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The Story

 

Keep your asset safe at any cost...

 

When combat-hardened Justin Hall and his partner Carrie O’Connor, CIS’ best field operatives, narrowly foil a suicide bombing in Berlin, one of the cell members escapes and Justin is the only one that can identify him.

 

Dispatched to track the fugitive at all costs, the terrorist hunt begins to reveal an unsettling game of deception and betrayal. Implicating top officials in opposing intelligence agencies. The trail leads them down dark alleys and dead ends inside terrorist-infested Jordan, Syria, and Iraq.

 

While the world watches as Israel and Palestine are desperately working towards a peace treaty, Justin discovers that the Israeli prime minister is marked for assassination ... by one of his own...

 

With unlikely allies and unstoppable powers, can Justin and Carrie undo the plot before the Middle East explodes into an all-out war?
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Chapter One

 

 

Ramallah, West Bank

Palestinian Territories

 

Two Mossad operatives slithered in silence through the maze of crooked dark alleys stretching like spiderwebs through the city. They used shadows cast by two- and three-story cinderblock houses to conceal their advance. They dropped behind parked cars, garbage cans, and everything else that offered an amount of cover. Most of the neighborhood residents were sound asleep at this ungodly hour of the night. But a few people never let down their guard. 

The Islamic Freedom Brigade called this area their home. The IFB was a powerful militant group, and one of their main safe houses was situated deep in this rundown neighborhood. Its militants were on constant alert. And for good reason. Mossad had methodically decimated their ranks and assassinated their leaders as soon as they were chosen. Amos and Saul, the Mossad operatives, were hoping to repeat their success of three nights ago. They had blown up the armored Jeep of an IFB senior commander, killing him along with his associate and their two bodyguards on the other side of the city.

But this operation was different.

It was more complicated.

More lethal.

Unauthorized.

Neither Amos nor Saul nor the other two members of their team of kidons, elite assassins, were supposed to be in Ramallah tonight. It was extremely dangerous to enter the city without backup, without an over watch team of a sniper and a spotter, who would neutralize any threats and alert the assault team of any complications. The city teemed with Palestinian militants. Virtually everyone living in Ramallah hated Israel and would not hesitate to kidnap or kill any Israelis foolish enough to trespass inside this part of the West Bank. The entire city was considered a war zone, and the Israeli army manned multiple checkpoints in and around the city. Violent clashes between the Israeli army and Palestinian protesters were almost a daily occurrence.

But the intelligence they had received was extremely reliable and presented them with an opportunity that was too good to pass up without taking any action. The second-in-command of the IFB, Yousef Nassar, the mastermind behind many terrorist attacks against Israel, was going to be at the safe house tonight, with only a handful of his most trusted men. Nassar never slept more than two nights in a row at a specific place. He always traveled with a horde of bodyguards, and often his wife and his children—two young sons aged six and nine and one daughter aged four—accompanied him. The potential for collateral damage was high at all times, with zero margin for error. And that imposed the need for a swift surgical strike by the small team of kidons. They had to act that night, without too much preparation, especially since neither Nassar’s wife nor his children were at the safe house.

Amos stepped around a large pothole filled with murky water smelling like raw sewage and glanced back at Saul, who was following about six feet behind. “All clear?” Amos whispered into his throat mike.

Saul nodded, then gestured toward a house rooftop across the alley with the barrel of his compact and silenced 9mm Uzi Pro submachine gun. “Thought I saw a shadow.”

Amos stopped and looked at the suspicious location. He did not make out any silhouettes, so he flipped down his night-vision goggles and studied the rooftop and the windows of the two-story house. The goggles’ grainy view with a greenish tinge revealed nothing out of place. The windows were shuttered and there was no movement.

Amos listened for unusual noises. The night air was warm and thick with humidity. The mercury had hit ninety-three degrees around noon, but had dropped to seventy-three earlier that night. The constant rumble of a generator echoed from the distance, followed by a dog’s high-pitched howl.

“It’s nothing,” Amos said. “Advance on target.”

“Roger,” acknowledged Dan, one of the kidons on his team. 

Dan was moving forward, about a hundred yards to Amos’s left, along with his partner, Zev. Their objective was to reach the safe house from its opposite side. They were to cut off Nassar’s escape route, if Amos’s team was discovered before they hit the safe house.

Amos and Saul resumed their advance. They crept along the whitewashed walls of the next three houses and came to a small intersection. Amos raised his arm, signaling to Saul to stop. Then Amos peeked around the corner. 

Three teenage boys were sitting on a low wall near a white pick-up truck in front of a house under construction, about fifty feet away. Their silhouettes were somewhat visible under a dim streetlight but Amos could not tell if they were armed. He could not make out their words, but one of them—the tallest of the three—was quite animated, waving his arms and bobbing his head.

Amos studied the group through his goggles, but he still could not make out any further details. In any case, his team would avoid the teenagers and anyone else they might encounter. The safe house was now about two hundred yards up ahead, and the team was soon going to come face-to-face with Nassar’s guards.

“What is it?” Saul said via his mike.

“Trouble. Three young men. Talking.”

“Hostile?”

“Unconfirmed.”

Amos pondered his options. Wait for the group to disperse and return to their houses, or risk being noticed as he and Saul crossed the alley. The two agents could walk with a quick pace and hold their weapons alongside their bodies, to hide them from view. Their black civilian clothes were indistinguishable from those worn by people living in the neighborhood, at least from the distance separating Amos and Saul from the group. But one of the teenagers had his face turned toward the intersection. He would notice the two men moving through the night. If he decided to approach them, Amos and Saul would attract unwanted attention. Any gunplay or even alarming noises at this point would alert Nassar’s guards.

A loud angry shout pierced the night. It came from one of the houses near the Palestinian group. The teenager whose eyes were glued to the intersection turned his head toward the source of the voice.

“Now,” Amos whispered a bit louder than he had intended.

He bolted across the street, followed closely by Saul. 

The shouting continued while they reached the next dark narrow alley. The angry man was rambling on about the job he had lost, the money someone named Abdel owed him, and how he was not going to calm down even if he woke up the entire neighborhood. Amos understood spoken Arabic and spoke it quite fluently, but found it harder to write its complicated alphabet.

“We’ve got to hurry before everyone’s wide awake,” Amos said.

Saul nodded.

They rushed through the alley with swift silent steps. A baby began to cry inside one of the houses up ahead. Lights turned on and their rays cut through gaps in the curtains of a ground-floor window.

Amos stopped.

A door opened up with a loud bang behind them.

Amos rolled on the ground, barely missing the sharp fragments of a broken glass bottle, then crawled behind a pile of construction debris on the side of the alley. He looked up at Saul, who was hidden inside a house doorway. Amos whispered a quick prayer for the inhabitants of that house not to open their door.

An armed man appeared in the alley. Amos recognized the banana-shaped magazine of the weapon slung from his right shoulder—the ubiquitous Russian-made Kalashnikov assault rifle. The man cast a sweeping glance in Amos’s and Saul’s direction, then shook his head and sped in the other direction. It seemed he was going toward the house from which the earlier bellowing had come.

Amos thanked God and heaved a sigh of relief.

Saul climbed to his feet and glided toward his partner.

They resumed their advance and covered the rest of the distance separating them from the safe house without any incident. As they crouched near the thick walls of the house across from their target, a silver sedan parked about fifty yards away came to life with a loud rumble.

Amos and Saul flattened themselves to the dusty ground of the alley and pointed their Uzis toward the sedan. Their submachine guns were equipped with customized state-of-the-art sound suppressors, which muffled the gunfire noise. But the safe house guards would still hear their shots, and the kidons would lose the advantage of a surprise attack.

The sedan remained in its place. Someone must have turned on the sedan’s engine by using a remote car starter.

Amos examined the sedan through his goggles. No driver and no passengers. But someone was going to come out of that house at any moment.

“Team Two in position,” Dan’s voice came over Amos’s earpiece. “Eyes on two guards. One white Jeep parked at the entrance.”

“Roger. In position in thirty,” Amos replied.

He gestured to Saul to cross to the other side of the alley and got to his feet. He took a couple of steps. The front of the safe house came into view.
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​Chapter Two

 

 

Ramallah, West Bank

Palestinian Territories

 

Two armed guards were stationed near the grayish cinderblock yard wall, about four steps away from the main gate of the house. It was an old three-story faded yellow house. The black steel-plate metal gate was large enough to allow a car to be parked inside the yard. The four-foot-high wall had no barbed wire, as the main protection to the safe house came from its secrecy and Nassar’s trusted men.

Amos glanced at three arched windows on the third floor of the house. According to their intelligence, Nassar was in the guest room, the one on the right corner, whose two windows overlooked the front street and the narrow back alley. A balcony opened up outside one of the windows and a staircase with an iron baluster led to a flat rooftop. The cylindrical shape of a large water reservoir and a large satellite dish were visible against the moon.

“In position,” Saul said.

He dropped to one knee and pointed his Uzi toward the house.

Amos nodded and listened. The constant growl of the silver sedan’s engine filled the night. By now, it had attracted the attention of the guards. One of them pointed toward the back alley, gesturing with his hands. The other guard shook his head. An argument seemed to be going on over whether the guards should be investigating the noise. Then the first guard whipped his AK assault rifle off his shoulder, held it in front of him in a ready-to-fire position, and began to jog toward the back alley, toward Amos and Saul.

“One of the front guards is coming our way,” Amos said.

“Ready for contact,” Saul said, holding his small Italian-made Beretta pistol in front of his face. The sound suppressor was about an inch longer than the six and a half inches of the weapon. He laid his back against the door of the house, hoping his body would be hidden from the guard’s sight by the door’s threshold.

Amos fell back and made himself small by hiding on the ground behind a broken, rusty wheelbarrow and two large cardboard boxes littering the back alley. He pullaed a knife out of its sheath on his hip and waited in absolute silence.

The guard’s rushing and heavy footsteps signaled his arrival.

Amos could not take a peek and risk being discovered. He had to follow the guard’s movements by ear. Amos tuned out the engine growl and focused all his attention on the rhythmic thumping of the guard’s footsteps.

The thumping grew louder. Amos estimated the guard was near the mouth of the alley, about ten feet away. 

Then the noise disappeared.

Amos listened harder and cocked his head toward the guard. A low shuffle. The guard was tiptoeing slowly. 

The click of metal on metal, and the AK was cocked and ready. If the guard squeezed the trigger and let out even a single shot, the entire neighborhood would come alive. That would be the end of their mission and possibly their lives.

Amos held his breath. He slowly lifted his knife.

The shuffle drew nearer.

Two more steps, Amos thought.

He looked across the alley at Saul’s position about five feet away. The agent was completely concealed from Amos’s eyes, but he knew Saul had his back. Still, Amos hoped he would get rid of the guard quickly, quietly, and without involving Saul’s pistol.

The guard’s footsteps betrayed his position. 

He took one more step. 

His final step.

Amos pounced on his prey. 

 

* * *

 

The guard saw the serrated blade out of the corner of his eye at the last possible moment. It came from the right, aiming at his throat. A calculated move. A trained hand. 

Instinctively, he raised his rifle. The swift gesture saved his life. The blade clanged against the AK’s barrel.

The guard turned toward his assailant, who was a smaller man all dressed in black. He was no Palestinian and this was no robbery. The Israeli assassin and his team were here for Nassar.

The assassin launched a new attack. The knife cut through the air.

This time, the guard’s AK was not able to stop the blade. It sliced through his upper arm, near his shoulder. The intense pain caused the guard to drop his rifle. A small involuntary shout escaped his lips.

He saw the blood spurting from his wound, then the assassin lunged toward him. One strong gloved hand covered his mouth, while a stabbing pain came from his side. The knife was buried up to the hilt in his right side.

He wanted to cry out the sound of alarm and warn the other guard. But the strong hand choked off his words. His attempt resulted in muted groans.

The guard felt his strength quickly being drained out of his body. His knees buckled underneath him and his feet could no longer hold him up. The assassin lowered him to the ground, the hand still wrapped around his mouth, stifling his cries and cutting off the much-needed air. The guard lifted his left arm and tried to pry away the strangling hand, but the assassin was much stronger. He pulled out the knife and brought it near the guard’s face.

The guard flinched. Through his dizziness and his blurry eyes, he saw the blade slash again into his side. The agony too much to bear, the guard closed his eyes.

An instant later, he let out his last breath.

 

* * *

 

Amos wiped the blood from his blade against the dead guard’s black pants. He cursed himself for almost botching the kill and miscalculating his first stab. But the following struggle had caused very little noise, and no one from the neighborhood seemed to have taken notice. 

“You’re okay?” Saul whispered.

“Yes, I’m fine. Took a moment longer than I expected.”

Amos sheathed his knife, then spoke softly into his mike. “One guard eliminated. Advancing on target right now.”

“Roger,” said Dan.

Amos removed the guard’s khaki vest and green shirt and put them on. They were too big for him, but they were going to work for the few seconds he needed to mislead the other guard into thinking his associate had returned. In the dark and along with the AK looped on his shoulder, Amos hoped he would remain unnoticeable until he was close enough to use his knife.

“I’ve got you covered,” Saul said and gave Amos a reassuring nod.

“Shoot only if necessary,” Amos said.

Saul nodded.

Amos and Saul pulled the dead guard’s body near the wall of the house and hid it underneath the cardboard boxes. Then Amos threw the AK over his left arm, lowered his head, and stepped outside the alley.

The guard looked at him.

Amos was about fifty yards away and the street was quite dark.

The guard craned his head and seemed to shrug. He pointed over Amos’s shoulder, toward the back alley, and muttered something indiscernible. Amos shook his head, then slowly and clumsily slung his AK to the other shoulder. His right hand hovered near the sheath on his waist holster.

The guard took a few steps forward and peered closely at Amos. It seemed the guard was inspecting the man approaching the safe house and determining whether he was his associate or one of the neighbors. The guard’s AK assault rifle was still hanging on his shoulder.

The guard spoke again in Arabic, in a louder voice that clearly showed his anxiety. “What’s going on back there? Any reasons for concern?”

Amos shook his head again and turned his body slightly to the left. He wrapped his fingers around the hilt of his knife and slowly pulled it out. He held it close to his side as he took a few more steps toward the guard.

“Sabri, talk to me. What’s going on?” the guard said.

Amos feigned a limp and hobbled on his left leg. He groaned a painful sigh, loud enough for the guard to hear, then dropped his AK. He wavered as if he had lost balance and was going to fall to the ground.

“Sabri, what’s the matter? You’re wounded?” The guard rushed toward Amos.

He had fallen to his left knee, but the knife was still in his right hand. He kept his head down, groaning and panting until the guard was two steps away. Then Amos glanced up and thrust his knife toward the guard’s chest. 

The blade pierced right under the guard’s ribcage, and Amos felt the gushing blood flowing over his glove. The guard collapsed to his knees and let out a painful moan, which Amos muted by cupping his left hand over the guard’s mouth. Amos twisted the blade and shoved the guard to his side.

“The front of the house is clear,” Amos whispered into his mike, after checking the guard’s carotid artery on the side of his neck and making certain the man was dead. “We’re a go.”

“Roger,” said Dan.

“Coming to your position,” Saul said.

Amos heard Saul’s footsteps behind him.

“Help me move the body,” Amos said.

They dragged the body away from the street, leaving behind a small trail of blood. They lay the body near the gate to the house, along with both AKs. Amos stripped out of the vest and the shirt he had taken earlier from the first dead guard. Then Amos and Saul climbed over the wall.

They zipped through the yard and reached the black-and-blue metal door. Amos slid a lock pick set out of a pocket and began to work on the door’s deadbolt, while Saul stood guard and covered the front yard. Amos assumed Dan and Zev were doing the same with the back door and the back yard, since all ground-floor arched windows were barred with thick, rusty iron rods.

It had been only a few seconds, perhaps less than half a minute, but it felt like a very long time. Amos turned the door handle without making any noise. He looked at Saul and gave him the signal to enter the safe house.
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Chapter Three

 

 

Ramallah, West Bank

Palestinian Territories

 

Saul slowly pushed open the door. Amos cringed at the door hinges’ creak. He worried it would wake up Nassar or other men inside the house, although he realized his senses were on overdrive and his adrenaline rush was amplifying the sound, serving him worst-case scenarios.

“Quiet, quiet,” he whispered to Saul.

Saul nodded and snuck through the small gap.

Amos had pulled out his Beretta and slithered inside the house in complete silence. Their informant had not given them the plans of the safe house’s interior layout, as he had never been inside. Amos and Saul were going in blind.

The narrow hall was dark, as only a sliver of moonlight sliced its way in from the sides of the windows draped with thick curtains. Amos stood near the door and allowed his eyes to become accustomed to the darkness. Little by little, objects in the hall took their shape: a row of shoes on the floor and jackets hanging behind the door and in an open closet to his left; a small table with a wooden bowl; a tall mirror; a six-pronged silver chandelier.

Saul was two feet in front of him and turned left. Three seconds later, he whispered, “Kitchen clear.”

“Roger,” replied Amos in a hushed voice.

He took a couple of steps and glanced to the right. The hall turned and led to a series of rooms, two on each side.

Amos pointed his Beretta at the first door to his left. He leaned slowly and gently on the handle. The door swung open with a little screech. The room seemed empty. Amos stepped inside to make sure no one was hiding behind the door or elsewhere in the room. He opened a large closet, but found only clothes, mostly for men. Perhaps this one is used as a guest room, considering the two single beds near the window.

Amos checked underneath the neatly made beds. Nothing.

“First room on the left is clear,” he said to Saul.

Amos retraced his steps into the hall just as Saul peeked into the next room. He hesitated for a moment and cocked his head. He seemed to be unsure of what was waiting for him inside the room. Then he shrugged and placed his elbow against the door as he pushed it.

Amos moved to the other door about four feet away. His fingers had barely touched the bronze handle when a muted shuffle came from the room behind him where Saul was. It was followed by a thump resembling a sack falling to the ground.

Amos turned the handle and began to push open the door, but another scuffle echoed from Saul’s room. A sound like something heavy being dragged across the carpet, and then the low popping sound of Saul’s silenced Beretta. 

One shot.

Amos cursed in silence and listened for a moment. The house had turned quiet again. No shouts or screams. No rushed footsteps. Saul’s .22 caliber Beretta was loaded with reduced-charge cartridges and the sound suppressor had silenced almost all the noise. But Amos could not be absolutely certain the round had not awakened any of the other guards in the house.

He turned his head and looked at the door ajar behind him. Saul was still inside the room. What is he doing there?

Amos took a step back and waited another moment. He pondered whether he should assist Saul or continue with the search of the next room. Saul had not asked for backup but also had not updated Amos, his team leader, on the status of his part of the operation. What if whoever Saul had encountered inside that room had been able to wrestle away the Beretta and shoot him?

Amos opened his mouth to whisper into his mike, but halfway there changed his mind. If there was an assailant inside Saul’s room, he might be able to listen to Amos’s words and learn about the other agents inside the house. That move would threaten their mission.

“Room . . . first room to the right is clear now,” Saul said in between gasps.

“What happened?” Amos asked. “Heard the shot.”

“Two guards. Dispatched one with my knife. Had to use the Beretta on the other. They’re both dead.”

“Roger,” Amos said. “Moving on to the other two rooms.”

He stepped forward and returned his gaze to the half-open door and froze in place. His gaze was met by the terrified eyes of a little girl standing in the middle of the doorway. She was staring at the barrel of Amos’s Beretta with her innocent big black eyes.

What is she doing here? Only legit targets were supposed to be in the house. We got bad intel.

“Problem, big problem,” Amos whispered and balked at the sight. He cringed and began to lower his weapon. “Nassar’s daughter is awake and she made me.”

The girl blinked and leaned against the door. She rubbed her eyes and brushed away a couple of unruly curls that had fallen over her face. It seemed she was trying to decide whether the strange man she was seeing near her room was real or simply a figment of her inventive imagination.

“Are you by yourself in there?” Amos asked the girl in Arabic, as he pointed over her head and inside the room. 

He wanted to say her name to let the girl know he was not a stranger, but he just could not remember it. Her name was somewhere in this operation’s files in the Mossad headquarters offices in Saul’s Boulevard in Tel Aviv, but he had not committed it to memory. He had not realized its importance until this very moment. But she was not supposed to be here.

The girl shook her head. “My mommy’s here. She’s sleeping.”

Amos mustered his biggest, most sincere smile. “You be a good girl and go back to sleep too. Otherwise you’ll wake up Mommy.”

The girl nodded, but remained in her place. “I heard . . . I think I heard a noise.”

Amos shrugged. “Everything’s okay. Nothing to worry about. Go back to sleep.”

The girl’s eyes had lost some of their initial panic. They followed Amos’s hand movement as he hid his weapon behind his back. She took a step forward and studied his face. “You have a gun there. You’re here to hurt my daddy.” Her voice grew a bit louder and sharper.

“No, no, not at all.” Amos held out his empty hands after tucking the Beretta behind his right hip. “See, no reason to worry.” He gestured for her to calm down and also took a step back.

The girl shook her head again. “You want to kill my daddy. He told me about bad people like you.”

Amos opened his mouth to object.

The girl let out an eardrum-splitting scream. “Mommy, Mommy, Daddy. Bad people want to kill you. Mommyyyyy! Daddyyyyy!” She stomped her feet, gave off another even higher-pitched squeal, and ran back inside the room while slamming the door behind her.

Amos winced. “We’ve been compromised. Advance to target. I repeat, advance to target.”

He swung his Uzi submachine gun from behind his back and readied it for fire with swift gestures. Then he kicked open the door as loud shouts and footsteps echoed throughout the house.

A torrent of yells and cries met him inside the room. The girl had woken up her mother, who was now screaming at the intruder. She was sheltering her daughter with her body, while reaching for something on the nightstand.

“Stop, don’t do it,” Amos called out at her, worried she was groping for a pistol or another weapon.

The woman picked up a bulky alarm clock and heaved it toward Amos. He ducked and moved his body to the left. The woman missed his head by a couple of feet, and the clock crashed against a closet door behind him. She shouted at him to rot in the place reserved for Zionist pigs like him, then grabbed the lamp from its base. She violently pulled its cord from the wall, then lobbed it at Amos. The unevenly shaped projectile flew clumsily across the room as Amos jumped to the side to avoid contact. The lamp smashed against the wall and the woman let out another cry of anger and despair.

“Stop and put your hands up, or I’ll shoot you.” He aimed his Uzi at her head. “Then, I’ll kill your girl.”

He had no intention of hurting the mother or her daughter, but he needed to stop this rampage, clear the room, and proceed to the real target of his operation. He could not leave the woman to tear the room apart and come after him or his team members with a weapon, any weapon. She needed to be immobilized, so she would no longer pose a threat to their mission.

The woman cast a glance at her daughter. She was still sobbing and hiding behind her mother’s nightgown. The woman held her daughter tight with her left arm while reluctantly raising her right arm above her head. Her eyes fixed Amos with a burning stare.

He pulled a pair of handcuffs from behind his back and marched toward the woman. He sidestepped the teary-eyed girl and began to cuff the woman’s arm. He pulled the woman down gently and snapped the other handcuff around the foot of the large dresser next to the bed. It was not going to stop her for a long time, but it would suffice in these circumstances.

Amos checked underneath the bed but found nothing suspicious. He stood up and avoided the little girl’s gloomy gaze. He clutched his Uzi, and closed the door behind him as the woman spewed another stream of curses at him as her parting shot.

A burst of gunshots greeted Amos as soon as he stepped into the now fully lit hall. He rolled on the floor and sought cover behind a tall wooden dresser. He fired blindly toward the direction of the incoming hail of bullets. Splinters flew near his face, one or two stabbing into his cheeks, narrowly missing his eyes. Amos retreated completely behind the dresser.

The gunfire barrage continued. Saul peered around the threshold of his room and fired a couple of rounds. A fading groan, and the barrage stopped.

Amos looked around the dresser. A gunman was sprawled unnaturally at the end of the hall, his neck twisted and his arms hanging to his sides. An AK assault rifle was visible near a small pool of blood by his head.

“Hall’s clear,” Saul said.

Gunshots rang from the back and the other two stories of the house.

Amos stood up and raced toward the gunman, who was probably not even in his twenties. He was dead; Saul’s bullets had pierced the upper part of his chest. Amos skirted the body and headed toward the staircase to his right.

“Pressing on to second floor. Right-side staircase,” he said into his mike.

“Roger,” Zev’s low voice replied.

“Zev, status?” Amos said as he reached the bottom of the staircase.

“Dan’s got a leg wound. Not serious. We’ve cleared the back of the house.”

“Dan? Talk to me,” Amos said.

“I’m okay.” Dan let out a deep sigh. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be. You need support?

“I’m good on my own.”

“All right. Watch our back. Zev, move forward.”

“Roger,” Zev replied.

Two gunmen carrying AKs appeared at the top of the staircase. One of them fired a long but aimless volley. Amos fell behind the corner of the wall as bullets struck the other side.

His heart had climbed up near his throat, but he had learned a long time ago how to manage his fear and his adrenaline rush. It was all in the pacing and waiting. For the right time. The right moment. The gunmen were not going to shoot forever.

He waited for a few seconds as another AK crackled from the same direction. The second gunman was somewhat controlling his rate of fire, alternating between two- and three-round bursts. His aim was also improving, and now concrete fragments from the wall rained very close to Amos’s head.

Saul crouched behind Amos. “Grenade?” he said in an impatient tone.

Amos shook his head. “No. Potential civilians.”

He thought of Nassar’s sons and how a grenade explosion would send an indiscriminate, deadly wave of shrapnel throughout the halls. Even fighting their way into the house carried the risk of the children being caught in the crossfire. But gunshots were easier to control and focus only on lawful targets.

A brief pause ensued and Amos sprang to his feet. He jumped around the corner, took a split second to acquire his targets, and sprayed the staircase with bullets. The first gunman loading his AK was hacked down by three rounds cutting across his chest. The other gunman was able to squeeze off a shot that wheezed past Amos’s feet before toppling down the stairs, bleeding from his chest. Amos put another two rounds in the gunman’s body for good measure.

“Staircase’s clear,” he whispered to Saul and began to climb the L-shaped flight of cement stairs.

He stopped at the small landing at the midway point. He stole a glance around the corner. A bullet thumped against the wall less than six inches away from his face.

A long barrage followed the first round, but Amos had fallen behind the protective railing. The sharp angle stopped the gunman from having a clear shot. He kept firing his AK nonetheless. A couple of rounds ricocheted off the walls and struck near Amos’s feet.

He kept his head down and saved his ammunition. He would make his rounds count, not waste them by firing blindly. The gunman would have to reload sooner or later.

The barrage came to an end. Amos waited for a couple of moments to see if the gunman was laying a trap for him and would resume shooting as soon as he stepped around the corner. No bullets came forth, so he aimed his submachine gun and pulled the trigger as he climbed the stairs.

His first few rounds missed the gunman, who had ducked behind the railing and was fidgeting with his jammed rifle. The gunman looked up at the muzzle of Amos’s Uzi and lurched toward him in a desperate attempt to pry the gun away. Amos pulled the trigger and shot two bullets into the gunman’s head.

The dead gunman collapsed over a kneeling Amos. They both rolled on the carpeted floor of the second story as someone laid a heavy curtain of fire. The body sheltered Amos as round after round thumped against the floor, pierced the dead guard, and shredded the walls. One of the rounds found Amos’s left leg, grazing it right over the knee.

Amos winced, then clenched his teeth in pain. He raised his weapon and fired a short burst.

The gunman clutched his hand to his chest and fell to his right side.

Amos came up from under the dead body, scrubbing spatters of blood off his face and his neck. He had barely had time to get to his knees when an explosion rocked the back of the house. Someone had thrown a grenade or had set off a powerful charge.

“Zev? Dan?” Amos shouted into his mike.

“I’m good.” Zev’s voice was firm but low. “The grenade missed by a couple of rooms.”

“Yeah, I got some debris and dust,” Dan said. “And I’m not close enough to the—”

More gunshots echoed in the distance.

“Dan, Dan?” Amos said.

No answer.

Amos cursed. “Zev, check on Dan.”

A moment of hesitation. “What about the target?”

“Saul and I are on it.”

“Roger.”

Amos looked over his shoulder and met Saul’s iron-set gaze. He had just reached the top of the stairs and was covering the south side of the second floor. “Let’s get to it,” he said with conviction in a loud shout.

Amos nodded. He gestured with his left hand for Saul to advance and take position across from him and cover the door to one of the rooms. He had just placed his back near the door when gunfire broke out from inside the room. Bullets burst through the door. Saul was out of the line of fire and was not struck by the wild volley. He calmly took one step back, aimed at the door, then squeezed his Uzi’s trigger. The gunfire from inside the room subsided.

Without wasting a second, Amos dashed toward the staircase leading to the third floor. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a door open to his left. Since he was out in the open—in the crossfire between whoever was coming out of that room and Saul six steps behind him—Amos made the only possible choice, but one he would come to regret: he slid behind the safety of the thick staircase wall.

Two barrages exploded at the same instant: the long staccato crackle of an AK and the steady two-round bursts of Saul. A moment later, the hall sank into silence, but for the echoes of salvos from the third floor.

“Saul, Saul, come in,” Amos said.

No reply.

“Saul,” Amos shouted.

Again no one answered his call.

Amos cursed and stepped back into the hall. The gunman was lying on his stomach, framed by bullet holes peppering the white wall behind him and a large blood spatter. Amos looked in the other direction and almost froze. Saul was slumped against a dresser, his head angled to the side. He did not seem to draw in breath.

Amos’s hands began to tremble and he tried hard to stop the jolts of rage running through his body. He took a closer look at Saul. His mind confirmed what his eyes had seen, but his heart refused to accept the reality. No, that was not his baby brother dead and bleeding from a bullet wound in his forehead. Amos had promised his bedridden mother he was going to take care of his brother, to always be his brother’s keeper. But Amos had broken that promise and could do nothing to help Saul.

The main reason Amos had volunteered for this extremely risky mission was personal more than professional. Yes, he was here to eliminate one of his country’s greatest enemies. But he had also come to settle a personal account. Ten years ago, a Palestinian suicide bomber had blown up a bus in downtown Jerusalem. Amos’s father, uncle and aunt were among the twelve casualties. Amos had promised to his father and to himself that one day he was going to kill the men responsible for their deaths. He had long waited for his moment of revenge.

That moment was now.

Someone popped out from one of the rooms to his right. Amos flicked up his Uzi and blasted a long barrage. His first two bullets cut through the body of the target, a small young man, who plunged face-first against the wall. But Amos kept his finger on the trigger as he let out a heart-rending cry of agony.

“You killed my brother, you killed my little brother.” Pain and rage gushed out of Amos’s soul.

He replaced the empty magazine with a fresh one from his chest rig, then darted up the stairs, climbing them two at a time. As he came to the third floor, a couple of rounds almost blew his head off. Amos set his back against the wall long enough to pull out a fragmentation grenade from the rucksack on his back. He pulled the pin and the grenade’s safety lever flicked upwards. He started a silent countdown, then rolled the grenade on the ground to his left.

A gust of smoke and a spray of debris billowed from the explosion. Amos came around the corner and fired through the thinning smoke cloud. He came to the first door, kicked it open with a firm boot, and sprayed his bullets in a wide circular pattern.

He dropped the empty magazine, reloaded, and fired again. A couple of young men were pierced by his bullets before they had a chance to react and aim their weapons. Amos squeezed the trigger and unloaded a few more rounds in the bullet-ridden bodies. He thought he would feel better, but his bloodthirsty lust demanded more sacrifices. These monsters want to become martyrs; I will kill them all.

Amos screamed at the top of his lungs, a wounded and livid animalistic bellow full of pain and wrath. He fired down the hall although there were no targets in sight, then he shot through the door of the next room. He did not stop; he did not check. Everyone in the house had become fair game the moment his baby brother stopped breathing.

A gunman emerged from one of the rooms, the one next to Nassar’s.

Amos raised his Uzi.

The gunman was faster on his trigger. He fired a round. The bullet caught Amos on his left side. The bulletproof vest absorbed the impact, but the round still packed enough punch to knock Amos down to his knees. The gunman fired a second time.

Amos rolled on his side and out of the line of fire. He was able to shoot back at the gunman, twice, and both bullets hit the gunman on his chest and his lower abdomen. He doubled over, then his knees buckled underneath his body. He fell against the wall.

Amos tried to get back to his feet, but his limbs disobeyed his command. He glanced down. Blood. Blood trickling from his right leg. The one sending a sharp electricity-like jolt up his spine. 

He clutched his hand over his heart. The pain cut through his body like a butcher’s knife through a lamb’s throat. He cursed the gunman and his failing leg, determined not to let it get in the way of completing his mission.

He dragged himself a couple of feet along the wall, his Uzi steady in his hands, aimed at all times at Nassar’s room. Amos came to the room from which the gunman who had shot him had emerged. In revenge, Amos fired almost an entire magazine through the half-open door.

Someone fired at Amos from behind. He turned his head, aimed his Uzi, and shot an old man who was running toward him. The old man’s frail body wavered as if in a strong wind and he toppled.

Two gunmen barged out of Nassar’s room. Amos saw them a second too late. Their fast hands worked their AKs and bullets struck all around Amos. One grazed his shoulder, another his left leg. A third one pinned his left hand to the floor.

He bit his lip and shrugged away the excruciating pain exploding from his wounds. His trembling hand found the trigger. He emptied the last few rounds of his magazine, mowing down the two gunmen.

His breathing had slowed down, and he felt blood at the back of his throat. Amos knew he only had a few seconds of life left in his body. But he was not going to leave this world while Nassar still drew breath and lived another day to kill innocent Israeli children.

Amos pushed himself forward with his right hand, the only limb in his body that was still working. He crawled a couple of feet, then reached for a grenade from his chest rig. I’m going to take down everyone in that room.

He covered another foot, but it felt like a mile. His lungs were burning and his body felt so heavy, as if it had just doubled its weight. He sighed, coughed up blood, then resumed his crawl.

“Zev . . . Dan, I’m . . . I’m taking Nassar . . . out.”

No answer came.

Amos was expecting none. Their operation had gone wrong, severely wrong.

He reached the door and shoved it open just a couple of inches. Bullets whizzed over his head as Nassar or someone else fired evenly spread out and well-calculated shots. Amos pushed his head down, hard against the floor. He pulled the pin on his grenade, then tossed it as far as he could inside the room.

Another barrage shredded what was left of the thin door.

The grenade exploded.

The blast showered the area near the door with sharp metal pieces. Amos was still breathing, sheltered from the deadly shrapnel by the thick wall. He knew any gunmen inside the room would have been cut down by the wave blast of the explosion and the grenade fragments. But Nassar had a surprising history of surviving assassination attempts. Amos could leave nothing to chance.

He edged around the corner and painfully inched his way through the doorway. No gunfire met him. A young man was stretched to the left, near a chair tipped over to its side. He was motionless.

Another older man was groaning in agony on the other side, near a bed. Amos recognized the gray-peppered, bushy beard of Nassar and his round horn-rimmed glasses. Nassar was trying to get back to his feet, and reached for an AK rifle near his left hand.

Amos readied another grenade and tossed it at Nassar. The grenade fell right between the man’s legs. He looked up at Amos with his reddened eyes, then he noticed the grenade that had landed near his crotch. He tried to worm his way backwards.

It was all for naught.

The grenade exploded.

The last thing that both Nassar and Amos saw was the spray of shrapnel.
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Chapter Four

 

 

Washington Square, outside Berlin Hauptbahnhof’s main entrance

Berlin, Germany

 

Justin Hall glanced at the wristwatch he had placed on the leather console between the seats of the white BMW X3 SUV. Then his attentive eyes scanned the main entrance to the Berlin Hauptbahnhof, Berlin’s Central Train Station. The station was a marvel of architectural design, a curved shell-like glass-and-steel structure vaulted in three directions. The sun visor glass offered plenty of natural light and the integrated photovoltaic system generated electricity by use of solar energy. Its enthusiasts had christened the station a “cathedral of transport.” Its construction took almost eleven years and came with a price tag of close to one billion dollars. Every day over a thousand trains moved over three hundred thousand people throughout Germany and connected them to the rest of Europe.

But Justin was paying little attention to the train station. He was searching through the thin crowd of pedestrians for the faces of any of the likely targets. Four Palestinian terrorists were expected to carry out a suicide bombing at the Central Station, or the subway station near the Brandenburg Gate, or the Central Bus Station ZOB in Charlottenburg, West Berlin. The intelligence obtained through many hours of wiretaps and extensive use of sources inside three sleeper cells in Germany and Canada was not very clear and consistent. Justin with the Canadian Intelligence Service and his colleagues from the Bundesnachrichtendienst or BND, Germany’s foreign intelligence service, and Bundesamt für Verfassungsschutz or BfV, the domestic intelligence service of the Federal Republic of Germany, were covering all possible angles.

The operation had started with news of chatter in Jihadist websites about a plan in the works to strike in the heart of Europe, either in Germany or France. Further investigations had shrunk the area under observation to a handful of cells in the largest German cities: Berlin, Hamburg, and Munich. And last night, a trustworthy piece of intelligence had caused the Canadian and German agents to scurry and stretch their resources to cover all potential targets. That intelligence had identified Berlin as the city in the crosshairs of the terrorist attacks.

That chaos had come on the heels of another crisis—one the Germans didn’t know about. Forty-eight hours earlier, CIS Cyber Division had finally closed the file on the Frankfurt Operation breach in Ottawa. The intrusion had been traced to a single suspect: Fadi Khodry, a Lebanese computer science student they’d quietly monitored for minor online posturing but nothing operational. When agents arrived at his Montreal apartment, Khodry had already taken his own life. He hadn’t destroyed everything. In fact, the most telling piece of evidence had been left neatly on his desk: a handwritten note apologizing for breaking into the CIS servers.

It had started as a joke, he wrote—something to prove to himself, and to a few classmates who mocked his skills, that he could actually do it. He’d stumbled onto the Frankfurt file by accident and panicked. So, he left the taunting message on the CIS terminal not as a threat, but as proof of his “victory,” a desperate attempt to be seen as something other than the awkward foreign kid everyone laughed at. He swore he had never shared anything with anyone.

CIS forensics backed it up.

His drives weren’t wiped; they were intact.

No transfers, no encrypted tunnels, no hidden caches.

No evidence of co-conspirators.

Just a lonely student who’d gotten in far over his head.

The most he had erased was his own courage.

He was terrified—of prison, of deportation, of Lebanese security services assuming he’d cooperated with Western intelligence, and of what extremist factions might do to his family if they believed the same. And so, cornered by consequences he couldn’t face, he hanged himself before anyone knocked on his door.

CIS analysts had spent the last two days pulling apart what little remained of Khodry’s life. A thin file, hardly more than a student visa application and scattered tuition records. No criminal history. No travel. No known extremist ties aside from the mere geography of his upbringing and a few distant relatives in a rough part of Beirut.

It was a dead end in every sense. The breach was officially resolved, the threat internally contained, and nothing from it appeared linked to the Berlin operation.

But the profile painted a familiar picture.

A young man caught between two worlds—and terrified of both.

One analyst found Google searches for immigration lawyers, deportation cases, and stories of students detained for “suspicious online activity.” Another noted a string of short, increasingly distressed calls to his mother in Lebanon. And a final line in the summary stuck with Justin:

Subject acted alone. No evidence of intent to harm CIS or share intel. Likely driven by bullying, insecurity, and acute fear of repercussions.

Justin closed the file after reading that.

Fear. That was all.

Not ideology. Not espionage. Just a kid who poked the wrong beehive to impress his peers. Someone who stumbled into the deepest vault in the CIS network and realized—too late—what that meant. Someone who knew that a stupid joke could destroy his life in Canada, or worse, follow him back home. Someone who understood what interrogation looked like in the wrong part of Lebanon, and what certain groups did to families when they suspected betrayal.

Khodry’s final message had been: SEE YOU IN FRANKFURT. But you’re dead, Justin thought. So I won’t see you. And you never meant it the way we thought, anyway. But I’m sure I’ll see the people you sympathized with.

He sighed and rested his hand on the plastic butt stock of his C8SFW assault rifle by his feet and peered to the left, then to the right. After two hours of intensive observation and inspection of hundreds of faces, comparing them to the photos in the folder resting on his lap and the ones he had committed to memory, he still had not found even one of the suspected terrorists.

“What are you thinking about?” Wilhelm Krueger, his colleague with the BND, asked as he chewed on a new piece of gum. He was a chain gum chewer and had just popped a mint-flavored stick of gum in his mouth.

Justin shrugged. “Whether we’re wasting our time.”

Will—as Wilhelm liked to be called—craned his head toward Justin. “This isn’t like a dentist appointment. They’ll come when they decide to come.”

“I’m not worried about the timing. Just not sure about the place. What if we got bogus intel?”

It was Will’s turn to shrug. “Wouldn’t be the first, wouldn’t be the last time. But we have agents in all known locations. If and when the ragheads show up, we’ll nab them.”

Justin gave Will a hesitant nod. Then Justin’s gaze moved past the train station and to the right of Washington Square. There were a lot of government buildings and other important business centers all around the train station. And there were churches, parks, museums, malls. Dozens of places terrorists could blow up with bombs strapped to their chests or hidden inside car seats and cause mayhem and carnage. But no agents were guarding those places. At this part of the city, it was all in the hands of Justin, Will, and two other BND agents, Hansen

























































































OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
A JUSTIN HALL SPY THRILLER ASSASSINATION
INTERNATIONAL ESPIONAGE SUSPENSE MISSION





OPS/Small_Insert_Banner.jpg





