Eetkaffee Monico café, Justin’s eyes followed a young woman walking a beautiful chocolate Labrador retriever who was prancing and running, and leaving large paw prints in the snow.

“Do you think they’ll come here again?” asked Carrie O’Connor, Justin’s partner in the Canadian Intelligence Service, who was sitting on a barstool next to him.

“I hope so. Intel showed the cell’s plan to do another recon of the area,” he whispered and sipped his coffee. “And from what we’ve observed so far, it seems they’re headed this way.”

“But we have no idea what happened overnight. What if the cell received new, different orders?”

“There were no phone calls. No coded emails or other online coms.”

“What about the couple who arrived past midnight? They could have brought a message from the Syrian.”

Justin shrugged, then rubbed his chin. “Yes, but we don’t know that. We’ll operate under the original plan that Yazigi and Aboud are still gathering intel, and they’re coming here.”

Carrie sighed and reached for her teacup.

The Belgian police had identified two Syrian immigrants, Moussa Yazigi and Sami Aboud, as sympathizers of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria or ISIS back in November. The two young men had been seen in online videos praising ISIS massacres and sharing terrorism propaganda on their social media. While they had stopped short of inciting violence and calling for jihad in Belgium or Europe, the police had kept a close eye on them, suspecting Yazigi and Aboud could be more than just naïve or disappointed Muslims. And a week ago, online chatter had indicated that “the Syrian”—a still unidentified militant group leader in Syria—was planning to deal a heavy blow to Belgium. The Syrian’s move was supposed to retaliate for the Belgian government’s decision to rejoin the international coalition of forces operating in Iraq.

Considering the recent arrests after the police had intercepted a truck full of explosives in Brussels and online videos threatening terrorist attacks in other Belgian cities, the government had called for the assistance of foreign intelligence agencies. Belgium had already been struck in March 2016, a series of attacks that killed thirty-two people at the Zavantem Airport and a metro station in Brussels. Justin and Carrie worked in Vienna, Austria with the CIS Europe Clandestine Section and had been deployed to Belgium to assist the local authorities in thwarting the next terrorist hit.

Justin took another sip, then tapped his phone’s screen. An earbud was connected to the phone, which linked him to Dolina. She was another ECS operative who was following the two suspects, along with the other surveillant, the newest addition to their team. Her name was Karolin Bayer, and she was Justin’s girlfriend. He had been worried about Karolin working alongside him because of any perceived conflict of interest and, more importantly, because he was concerned about her safety. Justin’s operations routinely included gunfights, car chases, and overall extremely dangerous situations. Karolin was not ready, and, even if she were, Justin would not want to put her in harm’s way. 

So he had trained Karolin for a few days, teaching her basic surveillance skills, and then had insisted she work closely with Dolina, one of the ECS’s best surveillants. In this way, he could put some distance between himself and Karolin, which he hoped would keep her safe. But this distance was growing smaller and smaller, as the suspects were driving along Kipdorpbrug and heading toward the train station.

Dolina’s voice came into his earpiece. “Suspects turning onto Breydelstraat and heading south.”

“Copy that,” Justin whispered.

Carrie straightened her earbud’s wire. She was listening and following the same conversation.

“I think they’ll park at the garage, like they did last time,” Karolin said.

Justin nodded and smiled. Karolin was a quick study and very meticulous about details. She had not been part of the surveillance until two days ago, but it was clear she had studied the after-action report.

“Yes,” Carrie said. “They could split up.”

“Last time they stayed together.” Karolin’s voice echoed with uncertainty.

“If they split up, they’ll cover more ground,” Dolina explained. “Plus, they’re familiar with the area, since this is their second time, at least as far as we know.”

Justin said, “And one of them may be covering the other’s moves.” His tone grew serious with mounting concern. If the suspects parked at the garage, then went each their own way, Dolina and Karolin would also have to separate and follow them on foot. This was not the first time Karolin was tailing a suspect on her own, but Justin had an uneasy feeling in the pit of his stomach. “Be careful. Both of you.”

“Yes, we will, Justin,” Karolin said in a cheerful tone.

“Copy that,” Dolina replied.

A brief pause, then she added, “Suspects entering the parking garage. We’re moving forward and stopping on Statiestraat.”

“Okay.” Justin said.

He drew in a deep breath and sipped the last of his coffee. Statiestraat was the nearest road parallel to the train station, just a block away from the Eetkaffee Monico café. “We’re getting ready. Switching to radio coms.” He turned off his phone and tapped his earphone, turning on the communication gear.

“Copy that.”

Carrie slid off her bar stool and stood next to Justin. He zipped his black bomber jacket and tightened the scarf around his neck, then he put on his woolen cap. “Let’s go.”

He opened the café’s door for Carrie, then they both stepped outside. Their agency-issued silver BMW was parked half a block away, in case they needed to go in pursuit. Carrie flipped open a large map, and they pretended to study it, to appear as if they were trying to find a certain location.

“Suspects left the garage,” Karolin’s voice came into Justin’s earpiece. “Aboud heading to Statiestraat.”

“Where’s Yazigi?” Justin whispered.

“Still with the car,” Dolina replied. “No, he’s locking up. He’s heading toward the station too.”

“Together?”

“No, they’ve split up.”

“Copy that,” Justin said.

He glanced at Carrie, then further to the right, from where Aboud was going to show up at any moment. He was the more vocal and the more violent of the pair of suspects. Aboud had gotten into fights on the Internet jihadist chat rooms and also at protests. Justin would not be surprised if Aboud had come armed to this operation.

Justin’s hand almost involuntarily hovered over the left side of his chest. His Sig Sauer P229 pistol rested in his holster, ready for action. He could access it with a small, swift hand gesture.

Aboud appeared across the street, walking at a brisk pace on the cobblestone sidewalk. He was dressed in blue jeans, a black-and-blue jacket, and a white prayer cap. Justin’s eyes studied the jacket, as his mind wondered about the possibility of a suicide vest underneath. That was always a possibility when dealing with sworn jihadists. The jacket fit snugly around Aboud’s tall, large frame, and, considering the sixty-yard distance, Justin could not make out any wires sticking out of the jacket. Aboud’s hands were deep into his pockets, which made it impossible for Justin to notice any trigger devices.

Justin sighed, then tapped the map, as if he was pointing out something to Carrie. Then he said, “Negative on whether Aboud’s wearing a vest. Who has him?”

Dolina replied, “I’ve got him.”

“Yazigi’s mine,” Karolin said.

Justin nodded. He was glad Dolina had assigned Yazigi to Karolin. The second suspect seemed to have been reluctantly dragged into the cesspool of terrorism. The online chatter and wiretaps had painted him as a loner, who had only joined the Brussels cell because of his desire to fit in and to belong to a cause greater than his very small self. Yazigi was a great driver, and perhaps that was his only set of skills. 

Aboud suddenly stopped and turned his head. He walked back a couple of steps and seemed to admire one of the cars parked on the side of the road. The car was a fiery red Alfa Romeo convertible, definitely worth a second glance. But Aboud’s eye went further up and to the intersection behind him. 

Justin followed Aboud’s gaze and noticed Dolina. She had just appeared on Statiestraat, but was not expecting Aboud to be staring at her. Dolina seemed startled for a split second—as she looked into Aboud’s direction—then she shook her head and turned her back to Aboud and walked to the right and away from the station. “I . . . I think I’ve been made,” she said.

“You positive?” Justin asked.

“Uh, no, uncertain. What’s he doing?”

“Nothing. Still staring in your direction. Maybe waiting for Yazigi.”

“He’s still on Breydelstraat, walking very slowly,” Karolin said.

“Has he made you?” Carrie asked.

“No, hasn’t even turned his head once.”

“Good. Let’s see what Aboud does,” Justin said.

“Copy that,” Dolina said.

Aboud glanced to his left. His eyes seemed to be trailing Dolina. Justin was not sure about that, but he was certain that Aboud was checking to see if he was being followed. All jihadists were instructed to expect surveillance, and some of them were trained on surveillance evasion measures.

“He’s still there, staring at the Alfa Romeo,” Justin said. “No wait, he’s . . . he’s . . . nodding.”

“Yazigi just turned on Statiestraat,” Karolin said.

Justin drew in an easier breath. “Rookie mistake. He nodded at Yazigi. Maybe Aboud’s waiting for Yazigi, to make sure he’s keeping up.”

“So, I’m not burned?” Dolina said.

“Uncertain. Let’s not risk it, in case Aboud is really jumpy. Come up on the other side of the square, on Astridplein. Stay out of sight.”

“Copy that.” Dolina’s voice had a tinge of regret.

“I’ll take over your task, Dolina.” Carrie folded the map, put it in her coat’s pocket, and smiled at Justin. She walked a couple of steps, then waved at him. She continued down the sidewalk, in the direction of Aboud, who was across the street.

Justin pulled out his phone and feigned dialing someone. He looked to his left, toward the intersection at the corner of the café and the train station. But he kept Aboud in the peripheral vision.

A loud beep caught Justin by surprise. It was the ear-piercing backing-up signal of a garbage truck. Two workers in brown-and-orange overalls were gathering the waste from plastic cans of garbage and recyclables at the edge of the square by the train station.

How did they get the truck there? Justin wondered. The entire square and streets leading to it and to the train station were blocked off with metal or concrete barriers. Maybe some of the metal barriers are collapsible?

He glanced at Aboud, who was almost at the intersection, about ten yards away from Justin. He expected Aboud to continue toward the train station, but he just stood there at the corner, by the convenience store, and pulled out a cigarette package from one of his pockets.

Is that a signal? To Yazigi or someone else?

Aboud popped a cigarette into his mouth, but did not light it. He seemed to be playing with the lighter and glancing around the square. His eyes took in the entire surroundings, including Justin, who did not make eye contact. He nodded and talked on his phone, saying, “Yes, yes, okay. All right, yes, explain that to me,” and again feigned he was listening, pressing the phone closer to his ear. 

What is Aboud doing? What is he waiting for?

Justin looked to his left. Yazigi had hurried his pace and was maybe fifteen yards behind Aboud. Then Yazigi crossed to the other side, walked by Justin, and headed toward the train station.

Aboud returned his eyes to the orange garbage truck. The two waste collection workers were finished with the cans. Aboud threw his cigarette away and dashed toward the garbage truck.

A black Vespa scooter zipped from the other side of the square. It seemed it was also going toward Yazigi and Aboud. All three men—assuming the dark-clad silhouette riding the scooter was a man—were converging on the garbage truck.

Yes, that’s their goal. A truck attack.

“They’re going for the truck,” Justin said on his mike. “Ready to intervene.”

“Are you certain?” Dolina asked.

“No time.” Justin hurried toward the square. “Everyone on the truck.”

“Copy that,” Carrie said.

Justin crossed the short distance separating him from the square. He tried to appear like a passenger dashing to catch his train.

But Aboud had clued in to Justin’s attention.

The terrorist pulled out a pistol and pointed it at Justin. He had only a split second to roll onto the ground. As Aboud opened fire, Justin slid behind a streetlight post and a metal garbage container.

Bullets thumped against the container and bounced near his feet. Justin returned fire, but was not sure he hit Aboud. Justin flattened himself to the ground, as another volley kicked up dirt around him.

A quick barrage came from his right. Carrie had dropped to one knee near the café’s corner and was squeezing off round after round.

Justin peeked over the container.

Aboud was gone, and the garbage truck was on the move. 

The driver aimed it toward a scattering crowd of pedestrians. Most of the people loitering in the square or rushing for their trains had fled in all directions. But the ones coming out of the station may have not heard the gunfire.

The front of the truck hit a couple of old men who were not quick enough to move out of the way. The driver turned the wheel, and the truck rocketed through the square, zooming toward a group of tourists snapping selfies in front of the train station building.

Justin fired at the truck. Bullets hammered the back of the truck, but did not stop or slow it down. It plowed through the tourist crowd.

Justin called at Carrie, “Cover me.”

“Copy that.” Carrie nodded back.

He stood up and took a few quick cautious steps. Because of the gunfire, he was not sure how many terrorists had climbed into the garbage truck. One or more could be lying in wait to mow him down. 

Justin’s eyes took on the vast expanse of the square. He saw the black Vespa tossed to the side, then he looked at the train station’s entrance. People were running toward it, which meant in most likelihood none of the terrorists had entered the station.

“Square seems clear,” he said slowly into his mike. “No sign of shooters.”

“Copy that,” Dolina said. “I’m very close.”

“Carrie, check inside the station,” Justin said. “I’m going after the truck.”

“Roger,” Carrie said.

“Justin . . . be careful,” Karolin said.

“Yes, I will.”

He glanced at a few people lying on the square. Two women were crying and shaking their heads. A man on his knees was trying to help save one of the people who had been run over.

The jerks.

Justin bolted behind the truck, which had turned to the left and was heading away from the square. The driver was charging along the sidewalk, trying to hit as many pedestrians as possible. The truck crashed into a couple of cyclists, then the driver swerved and hit one of the small trees near the edge of the sidewalk. The driver turned the steering wheel to the other side, and the truck slammed into the front of a small café.

Justin cut through the square and the stalled traffic. He skirted a tour bus parked to the side. He thought about taking over the bus, but it would be too cumbersome to maneuver it through the narrow city streets. He needed something smaller than the garbage truck, but heavy and powerful enough to stop the mayhem-causing monster.

He came upon the almost perfect vehicle. A black box-shaped Mercedes-Benz SUV was parked along the side of Koningin Astridplein street. Justin glanced around for the SUV’s owner, but in the midst of the pandemonium, he could not identify him. And he had no time to waste, since the garbage truck was nearing the next intersection.

So Justin kicked the SUV, making a large dent in the door. He felt bad for the brand-new vehicle, but once he got behind the wheel, it was not going to be an easy ride for him or the SUV.

“Hey, what are you doing?” A large man in a black suit came rushing toward Justin from the supermarket next to the café.

“I need the keys.” Justin stretched out his hand and gestured toward the Mercedes.

“Huh? What? No, no.” The man shook his head.

“Keys! Now!” Justin pointed the gun at the man’s head.

“Yes, yes. Here.” The man reached quickly into his pocket. His shaky hand almost dropped the keys.

“Thanks.”

Justin slid behind the wheel. He started the SUV, just as the terrorists’ truck mowed through a bus stop shelter. A couple of the people waiting there jumped out of the monster’s way at the last possible moment. An elderly woman was not that lucky.

Justin shook his head and stomped on the gas. Let’s put an end to this.

The Mercedes roared to life and jerked forward. Justin gripped the steering wheel and glanced at the truck, which had just turned onto the next street, Carnotstraat.

The sidewalk was narrower than the previous one, but no less busy. As Justin followed the truck, he saw the carnage it left behind: wounded or terrified people and others lying motionless.

The truck crashed through a row of parked bicycles, then squeezed next to a city bus. The maneuver slowed down the truck, and Justin was able to close the distance. He drove to the left of the bus, and onto the tramway’s tracks. He was now parallel to the garbage truck and could see the driver.

But the driver also could see Justin.

The driver turned the wheel and aimed toward the SUV.

A yellow-and-blue metallic barrier had fenced off the sidewalk, since a couple of buildings were under construction. The garbage truck threw it to the side as if it were cardboard. The driver forced his way into traffic, by pushing aside a small Nissan.

Then he crashed into Justin’s SUV.

Justin held on to the steering wheel. Then he yanked it to the right, and struck the side of the truck.

The garbage truck was heavy, so Justin’s maneuver did not do much to slow the truck down. Its driver again crashed into the side of the Mercedes. The strong shove threw Justin off the tramway’s platform and into the lane of oncoming traffic.

He turned the wheel quickly and avoided a head-on collision with a yellow taxi. He stepped on the gas and drove onto the other sidewalk, then he slammed on the brakes as the front of the Mercedes almost crashed into the window of a cell phone store.

Justin sighed, cursed the driver, and turned his gaze to the truck. It was still storming along the sidewalk across the street, with pedestrians leaping or crawling to safety, if they could.

Justin honked, then forced his way into a small gap in the traffic. His SUV’s left side scraped against the hood of a van, then he almost crashed into another taxi. But he was able to get back into his lane and give chase to the truck.

As he closed the distance, he thought of another tactic. Justin pulled out his pistol and held it in his right hand. As he neared the truck, he fired a quick barrage at the truck’s rear tires. Two blew up, and the truck dropped. The wheels began to scrape along the asphalt, kicking up sparks.

The truck slowed down, but did not stop.

Justin drove closer to the front of the truck.

Bullets hammered the side of the Mercedes, shattering the windows. A couple of them pierced through the door and slammed into the seat. Justin fired back, aiming at the truck’s cabin and front tires. Bullets drilled through the door and shattered the window’s glass, but he missed the tires.

Justin was not sure if he had hit the driver, but the truck began to swerve into oncoming traffic. 

Justin hit the brakes, so he could fall behind the truck. The driver—or the passenger, if Justin’s bullet had wounded or killed the driver—was able to regain control of the vehicle. The truck turned back into its lane, but not before hitting the front of an SUV coming from the other direction.

That crash sent metal fragments all around Justin. He stepped on the gas, staying behind the truck and trying to come to the side. But the driver was staying at the edge of the lane, stopping Justin’s maneuver.

He edged right over the dividing line, then took advantage of a gap in oncoming traffic. He floored the engine and caught up to the truck. Justin raised his pistol, but before he could squeeze off a few rounds, the truck came smashing into the Mercedes’s side.

Justin dropped the pistol.

Worse than that, the impact sent the SUV toward the sidewalk. He yanked the wheel to avoid hitting a woman on a bicycle, then turned the wheel again to return to the other lane. But the truck driver blocked the move. He sideswiped Justin’s Mercedes, giving it a hard, heavy push toward an oncoming van.

Justin jerked the wheel, barely missed the van, and drove onto the sidewalk. He avoided a couple of pedestrians and a streetlight post, then the front of his SUV banged against one of the benches and a trash can. He cursed the driver and stepped on the gas pedal.

The truck shot through the street, going full steam ahead.

Justin cut through the lane. A small sedan was able to stop in time to allow Justin to squeeze by with only minor damage to the Mercedes. He pulled at the steering wheel, and resumed the chase.

The truck was maybe thirty yards up ahead. Sparks continued to fly from the back wheels grating on the asphalt. Justin wondered how much longer they were going to last, and what he would have to do to bring this beast down.

He slammed his foot on the gas. The Mercedes arrowed forward, and Justin gripped the steering wheel. The SUV was rattling and felt uneven. I hope I don’t blow a tire. He got closer to the truck. 

The driver had seen Justin and yanked the wheel. The truck came at the SUV, but Justin was able to veer to the left and avoid the crash.

He groped around his feet for the pistol.

The truck hit the SUV.

Justin’s fingers found the pistol, but before he could use it, bullets struck around him. The windshield erupted in a geyser of glass fragments, and he was glad he had his head down. He aimed his pistol at the truck and fired a couple of rounds. Then he jerked the wheel.

The SUV went nowhere.

Justin repeated the gesture, with more force.

The SUV did not respond.

Another volley struck the Mercedes.

Justin returned fire, then glanced at the garbage truck. The SUV seemed to have been stuck to the truck’s side. Probably caught up on the metal bars on the truck’s body.

He fired again at the truck’s cabin until the pistol was empty. He reached for the fresh magazine in his holster. Before he could reload, a man’s head appeared at the truck’s window. He had no weapon, but Justin was not going to wait until he saw one.

He cursed the stuck SUV, inserted the magazine into the pistol, and holstered the Sig. Then he slipped into the back seat. Justin slid half his body through the window, and grabbed one of the vertical bars along the truck’s body. He pulled himself up, put his feet on the SUV’s window frame, then climbed over the Mercedes’s roof.

The SUV just broke away from the truck.

Justin threw himself against the garbage truck body. His hands gripped the metal bar, as he dangled in the air. His body slammed against the truck, as he struggled to find a footing along the truck’s slippery body.

The gunman’s head appeared again at the truck’s window. He glanced at the SUV rolling into oncoming traffic and into the path of a city bus. Then he noticed Justin clinging onto the side of the truck and pointed a pistol at him.

Justin pulled himself up the bar, while the violent crash sent the SUV back toward the truck. He swung his body over the truck’s roof as bullets whizzed around him. Then the SUV struck the side of the truck, where Justin had been but a moment earlier.

He drew in a deep breath and flattened himself against the truck’s roof. His hands clasped two metal bars, and he hung there as the truck swerved around a turn. His body swung to the left, then to the right, as the truck zigzagged. 

The driver was trying to throw Justin off, but he fought tooth and nail to hang on to the roof. Then the truck crashed into another vehicle and debris came flying upwards and toward Justin. He was almost thrown off the roof, his body rolling around, but he clung onto the bars.

As the truck slowed down, a hand appeared at the right side of the truck, near the cabin. Then another hand holding a pistol.

Justin was expecting someone to climb up and try to stop him. So Justin reached for his pistol and fired a couple of rounds. One of them missed, but the other struck the weapon-holding hand. The pistol fell off to the side, and the man’s hand disappeared. But his other hand still gripped the metal bar along the edge of the truck.

Justin aimed and fired again. The bullet pierced the man’s hand, and he fell off the truck with a loud scream. Justin slid to the side and saw the man rolling on the asphalt. He was still alive and climbed to his knees. It seemed he was going to get up and start running after the truck. But a Jeep rolled from the left and crashed into him.

Justin turned his attention to the truck driver, who was still barreling through the street, crashing into whatever stood in the way. The truck had slowed down, but not much. Justin crawled to the right side, then stole a peek at the cabin. He was not sure if there was one man or two inside. But he was prepared to take them all down.

He hung on to the metal bars, then slipped along the side of the truck. He rested his foot on the small ledge behind the cabin, then noticed his mistake. The man in the passenger seat had followed Justin’s move in the side mirror.

Justin flattened himself against the truck’s side as the man produced an assault rifle. He turned it and aimed it in Justin’s direction. But the Kalashnikov rifle was large and unwieldy, difficult to use in this situation. Justin raised his pistol and shot the rifle out of the man’s hand.

The man screamed and cursed at Justin, who fired a few rounds at the cabin’s door and the rear wall. Bullets pierced through, but he could not be
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