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How would you decide the terms of an extraction?

 

Jack Storm is facing conflicts on all fronts. While trying to bring his family back together, he must deal with a suspicious extraction where the terms are constantly being manipulated. Not knowing who is pulling the strings, Jack has had enough and determines it's time to do this on his own terms...
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​"Our help is in the name of the Lord, Who made heaven and earth."

 Psalm 124:8

 

And sometimes that help comes in the form of friends.

To my dear friend Tom, a former firearms and tactical training instructor.
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Chapter One

 

 

Kuwait City, Kuwait

 

Jack Storm gasped incredulously as the police SUV stopped in front of the terrorists’ safehouse. He peered for a long moment through the windshield of their stakeout car, then turned to the driver. “What are they doing here?”

The driver shrugged and didn’t look at Jack. “I don’t know,” he said in a low voice with a thick Israeli accent. “Does it matter?” 

Jack nodded slowly, stifling the frown that began to wrinkle his forehead. “Yeah, it does. We’re not here to kill cops,” he said in a sharp, warning tone.

“We’ll do whatever it takes to secure the targets,” the driver said.

Jack shifted in his seat and looked over his shoulder at the woman in the backseat. Hodaya Stahl—a former Mossad operative and the team lead of this snatch-and-grab operation—gave Jack a look of indifference. “What he said.” She waved a dismissive hand, which was holding a Jericho II 9mm pistol. “If they interfere, we’ll take them down.”

“That’s not the deal we have with the Kuwaiti security intel,” Jack said in a firm yet disappointed tone. “If we kill cops, we’ll be thrown out of the country. Or worse.”

“Relax, Jack,” Stahl said in a calm voice. “That’s not going to happen.”

“Which one?”

“All of them. We’ll neutralize them without killing them.”

Jack studied Stahl’s face for a long moment, looking for any signs of dishonesty. He didn’t find any, but that didn’t give him much confidence. He had seen Stahl in action. She was fearless and reckless. She would do anything to return to her agency. Everything hung on the success of this operation. If her team was able to nab the man behind the recent wave of terrorists’ attacks hitting Israel, then her career would once again be back on track. Failure, as the proverbial saying went, was not an option.

Jack sighed. He brushed back his scruffy black hair, rubbed his chin, and scratched the left side of his face. It was the itch of a three-day beard growth. He returned his gaze to the yellow-and-black police SUV and mumbled a short prayer for the officers to drive away.

That didn’t happen.

Instead, the driver stepped out. He was a young man dressed in a black uniform. He looked around, his head moving slowly from the left to the right as he cast a sweeping gaze around the area. At one point, the officer looked directly at the silver Volvo staked out kitty-corner from the terrorists’ safehouse on the top floor of a rundown, three-story apartment building. He didn’t seem to pay any particular attention to the car and turned around. He headed toward the apartment building, followed by a second uniformed officer.

Stahl said, “As soon as they’re in, it’s our turn.”

Jack wasn’t sure that was the best course of action. “Shouldn’t we wait for the cops to leave before we attack?”

“No,” Stahl replied. “We don’t know when or if that will happen. Plus, what if the officers are here to warn the militants?”

A group of at least four Islamic extremists was confirmed to be inside the apartment. They belonged to a new jihadist group that had claimed responsibility for one of the bombing attacks that had rocked Jerusalem two weeks ago.

Jack nodded. “It’s possible.”

“We proceed as per our initial plan. We need them alive,” Stahl said in a stern tone.

Jack pulled out his Sig Sauer P229 9mm pistol, cocked it, and held it over his lap. He ran his hand over his chest, checking the straps of the bulletproof vest. Then he looked through the windshield as both officers disappeared inside the apartment building.

“Let’s go,” Stahl said.

Jack stepped out and followed behind her. The night was warm, and the air was filled with dust and the stench of something horrid that almost turned his stomach upside down. Stahl was advancing at a rapid pace, holding her pistol in front of her. The other Mossad operative was bringing up the rear, about six feet behind Jack.

Jack looked at all sides as they crossed the road. The residential area was dimly lit, and there were no vehicles or passersby. It was nearly half past midnight, but some areas of the city were almost always full of life. He was thankful the terrorists had chosen a shabby, low-income area on the outskirts.

When Stahl reached the entrance to the unplastered cinderblock building, she raised her left hand, gesturing for them to stop. They stood next to the wall, and Stahl whispered, “He’ll go first.” She tipped her head toward the Mossad operative.

Jack nodded and said, “I’ll go next—”

“No.” Stahl cut him off. “We’ll stick to the plan.”

Jack shrugged. “You’re the boss,” he said in a slightly disappointed tone.

It wasn’t that he distrusted his teammates’ capabilities or wanted to be a gentleman. This operation was more personal to Jack than his teammates. Based on the success of his mission, and if they found the mastermind behind the terrorist attacks in Israel, Stahl and her vast network would assist Jack in securing the release of his wife. She had been kidnapped by the Saudi intelligence agency, along with his daughter, as a way of pressuring Jack to do their bidding. He had recently freed his daughter, but his wife remained in Saudi custody.

Jack sighed as he followed the pair up the concrete stairs. They were cracked, and chunks were missing, so they had to be careful where they stepped. The hall grew darker the farther they went inside the building. Their boots thudded slowly on the grimy tiled floors as they tried to be as stealthy as possible.

When they came to the third floor, the Mossad operative gestured to the nearest door. It had been painted white at some point, but now it was a dirty gray. The team moved silently, and they were positioned to the sides. The operative and Stahl stood to the left, while Jack stationed himself to the right.

Stahl tapped the operative on the shoulder, the signal for him to proceed. He sighed, then glanced at Jack. A look of uneasiness shone in the operative’s eyes. This was the most dangerous part of the entire mission. He would put himself in a vulnerable, potentially deadly position.

The operative moved closer to the door and knocked on it twice.

Nothing happened at first, then muffled sounds came from the other side of the door, followed by shuffling of feet. A moment later, someone from inside the apartment said something in a language that sounded like Arabic. Jack didn’t understand a word, but the intonation was clear. The man wasn’t pleased with the presence of the uninvited guest at this ungodly hour of the night.

The operative stepped back but remained in front of the door so that the people inside could see his face through the peephole. He replied in Arabic, explaining to them that he had been sent by Rihawi with an urgent message. Rihawi was one of the leaders of the terrorist group, and the team hoped that the mentioning of his name would at least get them a foot inside the door.

A moment of tense pause, then a second man shouted something from inside the apartment. The operative replied in an exasperated tone, then raised up his arms, to prove he wasn’t holding any weapons. He then took a step back and unzipped his black jacket. He had left his pistol with Stahl, so there would be no reason for the extremists to consider him a threat.

Another pause followed.

Jack shook his head. He didn’t think the trick would work. He wanted to gesture to the operative to step away from the door, in case the militants decided to blast him.

They didn’t.

Instead, there was a muted exchange, then the sound of the deadbolt turning.

Stahl handed the operative his pistol. He held it to the side and away from anyone who might be looking through the peephole.

The next instant, the door opened.

Before the men inside had a chance to do anything, the operative raised his pistol. He jammed it into the first militant’s throat and pushed him back inside the apartment. The man swallowed hard and made an odd noise in his throat.

The second man, however, hollered in panic. He aimed his pistol at the operative, who had already turned the militant toward the second man, holding him as a human shield. The second man shouted again, threatening the operative.

Stahl stepped into the opening and fired at the man’s chest. She aimed low, so her bullets would disable the militant but not kill him.

The gunman fell back, and the pistol flew out of his hand.

The operative pushed the militant he was holding deeper inside the apartment. Shouts and heavy footsteps came from the rooms to their left and right. Stahl had already aimed her pistol to the left, waiting for the militants to appear. When one of them materialized, she fired a couple of rounds. They struck the man in his lower abdomen, and he collapsed against the door.

Jack crossed the threshold, covering the right side. As he took a couple of steps, a uniformed police officer emerged into the hall. His pistol was aimed at Stahl, who was looking in the other direction. Jack tapped the trigger, sending a couple of rounds into the man’s left leg. The officer lost his balance and slid to the floor. The pistol was still in his hands, but it wasn’t pointed at anyone.

Jack shouted at the officer, “Drop the gun!” He repeated the words in his best Arabic, then again in English as he stepped closer to the officer.

The young man hesitated for a moment, then realized that surrendering was his best option. He tossed the gun across the hall. Jack kicked it away and looked at Stahl. She had already stepped closer to one of the walls to her left.

A volley erupted from one of the rooms on that side. Someone was firing through the open door—blindly, since none of the rounds struck Stahl, the operative, or Jack. Still, he stepped farther to the left and away from the ricocheting rounds.

The operative was standing near the entrance door to the apartment, securing the two militants and also keeping an eye on the wounded police officer. Jack aimed his pistol to the door on his side, expecting the other officer or a militant to come into view at any moment. “Where’s your friend?” Jack shouted at the officer lying on the carpeted floor. “Where is he?”

Before he could reply, a gunman stepped out of the room on the right. Jack dropped him with a couple of rounds but not before the gunman fired a quick burst. His rounds missed only by a couple of inches. The bullets sounded like angry bees swarming around him.

Jack observed the man sprawled on the floor. He seemed to be very much dead. Jack stepped closer to him and along the wall. He looked at Stahl, who was standing with her back against the other wall and advancing on that side.

When Jack reached the door, he stopped. He listened for movement inside that room, but right then a couple of gunshots came from one of the rooms near the back of the apartment. Jack didn’t swing his weapon in that direction. The hall turned to the left, and he didn’t have a clear line of sight. And neither did whoever was opening fire in panic.

Instead, Jack turned his attention to the door a step away from him. He looked at the dead militant on the floor, then took a step away from the wall. He began to slice the pie—the tactic of clearing a corner slowly and carefully, starting as close as possible to the wall and moving out—as he advanced up the hall and inside the room.

As he entered, he noticed one of the militants sitting cross-legged next to the window. He was a young man, whose thin facial hair was struggling to form a beard, and looked as if he was barely in his twenties. Jack aimed the pistol at the man’s head before realizing that the militant was holding a pistol in his right hand and a grenade in his left hand. The pistol was more or less pointed in Jack’s direction but not exactly aimed at him.

“Don’t do it!” Jack shouted, but didn’t proceed any farther inside the room. If the militant decided to throw the grenade, Jack would still have a chance to dive for cover and, hopefully, escape the deadly wave of shrapnel.

The militant smirked at Jack, but didn’t say anything and didn’t make any move.

“Stay still, very still,” Jack shouted at the militant while keeping his pistol trained on the man’s head at all times. Jack couldn’t tell if the militant had pulled the pin to activate the grenade and was only holding his finger pressed against the lever to make sure it wouldn’t go off yet. Is he bluffing, or is he planning to blow us up?

The smirk remained on the militant’s face.

Jack studied the man’s deep blue eyes, an unusual feature among the Arabs. His skin was also fairer than what Jack had expected for a Middle Eastern terrorist. There didn’t seem to be a sliver of fear in the militant’s eyes, only a glint of disappointment. Is that because we caught them by surprise?

“Let’s make sure that doesn’t go off.” Jack gestured with his pistol at the grenade before returning the sight of his weapon to the militant’s head. “You don’t have to die this way.”

The militant shook his head. He unlocked his jaw and said, “I’m already dead. But my family will not be ashamed of me,” he said in English with a thick accent and a shaky voice.

His left hand trembled, and Jack was worried that the militant was going to drop the grenade. So Jack said in a hurried tone, “No! Put it away, and you will live. You have my word.”

Gunfire erupted from behind him, followed by painful groans. Two different men’s voices, then silence.

Jack wanted to look over his shoulders, but the militant could seize that moment and open fire or launch the grenade. So Jack said, “Last warning: Put it away. Now!”

Before the militant could say anything, footsteps came from behind Jack. He didn’t turn his head, but heard the Mossad operative shouting in Arabic in a threatening manner.

The militant looked over Jack’s shoulders and froze. Panic filled the militant’s eyes, which bulged as if he had seen a ghost. His breathing turned quick and shallow. He squeezed his eyes shut and cowered, seemingly making himself smaller.

Jack was still trying to make sense of the situation when the militant raised his right hand.

“Don’t do it!” Jack tightened his fingers around the pistol’s grip.

The militant let out a whimper and turned his pistol toward his head. He pressed the muzzle against his temple and tapped the trigger.

At the same time that his dead body toppled to one side, his fingers relaxed, and he dropped the grenade. It rolled toward Jack, who only had a second or two to react. He dove out of the room as the operative did the same. They had just hit the floor when the grenade exploded with a deafening blast…
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​Chapter Two

 

 

Mossad Safehouse

Block 10, Al-Jahra, Kuwait

 

Jack shook his head and glanced at Stahl, who was standing with her back against the yellow wall. They had gone over this twice in the car as they drove out of Kuwait City. Stahl either didn’t want to accept the truth, or already had another official version of what had taken place. “I’m sure of what I saw and what happened. He had a pistol and a grenade. If he wanted to blow us up, he would have thrown the grenade much earlier. Or opened fire,” he said in a confident tone, followed by a nod.

Stahl shrugged. “Maybe he was a coward and froze. Or maybe he thought he’d save his pathetic life if he didn’t fight back.”

Jack blinked in disbelief, and his eyes widened. “He was no coward. He was ready to die for what he believed, whatever that was, and he died for that. You were there; you saw him too,” Jack said to Yossi Friedman, the other Mossad operative sitting across from Jack on the living room’s only black leather couch.

Friedman spread out his hands. “I don’t know enough to make a judgment,” he said in his thick voice. “But if you asked me, he seemed determined to die. And he killed himself, so…”

Jack perched himself at the edge of the sofa and turned to Stahl. “The guy looked disappointed, and he told me he was worried about dishonoring his family.”

Stahl shrugged again. “Well, there you have it, Jack. He changed his mind. There’s nothing else to it. You’re overanalyzing it.” Her voice had a tone of irritation to it, as if she wanted to get this over and done with.

“Maybe I am, but it’s always the little details like this that reveal what might be wrong with the big picture.”

Stahl threw her hands up. “Nothing’s wrong with the big picture, Jack. We surprised a terrorist cell, and they fought back. This guy, he just wasn’t cut out to be a terrorist; not tough enough. He was probably forced to be cannon fodder.”

Jack nodded slowly, but the look of suspicion remained on his face. “I still think there’s something else here; something more. I can’t shake this feeling that he was trying to tell us something.”

The Mossad operative took a couple of steps toward Jack. “What, like a message?”

“Yes. He wasn’t afraid, but he also didn’t seem like he wanted to die. He was doing this for his family.”

She cocked her head and gave Jack a thoughtful glance. “Aren’t we all?” 

“Right, but our families don’t expect us to blow ourselves up… No, there’s something more going on here. Not sure what it is, but I’m going to find out.”

“I’m not going to stop you, but I’m telling you there’s nothing there. I’ve seen this before, Jack, terrorists freezing at the last moment,” Stahl said in a strong voice and with a gleam in her eyes. “These aren’t trained operatives like us. They’re just kids who used to throw rocks at soldiers. Then, someone gives them a gun and, all of a sudden, they’re fighters. We both know a gun doesn’t make a fighter…”

“I understand that, but still, this deserves our attention.”

“Your attention.” Stahl waved her hand. “Our attention is focused on how to get us out of Kuwait all in one piece.” She gestured to Friedman, who nodded his curly head, and added, “We left behind two dead police officers.”

Jack’s face twisted into a deep frown. One of the police officers had been killed during the gunfight; the other one had been wounded. Jack had argued against killing the latter one, but Stahl had disagreed. “We can’t have any witnesses. He’ll identify us, and we’ll all be burned,” she had insisted. “Plus, he wasn’t exactly innocent, considering his involvement with the terrorists.” As much as Jack disliked it, it was the bitter truth. Friedman had finished the officer with a bullet to the back of his head.

Stahl continued, “The airport is the first thing they’ll shut down, so our only option is to cross the border with Iraq. We’ll need a team ready for our exfil.” She tipped her head to Friedman. “Get one of the local teams ready. If we leave right away, we should reach the border within ninety minutes, depending on checkpoints.”

“Where should they meet us?” Friedman asked.

“Not sure at this point. The official border crossings are out of the question, so we’ll try a side road. Somewhere around Black Mountain,” she said, referring to a popular hiking area east of Kuwait, about six miles away from the border with Iraq.

Friedman stood up. “We’ll take the Land Cruiser. Suitable for desert dunes.”

Switching vehicles was one of the reasons they had stopped at the safehouse. The small Volvo sedan wouldn’t be able to handle the desert’s harsh terrain. Plus, the vehicle would already have a bullseye painted on its back.

The other reasons were to hide the weapons they had used in the gun battle and retrieve their fresh passports. Jack and Stahl had agreed on a contingency plan, if things went sideways, as they did. Mossad had provided all team members with forged Australian passports, which had Iraqi border crossing entry stamps. The stamps were blurred but readable, and they looked official enough to pass most inspections. If they were caught within Kuwait, the team would claim they mistakenly had crossed over the border, after misreading their map and were deceived by the night’s darkness.

At least that was the plan.

Jack switched into a new set of clothes since his old ones had been stained and tattered. The grenade explosion had sent concrete chunks and sharp slivers over his head and body. A couple of slivers had cut into his neck, and blood had trickled down his back. Friedman had cleaned and attended to Jack’s wounds, which were more annoying than painful.

Then Jack decided he needed to make a phone call. It was late at night, but the man he was going to call owed Jack his life. Waking him up at this hour was the slightest inconvenience.

Jack entered the number on his phone, but before he could tap the Call button, Stahl stood next to him. “Who are you calling, Jack?”

“An asset,” he said curtly, not wanting to explain himself.

“To get us out of Kuwait?” Stahl’s eyes sparked with curiosity. She frowned at Jack and looked at Friedman. “That’s unnecessary. We have a ride and everything else we need.”

“It’s about the guy at the safehouse; the one who killed himself.”

Stahl let out a sigh. “What about him?” she asked in an annoyed tone.

“I want to find out who he is; what’s his story…”

“Does it have to be done now?”

Jack nodded. “Before the Kuwait security service cleans up the place and buries the evidence.”

An unconvinced look remained on Stahl’s face. She pursed her lips and tapped her left foot nervously while folding her arms across her chest. “So your guy is in K-City?”

“No, but he has connections, and––”

“Connections to what?” she cut him off.

Jack sighed heavily. Stahl’s questions were aggravating him. He gave her a pinched expression and narrowed his eyes. “To people who can find the intel we’re looking for.”

“The intel that you are interested in.” Stahl pointed a finger at Jack. “Who does your man work for?”

Jack frowned. “That’s irrelevant. Sufficient to say he can get us, me, that intel.”

“Is he CIA?” Stahl insisted in a suspicious tone.

“No, it’s not CIA or any Western intel agency.”

Stahl’s expression hardened. “Local, then. Careful, Jack, can’t trust the locals, as we’ve just seen.” She pointed with her hand to the window, in the direction of Kuwait City, just thirty miles east of Al-Jahra. “The police were in bed with the terrorists…”

“I appreciate your concern, and I’ll be careful.”

“And brief.” Stahl tapped her wrist, even though she wore no wristwatch. “We’re leaving in five, sooner if we can.”

“Five minutes is plenty of time. I’ll meet you in the back alley.”

Stahl nodded at him, but the deep frown remained on her face. “I hope it’s worth it…” she said in a dry voice.

“We’ll see.”

Jack pocketed his passport, then picked up his rucksack with his belongings. Most of the clothes were to support his cover as a tourist, but there was a wad of cash there, his Canadian passport, and two burner phones. Jack was one of the best operatives of the Canadian Intelligence Service, or CIS, working as an extractor. He was called in when an asset needed to be extracted from a volatile situation or an operative needed an exfiltration after a mission had gone sideways. In this case, however, he was working on an off-the-books, unsanctioned mission.

He stepped out of the apartment on the second floor of a three-story nondescript building and ran down the narrow, dimly lit hall. Chunks were missing out of the concrete stairs, so he peered carefully to avoid the tips of his boots getting caught and causing him to trip.

When he reached the front of the building, the smell of diesel assaulted his nose. A Kuwait National Petroleum Company gas station was across the small roundabout, at the crossing of 83rd Street and 62nd Street. The sharp wind gusts were blowing from that direction. The night had gotten cooler, so he pulled up the zipper of his black hoodie and studied the gas station. 

The entire area around it was well lit, especially near the gigantic sign advertising the prices and the entrance to the convenience store next door, called Sultan Express. The lights were still on, since the place was open 24/7, and a couple of men were standing inside, right by the door, talking to one another. Jack’s eyes then went to two sedans parked on the side of the building. No one was waiting inside the vehicles.

He looked up and down the streets, especially near the entrances to the nearby buildings. Two- and three-story apartment complexes were interspersed with two- and three-story houses. No one was out and about. Jack listened for a long moment to the sound of silence, broken by a car engine revving somewhere in the distance. He touched his phone’s screen, which had grown dark, then tapped the green button to place a call to Mousa Khairallah, one of the top-level Hamas leaders.
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Chapter Three

 

 

Outside the Mossad Safehouse

Block 10, Al-Jahra, Kuwait

 

Khairallah didn’t answer right away, and Jack wondered if the Hamas militant was sound asleep. Most likely, considering it’s early morning. There was no voicemail, and the phone kept ringing and ringing.

After the tenth ring, Jack ran out of patience and thought about calling Khairallah’s other number. That wasn’t his own number, but it belonged to his wife, and it was to be used strictly for emergencies. Well, this is the greatest of emergencies…

Before Jack could hang up, he heard a thick, groggy voice from the other end of the line speak a few words in Arabic. Jack spoke limited Arabic, so he couldn’t understand what the man was saying. However, his tone was unmistakable: The man was greatly annoyed at the rude awakening.

Jack grinned, recognizing Khairallah’s voice, and said in a clear, firm tone, “This is Jack, Jack Storm. I’m sure you remember me…”

Khairallah didn’t reply immediately. He shouted in Arabic, apparently at someone in the same room, or close vicinity—Jack couldn’t hear any background noise, so he couldn’t be sure of Khairallah’s location. Then, Jack heard a noise like the screeching of rusty hinges, followed by the sound of the opening and closing of a vehicle’s door. Only then did Khairallah say gruffly, “What do you want?”

“I’m glad you answered the phone, Khairallah.”

“Do you know what time it is?”

“No, why don’t you tell me?” Jack asked sarcastically.

Khairallah ignored the jab. “Tell me what you want,” he demanded in a strong voice.

“I want you to keep your end of the deal. The deal that keeps you and your family alive.”

“Barely, like slaves,” Khairallah muttered between his teeth.

“That’s quite an exaggeration, but let me ask you: Would you rather be a dead master or a live slave?”

“I’ll take the first option every day,” Khairallah replied without skipping a beat.

“And what does your wife think? And your sons? What would happen to them if everyone in the Palestinian territories learned that their father is a traitor?”

“I’m… I’m not a…” The Palestinian’s shaky voice trailed off, not wanting to even mention the dreaded word.

“Right, so let’s get back to the point: our deal. You are alive so you can help us with bits and pieces of intel. I want a name.”

“Whose name?” Khairallah barked back.

“A fighter, possibly Palestinian, but I’m not certain. Here’s what he looks like.”

Jack gave Khairallah a brief description of the gunman who had blown himself up but didn’t tell Khairallah that the gunman was dead or what had taken place in Kuwait City. That wasn’t relevant to the Hamas militant’s gathering the intelligence. Moreover, the CIS’s protocol—and Jack’s preferred option—was to give out information on a need-to-know basis. Khairallah didn’t need to know.

The Palestinian interrupted Jack a half a dozen times asking for more particulars, which, of course, Jack didn’t have. He added that the gunman might have been trained for operations outside the Palestinian territories and beyond the Middle East. Khairallah made no promises or any open commitment to find out the intelligence, but Jack knew that Khairallah would do the impossible. The life of his family was at stake. That was important even to a battle-hardened fighter like him.

At the four-minute mark, Jack turned around, heading toward the apartment building. As he did so, he said to Khairallah, “I expect an answer within the next twelve hours—”

“That’s not enough time—”

“It’s more than enough,” Jack interrupted him in a voice that left no room for objections. “A man of your stature can do this in an hour.” An exaggeration, of course, but sufficient to underscore the point.

“You’re greatly overestimating me and my abilities,” Khairallah complained in a low, angry voice. “Are you trying to get me killed?”

“Far from it.” Jack looked over his shoulder and in the direction of the gas station. One of the two men had returned behind the counter while the other was drinking some dark liquid from a large bottle. Coca-Cola or Pepsi, Jack wondered. What’s the Kuwaitis’ favorite pop? He rounded the corner as he came to the mouth of the back alley and said, “I’m trying to keep you and your family alive.”

“This is a sensitive matter. If this man was sent in a mission abroad, it could be anywhere…”

“All right,” Jack conceded. “Look into one of the Gulf States, somewhere Palestinians can easily get in and out.”

“That doesn’t help much.”

“It’s all you get.” Jack saw a Toyota Land Cruiser parked about fifty meters away. The driver flicked the headlights on and off. It was Jack’s signal that Stahl and Friedman were ready and waiting for him.

Jack glanced at the phone. He still had twenty seconds out of the five minutes that Stahl had given him. “The longer we talk about it, the less time you have to make it happen.”

Khairallah shouted something in Arabic that sounded very much like a curse.

Jack shook his head and raised his left hand with his index finger up, signaling to Stahl that he needed one more minute. Then he said to Khairallah, “Wrong answer. What you were going to say was, ‘Yes, I will get this done.’”

Khairallah mumbled something under his breath.

Jack said, “That’s not it either. Come on now, you know how this works.”

The Hamas militant had provided them with accurate intelligence about the terrorist organization’s operations three times in the past. He had always pushed back at first, only to give in, and carry out the assignment almost to perfection. Jack wondered if that was Khairallah’s coping mechanism, his way of convincing himself that he was forced against his will to do something he’d rather not do.

“You remind me every single time.” Khairallah dragged out his words.

“So let this be the last time we have this conversation: Call me as soon as you get it done. You’ve got twelve hours.”

“Fine. I’ll make it happen,” Khairallah said in a somber tone as if asked to sign his own death sentence.

“Good.”

The Hamas leader ended the call without another word.

Jack shrugged and hurried toward the Toyota. He wished he wasn’t in this situation where he was using the agency’s assets for his own personal benefit, but he had no other choice. He believed that obtaining more intelligence about the suicide bomber would help Stahl discover who was behind the terrorist attacks striking at the heart of Israel. Every step he got closer to finding and stopping those terrorists also brought him closer to releasing his wife.

He slowed down for a moment as gut-wrenching memories of Agnes came rushing back. Oh, where are you, my sweetheart? Where are they holding you? What are they doing to you? His eyes almost welled up, while his hands tightened instinctively, turning into fists. I will find you. I promise I will. Even if it’s the last thing I do on this earth…
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Chapter Four

 

 

Al Narjis Neighborhood

Riyadh, Saudi Arabia

 

Agnes gently pushed the gold-colored curtain to one side and took a quick peek. The armed guard dressed in a gray suit was still there, stationed at the end of the veranda, just outside her window. After her last escape attempt—the second in as many weeks—her Saudi captives had beefed up security.

How can he stand the scorching sun, Agnes wondered and shrugged to herself. The window was hot to the touch even now in the evening, and she knew the temperature outside had to be over a hundred and ten degrees. She had been out earlier that morning, under tight security as always—accompanied by four female guards—and it was already hot, as it had been over the last few days.

Agnes looked down to the small courtyard. A shiny black Land Rover was parked, as it always was, on the road just outside the gate. She closed the curtain before the guard could see her and plopped herself onto the sofa. I’ve got to get out of here. One way or another. I’ve got to see my daughter Victoria and my husband Jack. Otherwise, I’ll go crazy.

Tears fell from her eyes as she remembered that it had been nearly a month since she had seen her baby girl. Jack had arranged for their exchange, but he had been betrayed. Still, he had been able to retrieve their daughter. Agnes knew Jack was doing
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