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            Nice boots. New Oakley ¾-height assault. Very nice, you fucking punk. May as well be walking around with ‘Death From Above’ Ranger t-shirts, dip cans in your back pocket, infantry belt buckles, and damn cowboy boots. Way to blend in. Clearly not ex-Special Forces.

The contractors let out screams, unheard during the second grenade detonation, as Havens’ ceremonial knife parted flesh and found bone at an angle and level of pressure that would scar but not severely damage long term.

Havens was lightning fast with fluid motion, like an artist painting a grand circular brushstroke across a six-foot canvas. The artisan operator shifted compression and angle as he neared arterial threats and eyes.

Now, as he was in a low crouch having completed the slashing superficial circle of wound, his right leg sweep kicked the second contractor’s left leg just to the side of the knee but with only enough force to damage cartilage and tendon as opposed to breaking the bone.

As the first contractor was reaching down towards Havens, he snapped up the knife torpedoing upwards from the stabbed foot that was starting to bleed through the tan mesh of the Oakley.

Havens struck the lower jaw of the contractor with the butt of the knife causing the man’s head to snap back and his body crumbled from underneath.

The contractors would be in the infirmary for the next few weeks, but at least they would be out of the picture and do no further damage in this country.

Havens tried to stay in some mental character while attacking his fellow countrymen, however stupid and juvenile they were. He recognized that this attack was rather unconventional even for his taste, but he was going for effect and these oafs were perfect scapegoats at the perfect time. Not his greatest performance, but perhaps enough to get a little something going and salvage his outing. It might even save their lives. Hopefully, it would save his.

As Sean Havens spun towards the previously approaching authorities, he noticed they were now confined by a crowd of people rushing to gawk and put out a fire that had caught a shanty stall ablaze from the grenade’s flame and high heat detonation. The authorities were still trying to part the crowd and break free towards his position.

Oops, didn’t mean to toast that shop. Looks like you guys are jammed up for now while I scoot. Exit stage left.

Havens turned his attention back to the contractors. As they were dazed and a little slow on the draw from Havens’ shock and awe combination, Havens directed a low volume but audible statement to the men, delivering perhaps the greatest shock yet to their system.

“Sorry, dudes, but you were in the wrong place. Don’t make a move. Believe it or not I just saved your lives. Sorry about your new boots.”

In the bloody mess, the whites of their surprised eyes looked almost cartoonlike to Havens, popping out.
Aooga!
sounded in his head as Havens recalled the familiar sound that accompanied shocked animated Saturday morning characters with their eyes shooting out of their heads in astonishment.

Pull smoke, Havens. Time to bail.

Havens started to make an exit dash towards an adjacent alley when he literally ran into his originally intended mark.

Still moving with conviction and thinking in rapid adaptability mode, Havens said quickly in Yemeni Arabic, “Help these men,” and he handed his target the bloodied knife while wiping his bloodied hand on the mark’s shirt.

The mark, stunned, stood with his arms now widening open in utter confusion but nonetheless took steps towards the men just a few feet away.

Another man from the crowd pointed to the mark and yelled out to others, “That man. There. He has stabbed those men.”

The crowd shouted at the authorities now making their way out of the crowd into the space of the scene with weapons drawn.

“This man has tried to kill us all with his bombs. He is Aulaq! He has stabbed them. Shoot him!”

Like good public servants in a hostile crowd, despite knowing this man was innocent, they opened fire to the demand and jeers of the crowd. On the other hand, he did look like he was from the Aulaq tribe who was granting safe haven to AQAP mujahideen.

The report to their superiors would be of a crazed jihadist attacking the capital’s market in a separatist rebel act, and despite a threat to their own lives, they confronted the man and were forced to kill him.

They would be heroes.

Others could then start rounding up the usual suspects and engage the military to head to the Aulaqs.

As the innocent mark fell back riddled with bullet holes, he dropped the knife and looked up to the fine wisps of clouds, still not comprehending what happened before he died.

Havens felt some remorse for the man who was supposed to be scared, not killed. Scared was the plan. Havens shrugged and continued on his way.

Do I smell pancakes?

Ugh, need to see what is up at home too. Hope it isn’t the air conditioner or something expensive like that. I wanted to buy that BMW SUV for Christina. So close.

Bet she keeps calling because I left a dirty coffee cup and sandwich in the basement that started to smell. Crap, I promised I would try harder to clean up.

Did I pay the bills before I left or are they still on my desk? Shit.

Take your pick, Sean; it ain’t going to be pretty.

Chapter 5

H
avens got to the safe house with minimal street interactions. He cut into the dank alleyway between earth toned brick buildings tightly nestled together. A slight glimpse of a figure in a black burka caught his eye. He entered the rustic wooden side door. The loud creak had been welcome days before as an economical anti-personnel warning. He could hear the creaking from his apartment above. The noise was a vulnerability now that he was unsure if someone knew of his temporary lair.

He paused in the hot musty entryway at the bottom of the staircase to get a sense of his environment.

The sounds and smells were the same at this point.

Havens climbed the old stairs slowly and opened the door to the apartments’ shared hallway. A dusty long handloomed rug lined the hallway with numerous small unlit sconces mounted along the wall. The trapped heat in the hall burned his lungs. Everything appeared to be in place. His tradecraft counter-penetration traps and tells along the route and around his door remained untouched. Havens looked down the hall again and seeing that all was clear he pulled out a small ultraviolet light. He shone it up to the overhead panel that opened to a small segment of the rooftop. The panel’s orientation and screw head positions were designated with an ultraviolet marker. No one had entered from this point either. It appeared safe to enter his apartment. After a quick glance around the inside, it was the first good thing of the morning.

Havens walked to the window for a small breath of any fresh airflow. He peered from a crack in the closed window coverings first. The surrounding outside area seemed relatively calm. Normal traffic, normal loitering, normal patterns of life for this third world country. It appeared safe to open the window and curtains a bit. Maybe he would get a slight breeze. Doubtful, but he hoped.

He would wait a few hours to unwind, change, and get out of Dodge. Now was an opportune time to dial his wife’s dedicated throw away mobile phone.

Sean Havens’ tradecraft was exceptional for a man who was not officially trained in the same CIA Farm-type field tradecraft that stood out to other operators and foreign intelligence services. He had more of the old school spycraft traits of Cold War days over today’s more tactical operators. Like other skilled operators with years of tradecraft and kinetic targeting experience in country, Havens’ mind was honed. His senses alert. His emotional intelligence could be as one with his surroundings. But on this temporary duty assignment his wife kept calling, and that above all things was really what was irritating him and causing such distraction in his day.

Maybe his tradecraft was not so exceptional carrying a personal mobile phone on a field operation that could reach his wife’s location directly, but he was contracting now, and his wife was really being a pain in the ass about this trip. To a degree he was able to incorporate this into his cover . It was real life. Not a poorly fabricated cover legend secured to be vetted only one layer deep and glaringly sterile to anyone with an ounce of counterintelligence experience.

Havens couldn’t put his finger on the situation. His marriage was solid—or as solid as it can be for those deploying with a moment’s notice while keeping secrets at all time. His daughter was not giving him the problems that were forecasted to him about having a teenager. Everyone in the small family of three knew the routine when he traveled and could fend for themselves. The family was in a domestic battle rhythm that was working, contrary to the lives of similar men and their families in this line of work.

Still, he wondered why his wife was so irritable and on edge. Then again, when he was last in Somalia running a discrete operation, his wife was constantly trying to get in touch when their refrigerator had been moved for a counter top repair. The move subsequently broke the water coil that leaked onto custom Brazilian hardwood floors which had to be torn up along with the subfloor and drywall ceiling in the basement—all while he was away. She blamed him for not being there to handle the situation. After all, she had a job too, a house to take care of, and everything else.

Life doesn’t just stop for the family when Dad is away going after bad guys playing David Bourne all around the world, or at least that was how Christina once described it. He corrected her saying, “Jason Bourne is the operator, and David Webb was Bourne’s real name.” He should have shut up. He was right, but she defeated him with a look regardless.

Sean found it all so frustrating. It was as if he was expected to have a list of home improvement contractors and plumbers in his back pocket while staying in a filthy safe house in a hostile country trying not to get killed. The rant was always the same, adding in having to stay at a safe house that some shitty young DC case officer who couldn’t get promoted or screwed up in clandestine service probably set up for him. Did she think he was hunkered down at a fancy Westin with internet service at his fingertips after his day stopped at 5PM? Did she really think he could just make all the domestic calls from his plush hotel suite to fix the warped floors while he had room service bring in a French dip with a liter of seemingly complimentary water that would cost $7 on the checkout bill? Maybe he would just have to skip the OnDemand movie in the room tonight. What the hell did people think while they were tucked away in bed, safe from the real world?

With the tirade ending there, she would calmly say, “If you are so worried about not getting killed and living in unsafe environments, maybe you should stay with us to ensure we are safe and taken care of. Maybe your priorities should be reviewed. Why don’t you think a bit about that?”

When the arguments happened at home, she would then walk away to do something upstairs knowing there was nothing else he could say. He, in turn, would retreat down to the man cave where he could pour himself a slow stream Guinness in a pint glass. In Havens’ view, all would be right again in the world for just a moment in time and then he would go up and apologize.

Shit, I forgot to return the Red Box flick before I left. Now a one dollar movie that sucked anyway just cost me ten. Bet that’s what this is all about.

All right, Sean, let’s get this over with.

Sean’s wife, Christina, answered on the first ring with the requisite “Hello?”

He noticed the subtleties in tone, volume, and intonation
.
Whether an operator or an attuned husband, her voice sounded off.
Less cheery. Less multi-tasked.
She was waiting for a call.
Apprehensive.
His mind processed everything said and not said. Every pause, every enunciated word.

“Hey, Christina, what’s up babe?”

“Where have you been?” her speech rose. Intensity was increasing. “You need to get home now. Right now! Sean, didn’t you get my messages? Where were you? I have been texting and calling you for two days. What the hell is wrong with you? Don’t you check messages or carry your phone? What’s the purpose of the phone if I can’t reach you?”

His wife started crying, escalating into a complete breakdown of emotion.

This was not normal. He had misjudged this one.

Havens ruled out the sandwich in the basement and floor guys. He knew this was dialed up a few notches on the drama meter and was fearful to hear what this was going to be. This was code orange for sure. Swearing, yes. Blubbering, never.

“What’s going on? Why are you so out of control? Just relax. Talk to me.” He tried using some of the same techniques his wife used to help him cope back to reality when operational stress returned home with him like a shadow.

“You relax!” She screamed. “Your daughter has been raped and is now being stalked by the psycho that did it! Don’t tell me to get control! You…f…fucking…asshole!” Christina was full out sobbing now.

Havens’ stomach had dropped. His throat was tightening. He felt a bit out of body and light-headed. He found himself biting his lip near to the point of pain.

The best he could muster was, “What?”

“She was raped. She was raped, Sean. Raped! You got it now? Raped while you are running around who knows the hell where. Raped and now this son of a bitch is after her because we talked to the police.”

She paused, but he didn’t know what to say. “Where were you, Sean? Where
are
you? You better fix your priorities back to us right away. Don’t give me any mission bullshit either.”

“OK, OK, OK, I am so sorry.” Tears welled in his eyes. “Can you please tell me is she OK? What happened? Who is after her? I assume that if they are still after her she is OK?”

Christina knew Havens’ daughter was everything to him. Despite their personalities being so different, there was the undeniable bond between father and daughter, and this was no exception. Her empathy for her husband’s emotions now was the only thing that settled her. She had had time to process this all and realized the shock that was hitting him. She would be there for him now. It was his turn to absorb it all and deal with the feelings of helplessness, sorrow, and guilt.
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