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The Story

 

Fighting the enemies within…

 

The CIA learns that a powerful Chechen terrorist group is plotting a major attack on US soil just as the same group assassinates Russia's minister of defense in Moscow. The CIA and the FSB, Russia's internal security service, deeply distrust each other, crippling the CIA's effort to unravel this plot.

 

Justin Hall and his partner, Carrie O'Conner—Canadian Intelligence Service's most lethal operatives—are dispatched to Moscow to secure the FSB's intelligence. But double agents within will stop at nothing to prevent them.

 

Justin and Carrie now find themselves on the run, forced to form a shifty alliance with rogue operatives. As loyalties change in the blink of an eye, Justin and Carrie hunt down Chechen militants in their stronghold to uncover the truth. Will they thwart the terrorist attack planned against the US in time?
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Prologue

 

 

Moscow, Russia

 

The shooter looked through the scope of his sniper rifle and focused on the windows of the building across the street. He could see a group of men in suits around an oval table in a large conference room. From the flat roof, he had an excellent vantage point. It provided him an unobstructed view of the headquarters of Russia’s internal security and counterintelligence service, the FSB, in Lubyanka Square.

He lifted his rifle and moved it slowly to the left as he leaned on the three-foot-high protective wall. The sniper team on the roof of the FSB building, Alpha One, came into his crosshairs view. He nodded slightly at them and tapped his throat mike. “Alpha One, this is Alpha Two. I’ve got visual contact…”

“Copy that,” replied the sniper team. “Alpha One confirms the same.”

The shooter dropped his gaze down to the street. Cars crawled in the heavy traffic. People leaving their offices at the end of the workday walked briskly in the light rain. The precipitation had just begun, but tiny, cold drops prickled the shooter’s face. The temperature was close to freezing, and the rain could turn to snow at any moment. At this hour, the metro stations around the square were full of commuters waiting for their trains.

Four black Mercedes-Benz sedans sat parked by the side exit of the FSB building. Russia’s minister of defence was one of the men attending the long-planned, high-level meeting with senior security officials. The two sniper teams, along with two others—Alpha Three and Alpha Four, stationed on top of other buildings around Lubyanka Square—were part of the minister’s security detail.

The shooter pulled the zipper of his scope cover to protect the eyepiece lens from the raindrops. They had turned heavy and pounded the roof with rhythmic, drumming thuds. He lifted the hood of his raincoat over his cap and looked at the man lying next to him. He was his partner—the spotter—who helped him to set up and carry out a successful shot on target.

“Anything to report?” the shooter asked.

The spotter kept his eye on his scope, a much more powerful version than the shooter’s. He covered the rooftops of adjacent buildings.

“All good,” the spotter replied. “Nothing unusual.”

The shooter glanced at his watch. Five minutes until the end of the meeting, if the meeting ended on time. Handshakes, goodbyes, and the time to get downstairs, perhaps another three, four minutes. The security team outside the conference room would notify them when the minister was on the move and again before he exited the building. It was a seven- or eight-second walk from the side door to the bulletproof Mercedes-Benz.

The minister would have no protection during those seven or eight seconds. A short time frame for someone to make an assassination attempt against him. A difficult, but not impossible mission. That’s why the shooter, the spotter, and the other sniper teams were placed in their positions. They were to intercept any hostile sniper and neutralize all threats.

The shooter tried to relax. This mission was supposed to be easy. At least that’s what he was told. But he knew there was no such thing as an easy mission. The sniper teams had eyes everywhere and covered all directions. The security staff on the ground watched over the activity on the street. A visible police presence surrounded the area. But no one could offer a hundred percent guarantee on the life of the protectee. He wasn’t untouchable, even if he thought so. Many people wanted him dead. Some of those people had the means to carry out their threats, means that reached everywhere.

The shooter took a deep breath and exhaled through his nose. He looked at the thin cloud of frost in front of his face and took another breath.

“There’s movement,” the spotter said. “The meeting’s over.”

The shooter focused back on the windows and peered through his scope. The minister smiled and shook hands. A moment later, he moved out of the shooter’s sight.

“Target’s on the move. I say again, target is on the move,” came over his earpiece.

It was Beta One, the security detail positioned outside the conference room.

“Copy that,” said Alpha One.

“Copy that,” said the shooter.

The other two sniper teams confirmed they had received the new intelligence.

“Two minutes to exit,” the same strong voice from Beta One informed them. “We’re on the move.”

The spotter slid his scope along the skyline and covered the nearest buildings to the FSB headquarters, their roofs, and their windows.

The shooter tightened his grip around the wet sniper rifle.

His true mission awaited him. It was time.

 

* * *

 

A large man stepped out of the second Mercedes-Benz and stood by its rear doors. One of the minister’s bodyguards. The hard rain soaked him, yet he stood there stoically and waited to open the sedan’s door at the right time.

Another bodyguard stood ready with a large, black umbrella just outside the building’s side door. Two uniformed police officers observed the area in front of the door, although it was within the cordoned-off parking lot. Another pair of plainclothes agents of the Ministry of Defence braved the rain outside their unmarked cars beyond the parking lot gate.

The shooter heard Beta One’s voice over his headset, “Sixty seconds.”

“Copy that,” he said.

The shooter turned off his mike and earpiece. Turning around, the shooter looked at the spotter, who was focused on his observation. The shooter tapped his partner on the shoulder and moved slightly behind him. When the man turned his head, the shooter grabbed it with both hands. He slid his right arm under the spotter’s head, ripped the man’s throat mike from his neck, and put him into a sleeper hold, lowering him behind the wall.

The spotter fought back, but the shooter kept his tight grip around the man’s neck. His fingers dug deep into the spotter’s skin. He pushed the spotter down, climbed on top of him, and rested all his body weight on the man’s back. The spotter tried to unlock the shooter’s strong fingers. The shooter increased the pressure on the spotter’s neck and throat. The man was slowly slipping into unconsciousness, but his survival instinct kept him in the fight.

The spotter tried to shout for help, but his voice came out as a wheezing rasp. He tried to bite the shooter’s hand cupped in front of his mouth, but the hand was just beyond the reach of his teeth.

A voice came through the spotter’s earpiece. “All teams, this is Alpha One, we’ve lost visual on Alpha Two.”

“Alpha Two, problems?” said Beta One.

The shooter squeezed out what little life still remained in his partner. He shoved the spotter’s body away, took a few seconds to slow down his breathing, and turned on his headset. “Negative. Slipped and fell. We’re good.”

He peered over the wall and nodded at Alpha One across the street. They nodded back at him.

“All right, everyone in position,” Beta One said.

“Alpha Two, where’s your spotter?” someone asked.

“He’s… he’s cleaning his gear. The rain…”

He hoped no one would ask to see the spotter or talk to him.

No one did.

“Twenty seconds,” Beta One said.

The shooter readied his rifle. He leaned over the wall and pointed it at the building to his left. He swept its roof and paused for a split second at the sniper nest of Alpha Three. Then he dropped his aim an inch or so and scanned the top-floor windows of the FSB building.

“Ten seconds,” said the same voice.

It was enough time.

He realigned his aim with the side door and waited for his target.

“Alpha Two, what are you doing?”

It was Alpha One, the closest to his position. The one he feared would uncover his mission’s true intent. But not before he took his kill shot.

“Alpha Two, copy? What’s going on?”

He needed to concentrate, so he turned off his earpiece. He began to count down the seconds. His hands became one with the rifle, and his finger rested on the trigger guard. His breathing slowed down almost to a stop. His body was frozen in position as he waited for his target to come into his crosshairs.

The side exit door opened. A bodyguard stepped out, followed by another bodyguard. The third man to exit was the minister.

The shooter acquired his target and pulled the trigger.

The bullet cut through the air and pierced the minister’s chest underneath his heart. He collapsed backward, and blood gushed from his wound.

The shooter fell back and hid behind the roof’s wall even before his target hit the ground. A bullet hissed by his position and missed his head by a couple of inches. Another one banged against the wall and tore concrete slivers that pricked his neck. The other sniper teams had turned their guns on him.

He began the second stage of his mission: the exit. It was ten times harder than the first stage. He slithered over the rough, wet surface of the roof and dragged his rucksack behind him with his left hand. Bullets zipped past him. Alpha One, he thought. They were at the same height as his position.

A bullet struck an electrical box a foot away from him. Sparks flew over his body. Another round hit almost at the same place. More sparks.

He dodged the danger zone, kept his head down, and advanced in a low crawl. He gained about twenty meters in a few seconds and turned past a large compartment housing a ventilation unit.

The gunfire continued. Bullets thumped against the gray brick walls and lifted good-sized chunks. The shooter waited for a pause in the volley. The entrance to the nearest staircase was about five meters away. He would be exposed for two or three seconds. Alpha One only needed a second to put a bullet in his head.

The pause came, and he launched forward, like a sprinter at the starter’s gunshot.

One second.

Nothing.

Two seconds.

He would make it.

Three seconds.

The entrance was right there.

Then the shot came.

The bullet cut through his left thigh. The shooter screamed. His leg gave way beneath him, and he plunged hard against the staircase wall. He struggled to get to his knees and dragged his body out of harm’s way. Two more bullets clanged against the wall, but he was safe. 

For the moment.

 

* * *

 

The shooter stared at his bloodied leg. The sharp pain told him his leg was useless. He tried to put some weight on it and screamed in agony.

The mission was the only thing that flashed in his mind. The unfinished mission. His target was down, but his job was far from over. He still needed to reach the metro.

He put his shoulders against the wall and used his strong arms to climb to his right foot. He leaned over the metal rail and used it to carry some of his weight as he took the first step down the stairs. He winced and dragged his dead foot behind him. He took another step and the next, clenching his teeth every time his left foot touched the concrete steps.

The shooter reached the next floor and paused to catch his breath. The gunshots had ceased, but he could hear police sirens blasting their deafening alarms. By now, the building was surrounded. The minister’s bodyguards and the rest of the security teams would tear apart each floor and hunt him like an animal. His initial exit plan had been to rappel out of a seventh-floor office window on the far end of the building after collecting a backpack full of explosives hidden in that office. That was no longer an option.

He pulled a submachine gun out of his rucksack. The gun had thirty bullets, plus another thirty in an extra magazine in the rucksack. It was decent firepower but not enough to get him out of this mess.

If I go down, it will be on my own terms.

He glanced at the blood trail on the steps and twisted the doorknob. The door opened, and he hobbled his way inside the hall. This floor had offices, but the hall was empty, and most of the doors were closed.

He took a dozen or so steps before someone noticed him. A red-headed woman screamed when she saw him. The shooter raised his finger to his mouth, but the woman kept screaming. He waved her off with his gun, but the damage was done. Heads popped out of office doors. A middle-aged man with an aura of prestige and power, displayed in his well-fitting black suit and fearless eyes, made his way through the hall.

“What’s going on?” he asked the shooter. “Who are you?”

“The one who calls the shots around here.” He raised his gun and leveled it at the man’s head.

The man’s aura of power was broken, but his eyes still showed no fear. He just blinked as if he didn’t understand the shooter’s words. This isn’t the first time a gun has been pointed at his head.

The shooter threw a quick glance around. The elevators were to the left. A ping announced someone’s arrival. The doors opened, and a young man stepped out of an elevator. He turned the other way and swung down the hall, oblivious to the situation, immersed in whatever sounds came from his wraparound headphones.

A conference room with large glass windows was to the right. The shooter made his decision. “This way,” he gestured to the fearless man. “Get inside. You and you,” he called at the other people. “All of you. Move, move.”

The man in the suit didn’t budge. He just stared at the shooter’s face.

“Are you deaf? Move, get going. Now!” the shooter shouted.

He punctuated his order with a gunshot. The bullet smashed a glass door. Two women shrieked.

The man in the suit turned around. “In the conference room. No panic. Everything will be fine,” he said to the others.

No, it won’t, the shooter thought. The security teams that had stormed the building would attempt to negotiate the hostages’ release. They would promise to let him go, but it wouldn’t happen. He had just shot the minister of defence. They would never let him walk free. He was going to die today, in this building but not before he sent as many people as he could to meet their Maker.

He called to an old woman who stood as if frozen in her office doorway. She staggered toward the conference room with moans and cries. He stole a quick glance behind his back and dragged his leg. A large bloodstain had formed on the gray carpet.

“Hurry up, come on, come on,” he said and herded the last of his hostages inside the room.

He shuffled behind them, just as the elevator pinged. The loud thuds of heavy boots told him who had arrived at the party.

“Get down, down, all of y—”

He didn’t see the kick that sent an agonizing bolt of pain through his leg. He heard the loud shouts of the man in the suit, who had attacked him. The shooter held on to the doorknob to keep from falling to the floor. 

The man in the suit struck him in the back of his head with a clenched fist. The hard blow almost blinded the shooter. He turned his submachine gun in the direction of the blow and let off a quick burst. The large windows’ glass exploded as bullets ripped through in a zigzag pattern.

Strong wind gusts and heavy rain from outside and high-pitched screams from inside swept through the room. He wasn’t sure if he had hit the man in the suit, so the shooter looked around the room for him. But he had disappeared. Perhaps he’s under the table or behind that large wooden lectern at the corner.

His eyes were watery from the pain, but he raised his gun. He took two steps along the blown-out windows. He pushed a young woman crouched behind a chair out of his way and almost tripped over the leg of an old man stretched out on the floor.

The shooter aimed his gun at the lectern and shouted, “Now you’ll die, you piece of—”

A bullet slammed into his left arm before he could pull the trigger. He turned his head. A man in a military uniform was standing in the hall and had a rifle pointed at the shooter. The bullet had drilled a perfect hole in one of the glass windows that separated the conference room from the hall.

“Drop it, drop your gun!” shouted the man in uniform.

The shooter grinned. He glanced at the hostages then at his submachine gun.

He raised his weapon and shouted, “Allahu akbar.” God is the greatest.

The man in uniform was faster on his trigger. He squeezed off a round and another, advancing toward the shooter.

The bullets tore through the shooter’s body. 

Their impact knocked him backward. He gasped for breath and leaned toward the window for support. His body found only air because his own bullets had already shattered the glass. He plummeted headfirst out of the seventh-floor window. He screamed as his body twisted, and he plunged toward a large red letter “M”—the sign of the metro station entrance outside the building—coming up fast. The shooter splattered over the sign and impaled himself on the metal post. His eyes blinked as he drew in his last breath. 

The metro station entrance was the last thing he saw before his eyes closed forever.
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Chapter One

 

 

Northern Grozny, Chechnya

 

The courier drove a battered, box-shaped Volvo slowly through the pothole-ridden alleys. The car drew no second glances from occasional bystanders braving the evening’s icy winds. The courier liked it that way. He didn’t want anyone remembering a car going through their neighborhood. The men he was meeting tonight demanded the utmost secrecy. They had stayed alive for this long despite the warrants, the rewards, and the hunt for them. The masterminds of the Islamic Devotion Movement—one of the strongest groups in Chechnya fighting to create an Islamic state in the region—were always on alert. They surrounded themselves with people to whom they taught the importance of such secrecy.

Two months ago, one of the IDM’s couriers had been careless, letting the name of a guest in a certain safehouse escape his tongue. The Spetsnaz, the Russian elite special forces, had gotten wind of the name and the location. They had launched an attack resulting in the death of several IDM senior members. The next day, the IDM had beheaded the betraying courier and had broadcasted the horrific video over jihadist and extremist Islamic websites, a grim warning to everyone against dropping their guard.

The Volvo driver was determined to not lose his head. He had followed all instructions, had stopped nowhere, and had double-checked for tails and suspicious activities along the way. He was on time, and he was bringing good news about the operation. Well, mostly good news.

He took another turn. His eyes went to the rearview mirror, but no cars appeared behind him. He scanned both sides of the road. A thin snow blanket covered most of the small yards around the two-story houses. Some of the windows were lit, but no one stood outside.

The safehouse was a block away. It was small and painted gray and without any distinctive features. It was identical to the ones next to it, homes of loyal IDM members. The lights were off, but many eyes observed the road in front of these houses. High-level leaders came to this neighborhood on a regular basis, and the two houses served as the first line of defense in case of an attack.

The courier drove past the safehouse and parked in the back alley, around the corner. He stepped outside into the freezing cold. A gust of bitter wind threatened to snatch away his fur cap. He cursed the winter, secured the cap on his head, and tightened his parka’s collar. He made his way to the back door of the safehouse, watching his steps for slippery ice patches.

The door opened before he reached it.

“Salam Alaykum,” the courier greeted two young men who waited for him just inside the doorway.

The common Arab greeting meant “Peace be upon you.”

“Alaykum Salam,” one of the young men replied.

His words meant “And peace unto you.”

He moved the AK rifle hanging from his shoulder out of the way. They hugged closely as if they hadn’t seen each other in years. But it had been only three days since the courier had been sent to Moscow for his mission. 

The first young man stood guard by the door and peered at the road through a small window. The courier shared a hug with the second young man, and they both walked down the narrow, dimly lit hallway. 

Three men sat on couches in the sparsely furnished living room. Their eyes were glued to a large wall-mounted television screen. It was tuned to CNN, which was broadcasting breaking news about the Moscow assassination. One of the men was translating from English into Chechen for the other two.

The courier greeted the men, and they exchanged obligatory embraces. He sat in a chair by the television, and one of the men used the remote to turn down the volume. The images on the screen showed the FSB’s headquarters surrounded by police and other security and military cars. Lubyanka Square was cordoned off to normal traffic. Then two experts began to discuss the assassination and what it meant to Russia’s war on terrorism.

“What good news do you have for us?” asked the older of the men.

He was Sultan Kaziyev, one of the IDM’s senior leaders. In his fifties, he was dressed in a gray robe, and a black prayer cap covered his head. His long, pointed beard reached down to his chest.

“The brutal enemy is dead as you already know.” The courier spoke in a soft voice and looked in Kaziyev’s direction but not at his face. The leader disliked it when people much lower in rank believed themselves equal to him and dared to look him in the eye. “They took him to a hospital, but it made no difference.”

The courier reached into one of his inside parka pockets. He pulled out a small USB flash drive. “A video and some pictures of the attack,” he said and handed the device to the man on his left, a close associate of Kaziyev.

The video and the pictures were grainy and mostly blurry. The men who took them were stationed at a considerable distance from the FSB building, and their hands had trembled at the last, crucial moment, but the courier left out those details. When the leader and his associates watched them, he wouldn’t be in the same room. Someone else would become the target of their disappointment and wrath.

“We’ll put these on our websites and distribute them through our chatrooms,” said the associate in a strong, throaty voice. “Everyone will know about the success Allah has granted us.”

Kaziyev nodded slowly. His face remained serious. He moved a bony hand in front of his face. “Why didn’t the metro bombing go as planned?” His words came out in a harsh tone, and his eyes pierced the courier.

“Our man was unable to reach the station,” the courier replied in a timid voice. “He completed his first task but then was shot and fell out of a window.”

Kaziyev grunted. “Hmmm, he should have done better. This mission was prepared carefully a long time ago. The Russian government will increase their security measures. We’ll be hunted down even more by their security forces.”

The courier was tempted to open his mouth to say that the Russian minister of defence had been assassinated, and that was a big victory for their organization. He knew better than to disagree with the leader. He nodded and tried to appear as upset as Kaziyev.

“What else do you have?” Kaziyev asked.

“Our man arrived safely in America today. It was a smart decision to send him before the attack. The Russians have tightened their airport checks and have locked down the highways. Your judgment was sound and wise.”

Kaziyev dismissed the flattery with a hand gesture.

“His new contact information is in the flash drive,” the courier added. “He sent an e-mail and left a message for you. Of course, I haven’t read them.”

The courier’s curiosity had gotten the best of him, and he had read the e-mail but had made sure he checked its “unread” feature. Learning bits and pieces of intelligence beyond his station in the IDM was his tactic to climb up the ranks. In case of capture by the Russian counterterrorism forces, that intelligence might prove useful to save his life. But he needed to make sure the IDM leaders didn’t find out, otherwise the Russians would be the least of his worries.

“Good,” Kaziyev said. “We have a package for you to take to Moscow.” He motioned toward his associate, the one who hadn’t spoken a word. “You need to deliver it to an address we’ll give you when you arrive in Moscow.”

The associate picked up a heavy duffel bag next to his armchair and gave it to the courier. “Be careful,” he said. “If you’re caught with these explosives…”

No need to finish the sentence. The courier understood. He nodded.

“That’s all,” Kaziyev said.

They exchanged embraces and greetings, and the courier left.

When he was gone, Kaziyev fired up a small laptop and went to the e-mail account created for communications with their man in the United States. The message was in the inbox. Kaziyev began to read it:

I arrived an hour ago. The flight and border checks went without any problems. I’ve already made contact with two of our groups. They’re very excited to get to work. We’re moving toward our goal. I’ll send more information tomorrow.

Kaziyev closed his laptop and grinned. He liked his choice for this mission. His operative in the United States was a man of few words but a lot of action, a man who had never disappointed him. May Allah bless our cause, so we can teach the infidels in America they’re not beyond our reach. We can and will deal them a strong blow in their own homeland. They will not expect it and will not believe it until they shed their own tears and blood.
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​Chapter Two

 

 

Northwest Bosnia and Herzegovina

 

The M16 Highway cut through the mountainous terrain covered with dense coniferous trees, snaking around the jagged rocks and carving hairpin turns. Justin Hall and Carrie O’Connor, two operatives with the Canadian Intelligence Service, were positioned at a hidden vantage point at the edge of the forest. They controlled the zigzag section of the highway below them and could see as far as two kilometers away in both directions. The second team, composed of Nathan Smyth and Dragan Traskovic, was stationed down below, one kilometer to the east. They were going to be the first to lay eyes on the oncoming “guests,” who were expected to arrive at any time.

The snow had stopped about fifteen minutes ago. A soft blanket had covered the ground, and it gave the entire landscape a calm, peaceful feel. Almost a Christmas postcard. The temperature was about minus two degrees Celsius, and the sunrays bounced off the icy slopes across the highway. It was a perfect day to enjoy nature, go horseback riding, or hike through the trails that led to a mountain lake a few kilometers down south. A good time to relax and unwind.

But the teams were not here to relax and delight in the great outdoors. 

They were here with a mission. 

They were here to kill.

Their target was Razaq Hakim, an Afghan man who had been a member of the mujahideen—guerrilla fighters engaged in a holy war—during the bloody ethnic conflicts in the Balkans back in the nineties. A horde of mujahideen from all over the world had flocked into Bosnia and Herzegovina to help local Muslims who were being slaughtered by the Serbian and the Croatian regular armies and paramilitary forces. The mujahideen had amounted to almost three thousand fighters, and they had provided vital help in defending Muslims and training recruits for the Bosnian army.

Most of the mujahideen had returned to their countries after the end of the conflicts, but a small number, including Hakim, had stayed in Bosnia and Herzegovina and had married local women. Along with their combat skills, the mujahideen had brought their extreme Islamic views and their jihad—holy war against infidels—which they had begun to spread among the local population. Hakim, in particular, was believed to have participated in a few terrorist attacks in Eastern Europe over the last few years.

Justin had been dispatched to assist the Southeast Europe Station operating out of Croatia’s capital, Zagreb. The CIA and MI6 had provided solid evidence to the Canadians about Hakim’s terrorist involvement. He was financing a terrorist camp to be built in northeast Bosnia, near the village of Gornja Maoca, home of a radical branch of Islam. He had been behind an attack against the Canadian Embassy in Sarajevo the previous year and had channeled almost a million dollars to Islamic rebel fighters in Syria. 

The local station in Zagreb had gathered intelligence about Hakim’s current location, future plans, and impressive security detail. He never left the country and always traveled surrounded by heavily armed bodyguards in a small convoy of armored vehicles. They had been with him for a long time, and he paid them quite well with money made through alleged pillaging and black-market trade during and after the Balkan conflicts. 

The Bosnian police authorities had no appetite to mount a small war against Hakim’s private army, which removed the option of his arrest. Plus, some of the political leaders of the country considered him a war hero, despite his recent track record. The CIA wasn’t interested in a covert operation to capture Hakim and carry out a prolonged trial against him in the US. So that eliminated the snatch-and-grab option and left the teams with one final scenario: an authorized kill.

Justin disliked stepping into another station’s territory and taking charge of its affairs. He would have resented it if agents from other stations came to the scorching holes of Egypt, Libya, Sudan, and Somalia that fell under his area of operations and told him how things were to be done. But he had been given his marching orders, and he was going to follow them.

No matter how much training an operative had, every hit carried the potential of things getting messy. Even more so when they were supposed to make this kill look like a rough, local job of brute force, not a sophisticated infiltration into one of Hakim’s many safehouses around the country. Hakim had made many enemies but only a few of them would dare to strike such a fierce blow. Justin was counting on the fact that no one would truly miss the man he had been called in to kill, and local authorities would conclude this was a settling of old accounts among rival gangs. In and out, unseen and unhurt, Justin’s boss had said. Justin had made no promises.

The personnel of the CIS Zagreb station had no hurt feelings when the teams had arrived on the ground a week ago. The station offered their complete and full cooperation and acted professionally at all times. The teams followed Hakim’s movement for a few days, after they tapped his phones, houses, and vehicles. They learned about his planned trip and decided on their plans. A dry run showed a couple of flaws in their mission, which they fixed by making a few changes. Then they left the previous night to set up positions in the early morning hours and to prepare for the ambush, before anyone got up to travel on the road.

Now they waited for their target.
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Chapter Three

 

 

Northwest Bosnia and Herzegovina

 

“Ten minutes. The target should arrive in ten minutes,” Justin said after he glanced at his watch. He shook the snow off his winter camouflage jacket sleeve and looked at Carrie, stretched on her stomach next to him. Their position was concealed by the natural cover of snow, shrubs, and trees.

Carrie nodded. She looked at the GPS tracking device strapped to her jacket sleeve, which followed the signal emitted by the tracker embedded under the hood of Hakim’s armored Hummer. The device showed their distance from the vehicle as less than eight kilometers.

“Status?” Justin asked Nathan over the radio.

“Clear and quiet,” Nathan replied. “No movement anywhere.”

Justin peered through his binoculars.

“You’re tense, Justin,” Carrie said. “They’ll show up, and we’ll follow our plan.”

“Yes, I’m just having this unsettling feeling we’ve missed something.”

“Missed what?”

“We didn’t have eyes on him at all times.”

Carrie tilted her head toward Justin. “We couldn’t. His security would make our men. Our contact confirmed he left earlier today, along with his guards. They’ve made no stops.”

Justin nodded, but his jaw remained clenched. He planted his elbows deeper in the snow.

“You’re overthinking it,” Carrie said, “but it will go okay.”

“Too many people know about this op. I hope no one had too much to drink and loosened their tongues.”

A recent leak of classified intelligence had almost killed Justin a few days earlier. He didn’t want the same situation to happen again, but he could do little to avoid it. 

He shook his head as if to clear his mind of the heavy thoughts. He took a deep breath, the fresh air rushing in through his nostrils, and looked at Carrie.

She smiled. Justin liked her smile. It reassured him to know Carrie had his back. Justin had always worked for the CIS and had spent over half a decade hunting and killing terrorists all over the world. He had gotten really good at it and was arguably one of the best operatives of the agency. 

Carrie had been his partner in almost all of his operations over the last three years. She came from Joint Task Force Two, the elite counterterrorism unit of the Special Operation Forces, after two tours of duty in Afghanistan. She could pilot anything with wings or rotors and was an explosives expert. She had no patience for words, instead preferring action. The motto of her former unit was Facta non verba. Deeds, not words.

They waited and listened to the sounds of nature. A woodpecker was hard at work on one of the pines behind them. His hammering reminded Justin of a machine gun rattle.

A large truck appeared on the highway. Justin followed it through his binoculars as it slowed down to take the turns. The road was icy in parts, but the driver was doing a fine job negotiating his descent.

“We’ve got company,” Nathan’s voice came over the radio.

Justin glanced at the tracking device. The black dot moved fast through the road map. The vehicle was now about one and a half kilometers away from their position but less than five hundred meters from Nathan’s and Dragan’s position.

“Do you have visual?” Justin asked and searched the highway’s hairpins through his binoculars.

“Affirmative. Five-Hummer convoy as expected, speeding our way.”

Their tracker was in the third Hummer, the one with Hakim, his wife, and two bodyguards. The other four vehicles carried the rest of the security detail, fourteen men in all.

“There they are.” Carrie pointed with her hand. “Two o’clock.”

A wind gust blew a couple of twigs close to his face. Justin pushed them out of the way with his snow-covered glove and looked through the scope of his Zastava M91. The Serbian-made sniper rifle gave this job the local touch.

The first Hummer came into his crosshairs. Justin adjusted one of the scope rings as he quickly studied the distance to the target. Then he placed his right hand on the trigger guard.

He saw the second Hummer, followed by a third as they climbed up the dangerous mountain highway. They slowed down and steered closer to the middle of the road and away from the fifty-meter sheer drop. The convoy was winding around a steep, tight curve, and the first vehicle was out of sight of the last one.

Justin whispered into his throat mike the order to Nathan. “Now.”
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Chapter Four

 

 

Northwest Bosnia and Herzegovina

 

The remote-controlled explosion rocked the mountainside. A flash of bright orange light engulfed the first Hummer, then an avalanche of large rocks covered it. Gray and black smoke swallowed up the head of the convoy.

A similar blast erupted near the last Hummer. The improvised explosive device—created by stringing together artillery shells, abundant in Bosnia’s weapons black market—ripped through the vehicle. Its destroyed frame turned into a massive fireball.

The veil of smoke had concealed his view, but Justin knew Hakim’s security’s next moves. Faced with an unseen attacker, they had only two options. They would try to drive around the first stalled Hummer, which was a difficult, but not impossible, maneuver. Or they would abandon the protection of their armored vehicles and make their escape on foot. The latter option was more dangerous, as they would be exposed to gunfire and would not be able to make it quickly to a safe distance.

The second Hummer appeared through the dispersing smoke cloud and continued to climb up the mountain. It kept a slow pace, the driver waiting for his boss’s Hummer to make it through the tight spot. 

They had chosen the first option. Justin had expected that much. He was prepared for the other option as well. Carrie stood behind a PK machine gun mounted on a bipod. It could fire up to seven hundred and fifty rounds per minute, and in Carrie’s capable hands was deadly accurate. Justin was already one move ahead of the target, preparing for the next step in their plan.

There was no sign of the third Hummer. Justin wondered if Hakim had made the crazy decision to order his driver to turn around or drive in reverse, a move he hadn’t considered. That would be suicide.

He was getting ready to radio Nathan for an update. That agent’s position farther down and closer to the highway gave him a clearer view of the convoy’s tail. But the wind was blowing the smoke downwards, blocking Nathan’s line of sight.

The third Hummer moved lazily into the open. The driver struggled to maintain control of the vehicle. The Hummer in front of him picked up speed. That seemed to encourage the driver to follow suit. The two Hummers rounded the next curve.

Justin followed their movement in his sniper scope.

“The fourth Hummer is gunning up to catch the rest of the team,” Carrie said.

“Well, not so fast,” Justin said.

He reached for the remote control next to him. His team had placed the third explosive charge just where the highway formed another hairpin turn. They had used a tall pine to mark the exact location. Justin counted the seconds until Hakim’s Hummer reached that point.

He flipped the switch on the remote control the moment the front wheels of the Hummer lined up with the pine. The explosion was smaller than the previous two, but it was still quite powerful. The pine tree collapsed on the highway and blocked one of its two lanes a few meters in front of the vehicle. The blast wave cracked the Hummer’s windows, and a massive amount of soil, branches, and roots were hurled against the vehicle.

“They’re moving out,” Carrie said.

Justin aligned his sniper rifle with the rear passenger door.

The driver and the front passenger opened their doors at the same time. They stepped outside, their rifles at the ready, and their eyes began to scan the forest for signs of the attackers’ positions.

After a few tense seconds, the driver stood in front of the Hummer, his head still moving left and right as he searched for the invisible enemy. The other man walked toward the back of the Hummer.

He opened the door, and a woman stepped outside. She was dressed in a long black coat, and a black hijab was covering her face. She ducked as the man pulled her out and gently pushed her forward. She began to run toward the driver, who turned around and encouraged her to keep running.

Justin placed his finger on the trigger.

Hakim stepped outside his Hummer. He didn’t look frightened but enraged. He had a pistol in his hand, and he moved in quick steps as he headed toward the safety of the forest.

Justin pulled the trigger.

The bullet hit Hakim in his left side. 

It was a perfect shot. Even if Hakim was wearing a bulletproof vest underneath his black coat, the bullet would have pierced his flesh right where the straps of the vest joined together and offered little protection. Justin usually aimed for the neck or the head of his enemies. But that was at a closer range, not five hundred meters away.

Hakim collapsed against the hood of the Hummer. The man next to him peered in the direction of the shot, his rifle raised to eye level. He had located the general area but hadn’t pinpointed the exact location of the sniper. 

Justin’s crosshairs rested on the man’s silhouette.

Carrie said, “The target’s still alive.”

The driver had knelt next to his boss and was holding up his head. Then he leaned over and began frantic mouth-to-mouth, along with regular pressing down on Hakim’s chest.

Justin couldn’t allow the driver to finish his life-saving exercise. 

At the risk of being discovered, he aimed at Hakim and pressed the trigger. The bullet this time found Hakim’s head, ending his life and the driver’s resuscitation attempts. But it also gave away Justin’s and Carrie’s positions.

The other man fired a quick burst. Bullets struck a few meters away from them. The man readjusted his aim, raised the barrel of his rifle, and let off a long volley.

A few rounds hit the trees to Justin’s left, less than a meter away. He looked through the scope and fired another shot. The round slammed into the man’s chest and knocked him to his knees. Justin’s next shot flattened him to the ground.

The driver fired off a few rounds. He had slid under the Hummer, behind the front wheels. The woman stood a few steps away from the vehicle, frozen in place.

The other guards had rushed out of the Hummers. They began to fire long volleys as they secured positions around the highway.

Bullets struck around the sniper’s nest. Justin and Carrie were under full attack. Sooner or later they were going to get hit if they stayed in place.

“Open fire?” Nathan asked over the radio.

“Negative. Do not engage. Unarmed woman,” Justin replied.

A bullet whizzed past his head and broke a branch from the birch tree behind him. Justin lowered his head and slid to the left, sheltering himself partially behind a pine’s thick trunk. He pulled his rifle toward him, folded its bipod, and looked through the scope. 

The woman ran bent at the waist. She stooped over Hakim’s body and shook it. Then she appeared to look in Justin’s direction. She motioned with her arms toward him then reached down toward Hakim.

Justin thought she was going for the rifle lying nearby, so he pulled the trigger. His bullet caught the woman in the chest. She stopped moving, her arm stretched halfway toward the gun. A second later, she twitched, and her hand dropped a couple of inches away from Hakim’s.

“Fire at will, fire at will,” Justin said.

Carrie’s machine gun began its thundering rattle. Bullets rained over the Hummers. Nathan and his partner had also joined the fight. Justin saw their muzzle flashes, and a few of the guards fell beneath their volleys.

He observed the battleground again. Two guards were sprawled by Hakim’s dead body. The woman’s body lay there as well, her face looking up at the blue sky. Return fire came from three different positions: One was behind the second Hummer, and the other two along the edge of the highway. The guards’ shots were getting more precise. A bullet thumped against the other side of the tree trunk. The thud rang loud, and the trunk exploded in a hail of shards.

“Fall back,” Justin said in a calm voice. “Return to the transport.”

Carrie tightened her gloves and slithered backward. Justin slid his hand over the sniper rifle and squeezed off a parting shot, which hit one of the guards in his leg. He would have liked to take the rifle with him, but he knew it wasn’t a good idea. The local authorities would find the weapons and would blame some local warlord for the ambush. His fingerprints weren’t on the weapon or on anything else around the area and neither were Carrie’s.

They pulled their knapsacks and began their retreat through the thick woods. Justin led them down the same trail they had come up earlier that morning. They took a few turns and followed broken branches that marked their exit route. The transport—two old, unappealing, yet powerful BMWs, one silver and one white—was hidden amidst the thick brush behind a couple of abandoned cabins about two kilometers away.

Justin slowed down the pace and became more alert as they reached the meeting point. He heard footsteps ahead of them and fell behind a thick oak tree. Through the wall of branches, he spotted Nathan and his partner arriving at the cabins.

“Anyone follow you?” Justin asked them.

“No, we’re clean,” Nathan replied and shook his head.

“Good. You did some great stuff with the explosives, guys,” Justin said and tapped their shoulders. “It all went well, and we completed our task.”

Nathan nodded. “Thanks.”

Dragan nodded his head of black curls.

“We’ll meet you at the safehouse,” Justin said.

“For sure,” Nathan said.

“Drive safe, and be safe,” said Carrie.

“You too,” replied Nathan.

Justin got behind the wheel of the silver BMW. He drove slowly down a dirt trail, which soon connected to a country road. They would travel through a series of villages and small towns until evening, when they reached Sarajevo, the capital of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Nathan and his partner would follow behind at a considerable distance. The traffic police would find nothing compromising on them or in the cars, if they decided to stop them. They carried no weapons, no illegal items, and traveled under the protection of Canadian diplomatic passports.
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Chapter Five

 

 

Sarajevo, Bosnia and Herzegovina

 

Justin and Carrie were the first to arrive at the safehouse, which was a small apartment on Marshall Tito Street in downtown Sarajevo. Nathan and Dragan joined them about ten minutes later. No one had experienced any problems during the drive.

Justin made coffee, and they sat in the living room. Carrie turned on a television set on a stainless steel and glass entertainment unit, and they watched the evening news. The police had arrived at the scene before the news crews. They had cordoned off the area and were keeping reporters at bay. Bodies covered by white sheets were lifted onto gurneys and wheeled into ambulances. A couple of fire trucks were on one side. They had put out the flames around the Hummers, and pools of white foam were still visible around the burned vehicles. Six or seven people in civilian clothes were roaming beyond the police line, scrutinizing the area around the Hummers, pointing at things, and taking notes.

The image switched to the news studio, where two talking heads started to discuss what Justin supposed was the shootout.

“What are they saying?” he asked Dragan, who spoke Bosnian, Croatian, and Serbian, all three languages of Bosnia and Herzegovina.

“Recapping the story and guessing who’s behind it,” Dragan replied. “According to the voiceover when they were rolling the shots from the highway, the police count is of eight dead and six wounded.”

Justin asked, “Any women among the dead?”

“Yes. One of the casualties is reported to be a woman. No name.”

Justin bit his lip and slowly shook his head. He knew the name of the woman he had shot and killed during the ambush.

Dragan continued, “The police spokesman said they suspect this was the job of local criminal networks, but they gave no names. They’re saying Hakim was known to the police because of his ties to drugs and arms trafficking.”

“Are they saying anything about his religious extremist views?” asked Carrie.

“No. The police don’t like to admit that Bosnia has a terrorist problem. They’ll be quick to call this a revenge hit, a payback from someone that Hakim had crossed in the past in his shady deals.”

“Have they found the places from where we attacked the convoy?” Justin asked.

“No, but the police are searching the forest. They have talked to the survivors, and it’s only a matter of time before they discover the positions.”

Justin shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. They won’t be able to link us to this shooting, and we’ll be gone tomorrow.”

Dragan nodded.

“Nathan and Dragan, will you get us some supper?” Justin asked them.

“Sure thing, boss,” Nathan replied. “What do you want to eat?”

​Carrie ordered a goat cheese salad and fig pudding. Justin got rice with cevapi, the local version of lamb and beef kabobs, served with flatbread and roasted vegetables. Nathan took Dragan’s advice and chose chorba, a
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