

[image: Cover]




  	
	    
	      Also by Ethan Jones

	    

      
	    
          
	      Carrie Chronicles

          
        
          
	          Priority Target: A Carrie Chronicles Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Codename Makarov: A Carrie Chronicles Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Entry Point: A Carrie Chronicles Spy Thriller

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      First in Each Series

          
        
          
	          Ethan Jones Starter Pack Box Set - 1st in Each Series

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Javin Pierce Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Corrector: A Javin Pierce Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Betrayal: A Javin Pierce Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Closure: A Javin Pierce Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Retrieval: A Javin Pierce Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Interception: A Javin Pierce Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Deception: A Javin Pierce Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Counterblow: A Javin Pierce Spy Thriller (Coming Soon)

          
        
          
	          Javin Pierce Spy Thriller Series - Books 1-3 Box Set

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Justin Hall Spy Thriller Series

          
        
          
	          The Interrogation (A Justin Hall Short Story Prequel)

          
        
          
	          Arctic Wargame: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Tripoli's Target: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Fog of War: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Double Agents: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Diplomat: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller Novella

          
        
          
	          Rogue Agents: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Shadow Agents: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Homeland: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Saudi Strategy: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Central Connection: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Austrian Asset: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Belgian Bagman: A Justin Hall Series

          
        
          
	          The Cyprus Coverup: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Covert Assassin: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Target Acquired: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Russian Defector: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Justin Hall Spy Thriller Series - Books 1-3

          
        
          
	          Justin Hall Spy Thriller Series - Books 4-6

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Max Thorne Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          18 Minutes - A Max Thorne Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Agent Rising - A Max Thorne Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Agent Recruit - A Max Thorne Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Agent Assassin - A Max Thorne Spy Thriller

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Burying the Truth

          
        
          
	          The Last Confession: Action, Mystery, and Suspense Short Story

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Ethan Jones’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


 

Thank you 

for purchasing this novel

from the best-selling Javin Pierce Series.

 

 

Sign up for

Ethan’s New Release

Announcements

and never miss a book!

 

The Story

 

They’re tracking you…

 

Back into service after going rogue, Javin Pierce and his partner Claudia are working with the Chinese intelligence agency to discover a traitor among their ranks. Paired with a team they can’t trust, the agents are facing a crafty hacker that moves in the darkest shadows of cyberspace. As Javin and Claudia get closer to discovering the traitor’s identity, they realize this is only the beginning…

 

As they now go head-to-head against a man determined to sacrifice all others to save himself, how will Javin and Claudia outwit the hacker and bring down the traitor posing as a patriot?
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Chapter One

 

 

Outskirts of Beijing, China

 

The hacker knew he was in huge trouble as soon as he heard the first knock on the door. The rap was gentle, as if whoever was behind the door was reluctant to wake up the hacker at this ungodly hour of the night. He glanced at the clock on the wall across from his couch where he had yet again fallen asleep. He blinked the sleep away and shrugged. Nothing good ever came from someone arriving at your apartment at 3:30 a.m.

He jumped to his feet and bolted toward his workstation at the other end of the room. A quick glance at the first monitor told him there were at least two men outside the door. One of them had blocked the peephole, which was expected. The hacker had installed a second camera in one of the doorframes, about an inch from the floor. It showed the lower half of the men’s bodies, with black flat shoes and dark blue pants that looked like uniforms.

One of the men knocked on the door. “Open up. Police. Open up,” he shouted in Chinese.

The hacker, of course, had no intentions of complying with the order. He flicked a switch in his custom-made computer, which released a small, thin hard drive. He picked up his black sport jacket from behind the chair, put it on, and tossed the drive in the front pocket. Then he picked up his two cellphones and put them in the front pockets of his black jeans.

Another loud rap on the door, then the same voice said, “Last warning: This is the police. Open up, or we’re coming in.”

The hacker ignored the warning. He glanced around the desk area to see if he had forgotten anything. He was usually extremely careful, but there was always the first time for a mistake, which he could not afford.

A loud bang told him the police were attempting to break down the door.

Time to fly, he told himself.

The hacker pulled a lever and heard the computer’s back-up hard drive plunge into a specially-made plastic container full of highly concentrated hydrofluoric acid. The failsafe security measure he had employed in the past. The corrosive acid would dissolve the drive’s contents, making any retrieval attempt futile.

He slid his Chinese-made QSZ-92 5.8mm pistol into the small of his back and an extra magazine in one of his pockets and dashed toward the balcony. At another time, in another life, he would have easily fought through this situation. He had done so more times than he cared to remember. He would not even need the gun. But this was different, and he was no longer a young man. More importantly, he had a pretty good idea about who was really coming for him.

Out on the balcony, he released the fire escape ladder. It slid down with a loud rattling noise. If someone was watching his fourth-floor balcony, they would have noticed.

It didn’t matter.

The hacker glided down the ladder, but only halfway.

As expected, two uniformed police officers ran toward the ladder. One of them shouted at the hacker to stop. The second officer aimed his pistol at the hacker.

He didn’t stop.

The officer fired a round that pinged against the ladder’s metal railing. It was a couple of feet away from the hacker’s hands. Either the officer was a bad marksman, or he did not fire to kill or wound, but to simply slow down the hacker.

The hacker ducked, then turned his body. The second-story window about a yard away from the ladder had been left slightly open, as it was when the hacker had checked earlier that evening. He rented that apartment too, under a different, false name. It was his insurance policy for situations like this.

The apartment was empty, as he expected it to be. He zipped through the living room, then listened as he came to the door. Distant footsteps, so he burst into the hall.

One of the police officers shouted at him, but the hacker ran toward the stairs. He reached them and ran up, instead of down. He knew the officers on the street would be rushing in that direction.

He continued to the fourth floor, then another flight of stairs, and reached the door leading to the terrace. The rusty metal door was padlocked, but he had the key. He threw the door open, then bolted it behind him.

The hacker ran across the terrace, careful not to trip on the uneven surface, littered with debris and slick because of the rain that had poured down throughout the day. The dim moonlight cast an eerie glow around him, barely enough to light up the terrace. He slowed down as he felt out of breath, his heart drumming in his chest. I’m getting too old for this.

A gunshot rang from the street, but the hacker did not stop. As he came near the end of the terrace, he picked up speed, readying himself for the jump onto the other building. The gap was only a couple of yards wide, but he was jumping about ten feet down.

You can do this, Han.

He mustered all his strength and leaped over the gap, arrowing through the air.

Han landed hard on his left leg. He rolled onto the dirty, wet terrace and shouted in pain as his ankle twisted under his body weight. Han cursed the officers, then checked his pockets. The hard drive was still there. The phones and the pistol were in their place. He struggled to climb onto his feet and hobbled toward the fire escape ladder that would take him down to the street behind the building. You’re almost there, Han.

His 1978 Mercedes-Benz 450SL was parked just around the corner from the apartment complex. He was not expecting anyone to be waiting for him, but if they were, he wouldn’t hesitate to use his gun.

He limped down the slippery rungs. His ankle was burning in pain, and, at one point, he almost lost his footing, but made it safely down to the dark, narrow alley. He listened for a moment for police sirens or rushing footsteps.

Nothing.

So he shuffled toward the mouth of the alley, and when he reached it, he studied the street and the parking lot behind a small café. His light blue Mercedes was the only car parked there, next to a black truck that belonged to the café’s owner. Han paid him handsomely so that nothing would happen to his precious forty-one-year-old convertible.

He cast a wide gaze around before he slipped into the driver’s leather seat. It was not very comfortable, but he did not drive a classic car because of luxury, or nostalgia for years gone by. No, Han had picked the Mercedes because it was impossible to hack. Newer cars were relatively easy prey for hijackers, who could interfere with the vehicles’ Wi-Fi system and take control of the vehicle’s functions. There was nothing digital in the German masterpiece, just steel, plastic, and glass.

Han turned on the car, then slipped the clutch, ignoring the pain that shot up from his ankle. The car glided smoothly forward and out of the parking lot. He glanced to the left as he came onto the empty street. He shifted to second gear and looked in the rearview mirror. No one was tailing him.

He doubted he had so easily lost the police and the one who had sent them. He looked over his shoulder, but still there was no car behind his Mercedes. What’s going on?

Han turned on the counter-surveillance system he had installed in his car. It was a radio frequency detector that automatically scanned the vehicle for GPS transmitters and other kinds of tracking bugs. The system required about sixty seconds for a full sweep of the Mercedes, but Han would start to notice anything unusual within the first few moments.

The first hit came about fifteen seconds later, just as Han had made a left turn. The dashboard-mounted monitor alerted him to a tracking chip planted in the undercarriage, on the right side of the car, by displaying a colorful graph of activity, like a heart rate monitor. Han grinned. Amateurs. 

He turned on the homing switch, and the screen pinpointed the exact location of the transmitting source. Han stopped on the side of the street and waited until the scanning was complete. No other alerts about more spying devices. He stepped outside and felt with his hand inside the rear wheel well. His fingers found a matchbox-sized, GPS-enabled device securely attached to the metal frame by a magnet. He smiled, crushed the device under his heel, and returned to his seat.

Before he had lifted his foot off the clutch, a silver sedan slithered up behind him. The car had no markings, but Han had a feeling it wasn’t just a random resident out for a late-night drive. His hand went to the pistol. If he had more time or was better prepared, he would have tried an electronic attack, attempted to take control of the vehicle, which looked like a newer model Honda. But he had no time and no idea how many other vehicles might be following him or trying to surround him. He shrugged. Desperate situations demanded desperate measures.

He stepped outside and aimed the QSZ-92 pistol at the silver sedan. Han fired a quick burst. His bullets lifted sparks off the Honda’s grille and skimmed over its hood. His intention was not to kill or wound the police officers or whoever was inside the sedan. He just wanted to end the chase.

A gunman popped his head out of one of the back windows. A submachine gun glinted in the faint light coming from a single lamppost a few yards away from the sedan. The gunman slid half his body out the window and turned the weapon upon Han.

The hacker fell behind the front of the Mercedes as bullets hammered the vehicle. Shards of glass fell over his shoulders as the windshield erupted. He was not worried about any of the rounds striking him. What if this is suppressive fire so that other gunmen can advance toward my position?

The thought darkened his long thin face. He crouched near the right-side corner of the front and waited for a moment. Then he stole a peek. The gunman was still firing round after round, but he was aiming his fire at the back of the car.

Han lay on his side, then fired a few rounds. He tried really hard to miss the shooter. Even after the barrage against the Mercedes, a gut feeling told him the gunmen did not want him dead. But Han was not going to be taken alive.

The shooter emptied his magazine and slid back into his seat.

Han realigned his pistol with the sedan’s right-side front tire and squeezed off the last few rounds. He was not sure if his bullets hit the mark. The Honda did not drop to that side as he had expected.

He took advantage of the break in the gunfire to reload his pistol. Then he cocked it, which released the firing pin with a single pull. The weapon took a twenty-round magazine, since the 5.8 x 21mm calibre was narrower than the standard Western 9mm Parabellum rounds. Han wished he had armor-piercing cartridges.

He double-tapped the right front tire, which exploded and caused the sedan to sink down. Han smiled and returned to his driver’s seat. He released the clutch, stepped on the gas, and shifted gears. The Mercedes tore through the street as fragments of the broken glass flew around the cabin. Han cleared off what was left of the windshield with the pistol, then looked over his shoulder. The silver sedan was still in its place and getting smaller and smaller by the second.

The Mercedes drifted around the next turn as Han downshifted, but he was a heartbeat too late. The turn was sharper than he expected, and the car bounced over the curve and onto the sidewalk. Han eased up on the gas and fought the wheel for a moment, before the car returned to the street. He thought about whether he should continue to his safehouse, which was only a ten-minute drive away. It was in a secluded, abandoned warehouse, part of a larger decrepit industrial park, where Han had created a small but efficient hideout. It was off the grid, he had never taken anyone there, and, as far as he was concerned, no one was aware of that location. Yes, I’ll go there, stay underground for a while, until this all blows over. Then, I can find out who exactly is looking for me, and why.

He slowed down and drove extremely carefully for the next few minutes, not wanting to attract anyone’s attention. A bullet-ridden Mercedes would be easy to remember; and it would be a straightforward task to find speeding vehicles in the recordings from the security cameras that were located all over the neighborhood.

When he came near the industrial park, Han sat up straighter in his seat and became even more vigilant. His eyes studied every back alley and every parked vehicle. He took in every detail of the buildings, examining the windows and the doors.

Nothing suspicious.

He circled the hideout, uncertain whether he should turn in or keep driving. A spine-chilling feeling told him to turn around, floor the gas pedal, and drive away as fast as he could. But he shook his head and along with it the feeling burdening his being. My nerves are shot. I’m just getting too old for this stuff...

He parked behind the hideout, in an abandoned garage, then covered the car with a black tarp he had stored there for this exact purpose. Then he limped across the alley to his safehouse. He glanced at the rusty metal door and looked around for footprints in the dirt. Then he walked to the window and glanced inside. It was dark, and he could not see anyone.

He shrugged. Han, you’re being paranoid. There’s no one here. Nobody knows about this place.

He sighed and fished the keys out of his jacket. He also pulled out his pistol and held it next to his side. You never know...

He opened the door, stepped inside the small apartment, and then closed the door, making as little noise as possible. The hinges protested with a small creak, then the entire warehouse sank into silence. Han stood in place, waiting for his eyes to grow accustomed to the dark. In a matter of seconds, he could make out the light switch a few feet away from the door. 

He reached and flicked it.

Nothing happened.

He flicked it down and up again.

Still nothing.

He tried it a couple more times, but he was still in the dark.

Han cursed out loud.

A bright light flashed, lighting up the entire room, and a warm, yet firm, voice said in English, “Mr. Han, I’m glad you made it.”

Han looked at the man sitting in a chair in the middle of the room. He was holding a pistol pointed at Han’s chest.

The hacker shook his head as he recognized the man. “Javin Pierce, what are you doing here?”


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

 

Han’s Hideout

Outskirts of Beijing, China

 

“It’s your lucky day, or night,” Javin, the Canadian operative, said with a small grin. He gestured with his left hand to Han’s pistol. “You won’t need that anymore.”

“This ... this is what you call luck?” Han said in slightly accented English.

“Would you rather have an MSS agent sitting here?”

Han shook his head. The MSS was the feared Chinese security agency. “No, but I can’t say I’m glad to see you.”

“The feeling is mutual. Now, drop the gun.”

“Will you kill me?”

“No. If I wanted you dead, you’d already be dead. We could have killed you when you left the apartment, or when you jumped from one building to the other. That was impressive.” Javin stood up and walked toward Han, keeping his Sig Sauer P320 9mm pistol pointed at the hacker. “But you’re getting rusty. You almost botched up the landing.”

Han cocked his head. “How did you—”

“That’s not important. The gun.”

“That’s my only hope.” Han’s fingers tightened around the pistol’s grip.

“No, your hope is in what you know, and what you can find for us. The pistol, that’s useless.”

Han hesitated for another moment.

Javin fired a round that zipped close to Han’s gun-holding hand. “Next time, I won’t miss.”

“Fine, fine.” Han put the safety back on the pistol and tossed it a few feet away from him. “How’s that?”

“Much better. Any other weapons on you?”

“No.”

Javin picked up the QSZ-92 pistol and placed it in his waistband. His eyes never left Han’s face. “Hands up.”

“I told you I’m unarmed.”

“I need to make sure...”

Javin patted down Han and stopped when he noticed the rectangular-shaped object in Han’s front pocket. “What’s that?”

“Not a weapon.”

“I can see that.”

“It’s nothing of interest.” Han brought his right arm down.

Javin shoved his pistol in Han’s side. “Don’t move.”

He retrieved the hard drive with his left hand and put it into his side jacket pocket. He continued the search and took two cellphones and Han’s car keys from his pockets. When he finished, Javin said, “You can turn around now, and take a seat.” He pointed at the chair.

Han stumbled onto the chair and looked at Javin. “Now what?”

Javin shrugged. “It all depends on you, and how much you want to cooperate.”

Han returned the shrug. “It depends on what you ask for.”

“Great, I’m glad you’ve agreed to work with—”

“I didn’t say that.”

“What did you say?”

“I have to hear what you want, first.”

“But you’re not saying ‘no’ right away. And that’s an agreement in my book...”

Han shook his head. “I might have a different book.”

Javin took a few steps closer to Han. “Look, you’re not in a situation to impose terms. But you still have options. I’ll outline them for you and you can pick.”

“You really make it sound like I have a choice in the matter.”

“Oh, I’m sorry if I gave you the wrong impression.” Javin’s voice carried a hint of mock regret. “You chose when you decided to go behind the MSS’s back. You stuck your nose where it doesn’t belong.”

Han gave Javin a defiant glance. “Allegedly. Their investigation cleared me of all wrongdoing.”

“Yes, I’ve studied the report. That was a mistake, which MSS is determined to fix pretty soon.” He tapped the pocket where he had stashed the hard drive. “I’m sure it has all the intel they need.”

“I doubt that,” Han said, but his voice did not ring with the resolve he was hoping for.

“If this doesn’t help, they have you.” Javin pointed with his pistol at Han’s chest. “You know MSS; you used to work for them. What do they do to people who refused to cooperate?”

Han held Javin’s eyes for a moment, then swallowed hard, but did not reply.

Javin said, “That’s what I thought. Now, here are your three options.” He began to count with his left-hand fingers. “You refuse to help me, well, us—”

“Who is us?”

“Me and my partner, Claudia. You know her?”

“I’ve heard of her.”

“Okay, so you know about us. And we’re working with Zhang Wei—”

“Really, that snake Zhang?”

“If you’re talking about the one who likes to ride motorbikes—”

Han spat on the ground. “Yes, that rotten bas—”

“So, you’re familiar with Zhang and what he can do to you if you don’t help us. Extremely painful.”

Han nodded. He tried to keep a calm face, but Javin noticed the first hint of fear flash in Han’s eyes. The hacker flinched and his right hand twitched. He began to tap his left leg nervously, and his head slumped a couple of inches.

Javin said, “Your second option is to try to fool us, pretending you’re helping. You’re the best at what you do, Han. I have to give you that.” He offered the hacker a small smile. “We’ll probably not even know you’re deceiving us until it’s too late. Our operation would fail, and Zhang Wei, along with others, would be in big trouble. Nobody likes trouble, especially Zhang. If you betray him…”

Han swallowed hard again, then said in a weak voice, “I thought you were giving me options…”

“I am, and I’m not finished. The third option is for you to work with us, execute perfectly everything we ask of you. Then, once you’re done, you can go back to your life.”

“Just like that.” Han snapped his fingers.

“Almost, but hey, you get to decide which option you prefer. However, before you decide, let me show you something.” Javin reached for his phone and swiped his thumb across the screen searching for a file. It took a few moments longer than he had anticipated, because this was a different phone from his agency-issued one. Javin was scrolling through a cheap model, a burner phone he had bought shortly before arriving in China. Every phone used in Beijing or elsewhere in the country connected to the wireless providers, which the government controlled and strictly monitored. Every single phone call, email, or text message that Javin sent or received would be intercepted by the authorities and fall into the hands of the MSS. So Javin and everyone on his team used burner phones to reduce their chances of being under constant surveillance.

When he found what he was looking for, the Canadian agent took another step closer to Han. “Listen to this one. I think it’s one of the best songs I’ve ever heard. What do you think?”

Javin tapped the screen and a boy’s voice began to sing a sweet lullaby. He was high-pitched and a bit off tune, but nothing that couldn’t be improved with a little bit of training. “He’s adorable, isn’t he?” Javin turned the phone toward Han.

The hacker jumped to his feet, fists clenched and fire in his eyes. “If you touch my son—”

“Sit down, right now. Sit!”

Han remained standing.

Javin fired a round that zipped over Han’s head. 

He ducked and held his left ear. The gunfire noise had almost burst his eardrum.

Javin said, “Don’t ever think I’m kidding, and don’t force my hand. I don’t want to kill you, but I’ll do it, if you press me. You got that?”

Han nodded, although the fire burned wildly in his eyes.

“Good, now, let’s enjoy the song, shall we?”

Han shook his head. “No, turn it off, turn it off.”

Javin turned up the volume. “I want you to hear it, in case you pick the wrong option, and this is the last time you ever hear your son’s voice…”

Han shook his head again. He looked away, then cursed under his breath, but Javin was able to hear him. He wanted to tell Han that it was not over, and that everything would be all right. But that would be a lie. Even if the hacker was unharmed by the MSS and was able to complete his assignment without a glitch, the man Javin’s team was targeting was perhaps even worse than the security agency. They had political masters, standard protocols, and procedures in place to protect against personal vendettas. But the millionaire artifact collector had no conscience, no morals, and tons of money to have his wishes carried out even beyond the grave. If word got out about what Han was doing, he would be finished, along with his family. 

And word always got out…

The song ended with a wave of applause. Javin studied Han’s face twisted into a dark scowl. He had not said a word yet. It’s hard to make a decision, I know. Javin sighed and slid his thumb across the screen. “Should I play another song?”

“No, no, just turn it off.”

Javin nodded. He had no other song of Han’s seven-year-old son. “What option are you taking?”

Han looked at Javin and cocked his head. “Which one do you think?”

“I’ve seen people do stupid things. Let’s hear it.”

“The obvious one. Option three.” Han gestured with his right hand, in case Javin should misunderstand his words.

“You made the right choice.” Javin nodded, and his voice rang without any scorn.

“What do you want?”

“We’ll explain that soon. Once my team arrives.”

“Your team?”

“Yes, Claudia, Zhang, and others.”

“I don’t want to see him.”

“He wants to see you.”

Han shook his head. “You don’t understand. Zhang and I … there’s bad blood between the two of us.”

“I’m sure you can work things out—”

“Did he tell you what happened the last time we met?”

“No. What happened?”

Han pulled down the collar of his shirt, revealing a four-inch-long scar along the right side of his neck. “Zhang did this to me.”

“Why?”

“He thought I was involved in the hacking of his team.”

“Were you?”

“No.”

“Did you explain that to Zhang?”

“Of course, but once Zhang has made up his mind, no one can convince him otherwise.”

“This time will be different.”

“Why? Because you’re here?”

“No, because Zhang’s brother’s dead. And he wants you to find who killed him.”


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

 

Han’s Hideout

Outskirts of Beijing, China

 

“Dead? What do you mean ‘dead’?”

“He was killed in a car accident, along with his partner.”

“I thought he had retired from field ops.”

“He was kind of retired. And this was supposed to be a routine mission. Pick up and delivery.”

“Then what happened?”

“The accident happened. The car crashed, then erupted in a fiery explosion. Both agents in the car died on the spot.”

“What did the investigation show?”

“Nothing conclusive. The car was repaired two weeks before the crash. They suspect faulty brakes, but there’s nothing in the repair reports to indicate there was a problem with the brakes.”

“Security cameras?”

“Yes, plenty, but they show the moment of the crash and about thirty seconds before that. Everything looks normal, then the driver, Zhang’s brother, loses control of the car, smashes into a nearby truck, and the explosion...”

“I’d like to review the recordings...”

“Sure, we’ll put everything at your disposal.”

Han nodded and gave Javin a thoughtful look. “What’s your theory?”

“I think someone messed with the car controls remotely.”

“That’s not as easy as they make it to be in the movies. It takes time, planning, know-how.”

“Whoever did this had the time to plan. The agents knew about their assignment at least twenty-four hours in advance.”

“That’s not enough time.”

“Even for you?”

Han smiled. “I’m different.”

“Who else is like you ... assuming this was not your work?”

“What?” Han jumped to his feet.

“Sit down.” Javin gestured with his pistol.

“I had nothing to do with this.” Han remained standing.

Javin closed the distance and pushed Han back into the chair with the muzzle of his Sig Sauer pistol. “Are you sure?”

“I swear on my mother’s grave. I had nothing to do with the accident.”

Javin studied Han’s face. He seemed to be telling the truth, and there was no twitching, squirming, or any other clear telltale sign of lying on his face. Han’s small gray eyes remained focused and looking straight at Javin. The hacker’s voice was steady, and he was not fidgeting with his hair or his hands.

Javin nodded, but before he could speak, his cellphone rang. It was Claudia, his partner with the Canadian Intelligence Service, or CIS. “Yes, go for Javin.”

“Javin, we’re a couple of blocks away. What’s the sit?”

“Han’s willing to help.”

“Great. See you in a bit.”

“All right.”

Javin returned the phone to his jeans’ pocket. “Well, Zhang will be here shortly. You can convince him—”

Han waved his hands. “No, no, no. Zhang can’t be convinced. You don’t know him … Once he’s made up his mind, nothing else matters.”

“Well, Zhang hasn’t decided on whether you had a hand in his brother’s killing. Otherwise, you’d be dead. You know that.”

Han’s face twisted in a painful grimace. “Yes, and that’s why I don’t want to—”

A screech of tires came from outside the warehouse.

“They’re here,” Javin said.

Han shook his head. “Why are you doing this? I promised to cooperate…”

Javin shrugged. “I’m not doing anything. Zhang just wants to ask you some questions—”

“No, he’s going to kill me.”

“Nonsense. I won’t let him.”

Han’s shoulders slumped.

The door creaked and Claudia stepped inside. She was dressed in a black trench coat, and her long black hair was pulled back in a ponytail.

The Asian man behind her stormed inside the apartment. Before Javin could say or do anything, Zhang raised his pistol. He aimed at Han and fired a couple of rounds.

Han had anticipated the move. He had already dropped from the chair and was crawling to hide behind the sofa, which was a few feet to the right and behind him.

Javin grabbed Zhang’s wrist, pushing his arm upwards. “Hey, stop.”

The MSS agent fired another round.

Javin shouted, “Enough. That’s enough!”

He twisted Zhang’s wrist, and the pistol fell to the ground.

“Hey.” Zhang pushed Javin away and reached for the weapon.

Claudia had already picked it up. “Guys, let’s handle this like pros, shall we?”

Zhang frowned at Javin. “Han’s lying to you.”

“You have no idea what he’s—”

“It doesn’t matter. He swore to work with us and stabbed us in the back.”

“No, I had nothing to do with that.”

“I’m going to kill you.” Zhang bolted toward Han, who was still behind the sofa.

Javin wrestled with Zhang, trying to keep him away from Han. “Hey, stop it, all right? Han’s on our side.” He shoved Zhang back.

He shook his head and flattened the front of his jacket. “He’s never on our side. You’ll see.”

“Let’s give him a chance.”

Zhang cursed Han and spat on the floor. Then he glanced at Claudia. “My gun.”

“Will you behave?” she said in a stern tone.

“Of course, I’ll be a good little boy.”

Javin gave Zhang a sideways glance. “No, let’s make sure you’re calm and will not do anything stupid.”

Zhang cursed Han again. “That man, you can’t trust him.”

“All right, I’ve heard enough. Stand back and let us work this out.”

“This is our operation.”

“Yes, so behave, if you still want to be a part of it. Or I’ll talk to the colonel, and then he’ll get you out.”

Zhang opened his mouth, but then thought about it and said nothing.

Javin drew in a deep breath and turned around. “Han, come out of there.”

Nothing happened for a long moment, then Han stood up. He did not seem shaken by the ordeal. Maybe it’s because of what he heard me say to Zhang. Or maybe because Zhang is now unarmed.

Han’s eyes flitted between Zhang’s and Javin’s faces. “You said he hadn’t made a decision about—”

“He hasn’t, but this is an old wound. Something you should have brought up.”

Han shrugged. “I assumed you knew about it.”

Yes, I should have known about it. I’ll have a little chat with Zhang, but not right now. “Don’t make such assumptions. Now, let’s get out of here.”

Han glanced at Zhang, whose menacing eyes were following the hacker’s every move. “And he will stay away from me, right?”

Javin shrugged. “Yes, you’ll be in separate vehicles. Do you mind if I drive the Merc?”

“Not at all.”

“I didn’t think so.”

He turned to Claudia and said, “We’ll meet at the hotel, as planned.”

She nodded. “We’ll follow closely.”

Javin grabbed Han by the arm and marched him outside.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

 

Han’s Hideout and Outside

Outskirts of Beijing, China

 

“So, how was that?” Zhang smiled as he drew close to Claudia.

“You’re overdramatic. And what was with the shooting? What if you had hit him?” She handed Zhang the QSZ-92 pistol.

“I missed on purpose.” He holstered his gun. “About the drama ... what can I say? I always wanted to be an actor.”

Claudia shook her head. “And I wanted to be a ballerina. But here we are.” She gestured with her hands around the apartment.

“This isn’t bad at all. Considering Han’s low profile, I’d say this is luxury.”

“Yes, the low profile kept him alive and hidden for so long.”

“Until he made the mistake of helping Liu Tang.”

Claudia nodded and headed toward the door. Liu was a Chinese millionaire obsessed with Middle Eastern artifacts, especially the ones from the ancient times when Babylon and the Medo-Persian empires ruled the region. According to MSS sources, he had hired Han to locate a series of winged bull statues that were pillaged from the Mosul Museum after the city fell into the hands of the jihadist fighters for the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, or ISIS, back in 2014. Han had tracked down the highly valued pieces and had identified the owners as Syrians living in London. “Yes, a mistake which he will shortly fix.”

“I hope so, otherwise my fury will be real.”

They climbed into the black BMW M7 sedan just outside the door. Javin and Han were walking toward the back of the warehouse, where Han had parked his Mercedes. “We’ll be able to listen and record everything.” Claudia pointed at the radio mounted on the dashboard, while Zhang put the BMW in gear.

“But they can’t hear us, right?”

“Right, unless we switch this off.” She gestured at a button on the side of the radio.

“Good. Now, let’s see what he’s going to do about the accident.”

After the initial investigation of the accident had ruled out mechanical causes, the Chinese intelligence agency had begun to look at a potential traitor in the MSS team. The suspicion had fallen on a third member of the team, who was supposed to be in the vehicle at the time of the accident. He had a bulletproof alibi, and the MSS was still investigating.

Claudia said, “Do you think Han is behind the accident?”

Zhang shrugged as he shifted gears. The BMW glided down the road and followed the Mercedes, which was about thirty yards away. “No, but he has the right contacts to find out who was pulling the strings. I mean, we know Liu is involved. But whether he gave the order, or someone was trying to impress him, that’s something we need to determine.”

“Right. Now what was the other op that you accused Han of betraying you on?”

Zhang shrugged. “Oh, that was nothing. Part of the show, I guess.”

Claudia shifted in her seat, so she could face Zhang. “Strange … Han seemed to think you were talking about something specific…”

Zhang said nothing for a long moment. Then he broke the silence. “Not sure, but I don’t think there was any occasion he betrayed us.”

“How often was he involved in MSS ops?”

“I’ll have to check. I’d say a handful, less than ten for sure.”

“And there was never an issue?”

“Not related to Han, no. At least, not that I know of.” Zhang sighed, and a frown creased his face. “Look, there were problems, like in all operations, but nothing that could be tied to Han.” He gestured with his hand toward the back. “At the warehouse, I was trying to scare Han into working with us. Nothing else.”

Claudia nodded. She had noticed the irritation creeping into Zhang’s voice. I think there’s more here than he’s leading me to believe... She decided not to press the matter any further and instead switched on the radio. “Javin, do you copy?” she said into the handheld receiver.

“Claudia, how’s everything?”

“Good. Right behind you.”

“Yes, I can see your headlights.”

“All right. Talk to you at the hotel.”

“Copy that.”

She returned the receiver to its place and smiled at Zhang. “Now we can hear him.” She turned up the volume.

At first, there was only static, then Javin’s voice filled the BMW’s cabin. “So, where will you start?”

“First, tell me how you were able to find me…”

“What, at the apartment?”

“No, it’s obvious Zhang or someone else from the MSS helped you. But, when I escaped, I thought I lost you, after I removed the tracking chip…”

“You would have lost us, but you never looked up.”

A moment’s pause, then Han said, “What do you mean?”

“The drone, you never saw the drone.”

Claudia smiled and glanced at the backseat where Zhang had placed the unmanned aerial vehicle, or drone, they had used to follow Han. The team had anticipated Han was going to leave through the window, and he was going to find the bug implanted in the Mercedes-Benz. Zhang remote-piloted the drone, and had positioned it outside Han’s apartment even before the police knocked on his door. Then, as Han attempted his escape, the drone kept a close eye on him. It transmitted a live video feed to Zhang’s ground control station, so the team was able to follow Han’s moves in real time. 

Another brief pause, then Han said, “Yes, I … I should have paid attention.”

“Now, back to our operation…”

“Yes, I want to examine those recordings, and see if the investigators missed something. If this is, as you suspect, a hacker accessing the car remotely, they probably exploited a zero-day vulnerability in the car’s software.”

“Zero-day… What’s that?”

“Oh, yes, it’s a term that means a flaw in the software system that hasn’t been fixed yet. The ‘zero’ indicates the developers just learned about the problem, and haven’t had the time to find a solution.”

“Cars are sold with flaws like that?” Javin sounded very much surprised at the revelation.

“All the time. I’m sure you’ve heard of patches and updates…”

“For computers and phones, not cars.”

“Well, the race to the market can’t wait until all glitches have been fixed. What kind of car was it?”

“It was made here, but let me check.”

Claudia glanced at Zhang, who was attentively looking through the windshield.

A moment later, Javin said, “It was a Zotye Z700.”

“Oh, that explains it.”

“How so?”

“The Zotye is plagued with such issues. There have been a few cases of improper configurations, or programming errors, which create security holes. Someone with the knowledge and the skills can exploit those weaknesses to bypass the onboard digital security and take over the car.”

“Take over as in drive it?”

“Yes. Turn the steering wheel, accelerate, use the brakes.”

“Fully remotely?”

“Right. Now, there are some distance limitations, and, in most cases, physical access to the car is necessary. But it can be done remotely—again, if one knows what they’re doing.”

“All right, so those recordings might show suspicious vehicles around the targeted car, the Zotye … That’s what we’re looking for?”

“Yes. Maybe there’s a license plate or a sticker, a logo on the side, which we can then match to someone that has the expertise to use malicious software for such a remote car hack.”

A moment of silence followed.

Claudia knew Javin’s mental wheels were turning.

He said, “How many people are we talking about?”

“I know of at least a dozen who have launched such attacks, with various levels of success. But in this case…” Han’s voice trailed off.

“What?”

“In this case, things are different. The people I’m talking about … they wouldn’t mess with the MSS.”

“So, what are you saying?”

A slight pause, then Han’s voice came clearly through the radio, “This was done by someone who was paid handsomely for such a brazen attack or…”

“Or what?”

“Or this was an inside job.”


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Five

 

 

In Front of the Saint Nicholas Cathedral

Monaco City, Monaco

 

The driver began to slow down as the yellow Lamborghini Urus Super SUV came near the end of the narrow Rue Colonel Bellando de Castro. Around the corner, on the left side, the Saint Nicholas Cathedral towered with an imposing grandeur. The original 13th century chapel dedicated to the saint was demolished in 1987, and construction for the current cathedral started the next year. Built in a Roman-Byzantine style with a white marble façade, the cathedral housed the tombs of former princes of Monaco, including Prince Rainer III. It was a favorite location for the weddings of princes, celebrities, and millionaires, like the daughter of the Russian steel tycoon Artyom Orlov, which was one of the reasons Liu Tang had come to this part of Europe.

The second, and perhaps even more important reason, was that a reclusive art dealer who specialized in “hot” items, or ancient objects that were deemed too risky even for some clandestine markets, had agreed to meet with Liu and present him with a special offering. The dealer, who went by the name of “Maubeuge”—after his first real sale, which had been an incredibly rare Maubeuge flintlock pistol model of 1799—had information about a shipment of looted artifacts coming from Syria and landing in France in three days. Maubeuge wanted to give Liu the first right to purchase the unspecified objects.

Liu glanced at his diamond-encrusted phone and shook his head. They were almost at the cathedral, and still no calls or messages. He glanced at the driver—a man in his early forties, about fifteen years younger than Liu—then he turned his head and studied the rugged faces of the two security guards in the backseat. “Did his aide contact anyone?”

“Not since we left the hotel,” the driver said.

The two guards shook their heads.

“But the dealer said he would meet here?” Liu asked.

The driver said, “Yes, at ten thirty.”

Liu looked at his gold Rolex. It was about five minutes to the appointed time. “I hate waiting.”

“Should I call him?”

“Do you need to ask?”

“No, sir.” The driver tapped a button on the dashboard to connect to the phone.

As the SUV rounded the corner and slid toward the cathedral, one of the guards said, “Mr. Liu, the seller is right there.”

Liu looked in the direction of the guard’s hand. An old man with a full snow-white beard was sitting on one of the benches by the phone booths. Yes, that was Maubeuge, and he was wearing his trademark brimmed black felt hat and dark brown Irish tweed vest. He seemed to be reading a newspaper, but Liu knew Maubeuge was observing everything and everyone around him. The old man had been a field operative for the General Directorate for External Security, or DGSE, which was the French external intelligence service, until he had retired seven years ago and had turned his attention to the lucrative antiquities market. Maubeuge was known to never go anywhere without at least a two-man team. Liu’s eyes flitted between a couple taking selfies in front of the cathedral and two men smoking while standing near their motorcycles parked to the right, near the phone booth. Any of them could be Maubeuge’s people. Maybe all of them.

“Park to the left, beyond the bench,” Liu ordered the driver, who had turned off the phone. “You,” he gestured to the guard sitting behind him, the one who had located Maubeuge, “you’ll come with me. Take the briefcase.”

“Of course, sir.”

“Keep an eye on the lovely ‘couple’ and the bikers, especially if sparks start to fly...”

“What about the woman with the stroller?” The driver pointed to his left.

A woman was sitting at the steps leading up to the cathedral and talking on the phone. A stroller was a couple of feet away from her.

Liu said, “Check her out, and make sure there’s actually a baby in there.”

“You got it, sir.”

The driver parked the SUV, and Liu ran his hand over his black Brioni suit and felt the gold-plated, compact Heckler & Koch VP9SK 9mm pistol in his shoulder holster. He disliked firearms, but knew they were a necessary evil. Liu did not expect any problems, since he had done business with Maubeuge in the past. The old man could get cranky at a moment’s notice, but he was quite reasonable and extremely discreet. Liu drew in a deep breath, then nodded at his guard. “Let’s go.”

He stepped out of the SUV and made his way toward Maubeuge, while the guard followed closely behind. The Chinese millionaire walked with small, slow steps, taking in every face of the twenty or so people enjoying the warm autumn sun and the great views. The cathedral was built on a rock that stood over two hundred feet above the Mediterranean Sea and offered splendid vistas of Monte Carlo's port. Liu lifted his official United States Air Force pilot sunglasses to the top of his head and squinted so hard that his eyes almost watered. Still, he wasn’t able to see the Russian millionaire’s yacht, which was supposed to be anchored at the marina. Maybe he’s out, sailing or fishing.

When he was about four steps away from Maubeuge, the Frenchman nodded at Liu. “Welcome to Monaco, my friend,” he said in a low voice in English with a strong French accent. He did not stand up or acknowledge Liu’s presence in any other way.

Liu frowned, but only for a split second. The gesture meant that someone was watching them. Or it could mean that Maubeuge was being paranoid, as that seemed to be his second nature, especially over the last few months. Liu had suggested the meeting take place in a hotel or another private location, but Maubeuge had strongly rejected the idea. He wanted to meet in a public place. Maybe he doesn’t trust me, Liu thought. He shrugged. I wouldn’t blame him. I don’t trust him either.

“I’m glad to see you, old friend,” Liu said in lightly accented English as he sat on the bench but not very close to Maubeuge. “Lovely weather, right?” He gestured with his hand toward the sun.

“Yes, yes, but my bones still hurt…”

“Arthritis is getting worse?”

“Yes, but it’s these stupid treatments … I’m trying this new therapy, which leaves me quite tired and makes me grouchy.”

Liu stifled a grin. You don’t need therapy for that. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

Maubeuge shrugged and lowered his newspaper. “The doctor is saying I’m getting better, and I won’t need any surgery. How’s your daughter?”

“She’s okay.”

“More trouble with her business?”

Liu cocked his head toward Maubeuge, but he was looking straight ahead at the cathedral. Liu’s daughter was a young entrepreneur trying her hand in the flourishing furniture business in China and abroad. She had insisted her father not use his influence to secure her favorable deals. As a result, her business venture had hit quite a few snags, mostly as she tried to enter the highly competitive European market. But how does Maubeuge know about that? Yes, it’s his way of keeping tabs on his business partners, just like I do.

Liu gave the dealer a restrained smile. “She’s doing well, thanks for asking. But I haven’t come here to talk about my family.”

“Or my health. You’ve come here for this.” He removed a small white envelope from one of the vest’s inside pockets and handed it to Liu. “Prices are on the back.”

Liu glanced around. No one seemed to be paying attention to them. Liu’s guard was standing beyond earshot. The selfie-taking couple had disappeared, but the woman with the stroller was still there. Her phone was slightly pointed toward them. Is she recording this?

He held the envelope close to his chest as he opened it and glanced at the photographs. Their quality was poor, and they looked as if someone had used an old phone in a dark setting to snap the shots. However, it was clear what the objects were. The first two were winged bull statues. A man in a headdress and long beard was standing near the statues, to indicate their size. They were slightly taller than the man. 

Liu smiled. They would be a great addition to his collection. He flipped over the picture and recoiled at the price. “How much room for negotiation?”

“Depends on what you’re buying. No discounts on single items.”

Liu nodded. It was standard practice. He moved to the third item. A gold necklace showing Inanna, the Mesopotamian-Assyrian goddess of love and fertility, resting her foot on the back of a lion crouching next to her. An eight-pointed star hung over her head. That would make a lovely gift for the Russian’s daughter. Liu smiled again. And get me back into his good graces. He glanced at the price, and, this time, he did not flinch. “I want this.” He returned the photograph to Maubeuge.

The Frenchman nodded. “Excellent choice. It’s yours.”

Liu went through the other dozen or so pictures. There were a few items he truly wanted: a box of golden coins embossed with the face of Zenobia, who was a Syrian queen ruling in Palmyra in the third century, and a set of intact ceramic pots etched with lavish decorative motifs. Liu made some calculations, then nodded to himself. It was expensive, but Maubeuge was offering a great deal. “I’ll think about the first two and these ones.” He pointed at the ones he had selected.

“Don’t think for too long. You’re the first one to see these, but there are other buyers.”

“Yes, I know that, and I appreciate the consideration.”

“Two hours?”

“You’ll have my answer by then.”

“Good.” Maubeuge returned the envelope to his pocket. “There’s a new shipment coming in a few weeks, besides this one. Are you interested?”

“Always.”

“Good. These savages don’t know how to preserve their own culture. All they care about is slaughtering each other, through beheading or stoning. They’re destroying these pieces that survived the millennia simply because they’re not Islamic. Extremist idiots took explosives, bulldozers, and sledgehammers to marvelous pieces like these so as to avoid idolatry.” Maubeuge shook his head and cursed under his breath. “As if Iraqis or Syrians were bowing down before these statues. At the most, they visited them in the museum or at archeological sites. Unless we step in and protect these treasures, they’ll all be pulverized, like many other artifacts that, unfortunately, did not survive.” His voice rang with true regret, and he shook his head again.

Liu nodded. “Yes, and then they complain about why our museums and private collectors buy these items. This culture, these civilizations, they are not only of Iraqis or Syrians, they’re a global inheritance, and we can’t let these barbarians destroy everything.”

Maubeuge nodded. “I’ll be waiting for your call.” He folded the paper and handed it to Liu. “There’s an article you might like. Page 2.” He stood up.

Liu nodded and looked at Maubeuge as he tipped his hat. “Au revoir, mon ami.” Goodbye, my friend.

“Take care, old friend.”

Liu followed Maubeuge as he walked with a limp toward the cathedral. Before he had reached the flowery median with the two tall palm trees, a red LaFerrari Aperta thundered in from the left side. It stopped right next to Maubeuge, and the driver—a tall, muscular man in his early thirties—jumped out. Maubeuge got in, sat behind the steering wheel of the convertible supercar, and gunned the engine. The Ferrari jumped forward, then rounded the right corner, gliding down Avenue Saint-Martin.

Liu smiled at Maubeuge’s impressive exit. Even for a millionaire like Liu, a Ferrari convertible was a sight to behold. He had wanted to buy one, but Ferrari had manufactured only two hundred of these automobile engineering marvels, and they all sold out before Liu had a chance to act on his desire. Instead, he had opted for a Lamborghini Aventador Coupe.

Liu’s eyes then went to the newspaper, which was The New York Times. The article Maubeuge had pointed out carried the headline: China Suspected of Hacking CIA Servers. Liu read the first few lines, and the frown across his forehead deepened. 

When he reached the second paragraph and read the nickname of one of the hackers suspected of taking part in the brazen attack, Liu cursed out loud. His outburst caught the attention of a young couple sitting on the next bench. 

Liu didn’t care.

The hacker’s nickname was SPArrow.

Liu had recently used this same hacker for an extremely sensitive operation.

Liu’s mind went into overdrive as he jumped to his feet. Damage control, right away. If SPArrow is compromised, they might tie him to me. I can’t allow that to happen.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Six

 

 

Grand Hyatt Hotel 

Beijing, China

 

Javin had already brought one of the CIS cybersecurity experts and most of the gear that Han would need for the operation to the hotel suite. While Javin possessed advanced skills when it came to computer security systems, he was far from being equipped to ensure that Han was going to stay on the straight and narrow. The team needed a constant pair of eyes monitoring every keystroke of Han’s well-trained hands.

Zhang had initially insisted the observer be an MSS agent, but Javin had dismissed the idea. The reason he had given to Zhang was that the presence of a Chinese operative would add unnecessary pressure on Han. He had already agreed to work with them and do everything he could to assist them. There was no need for additional real or perceived threats. Zhang had disagreed, but because Javin was the team leader, he had overruled the objections of the Chinese agent. 

The true motive behind Javin’s decision was that he did not want Zhang to find out anything that Han might discover the moment it happened. One of the theories about the accident was that this could have been an inside job. If that proved to be the case, Javin would have to tread lightly and make absolutely certain the people who received the newly found intelligence were not already implicated in the affair. While he did not believe that Zhang was involved, Javin thought it was wise to compartmentalize who was receiving the intelligence and when. It served to protect both Zhang and Han.

So Zhang had left the Canadian team and Han at the hotel to attend to another unrelated assignment. His absence fit quite well into Claudia’s plans, as she wanted to discuss with Javin something that was troubling her. After Javin made a fresh pot of coffee, they went into the bedroom and closed the door behind them.

Javin brushed back his short cropped brown hair, then gave Claudia a pensive glance. “So, what is it?”

Claudia sat at the edge of the bed. “It’s something Zhang said when we were at the warehouse.”

“About Han stabbing him in the back?”

“Yes, exactly.”

“That caught my attention too, and I meant to talk to Zhang, but I never got to it.” Javin ran his hand along his jawline. The two-day stubble had started to become itchy.

“I asked him about that on the way here.”

“What did he say?”

“It was part of the show. But I don’t buy it. Han was certain that Zhang was talking about a specific operation.”

“I got the same impression.”

Claudia took a sip of her coffee. “Yes. Zhang admitted that Han worked with MSS on at least a handful of ops.”

“That’s more than what we know. We’ll go to Han and get at least his side of the story. He assumed we would know about it.”

“Should we have known?”

Javin shrugged. “It depends on what the op was, how Han was involved, and how it went sideways...”

“According to Zhang, there were some problems, but nothing in which Han was tangled up.”

Javin studied Claudia’s face for a moment, then sipped his coffee. He shrugged and said, “Still, Han seemed all riled up about it. We need to dig deeper here...”

“I’m on it.” Claudia brought her coffee cup to her mouth.

Javin leaned forward as if to say something, but at that exact moment, his phone rang. The ringtone told him, and Claudia, the identity of the caller. It was Liberty Smith, Javin’s girlfriend.

Claudia stood up and smiled at Javin. “I’ll let you talk to your sweetheart.”

“Thanks.” Javin returned the smile, then picked up the phone. “Yes, Liberty, this is Javin.”

“Javin, babe, how are you doing?”

“I’m doing well, honey. But … your voice tells me something’s wrong…”

Liberty let out a fake laugh. “Do you ever miss anything?”

Not usually, not when it comes to people I care about. “Sometimes. What’s going on?”

“Nothing’s going on, and that’s the problem. My supervisor isn’t giving me any time off at all...”

Javin felt his face tightening in a frown. They were thinking of spending at least a couple of days next week somewhere warm and safe in Europe. Liberty worked as Deputy Camp Manager at the UNHCR Hasan Sham Refugee Camp outside Mosul, in northern Iraq, where she had first met Javin. Iraq in general, and the area surrounding Mosul in particular, were still quite unstable, with terrorist attacks, roadside bombs, and other safety concerns reported on almost a daily basis. “That’s too bad.”

“Yes, she’s saying that I’m irreplaceable.” Another fake laugh. “Especially now that we’ve received that new funding, I have to be around to sign new contracts and help supervise the deliveries and the payments.”

Javin shook his head, feeling slightly guilty about Liberty’s predicament. While Liberty might still be in the dark about the origin of the two-and-a-half-million-dollar grant, she was fully aware who was behind the transaction. He sighed. “Did she say when you might be able to travel?”

“Not this month for sure. Can you come to Mosul?”

Javin shrugged. “No, I won’t be able to do that, Liberty. I’d love to, but I just can’t. Even for my leave to Europe, I would have had to pull some serious strings.”

“Well, then, that’s that, Javin. If I can’t go to Europe, and you can’t come here, this is all we’ve got…”

Javin drew in a deep breath, feeling very helpless. He wished he could do something, anything to see Liberty again. “We can Skype…”

“Eh, the Internet connection isn’t the greatest. Plus, it’s not the same.”

“I’m sorry, Liberty.”

“Yes, me too. Are you someplace nice?”

Javin walked to the window and pulled the curtain to the side.

A bullet pierced the glass and missed his head by mere inches.

Glass fragments scratched the side of his face and neck as Javin fell to the ground. The phone fell out of his hand and cracked as it hit the floor. 

The call ended.

Claudia burst into the room, pistol drawn. “You okay?”

“Yeah, missed me. Seal the door.”

“Got it.”

“Then call Zhang.”

“Where’s the sniper?”

“Don’t know—”

Another round shattered whatever was left of the window’s glass. A hail of bullets began to pound the walls above Javin’s head. He slid across the room and crawled underneath the window, waiting for a pause in the shooting.

When it came, he stole a peek.

The sniper could have been positioned anywhere in the tall tower facing the north side of the hotel. Javin’s eyes searched the rooftop. 

Nothing.

He dropped his eyes to the top floors, examining especially a couple of windows that seemed to be the best location from where to launch such an assault.

No one was there.

Javin sighed, then crawled out of the room.

Han and Benjamin, the CIS agent, were sitting on the floor next to the desk. Claudia was standing by the wall with her pistol pointed at the door. She looked at Javin, then gave him the okay sign with her left hand. “All quiet,” she said in a low voice.

Javin tiptoed toward the door and stood against the wall on the other side. He listened for a moment, then gestured to Claudia that he was heading out. He unlocked the door, then pushed it with the tip of his boot.

A quick barrage came from the hall. Bullets flew a couple of feet away from Javin’s head. A couple pierced the door, but none ricocheted inside the room.

Javin crouched, then slid onto the floor. He aimed his pistol and, once his eyes found the target—a young man standing about ten yards away—he gently tapped the trigger twice. The first bullet struck the man in the chest, the second in the face. He collapsed against the wall, then slid to the floor.

Javin kept the pistol pointed at the shooter even though he was not moving. Javin doubted the shooter was alive, considering the large bloodstains on his body, but his training had kicked in. Adrenaline was jolting through his body, fueling his actions.

He turned his head and glanced at the other side of the hall.

Empty.

“All clear,” he shouted at Claudia, then jumped to his feet. “Check the shooter.”

Javin bolted through the hall in the other direction, toward the staircase.

As he came to one of the doors, a middle-aged woman opened the door.

Almost instinctively, Javin raised his pistol.

The woman screamed at the top of her lungs, then folded onto the floor, fainting because of the shock.

“Oh, come on,” Javin shouted.

He stopped and glanced at the woman. He wanted to help her, but also wanted to give chase to the sniper and whoever else was working with him. He was already late, and the chances of Javin’s catching up to anyone were growing slimmer by the moment. Still, he could not ignore the woman.

So he put the pistol away, stepped inside the room, and checked her vital signs. She was breathing, albeit slowly. Javin placed the woman in the recovery position. On her side, neck extended, to maintain an open airway. The woman was wearing a dress, so no need to loosen any tight clothing.

He smiled at the woman and said, “Sorry about this.”

Out in the hall, he dashed for the staircase. By now, he had almost lost hope that he would see even a speeding vehicle, let alone catch up to the sniper or anyone else in his team. But Javin wasn’t going to give up until he was absolutely certain there was no point.

He ran down the stairs, jumping them three and four at a time. Then he tore through the lobby, skirting other patrons who gave him curious glares. When he reached the sidewalk, he cast a sweeping gaze to the left, then turned his head to the right. 

No screeching tires or gunning engines.

Javin shook his head. These people were professionals. If he were to execute such a hit, he would simply walk through the crowds, at their pace, so he would draw no one’s attention. He would be dressed just like them, hidden in plain sight.

He sighed and looked at the ebb and flow of the people walking on the sidewalk, then he zipped through the slow-moving traffic. He studied the faces of the men and women, but could not put the finger on anyone in particular. So he ran toward the back of the building and circled the entire block, growing more and more desperate with every passing second.

As he came back to the starting point, Javin heaved a deep sigh of resignation. He glanced to the right and caught a glimpse of a short-haired blonde woman in a long red coat that came down to her knees. There was something in her hasty gait that caught his attention and began to trouble him.

Javin tightened his fingers around his Sig Sauer pistol inside his jacket pocket and rushed behind her.

As if she had realized that she was being followed, the woman hurried her pace.

She never turned her head, and Javin was about twenty yards behind her, running through a thin crowd of passers-by. She did not hear him. How did she notice me? Did she notice me, or is this a strange coincidence?

He sped up as the woman was coming close to the corner, then broke into a sprint.

The woman disappeared behind a group of three women carrying large shopping bags.

Javin ran around them.

The woman was gone.

He reached the corner and saw her as she was climbing into the back of a white SUV. It looked like a Mitsubishi, but Javin could not be certain. He squinted at the missing license plate. A second later, the SUV made a left turn and disappeared in traffic.

Javin stood there, perplexed. What had he just seen? Was there enough to go after the woman? 

A couple of police cars zoomed in from the left, screeching to a halt by the entrance to the hotel. The place would soon be teeming with officers. Javin shook his head, deciding not to pursue the woman. I’ve got to talk to Zhang, so we can keep this under wraps. This was supposed to be a discreet op. Javin’s and Claudia’s designation within the CIS was “correctors,” covert operatives dispatched to the field to fix other teams’ errors. They were expected to fly under the radar, get in, fix the situation, and get out without leaving a trace.

He shrugged. This wasn’t my fault. All I did was pull the window curtain to the side. Since when can something like that turn an entire op upside down?

Javin shook his head and walked toward the hotel. The turn of events would make for a lot of unhappy people. I’ll handle them when the time comes. For now, let’s make sure Han and the rest of the team are safe.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seven

 

 

Grand Hyatt Hotel

Beijing, China

 

“So, Pierce, what exactly happened here?” Captain Wu said in a voice full of disappointment.

Javin glanced at the captain standing across the large conference room table. Wu had folded his arms across his chest and had arched his left eyebrow. Then he waved his hand toward Zhang, who was his direct subordinate, sitting to Javin’s right.

“That’s what we’re trying to find out,” Javin said in a calm, firm voice. “It seems the shooters, whoever they are, tracked us here and—”

Wu cut him off. “I’m not asking for the mechanics, Pierce. What is going on here? We have a dead body in the hall, and a sniper on the loose. All in the heart of Beijing, in my sector.”

Javin nodded, but said nothing. When people like Wu turned the conversation from business to personal, there was little value in trying reasonable explanations. Javin glanced at Zhang, but he had lowered his head and was studying something very interesting in the blank notebook in front of him.

Claudia, who was sitting to Javin’s left, took advantage of the tense pause and said, “Captain, do we have an ID on the dead shooter?”

“No,” Wu replied tersely. “We need a face for an ID. And he doesn’t have a face anymore, thanks to him.” He gestured at Javin.

He shrugged. He could understand the captain’s growing frustration, but this was not the right way to approach the situation. From the tone of his voice, it sounded like Captain Wu would have been pleased if the shooters had accomplished their mission. “It was either me or him lying dead in the hall, so...”

Claudia said, “What about fingerprints?”

Wu nodded slowly, but his face remained locked in the irritated grin. “We’re running them through databases. No results yet. He might be clean.”

“Any ideas who might be after Han?” Javin asked.

“No, and that was actually your job.” Wu’s voice rose to almost a shout. “Keeping him safe, so he could find the information about the accident.”

Javin thought about pointing out the fact that Han was, indeed, very safe, but again decided against bringing facts into the conversation. At this moment, Wu did not care much about them. So Javin went with the other approach: “It’s all understood, sir. We’ll do better to keep Han safe. We’ll move him to a secure location.”

The words seem to slightly appease Wu. He offered another small nod. “I will assign another man to the team, since one obviously is not enough.”

Javin glanced at Zhang as a ripple went through the Chinese agent’s body. His face began to turn the color of blood, but he said nothing. He did not even raise his eyes, but only gave a small nod of acknowledgment.

The Canadian agent was not surprised. The Chinese society was ruled by a very authoritarian regime. Supervisors’ orders were never questioned, so as to maintain the orderliness of the organization and operations. Objections were discouraged and punished severely.

Wu shrugged and stepped closer to the table. “That’s all for now. Go out there and get it right this time.” He tipped his head toward the door, and, in case they missed the meaning of his gesture, he waved his arms in that direction.

Out in the hall, Zhang waited until they were a few steps away from the conference room, then cursed Wu under his breath.

It was loud enough for Javin to hear every single word. He spoke passable Chinese, and the curse words were the first ones anyone learned in any language. He said, “I’m sorry he chewed you out in there…”

Zhang shrugged and kept walking toward the elevator. “That’s his style. Never happy. Always blaming others.”

“Well, this time, we’ll get it right.” Javin tried to imitate Wu’s deep low-pitched tone.

“Yes, because we’ve done nothing right so far.” Zhang shook his head. “I’ll find us a safehouse. One of the apartments we use for such situations.”

“And let’s keep this low-key.”

Zhang stopped and turned toward Javin. “What does that mean?”

“It means let’s keep the intel confined to only those in the MSS who need to know.”

Zhang gave him a sideways glance. “Do you think someone inside MSS is compromised?” His voice showed clearly that he interpreted Javin’s words as an insult.

“I don’t know, but it’s an option we must consider.”

Claudia said, “How else would they know about the location?”

“Well, like you said in the meeting with Wu, the assault team somehow followed us.”

Javin shook his head. “I said that because I didn’t want to lay the blame on your service, especially in front of the captain and without any evidence…”

“But you have no problem making such accusations now, in my face.”

“Look, I’m not accusing anyone. I’m just saying that MSS could be one of the options.”

Zhang shook his head.

Claudia said, “If they followed us, how did that happen? We were at the warehouse, where we nabbed Han. No one followed us there.”

“That we know of,” Zhang said.

“We checked, and double-checked,” Claudia said. “Javin and Han got into the Merc, while you and I followed them in the BMW. Did you see anyone behind us?”

“No, but what if Han had some GPS-embedded wearable on him? T-shirt, watch, shoes…”

Javin stepped closer to Zhang. “I ran a full scan on him before we got into the Mercedes, and a second one upon our arrival at the hotel. Do you really think I’ll bring in a hacker without a full-body search?”

“What about the hard drive?”

“Checked it too. It’s clean.”

“Then it could be your security expert. Maybe someone followed him?”

Javin considered the possibility of a surveillance team coming after Benjamin. Has someone intercepted our comms? Then his mind went to the blonde woman in the red coat. What if there’s another possibility here? He shrugged and looked at Zhang. “I’ll look into that. Let’s not exclude anything. We need to make sure this doesn’t happen again. Next time, we might not be this lucky.”

Zhang nodded. “Something we agree upon...”

Javin ignored the jab. After Wu’s tongue-lashing, Javin needed to stay in Zhang’s good books. “Yes. Now, let’s take Han and Benjamin and head to the safehouse.”

Zhang resumed his walk toward the elevator. “Wu’s new guy, whoever that is, will meet us there.”

Javin walked right behind him. “We’ve got to make sure he’s clean too.”

“He’s assigned to the op by Wu. How much cleaner does he have to be?”

“If this was an inside job, like the accident that claimed your brother, everyone’s a suspect.”

Zhang turned his head. “Everyone, including me?”

“You know what I mean, Zhang. Everyone else.”

Of course, he couldn’t tell Zhang that he, as well as Wu, were suspects. Zhang had not been present at the hotel when it had come under attack. His absence could be explained as a coincidence, but it was convenient nonetheless. And the fact that he and Han had a turbulent past also left considerable room for doubt.

Zhang studied Javin’s face for a long moment, seemingly unconvinced by the reply. Then he shrugged and said, “We’ve got to trust each other to make this work...”

“And we do,” Claudia said. “We just need to be careful as we expand the circle of trust.”

“Let in only the right people.”

“Exactly,” Javin said.

The sharp ping announced the arrival of one of the elevators before Zhang had pushed the button.

As the doors opened, Javin’s phone rang. It was Liberty. “This is my girlfriend. Give me a couple of minutes, and I’ll meet you downstairs.”

“Sure,” Zhang said. “We’ll be outside, in the front.”

Claudia gave him a smile.

Javin retreated to a quiet corner of the hall and answered his phone. He explained to Liberty why the call had ended abruptly when he had dropped the phone at the start of the shooting. He tried to be as vague as possible without lying to her, but also without divulging any sensitive information. Their relationship was not based on the complete truth, and that was something that troubled Javin. He wanted to tell Liberty about who he was, and what he did for a living, but he was worried about her reaction. Plus, the agency allowed only one person in an operative’s life to know the whole truth. That person had been Javin’s late wife, and after her passing, it was her sister. He still had a relationship with her family and his nephew, who was going to turn four in two weeks.

Liberty seemed to accept Javin’s explanation without asking many questions. He was not sure if that was a good or bad sign, but he took it at face value. One less thing for me to worry about. He tried to push his concerns about Liberty to the back of his mind. At least for now. I’ve got my hands full.

He took the next elevator to the main floor. Then he stepped through the revolving doors and looked around for Zhang and Claudia, but did not see them. A group of tourists were climbing off a large bus, so Javin walked to the left and around them. He passed by a number of taxis, but still no sign of his team.

Where did they go?

His phone pinged with the arrival of a text message. It was from Claudia: Change of plans. We’re in the back. Wu’s with us, and we’re waiting for the new guy.

Javin nodded, but before he could turn around, his eyes noticed a white SUV gliding slowly from the right and around the driveway circling the large water fountain. The back window behind the driver was rolled down, and a blonde woman stared at him.

Javin froze in place as their eyes met.

He recognized her.

The woman was Yael Rosenberg, a former Mossad covert operative, and she had some unfinished business with Javin.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eight

 

 

Outside the Grand Hyatt Hotel

Beijing, China

 

Javin’s first reaction was to pull his pistol, but the gesture was going to cause panic among the tourist crowd around him. They were scattered all around him, making it difficult for Yael or the driver to fire an accurate shot at him. Still, he didn’t like being in this tight spot.

So he turned his body to the side and stepped closer to the nearest marble pillar. His hand went inside his jacket, toward the shoulder holster.

Yael offered Javin a small nod. Her eyes never left his face, but there was no menace in them. Her look was calm, calculated, and insistent.

The driver slowed down, and Yael leaned out of the window. “Javin, a word…” She invited him with her hand.

Javin peered deep into her eyes. When they had last seen each other in Geneva, Yael had promised he would see her again. Then she had said, “The pleasure of pulling the trigger will be all mine.” Has she come here to keep that promise? He shook his head and leaned against the pillar.

“Javin, come on, you have nothing to be afraid of…” Yael’s voice rang with a hint of scorn.

Javin did not reply. His right hand was inside the jacket, holding the pistol, which was ready for action.

Yael shook her head, then leaned back in her seat.

A moment later, the SUV stopped. The back door opened, and Yael stepped outside. She pulled on the collar of her coat and tightened it around her body in such a way that it was obvious she was not carrying a gun. She was wearing a gray double-breasted button skirt and a black turtleneck and walked hastily toward him. “I just want to talk.”

Javin didn’t like her confident stride. He kept his fingers wrapped around the pistol’s grip and pulled the gun a couple of inches. He could not see the hands of the driver or of the front seat passenger, a tall man perhaps in his early thirties. Yael could also have someone else in the crowd or in the vehicles or buildings nearby pointing a weapon at him. His eyes did a quick search, but returned nothing.

Yael stopped when she was a couple of yards away from him. “Javin, let’s have a chat.”

“About what?”

“About what just happened upstairs.” She tipped her head toward the hotel.

“Was that you?”

Yael smiled. “Javin, please put your gun away, so we can talk like friends.”

Javin snorted. “We’re not friends, Yael. The last time I saw you, you threatened to kill me.”

“Many things have happened since then.”

“Things that have made you change your mind?” The pistol was still in his hand.

“Perhaps.” Yael stepped closer. “Look, you have nothing to fear. I’m unarmed, and you’re the one with the gun.” She gestured toward his chest.

“What about them?” He cocked his head toward the SUV.

“They’re just waiting for us, so we can go for a short ride.”

“I’m not going anywhere with you.”

Yael nodded. “I understand your reluctance. I’d do the same if I were in your situation.”

She raised her right hand and waved to the driver to go.

He put the SUV in gear and rounded the corner.

Yael said, “They’re gone. Now, let’s go inside. Buy me a cup of coffee, and we’ll chat.”

Javin nodded slowly and slid the Sig Sauer pistol back in its holster. His measuring glance swept over her.

“Javin, I told you I’m unarmed, but if you want to check…” She raised her arms.

Javin shook his head. “That won’t be necessary.”

Yael shrugged. “Your choice.”

“I’ve got to make a call.” He pulled out his phone and waved for Yael to walk in front of him.

When Claudia answered, Javin said, “Something came up. I’ll meet you at the location, but send me the address.”

“What is it?” Her voice rang with concern. “Why the delay?”

“Delay” was the codeword to check if Javin was in trouble, or if he had a gun pressed against his head. In their line of work, trouble came at any moment, even in the most dull, routine activities. A visit to the bathroom could get someone killed.

“It’s all good, K.” Javin gave her the agreed-upon reply that he was not in danger. “I just need fifteen minutes. Go ahead without me.”

“Okay. Talk to you soon.”

“Be safe.”

“You too.”

Yael slowed down and waited for Javin to catch up to her. “Was that Claudia?” She gestured at the phone.

“She says, ‘Hi’.”

Yael grinned and her hazel eyes peered at Javin’s smirking face. “I heard the call. You didn’t tell her about me.”

Javin shrugged. “Let’s go inside.” He held the glass door open for Yael.

Inside the lobby, they headed toward the restaurant. Javin pointed at one of the tables next to the window and near a side door. “Here is good.”

Yael nodded. She removed her red coat and placed it on the side of the armchair.

A waitress approached them before they had gotten comfortable in their seats.

“Cappuccino,” Yael said, “with a shot of caramel.”

“Coffee, black,” Javin said.

“I’ll be back shortly.” The waitress gave them a slight bow.

When she was beyond earshot, Javin leaned forward. “So, Yael, the sniper, was that—”

She stopped him with a raised hand. “Let me start at the beginning, so you’ll get the full picture.”

“Go ahead.”

“After Geneva, after you got me kicked out of Mossad, I began to look for freelance work.”

Javin wanted to interrupt and clarify that it was Yael’s extreme actions that had necessitated Javin’s extreme response. But he didn’t. He just nodded.

Yael said, “I was furious, smoking mad at you for what you had done to me. Don’t get me wrong; my feelings haven’t changed. My approach to the situation has changed.”

Javin nodded again, then, taking advantage of a slight pause, said, “How so?”

“I made some quick calculations, and realized that I wouldn’t gain anything if you were dead. Why waste a lot of energy and resources for simple revenge?”

Javin gave her a puzzled look. “I’m confused.”

Yael offered a small smile. “I would be risking my life and the lives of a lot of people coming after you just to satisfy my thirst for payback. It just wasn’t worth it. Well, maybe at first for me, but not for the rest of my team. At the end of the op, they’d need more than good feelings.”

Javin’s face began to draw in a dark frown. He was starting to follow Yael’s line of reasoning. “So you asked around?”

“Yes, I did. You’ve made a lot of enemies over the years, Javin. Some powerful ones, who have the means to pay handsomely for your assassination.”

Javin clenched his teeth for a long moment and glanced up as the waitress brought their drinks. She placed them on the table, then offered the patrons a bright smile. “Anything else?”

“I’m good. You?” Yael said.

Javin nodded. “Thanks.”

The waitress bowed and left.

Yael took a sip of her cappuccino. “It’s good, but it needs some sweetness to it.” She put in a teaspoon full of sugar and began to stir it around.

“So, you accepted a contract to kill me?”

Yael shrugged. “What can I say? I lost my job, and a girl’s got to work. Plus, like I said, this hit was mixing business with pleasure.” She sipped her cup and nodded. “Yeah, now it’s really good.”

“Who hired you?”

“We’re moving too fast.”

“Sorry, I’m impatient since we’re talking about my life and death...”

“You’re still alive, right?”

Javin held Yael’s ice-cold gaze for a long moment.

She said, “So, we negotiated the details. This is a rush job, so I began to follow you closely. I missed you by a few hours when you were in Mosul. Then, I lost track of you when you traveled to Europe...”

Javin’s frown had spread across his face. His mind was racing at all the information Yael was unloading on him. He knew he was always a step ahead of death, but learning there was an open contract on his life had started to unnerve him. “Then where did you find me again?”

Yael smiled. “I shouldn’t have to tell you that. You’re smart, Javin, and you’ll figure out my sources.”

“Within my agency?”

Yael stirred her cappuccino. “Your coffee is getting cold...”

“What happened next?”

“I found you in Beijing, and you know the rest.”

“Yes, how the sniper almost blew my head off.”

“Javin, you know I ‘missed’ on purpose.”

“That was you?”

“A warning shot.”

“More like a warning barrage.”

Yael waved a dismissive hand. “I could see you were well hidden. I aimed high and none of the bullets ever came close to you. If I really wanted you dead, Javin, I wouldn’t have missed. It was only three hundred yards. Daylight. Very little wind. But I wouldn’t go for a sniper ambush. My specialty is explosives.”

Javin nodded slowly. There was certainly some truth to Yael’s words. She was exaggerating, of course, for effect, but the fact remained that Javin was not untouchable. “And the guy in the hall?”

“A local thug. Expendable. I’ll give you the name so the police can stop their search.” She pulled out a pen and began to jot it down on the back of one of the napkins the waitress had brought along with their drinks.

“And what do you want?”

“For giving you your life back?” Yael shrugged. “I don’t know, Javin. What is it worth to you?”

“Yael, I’m not in the mood for games.”

Yael leaned forward. “I’m dead serious, Javin. Say I decide not to go through with this contract—although I don’t see a reason why I should do that—do you think they’re not going to send a new team? A team that might be more ruthless and unwilling to bargain?”

Javin held her gaze for a long moment. There was a look of concern that seemed genuine. “So, you really don’t want to kill me?”

“Not if I can help it, and not if I get what I want...”

“Which is?”

Yael sighed. “Which is complicated, but doable.”

“Can you be more specific?”

“Sure. I want you to get me back into Mossad.”


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nine

 

 

Grand Hyatt Hotel

Beijing, China

 

“Yael, you’ve got to be kidding me...”

“No, Javin, I’m as serious as the plague.”

“How am I supposed to do that?”

Yael shrugged. “I’m sure you can find a way. You got me kicked out; you’ll get me back in.”

“This is impossible, Yael.”

“No such thing, Javin.”

“Maybe theoretically, but the reality is different.”

“Like I said, it’s complicated, but doable.”

Javin shook his head. “I don’t know, Yael. But what’s stopping me from shooting you dead right here, right now?”

Yael flinched and her right hand dropped down under the table. “You could do that, but you won’t, for two reasons.” She began to count with her left-hand fingers. “First, your conscience. You will not kill an unarmed woman, in such a public place, with so many security cameras.” She waved her hand in the air.

“They can all be erased.”

“Right, but will you be able to erase this from your conscience?”

“I can sure try.”

Yael shrugged. “Even if you could do that—which I seriously doubt—the second, perhaps more important reason, is because you know there will be a second team, and a third, if you were lucky enough to survive the second. But ask yourself, how long can you go on like this? Looking over your shoulder, never knowing if you’ll draw your next breath?”

“I’m used to it.”

“Of course you are, but this is different, Javin. You know it. But if you help me, you’ll get your life back, and you’ll get the name of the one who wants you dead. To me, that sounds like a great deal.”

He pondered her words, realizing that she was right. Her proposal was difficult, but it offered him a way out. Unless she’s making all this up and there’s no contract… He took a sip of his now-cold coffee and said nothing for a long moment. “What happened after you left Mossad?”

“Why do you ask?”

“So I know what I’m dealing with.”

Yael smiled. “Is that a ‘yes’? Are you agreeing to our deal?”

“I’m considering it, but I need to know the mess I’m getting into.”

Yael sighed. “When I heard about my termination order, I was fuming mad. It was mostly because I did nothing wrong; I just followed orders. I never disagreed with them; I went on with the plan. But, I was thrown out—no, kicked out because of you.”

“I’ve heard that, Yael. Can we get over it?”

“I’ll get over it once I’m back with my agency. Anyway, I talked to my chief and his chief and went as high up the chain of command as I could. I was told that a decision was made, and I was out. I don’t know what you told them or gave them to make Mossad do your bidding, but I’m sure you can do it again, so they can change their mind.”

Javin shrugged. “Yael, if you burned all bridges on your way out—”

“I did blow up and said some regrettable things, I admit that. In my state, when I felt betrayed by my own service and discarded like expired goods, my reaction—overreaction—was more than justified. But I did nothing stupid.”

“But what do your bosses think about it?

Yael’s face formed a grin. “Will they want to work with me again, now that I’m a loose cannon and that they’ll be forced to accept me back? I doubt it.”

“So, how will this work?”

“A new section, fresh start, people I haven’t worked with before.”

“A clean slate?”

“There’s no such thing, but as close to it as possible…”

Javin nodded slowly. “This … this is not going to be easy, and it will take some time…”

Yael returned the nod. “You’re correct about the first; wrong about the second. You’re running out of time…”

“Yael, you’re gaining nothing by forcing my hand.”

“I’m not, Javin. The ones who hired me, they want results…”

“Yes, about these people, who are they?”

“Do we have a deal?”

Javin hesitated for a second, then said, “We do.”

Yael smiled. “Good. I didn’t want to kill you.”

“That’s comforting.”

“The ones giving the order … Remember Mr. Fox?”

“What?” Javin’s hand trembled. He almost dropped the coffee cup and spilled some on the table, creating a large stain on the white tablecloth. “MI6 hired you to kill me?”

“Not exactly MI6,” Yael replied, referring to the British Secret Intelligence Service, better known as MI6. “He’s no longer with the service.”

“What’s the name?”

“Charles ‘Chuck’ Sawyer.”

Javin racked his brain, but came up empty. “Sawyer? I don’t recognize the name…”

“I didn’t think so. But he obviously knows you, and quite well, I might add, since he wants you dead.”

“Who is he?”

“Until recently, Sawyer was Deputy Director for Counter-Terrorism, before retiring from the agency.”

“What was the reason?”

“I didn’t ask.”

“So, Mr. Sawyer wants me dead or alive?”

“No, not alive.”

“He must really hate me to start a personal vendetta.”

“I’d say it’s justified, considering you killed his protégé.”

“I didn’t kill anyone.”

Yael cocked her head. “Are you saying that you had nothing to do with the … let’s call it ‘accident’?”

Javin didn’t answer right away but studied her face. She was giving him a knowing grin. “The official statement from MI6 noted that Fox died because of a heart attack. He was known to suffer from high blood pressure and some other heart condition. The man was under a lot of stress.”

“Right. Stress didn’t kill him.”

“Look, I’ve gone through this once. MI6 launched an inquiry and looked into a number of people. I was one of the suspects, yes, but the investigation cleared me. I was not in the country when it happened. They checked my alibi.” He shrugged.

“We both know that means nothing. You could have ordered the hit on Fox.”

“And now Sawyer is ordering a hit on me?”

“An eye for an eye, Javin…”

“I thought that was the modus operandi only of the Jews.”

“You wish. Look, Javin, whatever you did or didn’t do, I couldn’t care less. But I want you to know that Sawyer believes not only that you were somehow involved in Fox’s death, but that you actually are responsible for it. Perhaps not fully; but to him, you’re one of the major players.”

Javin shook his head. “How much is he paying you?”

Yael smiled. “I don’t discuss details. That’s client-assassin privilege. But I can assure you, it’s a lot of money. Too good an offer to pass by … at least for unscrupulous people.”

Javin nodded. He was already thinking of a few options on how to best deal with the situation.

Yael said, “Sawyer is a very impatient man. MI6 has reopened the inquiry, but he’s not waiting for its findings.”

“Why are they reopening it?”

“Not sure. Again, I couldn’t care less, but I thought you’d want to know.”

Javin gave Yael a weary smile. “I appreciate the heads-up and what you’re doing.”

Yael leaned closer to Javin. “Don’t misunderstand this as weakness, Javin. I’m not doing this for you as much as for myself.”

“That goes without saying—”

“Right, but let’s say it, so we both know where we stand.”

Javin nodded. He opened his mouth to speak, but Yael sprang to her feet. “Police, behind you.”

“What?”

“No, stay down.” Yael pulled a pistol from her ankle holster and pointed it over Javin’s head. “Stay back, back!” She shouted in English, then in Chinese.

Patrons at the nearby tables scurried to safety as they toppled chairs and plates and cups.

Javin didn’t know if he was more surprised at Yael’s pulling a gun or her shouting at the Beijing police to stay back in their own language. “Yael, you told me you were unarmed…”

“We don’t have time for this, Javin.” She kept her pistol aimed at somewhere behind him. “But you should have searched me.”

Loud shouts came from the other end of the restaurant.

Yael shouted back, then fired a couple of rounds high above everyone’s head. “Javin, I’ve got to go, but I’m glad we have a deal.”

“Yes, I’ll be in touch.”

“I’m counting on it. You have twenty-four hours.”

“And you have my word.”

She smiled. “That’s good.”

Javin glanced over his shoulder as he stood up. Two police officers were crouched near the south entrance to the restaurant. They had their guns drawn, but they had yet to fire a round.

When Javin turned his head toward Yael, she was gone. He shrugged at the almost unreal turn of events. I’ve got to deal with this situation before it gets completely out of hand.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Ten

 

 

Grand Hyatt Hotel

Beijing, China

 

It took only a couple of minutes to clarify Javin’s role in the restaurant shooting. Once he mentioned Captain Wu, the police officers were eager to let him go. He had not fired his weapon and was not a suspect. And he promised to help them find the woman in red, whose name, of course, he was not at liberty to share with them at this time.

As he summoned a taxi, Javin looked in all directions. He was not expecting to see Yael, since they had struck a deal. But he was not certain if a second team had been dispatched to eliminate him. Sawyer was a senior official in MI6 with years of experience in running such operations. Considering his hate for me, it’s not out of the question for him to put in place redundancy measures, in case Option 1 fails.

Javin frowned as he entered the taxi. He gave the driver the approximate address of the safehouse, then sat in the backseat. How did Sawyer connect me to Fox’s death? I thought the SVR had buttoned this up...

The SVR, or Sluzhba Vneshney Razvedki, was the Russian Foreign Intelligence Service. At Javin’s request, Mila Kuznetsova, a tough-as-nails covert operative, had dispatched an SVR team to London to poison the MI6 director. At the time, the unsanctioned operation had seemed the right choice, payback for what Fox had done to Javin and his team in Turkey and Syria. However, in hindsight, perhaps it had not been the best option to settle accounts with Fox.

Javin shrugged. “Well, you know what they say about hindsight...” he whispered to himself.

The whisper, however, must have been louder than he intended, since the driver turned his head. “Hind ... sai ... don’t know, no, don’t know what is that...” he said in broken English.

“Nothing important.” Javin shook his head. “I was talking to myself.”

“Stupid men talk to self. You me talk.”

“Eh, it’s okay. But I appreciate the offer.”

“Appre...”

“I’m okay. Thank you. Xiè xie.” Javin said a couple of the few words he knew in Chinese. It meant thank you.

The driver shrugged and turned on the radio.

To the tune of what Javin thought resembled folk music, they drove for the next fifteen minutes. The safehouse was in the Jinsong Residential District, along Jinsong Road. Javin looked at the tall towers rising up on both sides. They were known simply as Community Buildings, each with its unique number. The safehouse where Han was taken was in Building No. 121, across from Jinsong Road. When they were about three blocks away, Javin tapped the driver on the shoulder and pointed to the side of the road. “Stop there.”

The driver shook his head. “No good there.”

“Just stop, okay? Right there, there.”

The driver shrugged and pulled over.

Javin paid him and stepped outside. He stood on the side of the road and studied the vehicles zooming past them. No one stopped or even slowed down.

He remained there until the cab driver left. Then he waited a while longer and, when he saw a gap in traffic, he dashed across the three lanes.

When he reached the building, he dialed Claudia’s number to give the team the heads-up he was going to be at the safehouse shortly. When Claudia answered the phone, she said, “Javin, where are you?”

“Downstairs. Why, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong. Hadn’t heard from you in a while, so I was wondering if you were tied up with something…”

“Yes, I was, but I’ll tell you later.”

“Something tells me it’s not good…”

“You’re right, but it’s not bad either. Well, not yet.”

“Let’s see how we can make it better.”

“Sure, but first, let’s deal with Han.”

In the small apartment, Javin found Han and Benjamin in front of the computer station set up in the bedroom. They were working almost simultaneously on four laptops. Two of them were showing footage from the security cameras that had recorded the accident where the two MSS agents were killed. The other laptops had black screens with indecipherable lines of code scrolling up. “Any progress?” Javin asked.

Benjamin swiveled in his chair and removed his black-framed oval-shaped glasses. “No, nothing yet. We’ve started with a couple of suspects that Han believes are the most likely to have been involved.”

Javin glanced at Han, who was studying one of the laptops playing a recording in slow motion. He rewound one of the files and slowed it down even more. He leaned closer to the screen, then magnified the blurry image so that the back of a white van filled the entire screen. Then he nodded to himself. “We’ve got something,” he said in a triumphant voice. “Check this out.”

Javin stepped closer to Han, while Claudia and Zhang dashed in from the living room. “What is it?” Zhang asked.

“The letters, see the letters on this bumper sticker. What do they say?”

Javin peered at the image, but it was too fuzzy for any positive identification. He felt like he was sitting in the optometrist’s chair while the doctor made him try on eyeglasses with different prescriptions. “Can’t tell. Is that an ‘S’? And followed by a ‘P’? And what’s that line underneath?”

“Yes, yes, very good.” Han smiled. “The rest is difficult to read, but the third letter looks like an ‘A,’ right?”

Zhang shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t even see the ‘S.’ That could be an ‘O’ and the other letter a ‘D.’”

Benjamin said, “No, Han’s right. The two letters are ‘S’ and ‘P.’ And the line, that’s an arrow.”

Zhang nodded. “All right, let’s say you folks are right. What does this mean?”

“It means this could be SPArrow.”

“Who’s that?” Javin asked.

“He’s an infamous hacker, best known for spear phishing, thus the first two letters. The arrow is the symbol he likes to use.”

“What’s spear phishing?” asked Claudia.

Benjamin said, “You know phishing, when a hacker goes after personal information, logins, credit cards and the like, but using a broad approach, kind of like casting a wide net to see what he catches ... Well, spear phishing is more targeted, more personalized. It requires more thought and strategy, and, of course, more skills.”

“Okay, here’s my question: Why would this guy tell everyone, on a bumper sticker, that he’s SPArrow?”

Han shrugged. “His nickname is quite obscure. Only a handful of people would know about it. And the sign is not very prominent. The police and the MSS analyzed these videos and missed it.”

Claudia nodded.

Benjamin said, “I’ve never heard of SPArrow.”

Javin said, “And this doesn’t mean it’s his vehicle. This could be someone, anyone that plastered a sticker on the back of his car.”

“Right. But it’s a lead we should follow,” Han said.

Zhang shrugged. “MSS followed all leads. This guy, whoever drove this car, and his passengers, they were all interrogated and cleared. I’m sure it’s somewhere there in the paperwork.” He gestured at a couple of stacks of papers set on the floor by the window.

“I’m sure they did,” Han said, “but were they looking for hackers at that time?”

Zhang did not answer right away. He thought about it for a moment, then said, “No, I don’t think so. They were looking for witnesses.”

Javin said, “What about after it was determined this could have been an assassination?”

“I’ll have to check, but from what I remember, MSS couldn’t find everyone they had first interrogated. A week or more had passed since the initial contacts, and some of the people didn’t answer their phones or were not at the addresses they had given,” Zhang said.

“That should have been a clue,” Han said.

Zhang gave him a frown. “It was, but when you’re looking at over fifty people without any real indication as to who is more important than the rest, it’s easy to overlook one or two. Now that we have a more targeted approach, we can go after these people.”

Javin shrugged. “I doubt we’ll find them. The car was probably stolen or has changed hands. And the crew, I doubt they gave their correct addresses. I wouldn’t be surprised if they’re no longer in Beijing or even in China.”

“It’s worth a try,” Zhang said.

“Or not,” Claudia said. “We don’t want to tip our hand, in case these people, who, let’s assume, worked for SPArrow, still have eyes and ears and can monitor what MSS agents are doing.”

Zhang peered at Claudia and nodded. “I see what you mean...”

Javin said, “Right, let’s keep this quiet, for now. And let Han and Benjamin do their job.”

Han nodded. “Yes, now that we have a name—well, a potential name—we’ll check out his online network. See what he’s up to. I’ll ask around, see what I can find. Use any and all sources to dig up something.”

Claudia cocked her head. “But if this SPArrow guy is behind the assassination of the MSS agents, wouldn’t he be pretty good at hiding his tracks?”

Han gave her a wry grin. “He is not pretty good. He’s one of the best. But the problem with online comms is that you can be as careful and secure as possible, use encryption and firewalls. But what about your contacts? What if they are exposed? An expert hacker can infiltrate the contacts’ network, intercept their communications, and work his way back to the target.”

“And you will do that?” Zhang asked in a tone that left no room for Han to answer in any other way but positive.

Han shrugged. “You didn’t bring me here for my good looks, right?”

Claudia smiled at Han. “I think you’re quite handsome.”

Zhang groaned. “Let’s not waste time.”

Han shrugged again and swiveled in his chair.

Javin looked at Zhang. “Check with MSS on those files and get Han names, places, dates, anything that can help him narrow down his search.”

Zhang nodded. “What are you going to do?”

Javin tipped his head toward the door.

When he, Zhang, and Claudia were in the living room and beyond earshot of Han, Javin said in a low voice, “I’ve got to talk to Claudia for a moment, about what happened at the hotel.”

“Shouldn’t you tell me that too?”

“I will, but some of this is classified, for CIS personnel only.”

Zhang shrugged. “But this is our operation.”

“Right, so I will tell you the part that affects our op.”

Zhang nodded, but the frustrated look remained on his face. “Yes, do so. Now, I’ll go for a walk, so you can talk among yourselves, in private.”

“No, we’ll step outside. I need some fresh air.”

“There’s no fresh air outside.”

“An expression, Zhang.” Javin looked at Claudia and headed toward the door.

They walked through the small park and found a couple of concrete benches. A group of children were chasing each other around the trees and the other benches. A few of them gave Javin and Claudia curious and confused looks, perhaps wondering how the two Canadian agents looked different from the Chinese children.

Claudia said, “What’s going on?”

“Remember Yael Rosenberg?”

“Yes, the Mossad agent that tried to kill you in Riyadh.”

“She’s back for her pound of flesh.”

Claudia flinched. “What? The hotel shooting ... that was her?”

“Yes.”

“How do you know? The police...”

“No, Yael met up with me.”

Claudia gave Javin a glance of disbelief. “And you’re still alive and breathing?”

“Yes, Yael now wants something more important.”

Javin told her about the conversation with the former Mossad operative.

Claudia kept shaking her head and, when Javin was finished, she said, “I’m sure you’re thinking this as well: How did she track you down to Beijing and to the hotel?”

“Yael is a determined, scorned woman, with endless resources. Even now that she’s out of her agency, she still has contacts. And with Sawyer in the mix, it’s just making things easier for her...”

“Yes, Sawyer, that turns this into a huge problem.” She gave him a look of concern, but also with a certain amount of frustration.

“Come on, Claudia, say it,” Javin said in a slightly tense voice as he interpreted her look.

Claudia shook her head. “No, Javin, I’m not going to do that. We all make mistakes. Rather than blame you or whoever messed up, let’s work on fixing this.”

Javin nodded. He remembered vividly how Claudia had warned him about his involvement in Fox’s death. Her words, “This could go wrong in so many ways,” still echoed in his mind. She was right. He sighed. “First, we got to find the leak and discredit it.”

“If there is a leak...”

“You think Sawyer is acting purely on speculation and suspicion?”

“It could be. It happens all the time in our world. Who did you talk to about ... removing Fox from this life?”

Javin hesitated for a moment, but then nodded. “Mila and the SVR.”

Claudia bit her lip and shook her head. She leaned forward, and it looked like she was going to speak, but then she shrugged. She sighed and thought about her answer for a moment. “Well, your Russian girlfriend will know what to do.”

“She’s not my girlfriend—”

“But she’d like very much to be, and, if I recall it correctly, you haven’t told her about Liberty, have you?”

Javin let out a deep sigh. “It’s ... it’s complicated.”

Claudia rolled her eyes. “That’s what men say when they’re being jerks. Uncomplicate it, Javin. For both her and you.” She spread out her hands. “You know Mila will find out sooner or later, if she hasn’t already... She’s not one of the best SVR operatives for nothing...”

“Yes, I should tell her. Maybe not right away, since I need to find out what might have happened here.”

“Yes, so many things could have gone wrong. I mean, if Sawyer truly has or had a source in the SVR or is not acting just on instinct. You were one of Fox’s enemies, well ... maybe enemy is a strong word, but one of the people he butted heads with... And Fox had made many enemies. But this could be an SVR operative going rogue.”

Javin nodded. “Yes, I’ve got to find out what’s going on here.”

Claudia gave him a look of reassurance. “Yes, we’ll both figure it out, Javin.”

“I’ll talk to Zhang first, then give Mila a call.”


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eleven

 

 

MSS Safehouse, Building No. 121

Beijing, China

 

Zhang felt vindicated by Javin’s admission that the shooting at the Grand Hyatt hotel was related to him and not Han or any one of the MSS agents involved in this operation. Then Zhang expressed his displeasure that Javin had pointed the finger at the MSS, without investigating all the circumstances. Javin repeated that he expected Zhang and everyone else to examine all potential options and share all results with the team, as Javin had done. While the MSS was clear as far as this shooting was concerned, there was still the matter of Han and Zhang’s exchange at the warehouse. What are they hiding from us? Claudia had activated a couple of CIS’s assets who had contacts inside the MSS, and Javin was going to have a talk with Han. Yes, but after I’m done with Mila.

He excused himself and returned to the park. Two elderly women were sitting on the bench where Javin and Claudia had had their earlier conversation. The women were knitting sweaters: colorful and long and seemingly warm. He tightened the collar of his jacket as a sharp wind gust blew across his face, and he wondered why he hadn’t brought gloves. Javin stood about ten yards away from the women, near a small tree. He brushed back his hair and reached for his phone. He thought for a moment about how he was going to bring up the matter of Fox to Mila and nodded slowly to himself.

Mila did not answer right away, and Javin tapped his foot on the withered grass. The third ring went unanswered, then Mila said, “My dear Javin. I had to dash out of a meeting ... how urgent is this call?”

“Eh, quite urgent actually.” It wasn’t how Javin had wanted to start the call, but if it had to be this way... “How are you doing, Mila?”

“Okay, I think. But ... I miss you, Javin.” Her voice took on her usual playful tone. “You called me to say you’re coming to Moscow?”

“Oh, I wish.” He really didn’t, but he thought that’s what Mila wanted to hear.

“No, you don’t. But that’s all right. The winter is coming, so let’s meet somewhere warm.”

“French warm?”

“No, I’ve been to France way too many times.”

“But can you actually go there?”

“Of course.”

“Legally?”

Mila hesitated for a brief moment. “Eh, legally is a fluid term.”

“Well, I don’t want the French police breaking up our party, so—”

“Did I hear you say ‘party’?”

“Yes, I said that.”

“You never party, Javin. So this must be special...”

Javin did not want to mislead Mila. She had her own ideas and needed no extra encouragement. “Spain, then?”

“Sure, never been to Barcelona.”

“Tomorrow?”

“Oh, it’s that urgent?”

“Yes, unfortunately.”

Maybe it was his last word, or maybe Mila noticed something in his voice, because she said, “Javin, this meeting is going to be all about business, isn’t it?”

“For the most part.”

“What happened?”

“I’ve got a problem. It’s about the London op.”

“Which one, Javin?”

“The ‘Coffeehouse’ one.”

Mila did not reply right away, and Javin figured she was trying to recall what the codename meant. Fox had been poisoned while enjoying a double shot of espresso at a Starbucks close to MI6 headquarters.

Javin said, “Ring a bell?”

“Yes, yes, it’s coming to me. The one who liked espresso?”

“That one.”

“And what’s the problem?”

“The man’s boss thinks I was behind the assassination. And there’s a hitman squad hunting me…”

“Oh, Javin. How did this happen?”

“I’m not sure.” He chose his words carefully and tried his best not to assign blame. He wanted to say, That’s why I called you, Mila…

“Javin, give me some time to look into this and find out what happened, okay?”

“Sure, I’ll send you what I have, and let’s stop this.”

“Of course, but are you okay?”

“I’m safe, for now, but a new attack will come soon.”

“A new attack? Will you tell me what’s going on?”

“When I see you tomorrow.”

“Okay, I’ll dispatch a team to—”

“No, Mila, I don’t need bodyguards.”

“Javin, your life’s in danger. And these are not simple bodyguards, but highly-trained mercs.”

“I appreciate the offer, but I can do without mercenaries, Mila. At least for now. Let’s focus on where the leak came from, if there was a leak.”

“I’m on it, Javin. I’ll get the merc team on stand-by, just in case.”

“That’s good, Mila.”

“Anything else?”

“No, that’s it from here.”

“Where’s ‘here’?”

Javin smiled and looked around as another wind gust swept back his wavy hair. “Somewhere windy and ice cold.”

“Sounds like home.”

He made some quick calculations. Beijing was over three thousand and five hundred miles away from Russia’s capital. “I’m nowhere close to Moscow.”

“Well, it would be nice to see you and catch up tomorrow.” Her voice took on the initial warmth with which she had first answered the call. “And perhaps we can have some fun, that is, once we’ve taken care of this business…”

“We’ll see how it goes,” he said in a noncommittal tone.

“All right, my Javin. Take care now, okay?”

“I’ll try, Mila.”

“You do that. Bye now.”

“Bye.”

He ended the call and sighed. He wasn’t sure what he hoped Mila would discover. One part of him wanted the leak to be somewhere from inside the team she had dispatched to eliminate the MI6 director. In this way, they could resolve this situation. But if the traitor was part of the Russian team or somehow related to them, Mila’s life could also be in danger. Whoever the traitor was, he or she might also have access to other secrets belonging to both the Russian and the Canadian agents and their relationship.

Javin shrugged and decided to shelve these thoughts. He had done as much as he could without bringing this personal matter to the forefront and without drawing the attention of anyone from the CIS, especially his direct supervisor, Michael Bateaux. He was Javin and Claudia’s boss and Director of Intelligence for the Europe Division. After the recent return to the ranks of CIS and their old assignments as correctors, Javin and Claudia were still in a precarious position. If Bateaux so much as caught a whiff of what Javin might have done, that would be the end of his career. It also would not exclude the possibility of an internal inquiry that could result in criminal charges being brought against Javin.

He sighed again as he thought of his seemingly hopeless situation. I can lose my life if Yael does not return to Mossad. Or I can lose my life if Mila and I can’t find the traitor—if there is a traitor—and we can’t stop Sawyer. Or I can say goodbye to CIS and spend the rest of my days in jail…

None of those options held any appeal. He walked at a brisk pace to the apartment, with his hands deep in his jacket pockets. There has to be another way. I have to find another way.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twelve

 

 

Hotel de Paris

Monte Carlo, Monaco

 

Liu peered at the phone, slightly annoyed at the interruption caused by its sharp beep. He was getting ready for his private massage in his diamond suite and was half-dressed. He glanced through the slightly open door of his bedroom at the two gorgeous-looking women waiting for him by the massage bed set in the second bedroom. He tiptoed toward the door and closed it, then glanced at the phone as it rang again. It was Guo, one of his best cutthroats, whom Liu dispatched for discreet jobs—like in the case of SPArrow. But the assassin was early. Liu had just assigned the task a few hours ago. Guo was good, but was he really that good, considering the target? Did he already take care of this problem?

“Yes, is it done?”

“Sir, we’ve run into a complication.”

Liu cursed out loud. “I sent you so there wouldn’t be any complications.” He spat out the last word full of scorn.

“The situation had taken a turn for the worse before I was given this assignment. At 1100 hours, SPArrow was seen leaving his apartment. The CCTV cameras of a convenience store across from his building captured him getting into the backseat of a white Audi SUV. That’s his last known location.”

Guo did not have to explain, as Liu had called Guo at 12:00, and he had not started to work on the hacker situation until 1:30. The first order of business had been for Guo to determine if SPArrow had been involved in the hacking attack against the CIA servers. While SPArrow was not reckless or a fool, he was also known for daring infiltrations, especially for the right price. 

Guo had reached out to his contacts, who had not been able to confirm whether the hacker had anything to do with the attack. But they also could not exclude his participation. There were bits and pieces, circumstantial evidence that, when put together, could be interpreted either way, depending on the viewpoint and the goal of whoever was reviewing the evidence. Conversations, email trails, rumors that something major was in the works. Then the New York Times article and SPArrow’s hasty exit.

“Any idea where he went?”

“Not yet, but I have everyone working on it. We’ll find him soon.”

The truth was that SPArrow could be anywhere. He always used false identification documents, especially when traveling abroad, and most often these documents were one-use only. Yes, Guo’s men could find where the hacker had been, but they would always be a step behind him.

“Soon is not good enough,” Liu shouted on the phone. “Do I need to find someone else?”

“That won’t be beneficial to you, sir,” Guo replied in a deferent, but firm, tone. “And it’s not necessary. The new people will waste precious time to get to the point where we are at the moment. This will take a bit longer than we first thought, but I’ll get this done, as I have in the past.”

“Yes, you have an excellent record, and that’s why I’ve assigned you this job.”

“I won’t disappoint you, sir.”

“Okay, you have twelve hours, Guo. If you don’t have the location, or concrete evidence that SPArrow was behind the attack, consider yourself dismissed.”

“I will not disappoint you, sir.”

“I hope not. That wouldn’t be good for future business.”

“I understand.”

“Good.”

Liu ended the call without another word and drew in a deep breath. This was supposed to be easy. Maybe Guo is not the right man for this job. He wrapped the towel around his waist and walked to the window. He glanced at the calm sea stretching as far as his eye could see. He drew in another deep breath and tried to relax, but the bearded face of SPArrow with his silver-framed oval-shaped glasses kept flashing in front of his eyes. SPArrow had brown slicked-back hair with blond highlights, and a droopy nose. He came across as shy and did not talk much, a true introvert, but he was as agile and as ruthless as a tiger when it came to online prowess. 

Liu sighed. Twelve hours. If Guo is still empty-handed, I’ll have to step up the game. With SPArrow on the run, we can’t have him nabbed by the wrong people. If the CIA finds him, I’ll be in deep trouble.

He sighed again, then walked into the other bedroom.

“Mr. Liu, are you ready?” said the blonde, the taller of the two women, in English with a heavy French accent.

Liu nodded and lay on the massage bed. Maybe this will remove my stress and help me relax.

The women walked over to both sides of the bed. “What are you in the mood for today?” asked the brunette in French, a language Liu spoke fluently.

He shrugged. “I’d say Swedish, but I’ll let you decide.”

“Swedish is a good choice,” replied the blonde, referring to the best-known massage technique, which was intended to relax the entire body, especially the muscles, while moving the blood in the direction of the heart. “But I’m sure we can figure out something extra, depending on how tense you are.”

She placed her warm hands on Liu’s shoulder and began to rub his neck.

Liu groaned at the gentle touch and pushed SPArrow’s image from his mind. He closed his eyes as the masseuses began to work on his stiff body.

 

* * *

 

Paranoid that he might be followed, SPArrow had switched vehicles three times. He got out of the last one, a taxi, while it was parked in an underpass, the only place where he was certain there were no security cameras recording everything. China had installed over 20 million state-of-the-art digital security cameras across the country, making it the most surveilled in the whole world. That number was going to be 60 million by 2020. Some of those facial-detection cameras had the capability to identify any of the 1.4 billion Chinese citizens within three seconds.

SPArrow paid the cabdriver in cash, then waited until he had disappeared in the stream of traffic. When he was certain the taxi was gone, SPArrow put up the hood of his gray jacket and put on his silver mirror aviator sunglasses. He buried his hands in his pockets and hurried toward the intersection up ahead, keeping his head low, never looking up or to the sides. The area was full of security cameras mounted on light posts or outside the shops lining both sides of the street. The ones looking for him would eventually find this footage and would suspect that the figure wandering the streets was, in fact, SPArrow. He had no intention of making their job any easier.

His mind ran through a few options, but none of them were appealing to him at the moment. The first and the most obvious one was to stay underground until the storm had passed. However, considering the serious allegations that he was implicated in the attempted breach of CIA servers in Singapore, he doubted this situation would improve in the short term. He shook his head. No, this will hang over my head for a while. But, how did I get drawn into this? He thought about his potential misstep. He had discussed the matter once or twice in hackers’ online hangouts, but it was only in the realm of hypotheses, where members discussed how difficult would it be to penetrate the new cybersecurity systems that the CIA was touting as “unbreakable.” SPArrow had been among the crowd that claimed nothing was impossible and that it was only a matter of days until someone had actually infiltrated the CIA servers. Then, three days later, the article had appeared, and SPArrow had anticipated the heat.

He thought about the second option: leaving the country. With his passports, and he had stashed about half a dozen in various drop boxes across the city, he could flee China for the barren lands of Mongolia, disappear in Thailand, or lie low in South Korea. But he always would be looking over his shoulder. He had enough money stowed away along with the passports, but the ones coming after him had more, much more.

He shrugged. He didn’t like the third option, but that was all that was left. He would have to face this situation head on. Go after the ones looking for me. Retreat for a while, then regroup. Seek allies, anyone who could help.

SPArrow nodded and reached for the Mongolian passport inside his small backpack. The document identified him as Ganbold Turbat. He grinned at himself. He spoke passable Mongolian and most Chinese wouldn’t be able to tell he was not a native born of Mongolia, as indicated by his passport. Yes, I’ll be Turbat for the next little while...


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirteen

 

 

MSS Safehouse, Building No. 121

Beijing, China

 

Javin checked on Han and Benjamin’s progress, but there was nothing good. A lot of hopeful contacts and some unconfirmed rumors that SPArrow had left his apartment in a hurry and was not answering his phones or email accounts. But that was insufficient to come up with a plan of action.

Javin decided it was time to have the conversation with Han about the tense situation between him and Zhang. While Javin was familiar with Han’s troubled past with the MSS, there was still something Javin felt he had missed. At the warehouse, Zhang had confronted Han with an old MSS investigation report, which Han had dismissed without too much thought. Javin knew the hacker was right. 

The report focused on Han’s alleged role in a botched MSS operation that had caused a lot of embarrassment to the government. The email accounts and the servers of two American officials had been hacked during their visits to Beijing and Shanghai. While Han was not directly working for the Chinese security agency at the time and was not personally involved in this operation, he was close to one of the agents tasked with the assignment. As much as the agency wanted to find a scapegoat for their own failings, they could not credibly pin this on Han.

However, the spat between the hacker and Zhang referred to something else. Javin remembered Han saying that he assumed Javin knew about it. When Claudia had brought the matter up with Zhang, he had simply denied it held any meaning beyond adding dramatic effect to the good cop, bad cop routine they were using to convince Han to work for them. Zhang had promised to provide some intelligence about it, and Claudia was also checking with a couple of assets, but there had been no new developments.

Javin took advantage of the opportunity afforded by Zhang’s absence in late afternoon. The MSS agent had excused himself after receiving a phone call, which he said was from Wu, Zhang’s direct supervisor. Javin hadn’t asked for specifics, knowing that he would get none.

The small apartment was too cramped for the sensitive conversation, so Javin took Han outside. The benches were full of mostly older men and women, and children were playing everywhere. Javin and Han walked toward Jinsong Road, and when they rounded the corner of the apartment building, Han asked, “Where are we going?”

“Meizhou Restaurant. It’s supper time.” Javin glanced at the cars parked along the road. He was not anticipating anyone waiting for them, but his training and the recent experience at the Grand Hyatt had taught him to expect the unexpected. “Plus, I want to talk to you about Zhang.”

“What about him?”

“The botched op for which he blames you. What was that?”

Han did not reply right away. He slowed his pace and gave Javin a cockeyed glance. “He hasn’t told you?”

“I want to hear what you have to say.”

“Does my version of facts really matter?”

“Maybe not to Zhang or the MSS, but it matters to me.”

Han sighed. “Zhang blames me for what went wrong in the Elemental op.”

Javin nodded. He was familiar with the story first reported on Bloomberg Businessweek, then confirmed by the CIS and other intelligence services around the world. Chinese subcontractors, allegedly following MSS orders, had inserted microchips on countless servers and motherboards, which were the clusters of chips and capacitors that served as the brain of a computer, data center, or network. The microchips, about the size of a grain of rice, allowed for a stealth backdoor to the data stored and transmitted through these compromised servers, some of which were used by the CIA. “What exactly was your role in that op?”

Han hesitated for a moment. “How much do you already know?”

“Enough.”

“I’m asking because most of this is classified. Zhang should not have—”

“How about we focus on you…”

Han shrugged. “Sure, well … I was blamed for being the source of how the first suspicions came to the surface. Well, not me, personally, but…” Han’s voice trailed off, and he paused for a moment.

Javin could tell the hacker was choosing his words very carefully, so he would not divulge more than what was necessary.

Han said, “One of the sources that went to the CIA, an engineer in one of the manufacturing plants, he was my contact. Along with my partner in the MSS, we turned him, convinced him to work for us and hide microchips in the servers’ design.”

“Who was that source?”

“I can’t tell you that.”

“Who was your partner?”

Han shook his head. “Can’t tell you that either.”

“So what else can you tell me?”

“That’s about it. Once the story broke, I was removed from the operation. The MSS began to suspect that somehow I hadn’t picked a good asset or had convinced him to work for the Americans.”

“What happened to the engineer?”

“He disappeared.”

“Do you know where?”

“What did I just say?”

“Clarify that. The MSS made him disappear or…”

Han looked deep into Javin’s eyes, then said. “I don’t know what happened to him.”

Javin grinned. The reply didn’t convince him, but the Canadian agent did not press the hacker any further. “All right, what happened to your partner?”

“He disappeared too, and, before you ask me to clarify, I don’t know what happened to him either.”

Han’s voice had turned sharp, but his body gestures had become more relaxed. He had stopped and was fully turned toward Javin and looking him in the eyes, with conviction. However, Javin couldn’t help but feel this entire episode had been rehearsed.

Javin nodded. “Were you thrown out of the MSS because of this failure?”

“No, but that was probably the beginning of the end…” Han heaved a deep sigh. “I knew it was a matter of time before I would be kicked out, or worse, branded a traitor. In the best-case scenario, my career was going to go nowhere.”

“So you got out?”

Javin knew some of the circumstances surrounding Han’s dismissal, but he wanted to hear the hacker’s side of the story, and what facts might have been left out of the official MSS report that Javin had received.

“Yes, well, not right away, but slowly I began to plan for my exit.”

“You found new clients while still working for the MSS?”

“That’s what they told you?”

Javin shook his head. “That’s what I’m asking you…”

Han resumed walking. “I’m not going to answer that, but I can tell you that I did nothing wrong while I worked for the agency.”

“So why is Zhang so fighting mad at you?”

Han shrugged, but did not look at Javin. “You’ll have to ask him.”

Javin nodded. He glanced around again as they neared the intersection. The Meizhou Restaurant was now to their right, about thirty yards away, and an intersection was up ahead. He looked in that direction. A dark blue sedan and a van sped through the intersection, running the red light. The two vehicles were so close to one another, there was barely a car length in between. Nothing strange about that, considering all the bad driving Javin had witnessed so far in Beijing. But he found it strange that the sedan slowed down and pulled closer to the sidewalk, about twenty yards away from them.

His hand went to the pistol in his shoulder holster. He cocked the Sig Sauer and held his hand there. He did not want to brandish the weapon and terrify the people on the sidewalk, especially two women pushing strollers not far away from Javin.

It was a mistake he would come to regret.

The sedan’s back door burst open. A masked gunman stepped outside and turned his rifle toward Han and Javin.

“Down, down.” Javin pushed Han as the volley of bullets started.

The agent was not quick enough.

One of the bullets cut through Han’s chest. Another struck him in the side, before he had dropped onto the sidewalk. Other bullets hit around them as Javin rolled on the sidewalk, trying to hide behind the nearest bench by a couple of trees.

All the passers-by scampered in panic.

Javin pulled out his weapon and fired at the sedan, striking the gunman in his left leg. Javin’s other bullets shattered the windows.

The gunman limped back into the sedan, and someone pulled him inside.

Javin glanced at Han. He was lying on his back, still in the open, and was not moving. Han turned his head slightly and opened his mouth. He seemed to be saying something to Javin, but he could not make out the words. The commotion drowned them out. But Javin knew the man desperately needed help.

He started to crawl toward Han, but the van’s door was being pushed open.

Javin knew what was coming, so he aimed his pistol in that direction.

As soon as the first gunman appeared, Javin planted two bullets in the gunman’s chest, and he fell backwards inside the van.

Both vehicles began to zip fast through the street.

Javin fired again. His bullets shattered the van’s headlights, then pierced the side.

The drivers picked up speed.

He squeezed off round after round until the slide racked back and the pistol was empty.

Before he could reload, the van slid around the nearest corner and disappeared from sight.

Javin glanced at Han, who had not moved since he was struck down.

Javin slowly climbed to his feet and looked around, in case there were other shooters lying in wait. That strategy was employed sometimes, and a second wave of attack could cause even more damage than the first.

Nothing happened for a few moments, but for the shouts and cries of the passers-by. A few were glancing at their bruised arms and legs, and a couple of women were lying on the grass further to Javin’s left.

He dashed over to Han, but the hacker was beyond help. Even if he had survived the first bullet, the second one had left behind a large wound. Javin shook his head and closed Han’s lifeless eyes and his mouth. He sighed and cursed under his breath. Who did this? And did they come for me or for Han? 

He shook his head and ran toward the women. He could do nothing for the hacker, but perhaps he could help them.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fourteen

 

 

Four Blocks Away from the MSS Safehouse, Building No. 121

Beijing, China

 

A stray bullet had struck the first woman in the lower part of her abdomen, but she was going to survive. At least, Javin hoped she would. He tore off his shirt and used it to slow the blood flow from her wound. The second woman had been hit in her leg, and he was not sure if she would lose the limb. The wound looked quite bad, because when the femoral artery, the main supply to the entire leg, was severed, as Javin knew was the case here, the blood loss was huge, and the risk to the leg was great.

Thankfully, someone must have called the police, as sharp sirens began to fill the air. The first ambulance flew through the intersection and screeched to a halt next to Han’s lifeless body. Javin stood up to allow room for two paramedics who bolted toward the women.

He looked around and wondered who was behind the mayhem. Did they come for me again? I thought I had a ceasefire with Yael… Or was this a second, redundancy team? Intelligence agencies often operated by dispatching a second team, which was on location and ready for action, especially if the first team failed in its efforts or it needed backup. Sawyer could have sent another team… Or were they trying to kill Han?

The latest thought filled his mind, and a frown stretched across his face. If they came for Han, they know about the safehouse… Even worse, they know our exact moves… But how?

He cursed under his breath. Or should I say who?

He thought about Zhang, and how the MSS agent had been absent both times their supposedly safe locations had been targeted. The first time it was Yael, and she had placed Javin in her crosshairs. But the second time … He shook his head. No, this was no coincidence. After what Han had told Javin about the microchip operation and how the MSS had treated him, it made sense to conclude the MSS wanted to eliminate Han. Perhaps they thought he might give us intel about the Elemental op, or other classified operations in which he was involved while working for the Chinese security agency.

His mind went again to Zhang, but the Canadian agent could not point his finger at Zhang on a hunch, or even a series of coincidences. It did not matter that Javin had high confidence in his conclusions. That would not convince anyone at the MSS. It wouldn’t convince me either. I need something more. But what?

He thought about it as he glanced at Han. The paramedics had confirmed Javin’s conclusion and had draped a blue tarp over his body. Javin nodded to himself slowly as a new thought zipped across his mind. If I set a trap, Zhang might fall into it. Yes, this might work.

A couple of police sedans had parked next to the ambulance, and officers had begun to cordon off the area. Javin called Claudia and informed her of what had taken place. Then he went to meet the officers. They would have a lot of questions, and he’d rather get this over and done with, so that he could return to the safehouse.

It took about an hour, but the matter was all cleared up. Zhang and Claudia had arrived at the scene and had helped speed up Javin’s interrogation. When the officers were finished, Javin and Zhang walked toward Zhang’s black BMW. Claudia was already in the SUV.

Javin waited for Zhang to start the conversation, and when he didn’t, Javin said, “How are we going to handle this?”

“We? We’re not doing anything. This is a police matter.”

“But Han was working with us—”

“That doesn’t change anything. We’ve already given that information to the police.”

“Shouldn’t the agency deal with this, considering—”

Zhang stopped and turned toward Javin. “Listen, this isn’t Canada. This is how we do things here. Han’s dead. We’ll let the police deal with that. We have other, better things to do.”

Javin shrugged and started to walk. “Well, now that Han’s gone, how are we going to continue?”

Zhang smiled. “We had a breakthrough, but it got lost in the melee, and I didn’t tell you. The vehicle that Han and Benjamin identified as potentially belonging to SPArrow … We got a hit on that.”

“Whose is it?”

“A known SPArrow associate. I already have dispatched a team to nab him.”

Javin stifled a frown. He would have wanted to be a part of that operation, to ensure the associate was captured alive. He nodded and said, “And?”

“They’re not yet in position. The associate is in Tianjin, that’s about seventy miles southeast. So, it’s going to take some time.”

“That’s enough time for us to—”

“No, we’ll go back to the safehouse. The team can take care of this small task.”

Javin didn’t like Zhang’s tone, or the fact that he had already made the decision without consulting with Javin. But at this time, he wanted to keep the team together. Now that Han was gone, Javin and Claudia would have to rely on Zhang for access to the MSS. No point in antagonizing him any more than need be. So Javin said, “All right,” and slipped into the backseat.

At the apartment, the team went over the latest intelligence gathered by Han and Benjamin. There wasn’t much that Javin could do until they heard from the two-man team Zhang had sent to pick up SPArrow’s associate. So he skimmed the reports, then sent a text message to Benjamin and Claudia, sharing his suspicions about Zhang and warning them to keep all updates from the Chinese operative. Next, Javin moved to preparing for his trip to Spain. The only available flight left in less than four hours, and he had promised Mila he was going to make it. 

He was close to booking his seat when his phone beeped. It was Captain Wu, Zhang’s direct superior. Javin frowned, knowing a tongue-lashing was coming. He did not answer right away, but called to Zhang. “It’s your boss. He wants to talk—”

“To you. He has my number...”

“Right, but I’m sure this relates to you as well.”

Zhang, who was sitting at the little table in the kitchen, shrugged and stood up. “Misery loves company, right?”

Javin grinned. “You got it.”

Claudia was in the next room, giving a hand to Benjamin, and Javin decided it was not necessary for her to sit with them for this call.

The phone rang another couple of times before Javin picked it up as Zhang sat next to him on the couch. “Go for Javin.”

“Pierce, I thought you weren’t going to answer,” the captain shouted.

Javin moved the phone away from his ear, then tapped the speakerphone button. The thought crossed my mind, he wanted to say. Instead, he said, “Zhang’s here as well, so we both can listen to your—”

“Yes, good, because you’ve caused a new mess. The shooting, a former security agent killed and two women wounded ... Things are getting out of hand here, Pierce.”

Javin thought about reminding Wu that this was not anyone’s fault, but that approach had not worked in the past, and Javin had no illusions that it would work this time. So he said, “I realize that, sir, and I’m sorry it happened.” He was not apologizing for his or Zhang’s mistakes, since they hadn’t committed any, but the Canadian wanted to calm down the captain. He probably had important people breathing down his neck. “What are your orders?”

A brief silence followed, and it seemed that Wu was taken aback.

Javin exchanged a glance with Zhang, who gave him a small nod and mouthed the words, Good reply.

Wu said, “Stand down. Your new order is to stand down, until we have figured out your new role. Chu will be taking over this investigation.”

Javin shook his head and looked at Zhang, who returned a frown and a hand gesture directed at the phone, and, by extension, at the captain. Captain Wu had mentioned bringing in another person to work with the team, but so far, he hadn’t done that. At that time, Wu had said nothing about this person’s actually leading the team. Javin said, “I ... I don’t think I understand...”

“All right, let me make it clear: Don’t do anything, don’t go anywhere, you got that?” Wu shouted all that in one long sentence, then drew in a deep breath.

“Are you throwing us off this case, sir?” Javin said the last word without any pretense or scorn. He still wanted Wu to understand that Javin and Claudia were in China only to help with the investigation. Besides, Wu did not have the authority to bench the Canadian agents, who had been invited into the country upon the direct request of a high MSS director, way above Wu’s pay grade. But the captain still had the power to cause trouble and delays, which might cause the loss of lives of others like Han or allow SPArrow and his associates to escape.

“Not yet, Pierce, but you’re very close to the edge. One bad step and you will fall off the cliff...”

“All right, I get it,” Javin said. “Zhang, you have anything for the captain?”

Before Zhang could reply, Wu said, “I’ll talk to him in a few minutes, in a private call.”

“Okay, sir. We’ll await your orders.”

“Good. You do that, Pierce. And stay away from trouble, for your own sake.”

Javin ended the call and looked at Zhang. “Have you ever seen the captain like that?”

“Yes, yes, he gets worried too much, and too easily.”

“So, we good?”

Zhang shrugged. “It depends on what you mean by good.”

“Good to continue with our leads?”

“Did you miss the part when Wu ordered you not to do anything?”

Javin grinned. “I must have misunderstood it. He has this accent, which makes it hard to understand his words … He can’t really expect us to sit on our hands and do nothing, right?”

“That’s what he said.”

“Right. And who is this Mr. Chu?”

Zhang cursed out loud. “Don’t even get me started...”

“How bad is he?”

“It’s not that he’s bad, but he doesn’t play well with others.”

“He wants the entire sandbox to himself?”

“Pretty much.”

“So, what are you going to do about this Chu character?”

Zhang shook his head. “As much as I hate it, I’m going to obey the captain’s orders.” His low yet firm voice was a clear sign that he had made up his mind. “You can do whatever you want; of course, I can’t stop you. Once this op is over, you’ll pack your stuff and get out of town. Me, I have to live here, deal with Wu on a daily basis.”

Javin nodded. He understood exactly Zhang’s position. It took a lot of guts to do the right thing, not the correct thing. Javin had gone against his supervisor’s orders more than once, and, the way things were going, he was bound to do it again. “Well, then, we shouldn’t tell you much, in case the captain asks and—”

Zhang frowned and waved a dismissive hand. “No, no, I must be informed of each and every development. This can’t be your own private war, Javin.”

Javin nodded, as he liked Zhang’s reply. The Canadian agent had expected that reply, because he was planning to test Zhang and his loyalty to the team. “Okay, thanks for clarifying that. We’ll continue our comms as we have so far.”

Before Zhang could reply, his phone rang. He glanced at it. “It’s the team sent to capture the SPArrow’s associate.”

“Speakerphone,” Javin said.

Zhang shook his head. “They don’t speak English.”

He switched to Chinese as he answered the phone. He listened for a long moment, then went into what sounded like a long rant.

Javin didn’t know what to make of it. Zhang sounded angry and was very animated as he stood next to the window, as far away as possible from Javin. He waited for a few moments, then shouted at Zhang, “Bad news?”

Zhang did not turn around, but held up his hand in a gesture for Javin to wait for the end of the call, which came less than twenty seconds later.

“What’s going on?” Javin asked as he walked closer to Zhang.

“SPArrow’s associate is dead.”

“What? How did that happen?”

“He saw the team arriving and tried to escape. He was killed in the gunfire.”

Javin cursed under his breath. He wanted to scold Zhang about going ahead with this operation without consulting him and the rest of the team, but nothing he could say would bring back the associate. So Javin sighed and said, “Well, that’s a dead end.”

Zhang shrugged. “We’ll look again at SPArrow’s network. I’m sure someone would know where he’s hiding. SPArrow will need someone to help him.”

Not necessarily, Javin wanted to say, but, like Zhang, he wanted to hope they had not squandered their last chance to get closer to the runaway hacker. “Well, you did your best.” He tapped Zhang on the shoulder.

The Chinese agent returned a small nod, but did not seem concerned about the turn of events. Was he expecting the SPArrow’s associate to react in this way? Or did he actually force this outcome? Javin studied Zhang’s face for a brief moment, but could not come to a conclusive decision.

The phone in his pocket vibrated with the arrival of a text message.

Zhang had already walked past Javin and into the kitchen, so Javin turned around as if he were looking out the window. He pulled out the phone and glanced at the screen. He smiled as he read the short note from Benjamin: You’ve got to see this. We got a good hit.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fifteen

 

 

MSS Safehouse, Building No. 121

Beijing, China

 

It did not take much for Javin to convince Zhang to leave the apartment. The excuse was that they still needed supper, since the shooting had stopped Javin from reaching the restaurant. Initially, Zhang objected, noting that they could have the food delivered. However, Claudia said she wanted to get some fresh air, and the Chinese operative agreed to accompany her.

As soon as they left the safehouse, Benjamin showed Javin the encrypted message they had received. The man claimed to be none other than SPArrow himself. Javin frowned and gave Benjamin a sideways glance. “Is this for real?”

“It looks very real. The encryption, the way it’s sent—the signal bounces through a series of servers across the world. If this ain’t SPArrow, it’s someone quite capable of hiding his identity...”

Javin read the message again. It said, I know you’re looking for me. I’d like to talk. A phone number followed, which Benjamin had identified as a cellphone registered to a numbered account in Ulaanbaatar, the capital of Mongolia. “What do you think?”

“We should call. What do we have to lose?”

Javin nodded. “Did he send the message to Han?”

“Yes. Once we tell him Han is dead, SPArrow will be spooked—”

“We won’t give him that intel.”

“He might come to that conclusion.”

“He might, but we’re not going to help.”

“Got it.”

Javin thought about it for another moment, then said, “Can you mask our location?”

“Of course. I’ll use geo-spoofing and run our signal through a couple of VPNs, that’s virtual private networks, so that it appears we’re not in China. Of course, there’s nothing foolproof, especially when it comes to the ones were dealing with...”

Javin shrugged. “If SPArrow knows we’re looking for him, he also knows, or can assume, we’re in Beijing. I just don’t want him to track us down to this safehouse or this part of the city.”

“I’ll do the best I can.”

“All right, let’s call him then, before Zhang and Claudia come back.”

Javin had told Claudia to buy them at least a thirty-minute window, but that didn’t mean much. Zhang could walk into the apartment at any time.

Benjamin typed on a few keys, then handed Javin a wireless headset. He heard the phone ring at the other end of the line, then there were a couple of clicks, but no one picked up. A moment later, a calm man’s voice spoke in a language Javin did not understand. The Canadian said in English, “I’d like to speak to SPArrow...”

“And this is...”

“My name is Javin, Javin Pierce, and I work for—”

“I know who you work for, Javin. And I know why you’re in Beijing. You’re looking for me.”

“And you want to talk, so go ahead, I’m listening.”

A moment of hesitation, then SPArrow said, “That message was for Han. Where is he?”

“Han can’t come to the phone right now, but you can talk to me.”

“Where is Han?”

“He’s busy with something else. Now, do you want to talk or not?”

“Javin, you’re in a bad mood...”

“Yes, because people are dying around me, and you might be next. I’m sure you heard about what happened to your associate in Tianjin?”

A second of silence, then SPArrow said, “What happened?”

“Your friend is dead,” Javin said in a sorrowful tone. “I want to help you not meet the same end...”

“Oh, and you can guarantee me that?” SPArrow’s voice rang out with disbelief and a hint of defiance.

“I’ll give it my best shot, SPArrow ... What is your name, anyway?”

“You can call me Turbat.”

“Look, Turbat, if you help me, then I’ll do the impossible to keep you safe.”

“That’s a bold promise, Javin.”

“As much as I can keep it, I will.”

“And what is it that you want?”

“I’m sure you have an idea.”

“I do, but specify it for me.”

“Why don’t you give it a try...”

“Sure, I’ll play your game. You’re trying to find out what happened at the highway incident, and how I might be involved.”

“You got it, Turbat. You’re a smart man.”

“That’s what they keep telling me. Look, Javin, I don’t know you, but you sound like a smart, no-nonsense kind of man too. You understand that if I were involved—and I’m not saying that I am—but if I had anything to do with this affair, I wouldn’t be the one giving orders. I mean, the people in the car, in the Zotye, they were no common citizens.”

“Yes, they were MSS agents.”

“Right, so who would dare to raise their hand against the all-powerful secret agency of the Communist government?”

“That’s what I’m trying to find out.”

A tense pause, then Turbat said, “Well, you’re not going to find it in Beijing or in Tokyo, where you’re supposed to be at the moment.”

Javin glanced at Benjamin, who shrugged and gave him an I-tried expression. “And where would I find the answer, Turbat? Where can we meet?”

“Yes, about that, you’ll have to bring to the table more than your best shot. I need some concrete guarantees before I meet you and tell you what I know, which will answer all your questions. And I’m no longer in China, so you can stop looking for me.”

Javin frowned, although he was expecting Turbat’s reaction. “What is concrete to you?”

“I want protection until the man who’s behind this scheme is no longer a threat to me. Can you do that, Javin?”

He thought about his answer. On the one hand, he did not want to lie to Turbat and promise him something that the Canadian agent could not deliver. But on the other hand, he also did not want to send Turbat away. So he said, “I’ll arrange for that, Turbat. You’ve got my word. But for me to do that, I need to know where you are, so that—”

“You can meet me tomorrow, Javin. The location is Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia.”

“Are you in Mongolia already?”

“Yes. Why do you ask?”

“Your location shows you as being in U-tar.”

“Yes, I wouldn’t play games with you.”

Javin grinned. I’m sure you wouldn’t.

Turbat said, “There is this place, a memorial to Russian soldiers on the south side of the capital. It’s gigantic, you can’t miss it.”

“When?”

“Tomorrow afternoon. Call me when you get in, and I’ll give you the exact time.”

Turbat was acting like a professional. By not giving Javin the specifics about their meeting time, the hacker was making sure that Javin could not send an advance team to the location.

“The timing is tight—”

“I’m sure you’ll make it work. Be there, or I’ll be gone. And you won’t find me.”

Javin drew in a deep breath. He would need his superior’s authorization for the covert operation in Mongolia. Besides, tomorrow he was already scheduled to meet with Mila in Barcelona. He sighed. He’d have to pick work over work. “Fine. I’ll meet you tomorrow at the memorial. Where exactly?”

“Good try, Javin. I’ll give you the exact location when you get there.”

“All right, Turbat. And you’ll have everything I need?”

“Of course; you’ll have the evidence to prove who caused the accident and why.”

“You sound very confident.”

“Because I’m telling the truth. But you doubt my words, don’t you?”

“I’ve been tricked before, so no hurt feelings.”

“No, none, and to make things smoother with your boss, let me send you an email, a sample of what I have in my hands.”

“That would be very good.”

“Is Han’s email still good?”

“Which one?”

“The numbered one at Protonmail.”

“Yes, that will work.”

“All right. It’ll be a matter of minutes, but you’ll get it.”

“If the intel is good, we have a deal.”

“Yes, and I hope you’ll keep it.”

“You have my word, Turbat.”

“I’ve been tricked before...”

“Not by me. See you tomorrow.”

“Yes, have a good flight, Javin.” Turbat disconnected the call.

Javin glanced at Benjamin, who shrugged and said, “I don’t know, Javin. This sounds pretty clean.”

“Like a set-up?”

“Uh, no, not sure about that, but definitely not straightforward.”

“It’s not going to turn out that way.”

“Eh, you never know.”

“I’d love to be pleasantly surprised, for a change.”

“Maybe you will.”

Javin nodded, then pointed at one of the laptops. “Let’s see what Turbat sends us, then I’ll call the boss.”

The email arrived about ten minutes later. Javin went over it a couple of times, to make sure he was reading what he thought he was reading. Then he said to Benjamin, “This is explosive content. If this is accurate, it will send a shockwave through the Chinese government.”


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Sixteen

 

 

MSS Safehouse, Building No. 121

Beijing, China

 

“How much of this is true?” said Bateaux, Javin and Claudia’s direct supervisor, in a very incredulous tone.

“This is still raw, sir. We received it five minutes ago. We’ve just started the process of verification.”

“There are some serious allegations here. If they prove to be true, heads will roll…”

“Yes, and that’s why it’s important we triple-check everything. The meeting with Turbat will shed some light—”

“Yes, but it involves an infil into a friendly country. We have no assets in Mongolia, and no time to prepare for a joint op with the GIA.”

Javin nodded. The GIA was the General Intelligence Agency of Mongolia, and the GIA had a good relationship with Javin’s service. This relationship would be severely damaged if the GIA discovered the foreign agent was running a covert operation in the country, an operation that not only they had not authorized, but also were unaware of.

Bateaux continued, “Plus, we don’t know if Turbat—if that’s the hacker’s real name, and we know most likely it isn’t—is dragging you into a trap.”

“It didn’t sound like that, sir.”

“They never do, Javin. But it’s a possibility.”

“Of course it is.” Javin tried to hide the disappointment in his tone.

“Javin, I’m not saying ‘no,’ but we’re playing with fire here. After burning bridges with Turkey and Syria, we need to—no, we must avoid a scandal.”

“I’ll be treading lightly, sir.”

“Very, very lightly, Javin. No shootings, no killings, in and out, like you were never there. Can you do that?”

Javin shrugged. His boss was not asking the impossible, and Javin had conducted even harder operations in the past. But he could not make such commitments, because a lot did not depend on him, especially if Turbat was luring Javin into a trap. Bateaux knows that, so why is he asking me for my word? “I will do my best, sir, not to draw attention.” But if they start shooting at me, all bets are off. He nodded and kept the thought to himself.

“Good. Let me consider it, and I’ll let you know. It shouldn’t take me more than an hour, two at the max.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“No worries, Javin. Be safe.”

“Will do.”

He drew in another deep breath, unsure about how he felt regarding the Mongolian segment of this operation. He wanted to meet with Turbat and get to the bottom of the Chinese affair regarding the accident and the potential mole inside the MSS. He glanced again at the email printout Turbat had sent. It was supposed to be a communication between someone that went by the initial “G” and a senior official who was using an email easily connected to the Communist government of China. The account ended in gov.cn. Is this person so clueless, or overconfident that he’s using his real work email account? Or is someone trying to set this guy up, and me as well? He had seen both scenarios play out in other covert operations. There’s only one way to find out.

He shrugged and read the email again. Turbat had redacted the name of the sender and a few sentences, but the official was telling Mr. “G”—who Javin assumed was an aide—to let his boss know that the “deed was done.” The deed was obviously the accident, considering references in the email to the highway and the make and model of the vehicle.

Javin got onto the Internet and began to book his flight to Mongolia, which was only two hours and thirty minutes. He had a choice of Mongolian Airlines—which he had never heard of—or Air China, which he and Claudia had taken when they flew from Vienna. So he chose Air China. Javin wanted to be ready when his chief authorized the operation. If he didn’t—but Javin had a gut feeling that he would—canceling the flight was only a click away.

He was confirming the last details when the apartment’s door creaked, and Claudia said, “Supper’s here, gentlemen.”

“Sweet, I’m starving,” Benjamin said and appeared in the hallway. He took one of the plastic bags from Zhang and placed it on the table.

Javin tapped a few keys and finalized his flight.

Zhang glanced at Javin standing near the couches and said, “Is everything okay?”

“Yes, why?”

“You have this expression, like something bad has happened.”

Javin tried to smile, but his face produced only a small grin. “Just thinking about our case.”

“Anything new?”

“No, not really. But let’s eat.”

“No updates?” Zhang looked at Benjamin, who shook his head.

Javin said, “No, but let’s pick this up after supper. We all need a few minutes to unwind.”

“Sure, why not?” Zhang said.

They all sat around the table as Benjamin and Zhang began to open the silver foil food containers, and the delicious smell began to fill the dining room. There was a lot of jiaozi, or dumplings filled with minced pork, and zhajiang mian, or noodles with soybean paste, with seven kinds of vegetables and pork. Sweet-toothed Claudia had not forgotten to add a box of tuckahoe pies, which were a round, thin pancake-like dessert wrapped in sugar, honey, and nuts.

Javin began with the dumplings, but struggled with the chopsticks. After almost dropping one of the dumplings in the chili dip, he shrugged and picked it up with his fingertips.

Zhang gave him a grin, then looked at Claudia. “We should have gotten forks…”

“I’ll be fine,” Javin said. “I’m not that hungry anyway, and soon, I’ll have to go.”

“Where?”

“The airport.”

Zhang put down his chopsticks. “You’re leaving? And you were not going to tell me?”

“I’m telling you.”

“Where are you going?”

“I can’t tell you.”

Zhang cocked his head. “That’s strange … Is it related to this op?” He waved with his hand around the table.

Javin nodded. “Yes, it is. But I won’t be long. Just a day.”

“Do you have to go right at this time?”

“Of course.” Javin’s voice turned terse, as he didn’t feel like he had to explain himself to Zhang. “Otherwise, I would stay here. But, as I said earlier, there’s no progress.” He glanced at Benjamin, who nodded.

“We’ll keep trying,” Benjamin said, but avoided looking straight at Zhang.

Javin didn’t like lying to Zhang, but there was no other choice. The Canadian agent would have to keep Zhang in the dark, until it was determined beyond any doubt that he could be trusted. 

Zhang nodded, but his face showed a skeptical look. “All right. When will you come back?”

“I’ll be gone for twenty-four hours, so the day after tomorrow.”

Javin had already scheduled his flight to Barcelona via Munich, Germany. He was going to go ahead with the plan, unless his chief approved the Mongolian detour. Javin glanced at his watch. It had been about fifteen minutes since he talked to Bateaux. The director said it could take up to two hours. Javin sighed. He hated waiting.

Zhang opened his mouth, and it seemed as if he wanted to say something. Then he shook his head and reached for another serving of noodles.

Claudia glanced at Javin and said, “I’ll drive you to the airport, if you want…”

“Sure. I don’t want to pay for a cab, if I can help it.” He looked at Zhang and said, “Do you mind if we take the BMW?”

Zhang shrugged. “Sure. When are you leaving?”

“Shortly. As soon as we’re done eating…”

“When’s your flight?”

His plane to Munich didn’t leave for at least another three hours, but Javin wanted to give himself plenty of time in case he needed to change plans. The flight to Mongolia left in six hours, if Bateaux authorized that mission. Javin finished chewing the third of his dumplings, then said, “If there’s traffic, I don’t want to miss my flight.”

Zhang shrugged again and a grin formed on his face. He reached for more noodles.

Javin interpreted the grin as a clear sign that he had not answered Zhang’s question in a satisfying way. Eh, it will do.

About twenty minutes later, Javin and Claudia were walking toward the SUV. Javin handed her his phone. “All this happened while you were gone.” He had typed a brief account of the conversation with Turbat and the plan to meet the hacker in Mongolia’s capital.

Claudia speed-read through, then let out a gasp. “Wow. I did miss a lot.”

“Yes, and too bad we can’t talk about it until we get to the airport.”

“Why not in the BMW?”

“Could be bugged.”

“You think?”

“I’m positive. It’s MSS. We do it with our vehicles all the time.”

Claudia nodded and slowed down as she scrolled through the page. “I have so many questions. Let’s talk for awhile before we head out.”

“No, Zhang will clue in that we haven’t left.”

“GPS in the BMW?”

“You got it.”

“At least tell me I’m going with you.”

“Sorry, I need you here.”

“But this is connected to the op here.”

“Right, and depending on what I find in U-tar, I might need you to act swiftly. Plus, if we both leave, Zhang will grow even more suspicious.”

Claudia offered a hesitant nod. “And Yael? How are you handling her?”

Javin sighed. “Not sure. But let’s talk when we get to the airport, shall we?” He gestured at the BMW SUV about four steps away.

“Sure. It’s going to be a long ride to the airport, if we’re all quiet…”

“We won’t be. But we’ll talk about stuff that doesn’t matter, as if there are eyes and ears around us.”

He slid into the driver’s seat and waited until Claudia had buckled her seatbelt. Then he hit the gas, and the SUV flew along Jinsong Road.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seventeen

 

 

Beijing Capital International Airport

Beijing, China

 

Javin and Claudia had fun talking about everything in general and nothing in particular. Javin felt like he was another person as they talked about scrapbooking, gardening, horseback riding, and everything else he disliked or never thought he would take. Anyone who had ever studied his or Claudia’s file would discover than none of what the agents were saying was true. But they were trained to have a detailed background cover story ready, for situations like this. They had become familiar with the terminology of these activities, and, sounded as if they were really a vital part of their lives.

At the airport, Javin finished his check-in with Air China. He had no luggage but for his small rucksack that was his carry-on. He folded the boarding pass and put it inside his wallet in his back jeans pocket. There was a coffeehouse near the security check and, since he had plenty of time to kill, they decided to sit down for a few minutes. They ordered tall black coffees, then found a table at a comfortable distance from the nearest patrons and travelers hurrying to catch their flights.

Javin told Claudia everything about Turbat’s promise to hand them the intelligence about the people who had organized the accident and who were behind this entire scheme. She asked a lot of questions, mostly about Turbat’s motivation, as well as the email that seemed to portray the senior Chinese government official as a complete moron. Claudia insisted that she should go with Javin to Mongolia, but he pointed out that she was needed in Beijing, especially if Turbat was not SPArrow, and this was a set-up.

Claudia leaned closer to Javin and said, “If this is a set-up, that’s one more reason why you need me.”

“Agreed, but in this case, I need you here. Otherwise, Zhang will figure out we’re onto something and are keeping him in the dark.”

“Oh, who cares about him?”

“We must care. With all the shootings and the way things are going sideways at every turn, we need to keep Zhang happy, along with Captain Wu.”

Claudia frowned and shrugged. “It seems you’ve made up your mind...”

“Only after a lot of consideration. It is the best option.”

“For the op maybe, but definitely not for you.”

Javin sipped his coffee and said nothing.

Claudia reached for his hand. “Javin, I ... I don’t want to lose you. If this Turbat character is luring you into an ambush, you’ll have no back-up, no one with you...”

“I’ll be careful, Claudia.”

She sighed and gave Javin’s hand a gentle squeeze. “You’d better. Otherwise, your Russian girlfriend wouldn’t be too pleased.”

Javin rolled his eyes. “Come on, Claudia.”

“Hey, you know Russians have feelings too…”

Javin nodded.

“Have you told her you won’t make the meeting?”

“I don’t know that. Bateaux still hasn’t authorized this op.”

“You know he’ll do it.”

“Probably, but I can’t cancel with Mila until I know for certain.”

“Okay. How about Yael?”

“I still have nothing for her. I was hoping that Mila could be of help.”

“Not if you cancel on her.”

“I know. To go or not to go, right?”

Claudia nodded and sipped the last of her coffee. “I’m having another one. You?”

“Sure.”

“I’ll be right back.”

Javin glanced at the sea of faces filling the hall. An aircraft, or two, must have just arrived, since there were more people ambling about than a few minutes ago. Most of them were Chinese or Asians, with only a handful of Caucasians. He scanned the faces, doubtful that someone from the MSS would be watching them. However, he knew they were aware of his location. Even if Zhang hadn’t informed them, the GPS-equipped SUV parked outside the terminal was a sure giveaway.

Javin’s eyes stopped as he studied one of the faces. The man was small-statured and thin and had turned his back slightly toward Javin. He could still see a part of the man’s profile. The nose and the jawline and the way the man was crouched ... It reminded him of Han. And the image of the hacker screaming for help. He was looking at Javin, begging for him to come and drag him away from the line of fire. What if I had gone to him? He would probably still be alive...

“Javin, what’s going on?”

“Eh, what?” He glanced at Claudia, startled by her words.

“You have this dark look on your face ... as if you’ve seen a ghost.” She placed a coffee cup in front of Javin and took her seat.

“Well, fairly close. Look at that man ... Oh, he just disappeared.”

“What man?”

“One of the passengers. He looked just like Han.”

“Oh, and you’re wondering what if you had helped him?”

Javin nodded.

“It’s survivor’s guilt, Javin. You know all about it.”

“I do, but it doesn’t make me feel any better, Claudia. This life, the things we do, it always seems to cause people to die around us.”

“Not always, Javin, and mostly it’s not our fault. In this case, Han used to work for MSS. Then he turned freelancer, working for some bad people. He had cast his lot in life before we even entered the picture.”

“Maybe that’s true, but we certainly didn’t help.”

“We were in the process of helping. Look, this happens, sometimes more often than we’d like it to. But we can’t go forward blaming ourselves. That’s a burden too heavy to carry...”

“Yes, I know that, Claudia. But sometimes it feels like we have such a short time to live, and we waste so much of it chasing ghosts all over the world. And for what?”

“So that our people can sleep in peace, knowing no one will blow them to pieces the next time they board a plane or go to the mall or a concert. That’s why, Javin.”

He nodded at Claudia. “So we eliminate a guy or two or ten. Then what? Others will take their place. If we don’t deal with the cause, we’re just going in circles.”

Claudia took a small sip. “Oh, still too hot. I don’t know about that, Javin. That’s politics, way out of my jurisdiction and beyond my pay grade...”

“I know ... It’s just ... Sometimes, I feel this is all so useless.”

“It’s not. This is worth our time and our lives. Look, you and I, we’re much better prepared to meet these terrorists, these thugs, whoever they are, and who are plotting to hurt our people. We can’t let them down or abandon them.”

“And no one is saying we’ll do that.” Javin reached for his coffee and smiled.

“I think I should probably go with you to Mongolia.”

Before Javin had a chance to shake his head, his phone rang. It was one of his burner phones, and he used this one only for communications with his boss. “Yes, sir,” Javin said. He listened for a long moment, then nodded and smiled at Claudia. “I understand. I’ll take utmost care. Yes, of course. She’s here. Right away.” He offered the phone to Claudia. “Bateaux wants to talk to you.”

Claudia frowned and gave Javin a sideways glance.

He said, “It’s all good.”

Claudia picked up the phone. “Yes, Mr. Bateaux. How are you?”

She listened and nodded, as Javin had done a few moments ago. Then she said, “Right, yes, but what if—” She shook her head as their boss interrupted her. “I ... I disagree, sir, I think it’s—” Another interruption, followed by her headshake. “Okay, of course, we’ll do as you say. Sure, sure. Here’s Javin again.” She pursed her lips and gave Javin back his phone.

He spoke to Bateaux for a few seconds, then hung up. When he looked at Claudia, she said, “Well, you can call Mila now and give her the bad news.”

“And you’ll keep an eye on Zhang and the Beijing op.”

“I have no other choice, do I?”

Javin shrugged. “I’ll update you every hour, okay?”

“Still not good enough. Not when someone sneaks up on you.”

“I won’t let that happen.”

Claudia gave Javin a small, tired smile. “I hope it goes like that, Javin. I truly do.”

They spent another fifteen minutes chatting about anything but the operation at hand and Javin’s imminent departure. Then they walked back to the Air China counter, where Javin canceled his flight to Munich and received a new boarding pass for the next flight to Ulaanbaatar. He tried hard, but could not shake the eerie feeling that this was the last time he was going to see Claudia. He kept the gloomy thought to himself, but gave her a tight hug when she left him at the security checkpoint. Javin gave her a final wave, then made his way through the line snaking through the area.

After a thorough pat-down, he collected his belongings, put on his shoes, and made his way to the gate. The waiting area was not too crowded, since there was over an hour until boarding time. He sat across from an Asian family: mom, dad, and a teenage girl. All three of them were fully immersed in their electronic devices, typing as fast as they could. Javin resisted the urge to do the same: check his phone or call Mila. I have to talk to her sooner or later. But I’d rather it be later.

He glanced around for a couple of minutes as was his habit, assessing and reassessing the faces of the passengers sitting or walking around. He knew there was not much of a reason to suspect any one of them was following him or working for the MSS, but it was a deep-seated habit. It was ingrained in him from the days he was a recruit at The Plant, CIS’s training facility. They taught him to expect danger lurking around every corner, even from the closest of companions. If it breathes, it can betray you, was one of the instructors’ mottos. One could call it absolute paranoia, but that feeling had saved Javin’s life on more than one occasion.

That’s why he was ready when he noticed two tall, muscular Asian men in civilian clothing approaching him. A menacing glare was stamped across their faces and, by the way their jackets were hanging over their bulging waistbands, they were carrying weapons.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eighteen

 

 

Beijing Capital International Airport

Beijing, China

 

Javin jumped to his feet and began to back away slowly from the advancing gunmen. He doubted they would use their weapons in the crowded terminal. But he could never be certain of what to expect, especially after everything that had taken place over the last couple of days. If these men were not the police or airport security, they might not hesitate to open fire. How did they get those weapons past security?

He had already identified the nearest exit, which led to a corridor that opened into an area reserved for airport and airline staff only. However, there were no locks or magnetic card readers on the door. Javin had noticed three employees who had accessed the secure area by simply pushing the door.

The gunmen seemed to realize his intentions. They split up, to cover more ground and try to flank Javin on both sides.

He hurried his pace, but did not run, not wanting to draw attention to himself or to create panic among the waiting travelers. He was now in an open area, a few steps away from the door. Two Air China employees were working at their computer station. Javin began to sidestep them as he glanced over his shoulder.

That’s when he saw the nearest gunman, about twenty feet behind him, had pulled out a yellow-and-black gun and was aiming it at Javin.

He knew what it was.

A Taser.

He jumped to the side and rolled onto the ground, going for the door.

The gunman had anticipated his move and pulled the trigger.

The two spear-shaped probes pierced Javin’s jacket and the skin on his back, a couple of inches under his right shoulder blade. It was center mass, a hit delivered by a well-trained hand. He twitched in excruciating pain as the Taser delivered a powerful electrical jolt into his body. His muscles seized up, and Javin felt a burning sensation zip throughout his stiffened body. He knew from training that the voltage would continue to send shockwaves for a few more seconds. And he also knew that he was not getting away from the gunmen.

He tried to roll onto his side, but powerful hands twisted his right arm behind his back.

Javin looked at the face staring at him. It was the gunman who had fired the Taser. He winked at Javin and said in a low voice, “You should not have run.”

Javin tried to form words, but he could not control his lips. The pain was crushing his lungs and upper ribs.

The second gunman arrived, leaned over Javin, and shouted, “Don’t resist. Make no moves.”

Javin began to shake his head. He was not making any moves. He could not even speak.

“I told you not to resist,” the gunman shouted again.

He raised his fist and brought it down hard against Javin’s head.

Everything went black.

 

* * *

 

Javin first opened his right eye, slowly and painfully, because it felt as if it weighed a ton. His vision was blurry, and opening the left eye didn’t help. He was staring at the ceiling of a semi-dark room. He realized he was lying on a bed. No, cuffed to a bed, as he tried to sit up and a pair of handcuffs rattled against the metal rail of the bed. What is this place? Looks like a hospital. How long was I out of it? Javin glanced again at the handcuffs around his left wrist. His watch was gone.

He racked his brain and remembered the Taser and the blow to his head. It felt like it had just happened, but he knew it could have been hours since the event took place. He looked through the glass door, but the area outside was dark. He sat up on his bed, turning his arm, careful not to chafe the skin of his wrist. The room was sparsely furnished, with a couple of closets, a small table, and two chairs. Javin shook his head. This is not a hospital; it’s an interrogation room. A glass window was on the side. Javin nodded. Yes, a one-way mirror hiding the observation room on the other side.

He gestured toward the mirror as if he was inviting someone to come inside the room, then said, “Hey, I know you’re there. Can we get on with this?”

There was no immediate answer, so Javin stepped off his bed and dragged it along with him as he drew near the mirror. He slammed his fist against it and shouted, “Hello, I’ve got stuff to do, so—”

“Mr. Pierce, always an impatient man,” the firm voice of a man interrupted him.

Javin turned around and looked at the stone-faced man who had just entered the room. He was perhaps in his early thirties, a few inches shorter than Javin—who stood five-foot-ten—but what he lacked in height, he made up for in his bulging muscles, quite impressive through his tight white-and-blue checkered shirt. For good measure, he also carried a pistol in a shoulder holster. The man was Asian, with gel-backed spiky hair that was cut short to the sides and longer at the top, and dyed platinum blond. He took a few steps closer to Javin, then pulled out his pistol and cocked it. He held it sideways and gestured with it to Javin. “Take a seat.”

“Who are you, and what do you want?”

“In a moment, Mr. Pierce; now, do as you’re told.” He motioned with his pistol to the bed.

Javin nodded and followed the order. “Satisfied?”

“No, not until you tell me why you’re going to Mongolia.”

Javin gave the man a defiant glance. “None of your business.”

“Oh, come on, Pierce. Enough with the tough-guy attitude. You’re in a bad situation, and if you make any moves, you’ll be dead.” He waved his pistol and kept it trained at Javin’s head.

“You know you’re not going to shoot me, so cut it out. Tell me what you really want.”

“Mongolia. What’s there?”

“You must not have heard me the first time.”

The Chinese man shook his head. “You and I have just met, so you don’t know this about me, but I hate waste. Any kind of waste, but especially when people waste my time.” He took a couple of steps toward Javin. “And Pierce, you’re wasting my time.”

The man drew closer to the glass and knocked on it with the muzzle of his pistol.

In a matter of seconds, two men rushed inside the room. The gunmen who had assaulted him at the terminal.

Javin peered at the one who had tasered him. “Uncuff me—we have some unfinished business.”

The man grinned. “We’ll finish the business here.”

He marched toward Javin, but walked behind him and around the bed.

Javin went for the man with his right fist, but he was just a couple of inches beyond his reach. “Come on this side, you cow—”

The man struck Javin on the side of his head. The agent leaned to the right and almost toppled off the bed. He tasted blood in his mouth and spat on the floor. “You’re a real man, sucker-punching people from behind, eh?”

The man charged again, but this time Javin was ready. He turned to his side and threw his right foot. The kick caught the man on the chest, and he fell against one of the closets. The move pulled hard on Javin’s shoulder, but the pain was worth it.

The other gunman pulled out his pistol and aimed it at Javin’s head.

The blond man shouted at the gunman in Chinese, and he put the gun away. Then the blond waved them off. “Out, wait outside.”

He opened one of the drawers and picked up a box of Kleenex. He threw it at Javin, who caught it with his right hand. “You’ve got something here.” The blond touched the left corner of his mouth.

Javin wiped some blood from his lips. “They’re wasting your time, you know that?”

The blond nodded. “Perhaps. I still want to know about Mongolia.”

“You’re not going to get anything from me.”

He locked eyes with Javin. “I’m going to get what I want one way or the other. I have ways you can’t even imagine.”

He walked closer to Javin, but remained slightly beyond the reach of his right leg. Javin asked, “So, now what?”

The blond shrugged. “Are you going to talk?”

“Are you going to waste your time?”

The blond grinned. “You’re a smart man, Pierce, so I hope you’ll understand my words. Whatever it is you’re doing, here or in Mongolia, stop it. Pack your bags, get your little friend Claudia, and go back home. You don’t know what you’re dealing with. This is way, way over your head.”

“And if I don’t?”

“You will, one way or the other. I would have ended this right now, right here. A bullet to your thick head. But ... the paperwork, the repercussions, it’s just not worth it.” The blond man shook his head. “The next time we meet, wherever that might be, I will not be this patient.” The blond kept his pistol aimed at Javin and slowly backtracked his steps toward the door. When he was about a step away, he holstered his pistol and pulled out a key from his front jeans pocket. He tossed it to Javin, who caught it with his free hand. It was the handcuffs key.

The blond man said, “Your stuff is in one of the closets. Take it and run, while you can. You’ve got twenty-four hours.” He tapped his wristwatch as if his words were not clear enough.

Javin thought about returning a smart-aleck reply, but saw no point in it. He would be free in a matter of seconds, and, of course, he had no intention of quitting. The next thought that came into his mind was wondering if he could still make the flight to Mongolia.

The blond waited for another moment for Javin’s reply, and when there was nothing, he gave Javin a small nod and left the room.

Javin uncuffed his hand and rubbed the scraped wrist. As he jumped off the bed, he felt a slight pain across his back. He found the place where the Taser’s prongs had punctured his jacket. He drew in a deep breath, and the tightening on his chest returned. The Taser’s effects continued for quite some time after the attack.

He found his rucksack on the top shelf of the nearest closet. All his belongings were there, but they were tossed around. Javin sighed. Someone had gone through and had copied everything from his two burner phones. They’ve probably placed bugs inside the phones and even my clothes... The last thought caused him a sagging frown. Yeah, I’ve got to get rid of everything.

His wristwatch was near the bottom of the rucksack. It had been almost an hour since he had last checked, a few minutes before he was attacked. He made some quick mental calculations. He was still on time for the flight to Mongolia. Unless they’ve changed the time and depending on where they’ve taken me...

He stepped cautiously outside the room and, when he looked to the left, his eyes found the two gunmen. One of them ran his hand under his throat in a menacing gesture. Javin ignored it and walked in the other direction, down the long hall lit by small ceiling-mounted fluorescent lights. The sign on the door up ahead announced in Chinese and English letters: This Way to Departures Level.

Javin smiled. I’m still at the airport. He hurried his steps, determined more than ever to catch his flight.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nineteen

 

 

Beijing Capital International Airport

Beijing, China

 

Javin stood next to the gate for the flight heading to Bali, Indonesia leaving in forty-five minutes. There were a few expatriates around, mostly dressed in colorful vacation clothes and chatting loudly among themselves. Javin had no intention of mingling with them, but he wanted to avoid drawing any attention to himself from someone who might have seen the earlier altercation between him and the two gunmen. Some of the passengers were still there, sitting in the lounge area, and at least a few of them would remember the frightening scene that had taken place in front of their eyes.

He paced the waiting area, glancing left and right for the right person who would be able to assist him. Javin needed a clean phone, something that would not be connected to him. He could buy a burner phone, but there was no guarantee that the man behind the counter was not working for the Chinese intelligence agency or that the phone had no tracking device. That’s exactly what the MSS would expect him to do. Besides, with all the security cameras monitoring every inch of the terminal, Javin wouldn’t be able to hide if he walked straight into an electronics store.

There was one other option.

The target was a seemingly absent-minded young man, chatting loudly on his phone, while rolling his luggage behind him. He was coming from the other direction and was still on the phone as he passed by Javin. So the agent turned around and followed the young man, staying about four, five steps behind. Hopefully, it was going to be a short call.

It was.

The man ended his call after about a minute or so, just as he was coming to the point where the halls intersected. He placed the phone in the outer pocket of his jacket, the perfect location, as if daring Javin to pick it up.

Javin hurried his steps and overtook the young man. Then he stopped and turned around unexpectedly, bumping into the man. “Oh, I’m sorry, so sorry,” Javin said.

The young man gave Javin a curious glance and shrugged. He said something in Chinese, then kept walking.

Javin held the phone he had just lifted from the man’s pocket in his right hand. He pushed the home button, and the phone lit up. He was not prompted to enter a password, so he quickly dialed Mila’s number.

She did not answer until after the third ring. “Yes, who is this?” She spoke in Russian, in a worried tone.

“Mila, it’s me, Javin.” He glanced behind, but the young man had not yet realized his phone had been stolen. Javin turned a corner, then found a somewhat quiet place to have the sensitive conversation. “Oh, dear Javin, the number shows up as some Chinese guy, and in Beijing. Is everything okay?”

“Yes, well, it will be soon. But listen, things have come up, and our plans will have to change...”

“That means no Spanish heat?”

Javin smiled. “No, not for a while. I’ll make it up to you, I promise.”

“I’ve heard that before.” Mila’s voice turned cold and sharp.

“It’s out of my control.”

“I understand that. But it seems to happen whenever we have a meeting, which you requested, along with a big favor.”

Javin thought about reminding Mila that if her squad had carried out the London operation without a glitch, they would not be in this predicament. Instead, he said, “It does, but we’ll have to meet another time, another place.”

“If that doesn’t change.”

Javin sighed but did not say anything for a long moment. He glanced around him at the ever-shifting flow of travelers, almost expecting to see MSS agents following him, or the young man looking for his phone.

Mila also did not say anything, so finally Javin said, “Do we have anything new?”

“Javin, I must say you do have guts to still ask for the favor...”

He bit his lip, but only for a second. “Well, work still needs to be done—”

“Yes, and I’m the one doing it, for you, Javin.”

“That’s not fair, Mila.”

“Sure it is. You were hinting my team botched up the operation in London—”

“I wasn’t hinting at anything.”

“No? But you asked me to look into it, to check with my people, right? To make sure they didn’t mess up, right?”

“Yes.”

“Well, then this is your job, Javin, staying alive—that’s something you should do, not me.”

“Mila, why are you—”

“Because I’m tired, Javin. I’m tired of being played, of being blamed.”

Javin looked around, feeling curious eyes on him. He saw a security guard who was casting a sweeping gaze around the hall. Javin nodded and smiled at the guard, who did not smile back or return the nod. Javin said, “What are you talking about? No one is blaming you ... I only asked for you to check, see if there were any issues at your end...”

“Of course, at my end, even though this was your idea, and the operation went smoothly. But you still think it was us, the Russians.”

“Mila, come on, this has nothing to do with that.”

“Oh, it doesn’t? What about the money, Javin?”

“Money? What money?”

“The 2.5 million dollars, Javin, which you transferred from Luxembourg to Kurdistan.”

Javin’s jaw almost dropped. How ... how does she know about the transfer to Liberty’s camp? He caught himself before stuttering or saying something to further irritate Mila. “Mila, this is getting out of hand. Let’s talk about this when we meet.”

“I was going to do that, but you’re dumping me, Javin, for another woman.”

Javin bit his lip and drew in a deep breath. “Mila, let’s talk about this face-to-face.”

“All right, Javin. You have my number. Call me when it’s convenient for you, and when you can actually make time for me.”

Javin shook his head and sighed. “Bye, Mila.”

The SVR agent hung up without another word.

Javin cursed under his breath and clutched the phone tight in his hands. How did she find out about the money? The banker? Or did Mila’s people somehow intercept the transfer? Either way, this is really bad news.

Yael’s words echoed in his mind: You have twenty-four hours. Now, he had even less, and the prospects were getting dimmer and dimmer.

He turned around and walked at a hurried pace in the other direction. He still had a few minutes to spare and did not want to return to the gate, in case the young man might be looking for Javin. Besides, he needed to move to collect his thoughts and come up with a solution.

He couldn’t go to his boss and anyone else officially at the agency. If Javin even hinted at being implicated in the poisoning of the MI6 director, that would certainly be the end of his career, and that would be just the beginning of his nightmare. He shook his head. No, he needed an unofficial solution.

He could try to involve someone from CIS, but the risk was enormous, if they were found assisting Javin in covering up his tracks. He had a few contacts that could help him with a place to stay, or money, but that was not what he needed.

Yael demanded a way back to Mossad, and Javin needed to give something of value to Mossad, so they would accept her back into the ranks. He needed intelligence—valuable, highly-actionable intelligence, a prize that would make the trade favorable in the eyes of Mossad.

But what is that prize?

He began to go through different options, and then it dawned on him. The prize ... Money. Mila’s talk about the money had sparked the idea. Javin still had almost half a million dollars stashed in three different accounts in as many banks. With that handsome amount, he should be able to buy classified intelligence, something that Mossad wanted.

But what do they want?

His mind went through a list of Israel’s sworn enemies. Hamas and Hezbollah, the Palestinian militia resistance groups. Intelligence on immediate or future Hamas or Hezbollah attacks would be of great value to Israel. Then there was Syria. Movements of troops supported by Iran, or new Iranian military installations inside Syria? What about Iran itself? The country was perhaps the archenemy of Israel, which considered Iran the greatest threat to the existence of the Jewish state.

Javin nodded to himself. Yes, any concrete intelligence about Iran’s nuclear weapons program, plans or preparations to obtain or enrich uranium, to procure technology from Pakistan, India, or Kazakhstan. After the breakup of the Soviet Union, Kazakhstan inherited 1,400 nuclear warheads on SS-18 ICBMs, or intercontinental ballistic missiles, which made the country the fourth largest nuclear power in the world. The Semipalatinsk Test Site—an area of almost 7,500 square miles, also known as “The Polygon”—had been the primary Soviet nuclear testing ground. Over 450 nuclear explosions took place at the test site, and at least a hundred of them were above ground.

Starting in 1991, Kazakhstan began the dismantling of The Polygon facilities and disarming the missiles. All nuclear warheads and the weapon’s support equipment were supposed to have been returned to Russia. However, there were international suspicions at that time about an increase in interest from Iran, which had attempted to acquire whatever it could from the decommissioned facilities and the employees, the workers, and the soldiers who would soon end up unemployed. Rumors abounded that at least some of the equipment from the silo launchers and the launch control centers, along with at least two nuclear warheads, or parts of them, had disappeared. 

A few weeks before, a right-wing militant group had surfaced in Greece, claiming to possess weapons-grade plutonium and threatening to launch an attack. The government had arrested some of the group’s members and had dismissed their claims as false, since no plutonium or other nuclear components had been recovered. However, unconfirmed intelligence reports suggested that traces of plutonium had in fact been found in a couple of the group’s safehouses just outside Athens.

Javin stopped to gather his thoughts and contemplate his next steps. He had a couple of assets operating in Athens and a few contacts in Tehran, who worked closely with the nuclear facilities in Qom and Natanz in Iran. Will they be able to gather crucial intel at such short notice? And will half a million dollars be enough to finance this operation? Only one way to find out.

He pulled out the phone and dialed the number of one of his men in Tehran.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty

 

 

Ten Minutes Away From the Chinggis Khaan International Airport

Mongolia

 

Javin thought about asking the flight attendant for another cup of coffee, but they had already started their descent. He smiled to himself, as he scrolled through the phone log. He had made seven phone calls, and at least three of his assets had given him some hope. The lucrative offer of hundreds of thousands of dollars was difficult to resist and made risking their lives worthwhile. In a matter of hours, if everything fell into place, Javin should receive some accurate intelligence about Iran’s nuclear program and any proof of the Kazakhstan connection.

He had also called Asher Levison, who was a Mossad operative and a trusted contact. Javin and Asher had worked together in a few operations, and the Israeli was a straightforward kind of guy, with plenty of connections, and who often spoke in a convincing manner. Levison had welcomed the chance of receiving compromising facts about Iran’s efforts to secure a nuclear weapon. However, when it came to the trade-off, he was more reluctant and quite uncertain about the possibility of reaching an agreement. He had heard how Yael had burned a lot of bridges on her way out of Mossad. A few powerful people would have to agree to her reinstatement with the agency. Javin had insisted that once the senior officials learned about the intelligence, they would decide it was worth the price.

So now Javin hoped and prayed the intelligence would come through. He wondered about Claudia and Zhang and the thugs that had tasered him at the airport. I’ll deal with them later, if I have to. Once this matter is settled.

The Boeing 737 landed smoothly through the thin fog with only a fifteen-minute delay added to the initial arrival time. Javin cleared Customs and Immigration without any issues, then proceeded to the nearest shopping area. He found a store that sold clothes other than tourist souvenirs and bought a change of clothes and a pair of shoes. He was not certain if the Chinese MSS—he suspected the thugs worked for the MSS or a Chinese police unit, considering their actions—had planted a tracking chip in his clothes, but he was going to take no chances.

In the washroom, he changed into the new outfit, then tossed all his old clothes into one of the trash cans. When he came out, he began to employ counter-surveillance measures, aiming at drawing out and detecting any hostile surveillance. If the MSS had dispatched people to follow him, they would be on high alert now that any signal emitted from the tracking devices showed Javin’s position as static, still in the washroom.

Javin held his phone in front of his face as if readying to take a selfie and kept walking, using the phone’s front camera to monitor any movement behind him. He also glanced at the reflections in panes of glass all around him. Soon enough, he noticed a young Asian-looking woman who seemed to be moving faster when Javin picked up speed. She also slowed down whenever he did so, and she was going in the same direction as he was.

So he turned around, then entered a washroom, as a diversion. When he came out, after about five minutes, the woman was gone. However, that did not mean the surveillance was over. As he employed the same tactics, but now heading in the opposite direction, Javin noticed a middle-aged Asian-looking man who made the same sudden stops as Javin. 

In an attempt to become completely certain that the man was a watcher, Javin broke into a jog, then turned around the corner. He stopped there, waiting for the man to appear at any moment.

He didn’t.

Javin waited a few more seconds, then cast his gaze around the area.

The woman from earlier was sitting in one of the rows of chairs about thirty yards away. She seemed to be typing on her phone, but also listening to something on an earphone.

Javin nodded to himself. The two watchers were communicating with one another. There might be a third watcher, but it didn’t matter. Javin wasn’t trying to escape surveillance at the airport. No, he’d wait until he was in the city, whose streets and buildings offered greater chances of evasion.

He pretended to talk on the phone as he retraced his steps and headed toward the exits. He turned off the young man’s phone and removed the SIM card and the battery. In the extremely unlikely case that the MSS somehow had realized that Javin had used that particular device and were trying to locate him, a dead phone wouldn’t give away his whereabouts. He was going to purchase at least a couple of burner phones when he got closer to his destination, the Zaisan Memorial in Ulaanbaatar, about ten and a half miles northeast of the airport.

He flagged a taxi and sat in the back seat, even though the driver—a middle-aged man with a handlebar mustache—insisted that Javin take the front, more comfortable seat. Javin turned his head once in a while, especially when the taxi was taking turns, checking the vehicles behind them. A small gray sedan was always there, two or three vehicles back. Javin grinned. I’ll have to ditch them soon.

The address he had given the driver was a hotel a few blocks away from the memorial. When they were about halfway to the destination, Javin noticed a small industrial park consisting of a series of warehouses and what looked like construction and heavy equipment companies and auto service garages. A perfect place to run away.

He tapped the driver on the shoulder. “Make a right turn here.”

“What? No. The hotel is still—”

“I’ve changed my mind. I want to get out here.”

“Why? There’s nothing here.”

“Can you just do it? I’ll pay you the full fare.”

The driver shook his head but flicked on the signal light and slowed down.

As expected, the gray sedan also peeled off the two-lane divided road and followed the yellow cab.

The driver asked, “Where should I stop?”

Javin looked through the side window. He noticed a breach in the chain-link fence, large enough for a person to squeeze by. “Right there.”

“What?”

“Just do it.”

The driver nodded and pulled to the side of the road, about twenty yards away from the fence.

Javin handed him a couple of US dollar banknotes, sufficient for the fare and a small tip. “Keep the change,” he said and jumped out of the car.

He looked at the gray sedan, slowing down behind them, then tore toward the fence, which was atop a small grassy mound. He bent over and slipped through the small hole. As he glanced behind, Javin saw the man from the airport rushing up behind him.

The woman was standing near the sedan. She had aimed a pistol at him.

“No way,” Javin said and dropped to the ground.

The move saved his life.

A bullet pinged against the fence.

Javin rolled forward, sliding down the mound.

A couple of bullets whizzed over his head, but he was now out of the direct line of fire. He was thankful for the mound that offered protection, but once the man reached the fence, he would have the advantage, especially if he decided to fire his gun.

Javin sprang to his feet and ran toward the heavy machines. They were parked on a packed gravel patch, and the nearest one was an excavator. He reached it before any other bullets zipped around him. As he walked around it, the man was climbing the mound and studying the area. He hadn’t seen where Javin was hiding.

That gave him the advantage.

He glanced at the bulldozer about ten yards away, then at the man, who was covering the other direction.

Javin dashed toward the bulldozer.

Again, no gunfire.

Because of the way the bulldozer was parked, Javin could no longer see the man. The Canadian agent hoped the Chinese surveillance still hadn’t noticed him. But they will, if I stay here.

He glanced around, then heard the rumbling of a heavy truck.

My way out.

He couldn’t exactly locate the direction of the truck, but it seemed to be coming from up ahead and to the right.

The man’s last location was about fifty yards to Javin’s left.

There was an open area of about thirty yards between Javin’s position and the nearest warehouse. If he could make it around that corner unseen, he would be able to evade the Chinese agents’ surveillance. But first, he needed to distract the man.

Javin looked on the ground and picked up a rock. He threw it at the excavator, but without hitting it. The rock made a crunching sound, as if someone was walking around the machine.

The trick worked.

The man appeared near the excavator. He had pulled his pistol and was taking measured steps, covering every angle and every direction.

Now, Javin. Go!

He raced toward the warehouse, praying the man wouldn’t take notice.

He didn’t.

For the first few seconds.

Javin was a couple of feet away from the wall when a bullet whooshed inches over his head. He ducked, then stepped to the side and dove toward the corner.

Two more bullets struck the wall, about a foot apart.

If Javin had still been standing, the rounds would have cut through him.

He rolled on the dusty ground, then swung his body around.

A last bullet tore a chunk off the cinderblock wall.

Javin was already past the corner.

He jumped to his feet and ran toward the thundering noise, which was growing louder and louder.

Javin reached the other end of the warehouse as the dump truck pulled close to him. The driver didn’t notice Javin, so he ran around and behind the truck. He leapt as high as he could and fastened his hands over the top of the back gate.

The truck made a sharp left turn.

Javin was flung to the side, but he maintained his grip. The truck’s movement actually helped him, as now the warehouse stood between him and the opposition.

Javin pulled himself up and hopped into the truck bed. It was halfway full of large wood-chip mulch that had a sharp pine smell. He crouched down, then lay on the mulch as the truck turned again and headed toward the warehouse’s entrance.

About half a minute later, the truck stopped.

What’s going on? Javin thought.

He wondered if one of the Chinese agents had approached the truck, so he listened carefully. A short conversation followed in a language Javin could not understand, which he suspected was Mongolian. No one climbed into the truck bed, and, a few moments later, the truck began to move.

Javin lay back and drew a breath of relief. He hadn’t expected such a fiery welcome. I’d better get used to this. He sighed and thought about his disadvantage. Without a pistol or any other weapon—well, besides his hand-to-hand combat training—his best strategy for survival was to become one with the shadows.

He nodded to himself and tried to determine the direction in which the truck was going. Let’s hope he’s not heading toward the airport. Javin ran his hand over the rough mulch. No, this is going to the yard at someone’s house.

He waited for another minute, then glanced over the cab. He noticed a couple of signs written in the Cyrillic alphabet and smiled. Yes, we’re on the right track.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-one

 

 

Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia

 

Javin climbed off the truck as soon as the driver stopped at an intersection close to what looked like an intercity bus stop. Javin flagged a taxi and gave the young driver the address of Buddha Garden, not too far from the meeting point with the Chinese hacker. The cabbie spoke no English, so Javin enjoyed a few minutes of silence.

The poorly kept park was filled with junipers and other ornamental trees, and featured, of course, a 75-foot-high Buddha statue, along with other images of his disciples. Seventeen-story-high luxury apartment towers were built around the park, and they took away most of the serenity and peacefulness the park was supposed to bring to the visitor.

At an electronics store just across the street, Javin bought two burner phones with dual SIM cards, so in fact he had four different phone numbers. He checked with Claudia, informing her that he had made it safely to Ulaanbaatar, but skipped the episode of the close call with the Chinese surveillance team shortly after his arrival.

Then Javin called Turbat and told him he was in the Mongolian capital. The hacker gave him the meeting time, which was in about thirty minutes. Javin tried to negotiate a longer window, pretending it would take much longer to clear customs and make it to the rendezvous. Turbat agreed to give Javin only fifteen more minutes. It wasn’t much, but he hoped it would be sufficient for a quick sweep of the location. Javin preferred to arrive with plenty of time for reconnaissance aiming at identifying any potential threats and the best exits. On this occasion, time was a luxury he didn’t have.

Next, he called Asher, the Mossad operative, but received no reply. Javin left a short message, giving Asher the new phone number. Javin’s next call was supposed to connect him to Zahir, the Iranian asset, but this call went unanswered as well. Zahir did not even have an answering machine. The phone kept ringing and ringing, until the call dropped. Javin shrugged and decided to call again after he had met Turbat.

Javin found a new taxi for the short ride to the Zaisan Memorial atop the hill overlooking the Buddha Garden and a large area of the capital. The memorial honored fallen soldiers and heroes of the Soviet Union’s Red Army. Javin had looked up information about the landmark when he was back in Beijing. The monument was built by the Soviet Union in the socialist style, full of propaganda mosaics and reliefs, featuring the ubiquitous images of Lenin and Stalin.

The taxi dropped him off at the parking lot where the steep stairs began. One of the travel guides noted that there were over three hundred stairs to reach the top. Javin bought a cup of coffee at a small red trailer and studied the faces of a dozen or so travelers readying for the uphill climb. He wondered if any one of them worked for the Chinese intelligence agency, then shook his head. How would they know this is my rendezvous with the hacker? Then another thought popped into his mind. What if someone followed Turbat? Is he already here?

Javin shrugged and glanced at his wristwatch. Thirty minutes until the meeting time. He took another sip of coffee, which was not as bad as he had expected, considering the shabby-looking trailer, then began to climb the stairs.

They were cracked and were missing chunks in a few places, with plenty of landings and benches if one needed a break. When he reached the top, Javin took in the impressive view of the ring-shaped monument. About twenty or thirty people were taking pictures and chatting with a few vendors selling paintings, postcards, and other tourist trinkets. Which one is Turbat? Javin could not help but think that the hacker was already there.

Javin took a few pictures of the gigantic statue of the flag-holding soldier, so that he wouldn’t look out of place in the tourist attraction. Sharp wind gusts toyed with his hair as he turned around and took in the magnificent vistas of Ulaanbaatar. He snapped a few photos, then walked around the circular area. A couple of young men were sitting on the concrete bench near the back. Javin wondered if one of them was Turbat. But wouldn’t he come alone?

Javin glanced in their direction and one of the young men sporting a thick bushy beard gave him a nod. Javin nodded back but did not approach them. He thought the young man was going to talk to him or at least wave him closer. Instead, the young man returned his attention to an unfolded map on his lap.

Javin looked over the young men’s shoulders at a rocky area at the back of the monument. A small red-and-black motorbike and a group of tourists were standing near the metal railing. He walked toward them and looked over the railing. A narrow rocky trail led down the steep hill. That’s how they rode up the bike. Javin turned around as one of the tourists pointed a camera toward him. Almost instinctively, he turned to the side and covered the camera’s angle with his hand.

The middle-aged man behind the camera said, “You don’t like memories, Pierce?”

Javin glanced at the Asian-looking man who spoke with a tinge of an accent. He was clean-shaven, with small beady eyes that gave Javin a curious glance behind silver-framed oval-shaped glasses, and was wearing a blue NY Giants hat.

Javin said, “I don’t like surprises.”

“Well, you’re early. That’s a surprise.”

Javin shrugged and nodded at the man to step closer to the metal rail and away from the rest of the tourists. “Are you Turbat?”

“Of course I am. Why else—”

“Prove it.”

“How?”

“How do you think?”

Turbat grinned and reached for his wallet.

“Slowly,” Javin said and turned slightly toward the man.

“Relax. I’m unarmed.”

Turbat handed Javin a Mongolian passport. The Canadian agent ran his hand over Turbat’s picture affixed to the document. It showed him a couple of years younger, matching the passport’s date of issue. “Looks authentic.” He returned the passport to Turbat.

“It is authentic, but I’m not Mongolian, as you already know,” Turbat whispered.

Javin nodded. “Do you have what I need?”

“It’s right here.” Turbat tapped the front pocket of his jacket.

“Tell me what it is.”

“It’s a flash drive. It has everything you’ve been looking for.”

“Who ordered the highway hit?”

“You’ll see.”

“How about you tell me, now...” Javin gazed deep into Turbat’s eyes.

“Okay, okay. It’s a senior Communist Party leader. Very close to the top. He’s in the pocket of a Chinese millionaire who loves ancient artifacts.”

“Why did the hit take place?”

“I’ve told you enough. The rest is on the drive. Now, how about your promise?”

“That’s why I’m here, to keep you safe. We’ll stay in Mongolia until I’ve verified the contents of the drive.”

“Then what?”

“If everything is in order, we’ll make our way out.”

“How? To where?”

“You’ll see. Hand me the drive.”

Turbat hesitated for a moment. “You know once I give this to you, I have nothing else...”

“You don’t need anything else. And you trust me, right?”

Turbat did not respond right away. He seemed to be thinking about what to do next. He inhaled deeply, then pulled out slowly a hand-sized black drive.

Javin picked it up and placed it inside his black windbreaker. He zipped the pocket to ensure the drive was safe. “What’s the password?”

“No password.”

“All right. Let’s go.” He began to walk toward the memorial.

“No, this way.” Turbat pointed in the other direction, down the trail.

“You feel adventurous?”

“No, that’s how I came up.” He cocked his head toward the motorbike.

“That’s yours?”

“Why, hackers drive bikes only in videogames?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You don’t have to. Your look says it all.”

“I wasn’t expecting it.”

Turbat shrugged. He turned the key and started the engine, which thundered louder than Javin had expected.

“Italian?” Javin pointed at the Benelli logo on the right side of the body.

Turbat grinned. “Owned by QianJiang, designed in China, made in China. Benelli just sounds better. 500cc engine.”

“Let me try.”

“Are you sure?”

“I know how to drive—”

“Downhill?”

Javin scoffed. “Yes, downhill and—”

His words were cut off by loud shouts and screams coming from behind them. He looked over his shoulder and saw the man and the woman who had been chasing him at the warehouse only minutes ago. How did they find us? Did someone follow Turbat? The pair were shoving and pushing people out of their way as they dashed through toward the back of the memorial.

Turbat said, “Who are they?”

“Get on and hold tight.” Javin jumped onto the seat.

“What? Are they here for us?”

“Yes.”

He gripped the handlebar and kicked the main stand. He twisted the throttle at the same time that he eased up on the clutch lever. The bike shot forward, barely making it through the narrow gate. It bounced over the broken terrain, then flew over the rocky path.

Turbat shouted in pure panic as he clenched his arms tight around Javin.

The bike landed hard on the narrow trail. It slid and veered to the right. Javin struggled with the controls and tapped the brake on the right handlebar, trying as hard as he could to keep them upright.

It worked.

He revved up the throttle, and the bike began to gain speed. It barrelled down the hill, and Javin turned left as they went past a heap of rocks and trash. The trail became wider and flatter.

Then a bullet thumped against the bike.

Javin ducked but couldn’t do much more than that. He gunned the engine and veered to the right. Then he turned the handlebar and leaned to the left, attempting to make the motorbike and them a smaller target.

It didn’t work.

Turbat shouted in pain. “I’m hit.”

He began to loosen his grip around Javin.

“No, hold on.” Javin reached with his left hand and grabbed Turbat’s arm, while steering the bike with the other hand.

“I ... I can’t.”

“Yes, you can. Hold onto me.”

He slowed down as they came to a turn, then felt Turbat’s arm slip away. “No, no, stay with me.”

Turbat slid off the bike’s seat.

Javin stopped and looked over his shoulder.

Turbat was lying on his stomach. A large bloodstain was visible on his back and blood was pooling around his right armpit.

Javin’s eyes went up the hill.

The man was running down the trail toward them, while the woman was standing on the memorial’s back landing, with her gun aimed at them.

Javin turned the bike around.

A bullet struck the headlight, which erupted into pieces.

Javin raised his arms to protect his face. He cursed the fact he was unarmed, unable to get to Turbat, who was crawling on the grass a few feet away from him.

Another bullet screamed by his head.

The man was drawing nearer. He stopped, dropped to one knee, and pointed his pistol at Javin.

“Save me, please,” Turbat shouted.

Javin bit his lip and shook his head. “I’ll come back for you…”

“Don’t leave me. Nooooooo,” Turbat cried.

Javin swung the motorbike and twisted the throttle. Now that he was the only rider, the bike tore downhill. He lowered his head and threw his body left and right, following the meandering trail.

No more bullets hit him or the bike. Of course, he couldn’t be sure if the Chinese assassins had ceased their gunfire, or if their rounds missed. A few more seconds and he would be beyond the maximum effective range of their pistols. And the descending terrain assisted him in his escape.

His mind went back to Turbat. If he doesn’t die because of the wound, or the assassins don’t kill him, maybe there’s hope. He doubted it, but he couldn’t give up on Turbat. He shook his head and kept his hand on the throttle.
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Javin reached the bottom of the hill unscathed and stopped when he reached Zaisan Toiruu Street. One of his phones had been ringing non-stop, but he couldn’t pick up during the treacherous getaway. Even now, he could only spare a few minutes, knowing the Chinese team was not too far away. They’d be looking for him, and wouldn’t stop until they found him.

Unless he found them first.

When he checked the phone, Javin found a short, cryptic message from Zahir, the Iranian asset: Call me. Good news. Javin’s face formed a restrained smile. Good news was in short supply and would be more than welcomed at the moment. However, previous dealings with Zahir had taught Javin to curb his enthusiasm.

He dialed Zahir’s number, and, this time, the Iranian picked up right after the first ring. “Javin, my old friend. I’ve been calling you for hours.” He spoke in his deep, heavy-accented voice.

It had been only a matter of minutes, but there went Zahir with his exaggerations.

“Good to hear from you. What’s the good news?”

“Oh, you’re going straight to business?”

“Yes, I’m in a hurry. But we’ll go for tea next time I’m in Tehran.”

“You’re never in Tehran.”

That you know of. Javin grinned. “What do you have?”

“Is the money ready for the transfer?”

“Zahir, have I ever tricked you?”

“No, you haven’t.”

“Double-crossed you?”

“No, but we’ve never worked on such a deal. This information … If I’m discovered … The Guards will hang me and my whole family.” Zahir’s voice had turned low and cold. “The money … I will take my family and my sick mother and move to Europe.”

Javin nodded. The Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps were the most powerful and ruthless military force in the country. The mere fact that Zahir was discussing passing this intelligence to a foreign agent would be sufficient to condemn him to death. Javin drew in a deep breath and said, “The money is there and will be yours. Soon.”

A tense pause, then Zahir said, “My contact, the scientist, he swears the Kazakh connection is real. He confirms seeing a team of six nuclear physicists from Kazakhstan and Russia visiting the Qom facility.”

“That’s it?” Javin did not hide the disappointment in his voice.

“No, of course not. This information wouldn’t be worth a fraction of what you’re offering, Javin.”

“All right, just checking.”

“One of these Kazakhs, he just came from Greece. His arrival improved the mood at the site and prompted visits by high military and religious leaders. My contact was present in a meeting when the Kazakh admitted to receiving some nuclear components, blueprints, and other sensitive material from Greece. He brought them to the facility, and the isotope production now has stabilized. The existing centrifuges are working at full speed. New centrifuges and the IR-1 cascades are being installed in a newly-built wing.” Zahir seemed to be reading off a script.

Javin nodded. “Do you have written reports for all of this?”

“Even better. My contact has audio. He recorded parts of the meeting once he realized how important it was. He also taped a couple of conversations he had with the fellow in question.”

“The Kazakh scientist?”

“Yes, Doctor someone … can’t remember his long, complicated name.”

“All right, that’s really good news, Zahir.”

“Worth the money?”

“Eh, we’ll have to see, after we—”

“No, there’s no after, Javin. I’m not getting anything until I hand over the cash…”

“Zahir, that’s not how we do business.”

“This is different. I don’t set the terms. I’m just the fixer.”

Javin thought about his answer. “Look, I need a sample. Something real, otherwise all I have is what you’ve heard.”

“A part of the recording?”

“Yes, and I’m willing to pay for it.”

“How much?”

“Ten grand.”

“What’s that?”

“Ten thousand dollars.”

It was Zahir’s turn to think about his answer. “I’m not sure it’s going to work.”

“Give it a try. I’ll wire the money right away. You’ll have it in an hour. Hand it over to your contact, then send me the audio clip.”

“I don’t know.”

“Make it happen, Zahir. For your family.”

A brief silence, then Zahir said, “Yes, I’ll try, Javin.”

“No, trying is for losers. You’re going to make this happen.”

“I … I will.”

“That’s better. Keep your phone close. And can I use one of your Swiss bank accounts?”

“Yes, sure, that will work. Talk to you soon, Javin.”He inhaled and smiled. He felt confident Zahir was not conning him with false intelligence. 

He rode the bike down Zaisan Toiruu Street and away from the memorial. He noticed a couple of police cars zipping in that direction. He doubted they would be able to catch the Chinese team. Maybe they’ll slow them down.

Javin passed by several restaurants, grocery and convenience stores, but had yet to see an electronics store, when his other phone rang. This one was the number he had given to Claudia. “Go for Javin,” he said while holding the handlebar with his right hand. He slowed down and pulled to the side, turning into an alley between a couple of apartment complexes.

“Javin, how’s everything?”

“Eh, I’ve had better days, when it didn’t rain bullets…”

“Tell me what happened.”

Javin turned off the engine and briefed her on the events of the day, starting with his escape from the industrial park complex. When he repeated the explosive revelation that a senior Chinese government official was involved in the assassination of two MSS agents, Claudia interrupted him with a gasp. “Javin, how certain are you about these claims?”

“Turbat was confident this is the truth. I still haven’t accessed the files on the drive. I don’t trust Internet cafés, so I’ll have to buy a cheap laptop. I haven’t gotten around to it because of Zahir’s call.”

He retold the account of the Iranian asset and asked Claudia to check their agency’s and international databases for details about the Kazakh angle and Iran’s uranium enrichment plans. Then he described the faces of the Chinese team members that had been chasing him since the time he arrived at the airport.

Claudia said, “On the topic of Chinese agents trying to kill you, we got a hit on the blond guy. There seems to be this fad of guys dying their hair white blond, so there were at least a dozen or so that fit the profile. But we know we have our man, because of the way he held his pistol.”

Javin snorted. “Yes, he thought it made him look cool or tough, aiming it at me sideways, as if he were a gangster…”

“Well, he’s no ordinary gangster for sure. According to Interpol’s database, the man’s name is Guo Bai. He’s a former member of the Snow Leopards, a special force to handle situations of hijacking and terrorism.”

“Former member … What happened?”

“The files aren’t clear on that part of Guo’s life. But he turned mercenary, working for the highest bidder. There’s a ‘red notice,’ an Interpol warrant for Guo, as he’s wanted for suspected murder, kidnapping, and extortion.”

“Who is he working for in Beijing?”

“That’s what we’re trying to figure out. Should we bring in Zhang?”

Javin thought about it for a moment. He still hadn’t tested Zhang’s loyalty, especially in a firefight. On the other hand, the Chinese operative hadn’t given Javin any concrete reason for suspicion. Is my paranoia clouding my judgment, and I’m seeing enemies everywhere? I’m being hunted on all sides, so perhaps having an ally wouldn’t hurt. “I’m not sure, Claudia. What do you think?”

“Well, Zhang could have told Guo about our arrival at the airport, but there are other options. We drove the BMW, an MSS-registered vehicle, so someone with that agency knew about our location.”

“So, whether it is Zhang or another person, it is clear there’s an MSS connection?”

“Beyond any doubt.”

Javin looked around as police sirens echoed in the distance. He waited for a moment, but they faded away. “Let’s assume it’s someone else. Let’s brief Zhang, and see if he can help us smoke out whoever is talking to Mr. Guo.”

“Sure. I think that’s the right decision, Javin.”

“I hope so.”

“So, let’s try to put the pieces together: Guo is most likely the man with the initial ‘G’ that we’ve seen in Turbat’s email. If Turbat’s intel is accurate, Guo works for Liu, the millionaire who loves artifacts.”

Javin nodded and said, “Yes, the reason that brought us to China in the first place.”

“The senior official who is so reckless or cocky that he uses his work email for elimination schemes reports to this Communist Party leader, who, again according to Turbat’s account, is being paid—or blackmailed—by Liu.”

“That makes sense. But why go after Turbat, or SPArrow as we used to know him?”

“Not sure, but SPArrow knew a lot of things, about a lot of people. One or both of these powerful people suspected Turbat might have collected dirt on them. And they were right, if the drive proves his claims.”

“So, they’re tying up loose ends?

“It looks like that. And the same logic applies about Han. Both he and Turbat had previous connections to the millionaire, and had worked for him on dubious deals, including those related to financing terrorist organizations, like ISIS and the like.”

“So the hackers knew too much about the millionaire, and he decided to get rid of them.”

“That’s option one. The second is that the party leader, who’s still unidentified, forced by Liu or on his own initiative, decided the two hackers had become liabilities. If they were caught and forced to talk, or if things turned sour, they’d have all the evidence needed to ruin him and his family.”

Javin nodded again. It was China’s way of doing business, coming not only after the person committing the crime but their entire family, including distant relatives. “Well, Turbat is … should be still alive. There’s still hope we can save him.”

“Yes, and we’ll work on that. Along with Zhang, we’ll find out as much as we can about Guo and the people working with him, especially the team in Mongolia.”

“Once I’ve accessed the drive, we should have more specifics, which could help us identify the Communist official. When we find out who he is, we’ll come up with options on how to take everyone down.”

“I like the sound of that, Javin.”

“Yes, and once Zahir has given me the recordings, that will help get Yael off my back. Sawyer, on the other hand…” His voice trailed, and he clenched his fist.

“Javin, we’ll get him too, before he has time to dispatch another assassin.”

“All right, Claudia. I’ll talk to you as soon as I’ve checked out the drive. Then, we’ll make our plan.”

“Sounds good, Javin. Be safe.”

“Yes, you too, Claudia.”

He pocketed the phone and turned on the motorbike’s engine. Then he rode in search of an electronics store.
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At the nearest electronics store, Javin bought the cheapest Lenovo laptop model he could find, along with a couple of USB flash drives and cables for the drive he had received from the hacker. Then he began to look for a bank, and found a Golomt Bank branch a few blocks away. Javin was not a client of the Mongolian bank, and he was a foreigner, so there was more paperwork, and the process took longer than he had expected.

About half an hour later, Javin left the bank with a set of keys to his safe deposit box. He found a quiet corner across the street and called his Swiss banker. In a matter of minutes, the transfer to Zahir’s bank account was completed. The ease and speed of bank transactions in the Western world went unrivaled. And with Javin’s connections, he was able to send and receive large amounts in a short time and without raising any red flags. Javin informed the banker about the possibility of other, sizable transfers, and the banker confirmed there would be no issues with any of the transactions.

Javin then called the Iranian asset and gave him the confirmation number, so that he could check at his end, to speed up the process. Zahir promised to call Javin as soon as he received the money, and to send the audio clip at the same time.

Next, Javin turned his attention to the intelligence allegedly contained in the drive. He found a coffeehouse that was not too crowded and sat near the back, away from curious eyes, but near a power plug. He fired up the laptop and went through the set-up process, while sipping the black coffee the waitress had brought him. In a matter of minutes, everything was ready.

So Javin connected the drive.

As the hacker had said, there was no password. Javin began to access the files, his wonder growing with every click. Even though Javin had a general knowledge about the scheme and the players, it was quite different to see the evidence lined up in front of his eyes. Turbat had done an excellent job documenting the diabolical relationship between the top-level Chinese official, a close national security adviser to the President of China, and Liu, the millionaire.

Javin nodded to himself as he took another sip of his half-drunk coffee. This is truly explosive. A lot of people would kill to get their hands on the drive.

He copied the entire drive onto the laptop and onto the two USB drives. Then he finished his coffee and returned to the bank. He placed the laptop inside his safe deposit box, along with one of the USB drives. The other two copies he carried on his person.

Outside the bank, he sat on one of the wrought-iron benches and glanced at the small traffic circle. His thoughts went to Turbat and his whereabouts. Would the Chinese want to trade him for the drive? Will they believe I’m giving it to them and made no other copies? He shrugged. I don’t think so. I wouldn’t fall for it.

He hated leaving Turbat behind, especially since the Canadian agent had promised to protect the hacker. But the operation had gone sideways, and things were beyond Javin’s control. He thought about Han, who had also died on Javin’s watch. Will Turbat be next? He shook his head and cursed under his breath. Probably, and I can do nothing about it...

He checked his phone, the one whose number he had given to Zahir. No new messages. Hasn’t he gotten the money yet? Or have I been swindled out of 10 grand? He didn’t mind the money, but Zahir was his last hope. He only had a few hours before Yael’s ultimatum expired. Yes, he could try to negotiate a new deadline with her, but she might or might not agree to the new terms. No, it’s Zahir or bust.

He drew in another deep breath. Let’s give him another few minutes. If he doesn’t call in ten, I’ll ring him up.

Then he picked up the other phone and called Claudia. She answered only after the fourth ring. “Hey, Claudia, everything all right?”

“Yes, just … give me a moment, okay?”

“Sure, take your time.”

The sound of feet shuffling, followed by indistinct mumblings and a door closing came from the other end of the line. Then Claudia said, “Sorry about that. Zhang … he just wanted to finish his story.”

“Was it a good story?”

“Depends on the definition of good. We’ve found Guo’s file. He’s as dangerous as we expected. Well-connected.”

“Who does he work for?”

“Whoever pays him the most... In this case, it’s our friend Liu.”

Javin shook his head. “I knew that guy’s name would come up … He’s like the plague … everywhere …”

“And so are we. Relentless.”

“I have bad news too. Turbat’s intel is accurate. The Chinese official is one of the president’s national security advisers.”

“What?”

“That was my first reaction too. But Turbat has put together a solid case. He’s got everything: pictures, transcripts, even videos.”

“Do you have his whereabouts?”

“No, but I’m coming up with a plan to get him back.”

“Trade him for the intel?”

“Yes.”

“And Liu and Guo will accept the trade?”

“They’ll have to, unless they want the intel to go to the Chinese president … which it will anyway.”

“It will?”

“Why not? We’re correctors, right? After the mess we’ve made all over Beijing, it’s about time we start the cleanup.”

“I like that, Javin, and I’ll take care of that.”

“Sure, I’ve got to deal with Yael. Everything’s quiet on the eastern front, but it won’t be for long…”

“What’s your exit plan out of Mongolia?”

“Working on it. Airports might be out of the question, especially if Liu and Guo have local connections.”

“I’m sure they do. So it’s through the border, then?”

“That’s an option.”

“Do you need a hand?”

“I should be okay, but I’ll let you know.”

“All right, Javin. Anything else?”

“No, that’s it.”

“Be safe now, okay?”

“Of course. You too.”

Javin had barely ended the call when the other phone chirped with the arrival of an email.

It was from Zahir.

The body of the email was blank, but there was a file attached.

An audio file.

Javin clicked on the file, impatiently waiting for the download to finish. When it did, the audio began to play. He turned down the volume, as he was still in public, although no one was really paying attention to him. Javin had seen only a handful of passers-by, all of whom minded their own business.

The recorded conversation between the two men was clear, but he could not understand anything. The language was most likely Farsi, which was spoken in Iran. Javin listened to it again, since it was less than five minutes long, but still could not be certain of its content.

He returned to the inbox and found another email from Zahir. English version, the title read. Javin scrolled down and began to read the audio’s transcript. It was rough but understandable English. He began to smile as he came near the end. If accurate, this is what I needed. Asher will like this.

Javin was beginning to punch in Asher’s number when he heard tires screeching across the street. A blue Audi sedan zipped through the intersection to his left, heading toward him.

He jumped to his feet and bolted toward the bike parked on the sidewalk a couple of yards away.

The Audi’s driver didn’t stop.

No windows were rolled down.

No gun flashed.

The Audi went through the traffic circle, drifting as the driver struggled to make the turn at such high speed. But he did, and, as suddenly as he had appeared, he vanished.

Javin heaved a sigh of relief. Then he thought of his predicament. Will I ever learn to relax, sit in the sun and not worry every time I hear squalling tires? Maybe, but not in this life. Not when I have two assassins still chasing me…

The last thought impressed on him the urgency of his actions. I’ve got to get out of U-tar. Pronto.
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Javin was halfway to the railway station on Teeverchid Street when he received a call from Asher. The Canadian agent leaned forward and asked the taxi driver, “Pull over.”

“Why?” the young man asked and gave Javin a curious glance in the rearview mirror. “We’re not at the—”

“Just listen and pull over.” Javin sharpened his voice and gestured with his head. “My phone.”

“But you can…” The young man’s voice trailed off as he suddenly clued in to his client’s need for privacy. “Sure, right away.”

Javin had already tapped the Start button on his phone. “Give me a moment, okay?”

“Sure, sure, but you sound worried, my friend…” Asher’s strong voice echoed in Javin’s ear.

“You, on the other hand, are quite cheery. Enjoying the good weather?”

It was a reference to the intelligence Javin had given his Mossad counterpart. Javin had forwarded Asher the audio clip received from the Iranian contact, along with the English transcript, before getting into the taxi.

“Good start, if this is not a set-up.”

Javin waited until the taxi came to a complete stop, then shoved open the door. Before stepping out, he took his rucksack with him, as he always did. “Why would I do that to you?”

“No, not you, Javin. Maybe you’re the one being set up.”

“Why?”

“Money … I’m sure you’re paying a lot of money for this intel.”

Javin thought about it. The asset sounded convinced the intelligence was good. “I don’t think this is a trap,” he said slowly, as he glanced around. People were going back and forth and a few looked in his direction. Most Mongolians had Asian features, although Javin had seen quite a few people that did not look much different from him, with the exception of perhaps a lighter shade of skin. “I know the asset. He wouldn’t dare cross me.”

“You know, sometimes, you trust too much, Javin. It will be your downfall one day.”

Javin snorted. “That’s funny, Asher. Everyone tells me I don’t trust anyone…”

“You’re trusting me with this intel…”

He wanted to say he was negotiating a deal that could potentially save his life, or, at the very least, a lot of worrying and watching behind his back. But he had explained the offer to Asher in different terms. “We go a long way together… You wouldn’t stab me in the back now, would you?”

It was Asher’s turn to snort. “Let’s get back to the Iranian, shall we?”

Javin was a bit startled by Asher’s avoidance of answering a direct question, but it was too late to go back. “So, how does it look?”

“Promising. I need the rest, though.”

“You’ll have everything in a couple of days. And Yael?”

Asher did not reply right away. “As I said, it’s not as easy as it seems, especially since she chose not to come to us directly, but—”

“I told you what she said. No one would believe her, after what happened…”

“Right, but why is she going through you? You’d be the last person to want to help her, considering you got her thrown out…”

“She believes I can bring her back in. What can I say?”

“How about the truth?”

Javin flipped the phone from one hand to the other. “Whose truth, Asher? The truth is what we believe, what we’re taught to believe. Look, Yael wants in, and she’s willing to give you the intel. Do we have a deal?”

“It’s not that simple, Javin.”

He sighed and glanced at the taxi driver, who was listening to the radio. It sounded like a mixture of folk music with some heavy drumbeats. “I’m listening, Asher.”

“For what?”

“Options. You’re saying it’s not simple. Okay, now what do we do?”

Javin’s reply seemed to catch Asher by surprise. “Eh, listen, I can’t promise you she’ll be fully reinstated. Not at this point. There isn’t enough intel—”

“But I’ll get you the rest—”

“Yes, we’ll assess that, and at that time, a decision will be made.”

“That sounds good to you, but you know what I hear: You get everything, and I get nothing.”

“That’s not how it is.”

“How is it, then? I give you all the intel, and I don’t even get a promise.”

“Javin, it doesn’t depend on me. Besides, you came to me with the offer, remember?”

“Yes, I remember. But think about it, Asher, what if the Iranians do get the nuke? Then what? How will it be when it’s found out that Mossad could have stopped that, but it didn’t? And the reason for the failure was that someone had too much pride and didn’t want to take back a patriot who wants nothing but to serve her country?”

A long tense moment, then Asher said, “I’ll have to call you back, Javin.” His voice had turned low and cold.

“When?”

“As soon as I can.”

“Don’t wait too long, Asher.”

“No, this will be fast.” He hung up without another word.

Javin sighed. He turned around and looked at the driver, who nodded at him. “Are we going?”

He glanced at the phone. Asher could take one minute or ten minutes. “Sure, but we might have to stop again.” He slid into the backseat.

They had gone a distance of about six city blocks when Asher called back. 

Javin tapped the driver on the shoulder, who nodded. “Yes, yes. You’re a busy man.” He began to pull over.

“Just like you.” He pointed at a small sticker on the dashboard advertising the cabbie’s service as available 24/7.

The driver shrugged. “That came with the car. I never removed it.”

Javin returned the shrug and hopped out of the car as soon as it stopped in front of a luxurious-looking store selling watches and other high-end jewelry. A “No Parking” sign stood two yards away from the yellow taxi. “This will not take long.”

The driver waved a dismissive hand. “No worries.” He gestured at the sign. “No one pays attention to those things.”

The phone rang two more times before Javin answered it. “Asher, that was fast.” He stood just outside the door to the jewelry store.

“It was.” His voice was rough and he sounded displeased. “And, against my judgment, you’ve got your deal.”

Javin smiled, but chose to say nothing. He waited for a moment, and the pause paid off.

Asher said, “You’ll deliver us all the intel, everything. In return, the agent will be reinstated.” He spoke slowly, in a somber tone, as if delivering a death sentence.

“Okay, Asher. I’ll send you everything as soon as I have it.”

“When is that?”

“Most likely tomorrow. Or 48 hours, at the most.”

“It’d better be, or the deal is off.”

Javin nodded. “It’s all clear.”

“Good. Here’s how you’ll upload everything.”

Asher gave him the log-in credentials to an online secure server, and Javin typed the information on his other phone. When he was finished, Asher said, “That’s it, Javin. Good chatting with you.”

“Asher, you sound displeased … This is a good deal for Mossad and Israel—”

“Javin, you got what you wanted. Now, don’t lecture me.”

He thought about a smart-aleck reply, then shrugged. It was not worth wasting his time arguing with Asher, especially since the deal was done. “All right, Asher. Have a good day, now.”

“Sure, you as well, Javin.”

His lips formed a restrained smile, and he punched Yael’s number on the other phone.

Before he could call her, a police car drove down the street and came to a slow stop behind the taxi.

Javin began to back away and walked alongside the store. He wasn’t sure if the police stop was unrelated to the taxi, or they were going to fine the driver for parking illegally. In any case, he wasn’t going to hang around to find out.

He hurried his steps without looking back.

Javin heard shouts behind him, and that’s when he broke into a sprint. He ran as fast as he could, elbowing his way through the crowded street, and thrusting his arms up, careful not to shove away or hurt any of the unsuspecting passers-by.

Loud footsteps and more shouts came from behind, following by whistles and screeching tires. Then he heard the sharp police siren cutting through the air thick with humidity and tension.

That’s when he rounded the corner and turned into a narrow back alley.

He dashed toward the other end, then dropped behind a van parked to the side, but looked through the windows.

The police car zipped through the street.

Javin waited a moment longer, half expecting the police officers to rush toward him.

No one did.

He stood up, removed his windbreaker, and threw it in the rucksack. Then he put on a pair of sunglasses and a gray cap. He ripped off his black jeans and now was wearing a pair of khaki cargo shorts. If the police had gotten his description from the driver and were searching the streets, they would see a tourist in shorts and a white t-shirt.

At the other end of the block, Javin cast a sweeping gaze at the street.

No sign of the police, but also no taxis anywhere in sight.

However, a red city bus was coming from the opposite direction and slowing down as he drew near the bus stop across the street.

Javin zipped through the slow-moving traffic and right in front of the bus. He climbed through the front door and, as he sat on one of the few empty seats near the back, a couple of police cars cruised alongside the bus.

Javin looked away from the window.

None of the officers paid any attention to him, and the bus took off.

Javin was on edge for another couple of minutes, until the bus had left the area. He was not sure about the bus route, but, when he noticed the railway station in the distance, he stood up and walked to the back door. “Stop, please stop,” he called at the driver.

The driver shouted something indistinct in what Javin assumed was Mongolian.

The bus did not stop.

Javin tried again, louder.

The bus driver yelled back.

One of the passengers—a red-haired middle-aged woman—that was sitting close to the door said to Javin in broken English, “Bus go to train, minute two, minute two.” She made the V-sign with her right-hand fingers.

Javin smiled at her. “Thank you.”

In a couple of minutes, the bus went around the small square in front of the railway station, then stopped on Narnii Road. This was not the bus’s last stop, since not everyone stood up. But Javin got out anyway. He wasn’t sure if the Chinese assassins’ team was working with local assets or had gotten in touch with the Mongolian police or security forces. The railway station would be one of the main points the agents would have under tight surveillance.

So Javin walked up the flight of seven stairs and sat on one of the wooden benches close to a tall column-shaped monument. He couldn’t decipher the gold writing on a silver plaque, but the emblem with a red star and a hammer near the top of the column made it clear it was a relic from the times of the closer relationship between Mongolia and the Soviet Union. Javin turned slightly toward the station and began to look for anyone suspicious.

Anyone looking for him.

It didn’t take long to identify a couple of shady-looking characters pacing close to the entrance. They had no luggage, and they were paying attention to lone male passengers entering the station. One of the surveillants seemed to be communicating to someone through earphones, because he was talking almost constantly. The other surveillant had a phone or some other device and kept looking at it, presumably comparing the faces of passengers to a picture of Javin stored on that device.

He was too far away to determine whether either of the two men was armed, but that was likely the case. He began to think about a way to sneak into the station, or whether an alternative mode of transportation would be safer. He hadn’t come to a conclusion yet when a man stepped outside through the station’s main entrance doors.

It was the Chinese gunman who had taken shots at Javin.

He bit his lip and felt his blood beginning to boil as the screaming face of the hacker popped into his mind. Javin’s hands tightened into fists almost involuntarily, so he took a series of deep breaths to calm himself and remain focused.

The gunman talked to one of the surveillants, then began to study the park area.

Javin turned his back toward the station, then stood up and walked around the monument. The presence of the Chinese hit team added an extra layer of difficulty to the already complicated situation. Javin would have to deal not only with local run-of-the-mill agents, but highly trained operatives who had already captured the hacker. He shook his head. There must be a better way.

He reached for one of his phones to call Claudia.

As if she could somehow communicate with him, the phone buzzed with the arrival of her call. “Yes, Claudia, I was just going to call you. What’s going on?”

“Change of plans, Javin. No need to return to Beijing.”

“Why?”

“Neither Guo nor Liu are in the city, or in China for that matter.”

“Where are they?”

“No intel on Guo. But it’s confirmed that Liu is in Monaco. Staying there for a week. A wedding.”

Javin smiled. “Never been to Monaco. I hear it’s a lovely place.”

“It is. Playground of the rich and famous.”

“And corrupt.”

“Apparently…”

“And the party official, where is he?”

“Vacationing in Milan.”

“I’ve been to Milan, but I don’t mind seeing it again.”

“We won’t have much time to visit…”

“We’ll do what we can.”

“So, we have a plan?”

“It’s in the works. How did it go with Zhang?”

“He’s gone out of his way to help. Without his contacts, we wouldn’t be here.”

Javin nodded and smiled. I’m glad I trusted my gut. “Good. Can he travel to Monaco?”

“We’ll make it happen.”

“We’ll need at least six people, including Zhang.”

“I’ll get it done.”

“Perfect.”

“You’re squared away with Yael?”

“Mossad has agreed to take her back. I haven’t talked to her yet.”

“All right. Do you need anything from Beijing?”

“Love?”

“Sure, lots of love.”

Javin grinned. “See you in Monaco.”

“Okay. Call me once you and Yael are good.”

“Will do.”

He waited until Claudia had ended the call, then pressed the End button. Then he glanced back at the railway station entrance. The Chinese assassin and one of the surveillants had disappeared, while the other was still studying the passengers entering the station. You’ll be doing that for a long time, Javin thought. I’m going to find myself another cab, and, this time, leave Mongolia for good.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-five

 

 

Brasserie Bleue

Monte Carlo, Monaco

 

The sommelier poured their second glass of champagne and glanced at them with a broad, toothy smile stamped on his face. Liu turned his head to Borisov, the Russian hydropower magnate. He was a close business partner of Orlov, whose daughter’s wedding was taking place at Saint Nicholas Cathedral in three days. Borisov was admiring the champagne bubbles rising to the surface of the tulip-shaped glass. He picked it up with his bear-paw hand, and the glass looked like a toothpick. “To our health, and our partnership. Za zdarovje!” he said in heavy-accented English, finishing with the Russian words for “cheers.”

Liu raised his glass, then clinked it against the Russian’s. Then he smiled at the red-haired woman sitting to Borisov’s left. She was Ivana, his third wife and his junior by over twenty years. She was full of youth and looked gorgeous in her sleeveless V-neck black dress. A large pearl necklace adorned her slender neck. “Za zdarovje,” Liu repeated. “May we enjoy a long life and prosper. Together.” He clinked the glass with hers.

Liu’s second wife, who was sitting to his right, also brought her glass up. “Ganbei,” she said in Chinese, in a low, restrained voice.

“Is that how you say cheers, ‘Gonbai’?” Borisov mispronounced it.

Liu smiled. “Close enough. People will understand you.”

Borisov gulped down his glass. “It’s good, right?” He looked at Liu.

“It’s very good,” Liu said.

He couldn’t stand the Armand de Brignac champagne, which cost over a thousand dollars—extremely overpriced, in his opinion. The taste was dull and metallic, like the gold metallic bottle with the Ace of Spades logo. But he wanted his relationship with Borisov to flourish, and he was willing to do almost anything to achieve that purpose. Borisov’s connections could turn Liu from a millionaire into a multi-millionaire.

Ivana flicked back her long hair. “It’s fantastic, dear. Excellent choice.” She leaned over and rubbed his arm.

Borisov nodded, then gestured to the sommelier to refill his glass. The Russian drank a long sip, then waved off the sommelier with a flick of his wrist. When the man was beyond earshot, the Russian leaned closer to the table. “Now, perhaps we can discuss business, while we wait for our appetizers.”

Liu nodded. “Of course, of course. I’ll be glad to hear your proposals—”

His words were interrupted by the vibration of his phone on the table, next to his half-empty champagne flute. He frowned and resisted the urge to glance at the screen. The phone vibrated again, and Liu picked it up and placed it in the right outside pocket of his black jacket.

“Answer it,” Borisov said.

Liu shook his head. “It’s nothing important, and I don’t want it to interrupt—”

“How do you know?” Borisov’s voice turned firm. “And it has already come between us. Answer it, then turn off your phone.” His tone left no room for objection.

“Sure. I will do that.” Liu pushed back his chair and stood up. “Excuse me, this will only take a moment.”

Borisov made a dismissive hand gesture. “Take your time and finish it, so that it doesn’t bother us any longer. Ivana and I will entertain your wife.”

Liu felt heat rise in his cheeks as he saw Borisov lean closer to Nuo, Liu’s wife. Borisov was a notorious womanizer, and if there was something that Liu wasn’t willing to give up to expand his business empire, it was his wife. He stooped over Nuo and planted a kiss on her lips. “I’ll be back right away.”

She kissed him back and gave him a reassuring smile.

The phone vibrated again, then began to chirp.

Liu cursed the caller and the most untimely moment.

When he was close to the entrance to the chic restaurant, he answered the phone. “Liu here…”

“We have a big problem,” a man's voice said in a loud, harsh tone. It was Kwan, one of the Chinese president’s national security advisers and Liu’s close business partner.

“What problem? The Canadian—”

“Yes, he escaped the team I sent to Ulaanbaatar, and he’s—”

“Wait, what?” Liu stepped through the restaurant’s doors and into the cool night.

His bodyguards standing a few steps away hurried toward him, but he waved them off. When he was about six yards away from them, he asked in a voice just above a whisper, “You dispatched a team after Pierce? Why? I told you I had—”

“You did, but you let the agent escape from the airport. He was going to a meeting with a hacker, SPArrow, to obtain information about the ‘accident’ you organized and executed…”

“No, you can’t put this on me. I acted under specific orders, your orders—”

“My orders were not to kill them, but to silence them. Pay them off, scare them, threaten their families … But no, you chose the extreme way, like you always do. And see where it got us?”

Liu cursed the turn of events. He drew in a deep breath of the fresh air, but it did nothing to calm his nerves. “Look, I had a plan. One of my best men is very close to finding the hacker and stop—”

“It’s too late for that, Liu. The agent already took a cache of information about the killing of the two MSS agents, along with details about our affairs.”

Liu almost dropped the phone as it slipped through his sweaty hand. “What? How do you know that?”

“My team caught the hacker. He’s taken care of. But the agent, he’s gone.”

“Where?”

“No idea.”

“We’ll move heaven and earth to find him.”

“No need to. Considering what the hacker gave him, I’m certain Pierce will come for you.”

Liu did not reply right away. “How certain are you about this?”

“The team’s report. They described their interaction with Pierce. He’s very determined and will not stop until he gets to you.”

Liu grinned. “Then, we’ll stop him.”

“You’d better do that, Liu. Otherwise, it’s over, your life is over. He’s not coming for me, but for you.”

Kwan’s chilling voice sent shivers through Liu’s body. He switched the phone to his other hand, and inhaled deeply. He wanted to remind Kwan that they were together in this mess. If one of them went down, he’d take the other along with him.

Then a dark thought popped into his mind. Kwan’s setting me up. He’ll make me the fall guy. He’ll go to the president … probably already has. Liu shook his head. No, that’s not going to happen. If Pierce is coming for me, I’ll make sure he’s dead before he gets too close.

“Liu, can you hear me?”

“Yes, yes, I can. Now, do we know where Pierce is?”

“No, but we can safely assume he’s not going to China. He knows we’re not there…”

“Does he know where we are?”

“Given who he is and the resources at his disposal, I’d say ‘Yes.’”

“All right.” Liu paced on the sidewalk in front of the restaurant’s entrance. “So, he’ll hit us when we’re on the move. Double your guards. Check and double-check everything. Watch your back.”

“Liu, I know what to do. My life has been threatened many times before—”

“That might be the case, but you’ve never been in Pierce’s crosshairs—”

“He’s not stupid to come after me, the president’s adviser…”

“One of the advisers.” The most useless one. “You went after him first, Kwan. If you underestimate him, then you’re the fool.”

“I know what I’m doing. But let’s say you’re right, even though you’re not. I’ll move to another location, safer, with enhanced security.”

“Good, you do that. Pierce will most likely try to hit us while we’re traveling, en route to an airport, or when we’re between locations.”

“If he tries, he’ll die.”

Liu nodded, but said nothing. Kwan’s reply sounded like his earlier thoughts. “Yes, if he comes for us, that will be his end.” He tried to say the words with as much conviction as he could muster, but they sounded hollow. Are we trying to convince ourselves? He shrugged. “Let me know if you learn anything new, and I’ll do the same.”

“Sure, but I wouldn’t hold out hope.”

Liu shook his head. No, you old jerk, I wouldn’t count on you. Cursed be the day I decided to do business with you. “Well, then, good night, Kwan.”

“So long, Liu.”

After ending the call, he let out a string of curses, ignoring the stunned glances of a few tourists walking past him. Liu summoned his bodyguards and told them to keep their eyes open. He doubted Pierce or anyone working with his team were already in the city and tracking him, but no one was ever hurt because they were too careful. Would he come after me here? I’ll bring in Guo, just in case.

He ordered one of the bodyguards to tell Guo he was urgently needed in Monaco. I made a mistake not killing Pierce when I had the chance. Yes, it would have been messy, but it would have saved me a lot of trouble. I’m not going to make that mistake again.

He drew in a deep breath, fixed the collar of his jacket, and walked inside the restaurant. He tried to smile as he drew near the table, but his attempt must have failed because the Russian tycoon said, “My friend, you look awful. What happened?”

Liu shrugged and took his seat. “Nothing that can’t be fixed.”

“Anything I can do to help?” Borisov pointed at his chest. His voice carried the unmistakable cockiness that was the millionaire’s trademark.

“No, no, that won’t be necessary. In any case, not right away.”

Borisov shrugged. “Well, if you change your mind, or when the right time comes, don’t hesitate. I want to help my friend.”

Liu offered a small grin. Borisov’s help always came at a steep price.

He smiled at his wife, and steered the conversation toward the wedding. The change in subject encouraged the women to engage in a lively exchange about the decorations, who was or wasn’t invited, and everything else wedding-related.

Liu tried to forget about the imminent threat, but found it impossible. The appetizers arrived—Beluga caviar, oysters, sea urchins with micro greens and croutons—but Liu had all but lost his appetite. He ate the overpriced food, but tasted nothing.

Then, a gloomy thought darkened his mind. What if Pierce decided to strike during the wedding? It would be unexpected, and, with so many people going in and out all the time, he might slip through security. He wondered how to bring up the question without sounding too concerned and without giving away too much. He pondered it for a few moments, then said, “I heard there’s some sort of protest planned for the weekend, against globalism or global warming, nonsense like that. How might that affect the wedding plans?”

Borisov finished chewing a mouthful of caviar, then said, “It shouldn’t. Well, traffic might be slow, so give yourself plenty of time. But security is tight. Orlov leaves nothing to chance, and he won’t let anyone ruin his daughter’s special day…”

“So, no one uninvited will get in?”

“Not a chance.” Borisov dabbed at his lips with the blue cloth napkin. “Look, Orlov used to work for the KGB. He has many friends in the SVR … our foreign security service. Some of his bodyguards are former SVR operatives. Nobody, I repeat, nobody will get past these people.”

Liu nodded. Borisov’s reply did not calm him as much as he had anticipated. Maybe I’m giving Pierce too much credit and getting myself all rattled for no reason. Maybe he’ll realize the cathedral will be unassailable, like a fortress, and he won’t even try. Like Kwan said, Javin Pierce is not a fool. Once we leave Monaco, all bets are off. But, while we’re here, we’re safe.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-six

 

 

Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia

 

Since an exit through airports was out of the question, and the railroad station was under strict surveillance, Javin opted for another slower, but safer option. Now that it was not necessary for him to return to Beijing or China, he was left with only one alternative.

Russia.

Mongolia was a landlocked country, surrounded in the south by China and in the north by Russia. While it would take Javin a little over five hours to cross the two hundred and twenty miles and reach the Khyagt border crossing, he decided to go for it. He picked a cab driver, who seemed to be in his early or mid-sixties, with a shiny bald head and a wrinkled face. The old man spoke almost no English, but knew some Russian, a language that Javin spoke fluently. Initially, the old man was reluctant to embark on such a long, expensive trip. He quickly changed his mind when Javin flashed a stack of dollar bills.

As part of the deal they struck, Javin had the driver drop him off for a quick stop at one of the nearest squares. Javin found a relatively quiet place for his sensitive phone call. He rang his Swiss banker and instructed him to wire the next payment to Zahir, a hundred thousand dollars, for the second part of the intelligence about the Iranian plans to produce a nuclear weapon.

Javin’s next stop was a diner that was a little more than a hole in the wall. He told the driver that he was going to treat him to a late lunch—or an early supper—before their long trip. As the food was being prepared, Javin called Yael from a secluded corner of the diner that offered the needed privacy for the sensitive call. Yael welcomed the news, but expressed a great amount of caution. She agreed to a tentative ceasefire and to convince Sawyer that the manhunt was still on. She warned Javin not to misunderstand the temporary truce as peace. If Mossad went back on their word, all bets were off, and Javin was fair game.

The next call was going to be the most difficult one. He was confident he could cross the border into Russia and catch his flight from Irkutsk to Moscow and then to France without any assistance from the Russian internal or foreign intelligence service. Still, Javin’s boss had decided it was a good idea to inform the SVR that a CIS operative would be transiting through their country and their capital, without any intention of running any operations on their soil.

Since Javin had no choice but to talk to someone in the SVR, he wanted that person to be Mila. Sooner or later, I’d have to face the music. I’d rather it be on my terms.

He looked at the table where the driver was just getting started with the appetizers, a large platter of sesame chicken balls and beef spring rolls. Javin shrugged, then dialed Mila’s number from memory.

Her phone rang and rang for a long time.

Javin counted seven rings and thought he’d have to leave a message. Then, Mila spoke in Russian with an uncertain tone: “Yes, who are you looking for?”

“Mila, I’m looking for you…” he said in English in a warm voice.

“Oh, Javin, I saw an unidentified number, and it took me a moment to realize it was someone in Ulaanbaatar.” Missing from her voice were any terms of endearment and any excitement to hear from him. “Plus, I wasn’t expecting to hear from you so soon…”

“Well, we have some unfinished business, and, tomorrow, I’m coming to Moscow…” Javin ignored the cold reception and ramped up the eagerness in his voice in anticipation of their meeting.

“Oh, a visit in cold, snowy Moscow … How nice of you.” Her voice kept the unwelcoming tone.

“No, no, this isn’t replacing Barcelona. Just letting you know that I’ll be coming through Russia, so that there are no misunderstandings…”

“So, this is an official call?

“No, I could have called anyone else in the SVR. But I wanted to talk to you.”

“Why is that?”

“Come on, Mila. You know we have many things to talk about.”

“Yes, about two and a half million things…”

“Yes, that and more. So, can you do Nice, France?”

A brief pause, then Mila said, “Javin, what kind of favor do you need?” Her voice had gotten a bit warmer, but now carried a tone of suspicion.

“I don’t need anything, Mila.” Not yet. “I need to make it up to you, so come to France with me, would you?”

“When?”

“Tomorrow evening. We can be on the same flight.”

“How long for?”

“A couple of days.”

“You have work to do in France?”

“No.”

“Nearby?”

“Yes, but—”

“I know you can’t tell me about it, and I don’t want to know. But I demand an answer about what truly happened in Switzerland and Luxembourg.”

“And you’ll have it. You want to know about the money; I’ll tell you all about it.”

Another brief pause, then Mila said, “Javin, something’s not adding up here…”

“What do you mean?”

“The last time we talked, you were all defensive. Now, you’re willing to give me everything. What’s really going on?”

Javin shrugged. “Mila, I know this will sound trite, but I care about you. And about our relationship as well. I want us to smooth over the wrinkles and get back to where we were.”

“And you’re willing to do that?”

“That’s why I want to meet and talk with you—”

“Face-to-face, yes, that’s what you said the last time.”

“And that’s what you want, right?”

“Right, but I can’t help having this feeling that I’m walking into a trap.”

“Mila, really, you think I’d set you up?”

“Javin, I’ve learned to expect everything, from anyone. Look at it from my angle: I get your call out of the blue. You’re coming to take me to Nice, a place and a time of your planning. All this after we’ve had a fight.”

Javin nodded. “I agree, Mila, it might look shady. But it’s not. I won’t try to convince you, as I know that doesn’t work.”

“You’re right about that.”

“So, it’s up to you. I’ll be in Moscow early evening. My flight’s booked, Aeroflot, non-stop. I’m sure you can get a seat. Get us a hotel anywhere in or around Nice. How does that sound?”

“That sounds better, Javin. Can you stay one night in Moscow?”

“I thought you wanted to get away from the cold and snow…”

“I do, but I can’t just take off. I need to finish something by the end of tomorrow. Then, we’ll fly to Nice early next morning.”

Javin made some mental calculations. That left little time for the Monaco operation, especially if he ran into complications. But he needed Mila, and not only because of the matter involving Liberty. The Chinese millionaire was attending the wedding of a powerful Russian oligarch. Any attempt Javin was hoping to make at getting closer to the target had the potential to alarm and create a clash with a Russian security detail already on high alert. That was the main reason he needed Mila on his side.

Javin drew in a deep breath and said, “Sure, we’ll spend the night in Moscow.”

“That sounds like a good plan, Javin. I’ll show you a good time.” Mila’s voice had taken on some of her usual playfulness.

Javin wasn’t sure if he should be worried or pleased about the change in Mila’s mood. Depends on what she means by a “good time.” He didn’t ask. He didn’t want to know.

“All right, Mila. So, you’ll make sure I have no problems at the border?”

“Which way are you coming in?”

“Through Khyagt. Should be there close to midnight.”

“I’ll make a couple of calls. Shouldn’t be too difficult. You’re coming in hot?”

“No.”

“Good. You won’t need guns while in Russia.”

“I hope not.”

“Yes, you’re safe in Russia, Javin. Safer than in China and Mongolia for sure.”

Javin nodded. She was right, considering he was running no covert operations in her country. “See you tomorrow, Mila.”

“Yes, I’ll call you about a meeting place. Most likely, it will be the Ritz Carlton. Room 517.”

Javin frowned. He had never understood Mila’s fascination with the room, besides the fact that they had had one of their worst spats there, during which Javin had pulled out his pistol and threatened to kill her. “Sure, I’ll make it.”

“Enjoy the trip, Javin.”

“Thanks, Mila.”

“Don’t mention it. One more favor you’ll owe me.”

He nodded. Mila was very good at playing the game of favors. He was up to his eyeballs in debt. One day, she’ll come to collect. It might be tomorrow. But I’ll deal with it when the time comes. He exhaled, then said, “Goodbye, Mila.”

He returned the phone to his pocket, then joined the driver at the table. He had wolfed down most of the appetizers, but thankfully, the waiter had just brought in their main course: rice with chicken curry and beef kebabs with chili jam. The heat level was a bit too much for Javin, but he was hungry, so he dug in. The chicken chunks were crispy, and the curry had a great combination of sweet garlic and ginger flavors. He ate mostly in silence and successfully compartmentalized the meeting with Mila, pushing it to the periphery of his mind. He enjoyed the hot meal and the break before the trip to Moscow. We have just one last stop before we head out. A store for a set of Siberia-worthy outfits. Then, it’s going to be a long night and a long day. Hopefully, once it’s all said and done, Mila and I can work together on the Monaco operation.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-seven

 

 

Moscow, Russia

 

The journey through Mongolia to the border with Russia had gone without any problems. The taxi had not encountered any police or military checkpoints. Javin was not expecting any, considering the Chinese assassination team so far had carried out a low-level operation. He wasn’t sure how much the Mongolian authorities were involved, but he was glad to reach the border without any further skirmishes.

Because of the dark, he had seen very little of the wonderful landscapes he had read about in his travel guide. But then, he hadn’t come to Mongolia for sightseeing. I’ve got to return, maybe with Liberty, so we can enjoy the country. Another time, when I’m not running away from killers.

The Russian border officials gave a cursory glance at Javin’s Canadian passport, then they asked him to wait for a few moments. An older man, who was their supervisor, arrived and chatted briefly with Javin, asking about his purpose in visiting Russia. The supervisor never mentioned Mila or the SVR, but there was a glint in his eyes. Someone had talked to him and had told him what to ask and what not to ask. After a thorough pat-down and a meticulous search of his rucksack, Javin was ushered through customs, and welcomed to Russia.

He wasted no time, but flagged a taxi, the only one outside the border crossing at this ungodly hour of the night. Irkutsk was about four hundred and twenty miles northwest, and, barring any complications, it shouldn’t take more than ten hours to reach the Siberian city. Javin made it clear to the driver—a middle-aged man—that he needed to be at the airport before noon. They haggled over the price for a few moments, then Javin slipped into the back seat and started the next leg of his trip. He glanced over his shoulder a few times, half-expecting to see a vehicle behind the small blue Lada sedan.

There was nothing.

He wondered if Mila or the SVR had dispatched a team to follow him. They’d want to do that, even though they know where I’m going, just in case I’m lying to them. The taxi could be tagged, so they always know my location. Why was this the only taxi at the border station? For all I know, the driver could be SVR.

He took a closer look at the middle-aged man with a receding hairline and a tattoo on his right forearm. He seemed to be in good shape, not overly muscular, but Javin was confident the man worked out on a regular basis. Javin shrugged. SVR’s men had no profile. He was in Russia, and they could be everywhere.

Sleep weighed down his eyelids, but he was determined to stay awake and alert. At the nearest roadside café that was still open, Javin bought the largest cup of coffee available. It warmed him up, and the caffeine jolt gave a much-needed boost to his dull senses. He tried not to get too comfortable in the backseat, so he wouldn’t fall asleep. The car was not warm, and he preferred it that way. I’ll sleep when I get to the airport.

It was almost noon when the driver dropped Javin in front of the Irkutsk International Airport. He glanced for a moment at the long, mirrored glass façade of the building, with white and blue the dominant colors. Then he made a beeline for the nearest lounge and found it on level 1 of the domestic terminal. A couple of seats near the door of the lounge were empty. They were just a few steps away from the very watchful eyes of two security officers. No one would dare touch a hair of Javin’s head without the officers taking notice. They might turn a blind eye if the attackers were members of the SVR, or the FSB, the internal security agency. But Javin seriously doubted that was going to happen. No, if they didn’t hit me during the long trip, they’re not going to do it here, in public. He glanced at his wristwatch. Four hours until boarding time.

So he slumped against the back of the seat and fell into a deep sleep.

 

* * *

Javin slept on and off for a little over two hours, but woke up feeling refreshed. Well, as refreshed as one could be after spending the last thirty or so hours in trucks, taxis, and on bikes. His throat was parched and his eyes were sleep-laden. He stretched his arms and his neck and yawned. He then headed for the washroom, to freshen up as much as possible.

He checked his wristwatch. Plenty of time for a late lunch, or an early supper. He found a small café and ordered pork ribs with potato wedges and cabbage borscht, the famous sour soup common across Russia and much of Eastern Europe. He sipped on a cup of coffee as he began to plan for the meeting with Mila. During the long trip, he had run and rerun scenarios in his head, working and reworking what he was going to tell her and how he was going to approach the situation. Mila was furious, and one false step could end their relationship and have devastating consequences for Javin. How did she discover the money transfer? How did she tie me to it? Javin had tried to contact Dietrich Feichtner, the bank manager of his account at the Deutsche Bank in Luxembourg. Feichtner was the man in charge of executing the sensitive transaction, but now he was not answering his phones. One of Javin’s sources informed him that Feichtner had gone on a last-moment, two-week holiday vacation to the Caribbean. Last moment, right … who does that?

He sighed and began to gather his thoughts, only occasionally checking his phone. Claudia had already arrived in Milan, and her team had placed Kwan, the Communist government official, under tight surveillance. The bad news was that Zhang and another MSS agent were the only two operatives authorized to travel to Italy and assist Claudia and Javin. The Chinese were concerned about being discreet and worried that a large footprint would be easily discovered by the Italian authorities. Still, Javin believed that four people were sufficient to reach Kwan, especially if he was tricked to come out into the open. Yes, it will take a bit of work, but it’s doable.

When the food came, he pushed his thoughts to a far corner of his mind and enjoyed the sizzling pork ribs. He was pleasantly surprised at the great taste of the soft meat almost falling off the bones and the crispy-brown potato wedges. The borscht had a sprinkle of dill, which gave it a unique flavor. As he bit on the third rib, he thought, This tastes just like my dad used to barbecue them. He stopped chewing, wondering why the thought of his dad had popped into his mind. Did he ever come to Russia? 

He sighed as he realized he missed his father, even though he had passed away over seven years ago. His father had been a trade representative for Canada in a host of countries, including Italy, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Israel. Javin wondered what he would be doing, if he hadn’t been recruited by CIS, or what he would do when he was too old to run across the globe, trying to save a world that didn’t want to be saved. He shrugged and picked up another rib. Whatever will be, will be…

Then he picked up his boarding pass, cleared security, and waited for a few minutes at the gate. The seven-hour-long flight to Moscow was uneventful, just the way Javin liked his flights. No turbulence, no crying babies, no overwhelming perfumes filling up the entire plane. He tried to catch up on his sleep, and got perhaps three good, uninterrupted hours.

The Sheremetyevo International Airport in Moscow was as busy as ever, and customs officials paid little attention to Javin. Again, he suspected Mila or someone from the SVR had given these guys the heads-up. Javin had traveled to Moscow before, using his own passport, always on official business. He had no illusions that he could enter Moscow through the main door unnoticed. And he knew that Moscow rules were now in play. One of them, perhaps the most important, was etched into his brain: Don't look back; you’re never completely alone.

The taxi driver dropped him in front of the Ritz Carlton about thirty minutes before his meeting time. Javin paid the driver and stood outside the hotel’s entrance. The light snow that had followed him from the airport had all but stopped. The air was now fresh and cool, and he unzipped his heavy black jacket halfway. He drew in a deep breath, feeling the air fill his lungs. He was reluctant to enter the lobby. He knew that after he talked to Mila, there was no going back. This was bound to happen sooner or later. Let’s get on with it.

He walked closer to the revolving door, then changed his mind as he noticed an older couple approaching the entrance. He held open one of the other doors for the couple, and both the woman and the man thanked him. Javin slipped very close behind them as he entered the lobby. His eyes took in the luxurious lounge. It had large comfortable red-and-brown armchairs, a magnificent chandelier, sculptures, and a smooth white-and-black marble floor. As expected, everything was exquisite, and nothing had changed since the last time he had been here.

A couple of dozen people, most of them men in business suits, were chatting in muted tones. Javin scanned their faces, wondering which one of them was working with Mila. Since the Ritz was a favorite meeting place for many foreign and local businessmen and politicians, the place was also crawling with journalists and intelligence operatives.

His eyes rested on one of the younger men in the lobby, who was maybe in his early twenties and was sitting alone. He had this out-of-place look in his face and a nervous flicker in his eyes. The gray pinstriped suit looked cheaper than the clothes worn by the other men. He was well-positioned to cover the entrance to the hotel, but seemed to have missed Javin, who was now standing close to the reception area. The man was not drinking anything, but his hands were fidgeting with a phone. Gray man is Mila’s man.

Javin nodded to himself and headed toward the elevators. He felt vulnerable and ineffective without his Sig Sauer P320 pistol, his trusted companion. This is only an intel-gathering op, Javin. Mila will not take shots at you. Not unless you force her hand…

He shrugged as he entered the elevator. No, I won’t provoke her.

His heart began to beat faster as soon as he stepped out of the elevator on the fifth floor. The adrenaline was shooting through his body, as it always did when he was readying for a mission. His senses became sharper, his eyes and ears seeing and hearing everything. The laughter of a young woman at the other end of the hall. The whisper of a man talking on his phone as he passed by Javin.

He stopped when he came to Room 517. He hesitated for just a moment, then knocked twice on the door.

A brief pause, then the door opened a crack.

Mila stood in front of him, with her body turned slightly to one side. She wore a V-neck black pencil dress that came to her knees. Her long strawberry blonde hair was pulled into a bun, her preferred style. Mila was holding a gun, her favorite weapon—a Makarov 9mm pistol equipped with a long sound suppressor—in her right hand next to her body. “You alone?” she asked in a low voice.

“Of course. And you?”

Mila nodded. “Come in.” She offered him a small smile and stepped back.

Javin entered in and dropped his rucksack by the door. He stopped next to Mila, who was standing near the middle of the room and across from the king-size bed.

“Welcome to Moscow.”

“Great to see you.”

She leaned in for a kiss, but then stopped. “Oh, Javin. When was the last time you showered?”

Javin blinked back his surprise. “Do I smell that bad?”

“Oh, maybe not bad, but not the freshest either… Why don’t you go clean yourself up, then we can continue?”

“If I have to…”

“You do. I’ll wait for you here.” Mila walked toward the desk by the large window overlooking Moscow’s skyline.

Javin removed his jacket and sweater and tossed them to the floor. Then he turned around and walked toward the bathroom. Its black-and-white marble-tiled floor was heated. Javin took a fifteen-minute-long shower, scrubbing dirt and grime from his body, enjoying the hot water flowing from the large rainforest showerhead.

When he returned to the room, he was dressed in a dark blue bathrobe. Mila was sitting behind the antique-looking reddish desk. She stood up and gave Javin a broad smile. She walked up to him and planted a deep passionate kiss on Javin’s lips. He wanted to ask her to stop or to push her away, but he didn’t. He knew it was wrong, but it didn’t feel wrong. 

Mila brushed her body against his and pulled him tighter against her. She ran one of her hands over Javin’s chest, then kissed him again along the side of his neck. “Javin,” she whispered in his ear. “I need you.”

Her soft purr sent chills down Javin’s spine. He hesitated for a split second, but realized Mila wouldn’t stop unless he stopped her. He took a step back. “I … I can’t do this, Mila.”

“Of course you can, Javin.” Mila stepped closer to him, reaching again with her hand.

“No, sorry, stop. Please stop.” He put up his right hand and took a couple more steps away from her.

“No, you’re sure, Javin?” Her voice turned cold with a clear hint of disappointment and frustration.

“Yes, I … I can’t do this to Liberty. I wouldn’t do this to you—”

“But you did, Javin. And that’s why we’re in this situation.” Mila’s face twisted into a frown. “You led me to believe I was the only woman in your life. Remember what you told me in Luxembourg?”

“Yes, I remember.”

“You said you wanted to take things slowly. But, at the same time, you went behind my back and found another woman … Or perhaps you had already found her.”

Javin shrugged. “Mila, this is very complicated.”

Mila nodded. “Well, uncomplicate it for me. We have all the time we need.” She returned to her chair and pointed at the other one across the desk.

“Shouldn’t we talk about business first?”

“This is business.”

“Feels more like pleasure.”

“You made it clear that pleasure isn’t what you want, Javin.”

Javin sighed and sat on the chair. “Look, I started the relationship with Liberty at about the same time as you and I—”

“What does ‘about the same time’ mean? Before or after you lied to me?”

“I didn’t lie to you, Mila.”

“You didn’t? But you never mentioned this woman…”

“I didn’t think she was important to our conversation, so—”

“But is she important to you, Javin?”

He didn’t answer, but held Mila’s fiery eyes.

“Come on, Javin, a simple answer. Is Liberty important? More important than me?”

Javin didn’t want to answer the question. There was no way he could spin this positively without lying or denying his true feelings. But what were they?

“Javin?”

He shrugged. “Mila, I really don’t know…”

“You don’t?”

“Yes, I don’t. Look, I’m not choosing the coward’s way out of a tough question. But … I still need to figure things out.”

Mila shook her head. “There’s not much to figure out, Javin. It’s Liberty or me. You’ll have to make a choice.”

“And I will, but not at this time. Not when my hand is forced. You don’t want me to make the wrong choice, do you?”

Mila leaned closer to Javin. “Of course not, Javin. But what you need to do is obvious. You’ve got to pick, and I won’t wait for long.”

“That’s fair.”

“I think so. Now, about the millions you’ve sent to this other woman … ‘friend,’ let’s call her ‘friend’ … we both know where that money came from?”

Javin nodded. “Of course.”

“Once they find out, if they find out, they’ll want their money back.”

“It’s not theirs. It never became theirs.”

“Technicalities don’t matter in Russia, Javin. You know that.”

“Yes, but this is the truth. That was terrorist money, stolen from the Iraqi people. It went where it belonged.”

Mila snorted. “Sometimes I wonder how you can do this…”

“What is ‘this’?”

“This job. You have such a big, bleeding heart. I wonder if it will get you killed one day, along with the ones close to you, the ones you love the most.”

Javin nodded. “I wonder that myself too, Mila. Recently more than ever.”

Mila nodded. “The SVR doesn’t know yet. They don’t have to.”

The conspiratorial tone in her voice expressed clearly the words she didn’t say. If you make the wrong choice, they will most likely find out. Javin nodded again. “I truly appreciate that, Mila.”

She offered Javin a small smile.

Javin said, “How did you find out about the money?”

“Long story.”

“We have the time.”

“I’m not in the mood. Maybe I’ll tell you one day.” Her voice sounded anything but like a promise. “Not today.”

Javin shrugged and sat back. “Well, then maybe we can talk about our trip to France.”

Mila gave him a cockeyed glance. “France? I don’t want to go to France for work, and you don’t want any pleasure.”

“That might not be completely true…”

“What, you’ve changed your mind now?”

“No, no.” Javin raised his hand. “I still haven’t decided. But some time off will be good for both of us.”

Mila rolled her eyes. “I know you, Javin. You’re not going to France for the sun or to surf. You’re trying to calm me down and buy me off…”

Javin smiled. “Is it that obvious?”

“Yes. What have I told you? Never play poker. You have this look of self-satisfaction on your face, knowing you have a winning hand.” Mila shrugged and offered a small smile. “Plus, I’m Russian. I know when I’m being bribed.”

“This is a reward, Mila. To both of us. For what we’ve accomplished together.”

Mila’s smile remained on her face. “You don’t need to sell it anymore, Javin. I accept your bribe. Now, what do you want?”

Javin leaned closer to her. “Do you know about the wedding of a Russian oligarch’s daughter in Monaco in two days?”

“No, I don’t. With so many oligarchs in Russia, even the government has difficulties keeping track of them all.”

“Well, the daughter of Artyom Orlov is getting married at the Saint Nicholas Cathedral in Monaco.”

“I’ve heard of Orlov. He made a fortune in the steel business, buying state factories for pennies.”

“Yes, well, one of the guests invited to the party is Liu Tang. Ever heard of him?”

Mila shook her head.

“Mr. Liu is a Chinese millionaire, and I have some unfinished business with him.”

“Really? What did he do to you?”

Javin was glad to notice a certain amount of concern in her voice. “His men have tried to kill me on a few occasions. But I don’t blame him. I’ve been working with the MSS to bring him down.”

He was careful in what he was revealing to Mila. This was usually the most difficult part when striking a deal. He needed to find the right balance: not disclosing sensitive intelligence about his operations, while sharing enough information with Mila to gain her interest and earn her favor.

“What did he do?” she asked.

Javin shrugged. “Does it matter?”

“Just tell me.”

“Financed terrorism, and he’s suspected of eliminating, or paying for the elimination, of two Chinese operatives.”

“So, you’ll hand him over to MSS, and they’ll have him hanged?”

“That’s the plan.”

Mila nodded. “It’s a good plan. So, what do you need me for?”

“Safe passage.”

“I don’t understand.”

Javin shifted in his chair. “Let me explain. Liu knows we’re coming for him. He has doubled, or tripled his security. Hitting him while in transit would be a mistake.”

“Yes, and an attack on his residence would also result in failure.”

“Correct. So the most vulnerable place is at the wedding. But, of course, there’s a problem.”

“A problem? I think the word you want is impossibility. You’ll never be able to go through the Russian security…”

Javin smiled. “And that’s why I need you.”

Mila shook her head. “No, Javin, you need a miracle—”

“I came to the right place, then…”

“Oh, I don’t know, Javin. This is not a simple operation. These are not people who work for the SVR or any of the government agencies. We’re talking about the private security of an oligarch…”

“Russian, nonetheless.”

“And that makes it easy, how…?”

“I don’t know, Mila, but I’m sure you can find a way…”

Mila offered a fake smile. “That’s so sweet of you, Javin, thinking so highly of me.”

Javin shrugged. “The least I can do. Look, all I need is for them to turn a blind eye—”

“Ignore you and your team?”

“Right. I want to make sure they know we’re not there to cause any trouble to their boss, or to interrupt the wedding. The last thing I want to do is get on the wrong side of a Russian heiress because I ruined her perfect day…”

The irony did not escape Mila. “Right. You’re already on the wrong side of at least one Russian woman, although she’s not an heiress.”

Javin smiled. “We’re going to keep this low-key. Get in, grab Liu, get out.”

“Nothing is ever that simple, Javin. You know that.”

“I want to believe it is. And this will make it easier for the security to agree to it.”

Mila shrugged and sat back on her seat. She crossed her arms in front of her chest. “I don’t know, Javin. This is a huge favor to ask…”

“I know, but you’re the only one who can get it done.”

“Javin, stop it. You’re making me blush.”

“Will you at least think about it?”

Mila didn’t reply right away. Then she nodded slowly and leaned closer to Javin. “We all have hard choices to make.” She paused for a moment, then nodded and said, “I’ll let you know by tomorrow.”

Javin smiled. “Glad to hear that, Mila.”

She waved a dismissive hand. “Thank me after I’ve done something. Anything else?”

“No, if you can get that done for me, you’re a saint.”

“Miracle worker, saint… Have you been to church lately?”

“No, but I should go.”

“What’s the point? All the people we’ve killed … Can that ever be forgiven?”

“I’m not sure. All I can say is that it was for a good cause. I never killed someone who didn’t try to kill me, or who didn’t have it coming.”

Mila shrugged. “Well, since you’re not going to bed with me, will you be a gentleman and buy me dinner?”

“By all means. Downstairs?”

Mila stood up. “No, I know this place just around the corner. Authentic Russian food.”

“Give me a few minutes to get dressed.”

Mila began to undress him with her eyes, so Javin turned around and headed to the bathroom.

Five minutes later, they left the room. Javin wasn’t sure how things were going to unfold, but he was glad Mila hadn’t said “no” immediately. Without her help, this would have been almost impossible. Even with the Russians onboard, this is still going to be quite a challenge.

He smiled to himself. I love a good challenge.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-eight

 

 

Nice, France

 

Shortly after their arrival at the Nice Côte d’Azur International Airport, Javin and Mila were met by a man who introduced himself as Jacque, a young man perhaps in his early twenties. He handed Mila the keys to a gray Peugeot sedan and a small briefcase carrying a compact Makarov 9mm pistol. It was SVR’s standard protocol: When operatives were outside Russia, the agency had to know their location at all times. The agents also needed to be armed, for any eventuality. On the other hand, Javin had left his Sig Sauer with Claudia in Beijing, when he had last seen her.

Javin and Mila spent most of the day at the beaches in Nice, strolling along the bustling Promenade des Anglais and all the way to Bains Militaires, near the Corsica ferry terminal in Old Town. It was a lovely autumn day, with the temperature in the high sixties. A gentle breeze toyed with Mila’s hair as they went for long walks along the beach, then swam in the warm waters of the Mediterranean. Mila was wearing a skimpy two-piece bikini. He tried not to look, but it was difficult. Her curves drew the attention of gawkers, but whenever she caught them staring, Mila ended their ogling with her menacing frown. He was glad she was in a good mood, otherwise she would have pulled her pistol on them. Of course, flashing the gun at the crowded beach would have created more problems than it would have solved, but Mila didn’t mind problems.

After a late lunch, Mila gave Javin the good news he had been expecting all day. She had been able to secure the cooperation of Orlov’s security detail. The head of security was a former colleague of Mila’s, and he agreed to the favor. Javin would have a small window of ten minutes to locate Liu and leave the cathedral with him. It went without saying that the operation needed to be executed with the utmost discretion, so that none of the guests or Liu’s security would realize he was being taken.

It wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing. Javin thanked Mila, who once again in a non-subtle way reminded him he owed her a favor. She also brought up the matter of Javin’s making a decision about her and Liberty. Javin had given it some thought during the red-eye flight from Moscow. He was conflicted and on the fence about this choice. Angering Mila would come at a steep cost. Plus, Javin wasn’t sure if Liberty would accept him, after he came clean and told her everything about who he was and what he did. The CIS would also need to be involved and issue the necessary authorization for Javin to share sensitive intelligence with his girlfriend. He had decided to deal with the situation after this operation.

So he promised he would get back to Mila in a matter of days. She didn’t push, but also wasn’t pleased with the delay. They traveled back to the airport, where Jacque met them again to retrieve the car and the briefcase. Mila headed back to Moscow, while Javin took the next flight to Milan.

Zhang met him at the airport and updated him on the developing situation on the ground. Since Kwan and his team had the upper hand when it came to security—surveillance showed at least six guards protected Kwan and his ten-year-old son at all times—Javin and Claudia had decided against using brute force.

Javin had instructed Benjamin to work closely with a couple of other hackers from MSS, of course, after receiving the authorization of both Canadian and Chinese superiors. The time-consuming project focused on manipulating digitally the voice of the Chinese president and generating a recording to be used as bait. Kwan would receive a phone call from the “president,” summoning him to a sensitive meeting with another national security adviser just outside the Consulate General of China on Via Benaco. Because of the nature of the meeting and considering the proximity to the consulate offices, in theory, Kwan wouldn’t bring all his security detail with him. Even if he did, he would leave them outside the café. Javin’s team, which would be already waiting inside the café, would snatch Kwan and escape through the back entrance.

Javin jumped into the front seat of the red Alfa Romeo Stelvio SUV and asked Zhang, “How did the call go?” before Zhang had even put the car in gear.

“Almost without a glitch.” He gestured toward the glove compartment. “A gift from Claudia.”

Javin smiled. He retrieved the Sig Sauer pistol along with the holster and checked the magazine. Pleased that it was fully loaded, he cocked back the hammer and put it back in the holster, after strapping it around his chest. He already felt better, the weapon giving him more confidence and strength. “What glitch?”

“Near the end, Kwan asked about security. We had anticipated the question, but not quite in the way that he phrased it.”

“But he’s convinced?”

Zhang nodded. “Fully convinced. He’ll be at the meeting place.”

Javin glanced at his wrist watch. A little over an hour to the arranged time. “And the café is fully secured?”

“Yes, closed for a private function.”

“And it’s all set up?”

“Yes, Javin. You know I’ve done this before, right?”

“I do, but I want this to work. We have only one shot, so we’ve got to do this right.”

“And we will.”

When they reached the café, Javin asked Zhang to circle the block. The Canadian agent knew that Claudia and Sung, the other MSS operative, were observing the area. But an extra pair of eyes could only help. Besides, Javin wanted to become familiar with the lay of the land, considering the need for a swift getaway.

As they rounded the café and came to the small parking lot, Javin’s phone beeped. It was Claudia. “Javin, where are you?”

“At the back. What’s the sit?”

“Sung has visuals on the target. ETA two minutes.”

“We’re just getting in.”

“Roger.”

Javin pulled out his pistol and zipped toward the small back door. As expected, it was unlocked and he made his way through the dimly lit narrow hall. He skirted the kitchen, then stood next to Claudia, who had taken position near the counter. “Where’s the target?” he whispered.

“Just parked in front.”

“No one has come out?”

“Not yet.”

Javin wondered about the delay, although he was glad he was not late to the party. He looked over Sung’s shoulder. The Chinese operative was sitting near the middle of the café and slightly to the right side. The entrance was around the corner and beyond Javin’s direct line of sight. However, Claudia had pointed to the security camera’s feed on a tablet set on the counter. The camera was placed outside the café and showed a black Mercedes-Benz SUV parked half a block away and across the street.

“Do you think they suspect something?” Javin asked.

“I doubt it. Kwan wouldn’t have come if he thought this was a trap…”

“Maybe he wants to finish this … us … if he believes we’re involved…”

Claudia shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

She glanced at the tablet as the SUV’s driver opened the door and stepped outside. Then he opened the rear door, and Kwan got out. He was wearing a long dark jacket and dark pants. His face and the collar of his shirt were the only things that stood out against the dark background.

A guard appeared from around the back of the SUV. He walked in front of Kwan, while the driver followed behind.

Claudia said, “Sung, they’re coming.”

Sung gave a small nod, but did not turn his head. “I see them.”

Javin said, “I thought he was supposed to leave the guards outside…”

“He was,” Zhang said. He was standing across the hall and a couple of feet behind them. 

Javin tightened his fingers around his pistol.

The café’s door opened with a noisy squeal of the rusty hinges.

Claudia tapped the tablet, switching to the camera mounted near the café’s ceiling.

The guard removed one of his gloves and nodded at Sung and greeted him. Sung climbed to his feet, and they shook hands. Then Sung gestured with his hand toward the back of the café and said, “It’s this way, after Mr. Kwan—”

“I’ve got to check—”

“That won’t be necessary,” Sung said.

“I decide what is and what isn’t necessary.”

Sung stepped in front of the guard. “Look, let me announce your arrival…”

The guard shook his head. “He’s expecting Mr. Kwan, so…”

The door squealed again, and Kwan and the driver entered the café.

Javin peered closer at the tablet.

The driver studied Sung’s face for a brief moment, then a spark of recognition flashed across the driver’s face. He pulled his pistol and pointed it at Sung’s chest. “He’s MSS and works with Zhang.”

Sung raised up his hands. “No, look—”

“Now,” Javin whispered to Claudia.

He stepped around the corner as a gunshot rang out.

Sung fell to the ground, grasping for his chest.

Javin fired a round that struck the guard in the head.

The driver turned his pistol to Javin, but Kwan was in the way. The Canadian dove to the side and tapped the trigger. His two bullets found the head and the chest of the driver. He folded over one of the tables and lay on the floor, motionless.

Kwan reached for the guard’s gun.

Before he could pick it up, Claudia fired a round that lifted sparks off the marble floor. “Don’t do it,” she shouted.

Kwan stood up slowly and raised his hands over his head. His face had turned pale, and he looked like he was going to throw up at any moment. He glanced down at the pool of blood forming around the guard’s face, then looked at Claudia’s gun pointed at his head. “I’m an adviser to the President of China. I have diplomatic—”

“We know who you are.” Javin had already gotten to his feet. He pulled up a chair from the nearest table, then gestured toward it. “Take a seat, Mr. Kwan.”

Claudia put her hand on the side of Sung’s neck to feel for the carotid pulse. A few moments later, she gave Javin a disappointed look and shook her head.

Kwan remained standing, so Javin shoved him toward the seat with the muzzle of his pistol. “Sit!”

Kwan sat down, but kept the defiant look on his pale face. “You don’t know who you’re messing with,” he said in as strong and firm a voice as he could muster. Still, his voice trembled along with his hands. “You’ll pay for this.”

Zhang had stepped around the corner. “You will be the one paying, you traitor.” He pistol-whipped Kwan.

The hard blow threw him to the floor along with the chair. Kwan groaned and cursed Zhang, who returned a swift kick to the adviser’s back.

“Enough, that’s enough,” Javin said. “Get him up.”

“I’m going to kill him like the worm that he is—”

“No, not before he tells us who’s working with him.”

“Come on,” Claudia said to Zhang.

Javin and Claudia lifted him up, and she wiped a trickle of blood from Kwan’s split lips and the left side of his face. He cursed Zhang again, who rammed the muzzle of his pistol into Kwan’s throat. “One more word, say one more word, and it will be your last.”

Javin stepped in and pushed Zhang to the side. “Talk,” he shouted at Kwan.

“I don’t know who you are, or what you want—”

“Tell us about Liu Tang, and your deal with him.”

“I don’t know anyone—”

Zhang cut him off as he lurched toward Kwan.

“Back, stay back,” Javin shouted. He looked at Kwan and said, “If you keep lying, Zhang will put a bullet in your head.”

Kwan said nothing, but stared deep into Javin’s eyes.

“You have three seconds to think about it. Give us Liu, and you’ll live.”

“Live? They will hang me.”

“They might, but you still have a chance to go back to China alive. Find a way to fix what you’ve done, pay for your crimes … Otherwise, you’ll die. For certain. In three seconds.”

Kwan seemed to be contemplating his decision. He glanced at the dead bodies on the floor and swallowed hard. Then he shook his head.

“Three,” Javin said.

Kwan shrugged, but said nothing.

“Two.”

Again, silence.

“One.”

Kwan’s face remained still.

Javin leaned closer to Kwan. “You really want to die … Okay, Zhang will take care of that.”

Zhang stepped forward and pressed the pistol against Kwan’s sweaty forehead. “This is for Sung, you piece of—”

Kwan jerked back his head. “No, no, no! Stop, stop! I’ll tell you everything, everything.”

Zhang followed Kwan’s head movement with his pistol. “Too late for that.”

Javin stepped in. “You’ll give us everything?”

“Yes, yes, just … don’t … don’t kill me.”

“No lying.”

Kwan shook his head and waved his arms. “No, no lying. Never, never!”

“Good. Start right now. What does Liu have on you?”

Kwan hesitated for a moment.

Javin thought the adviser had changed his mind, and that Zhang would have to repeat his threat. But Kwan lowered his head and said, “He knows about my past. I … I took money from Liu so that he could … I could pay for my debts.”

“What kind of debts? What amounts?” Javin asked.

He knew the answers. The hard drive he had received from Turbat in Mongolia had detailed information about the relationship between the government official and the millionaire. But Kwan’s confession would seal his fate. Unknown to him, everything he was saying was being recorded. Three cameras covered the entire space inside the café.

“Gambling debts. I played in casinos, mostly in Singapore and Malaysia, but once in a while in the US.”

“And Europe? Have you gambled in Europe?”

“I have,” Kwan said in a quiet voice.

“Where?”

“Monaco … Italy.”

“Anywhere else?”

“No.”

“How much did you owe?”

“Thousands.”

“Be more specific.”

“About seven hundred thousand.”

Javin nodded. The figures that the hacker had been able to gather put the amount closer to a million dollars. If Kwan owed even a fraction of that money to the wrong people, he would be dead, no doubt about it. “What did Liu want in return?”

“For his bids to win projects, lucrative government contracts.”

“And you consented to his demands?”

“I had no choice. I would have to go to jail, or die.”

More likely you’d die. “How long did this go on for?”

“Not long, not long at all. Just a few months.”

Javin nodded. Along with the evidence on the hard drive, they had enough to put Kwan away for a very long time. That’s if the authorities are lenient. He shrugged. Kwan forged his own fate when he decided to follow his vice…

He looked at Zhang, who stepped forward and said, “Who ordered my brother’s death?”

“That wasn’t me; that was Liu, that was all him.” Kwan rattled out his words as fast as he could.

“How were you involved?”

“I wasn’t. Not at all.”

“But you knew about it?”

Kwan nodded slowly, and his face twisted with regret. “I did, yes. I learned about it from Liu.”

“Why didn’t you do something about it, you dirty rat?”

“I … I couldn’t—”

“Yes, you could. You could have phoned the police.”

“No, no. Liu … he would have killed me.”

“Well, now, I will kill you.”

He pointed the pistol at Kwan’s head. The adviser lowered his head and began to sob, resigned to his fate.

Javin stood closer to Zhang. “Think about it before you pull the trigger. He’ll go away in a second. Five pounds of pressure. All it takes. Bang. Pull the trigger, and he’s dead. Is that what you want?”

Zhang didn’t reply right away. His hand began to tremble, and he struggled to steady it. “He … he killed my brother. He deserves to die.”

“Let the government handle this. He confessed. He’s not getting out of this.”

Zhang drew in a deep breath and lowered the pistol. He shook his head, then took a couple of steps back.

Javin said, “You made the right choice. Now, let’s clean up the place before the police or anyone else notices what’s going on.”

“There are cleaning supplies in the kitchen.” Claudia headed toward it.

Javin glanced at the three bodies sprawled on the floor. He sighed. What a mess for something that should have been so simple. I hope it’s a different situation in Monaco.

Something deep down in his gut told him it wasn’t going to be so.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-nine

 

 

Outside Hotel de Paris

Monte Carlo, Monaco

 

Taking down Kwan had been problematic, but the team had anticipated his reaction and had been able to set up an ambush. The situation with Liu was much more complicated. He was going to be at the wedding party, with many other millionaires and dignitaries, surrounded by a horde of guards and a great number of witnesses, who could also become collateral damage. Javin’s team was outgunned and outnumbered. Brute force simply wasn’t going to work.

And neither was deception.

Liu was too smart to fall for the same trick that had hoodwinked the adviser. Almost twelve hours had passed since Kwan had been handed over to the Chinese consulate office, along with a copy of the hacker’s hard drive and the recording of the confession inside the café. MSS operatives, who were expecting Kwan, had loaded him onto the next possible flight to Beijing, which had left in the early morning. Maybe Liu would try to connect with Kwan. After the first few tries, the millionaire might begin to put the pieces together. Javin was certain Liu would refuse any overt or covert attempt to meet with them.

If he wasn’t going to come to them, Javin was determined to go to Liu.

So the team stood outside Hotel de Paris, sitting in the red Alfa Romeo SUV. After the last night’s successful operation, Bateaux had authorized the use of two assets from France. One of them was sitting inside the hotel lobby, while the other was standing near the elevators. As soon as Liu was on the move, they’d signal Javin that the time had come.

Claudia, who was in the front seat, turned slightly to the left and said, “Javin, do you think this is actually going to work?”

“It’s our best shot,” he replied from the backseat. “If we remain calm, the guards will not open fire.”

“I wouldn’t be certain,” Zhang said. He had opposed the operation, calling it “extremely dangerous,” and one that might end up with “unpredictable results.”

“They’ll see I’m not really a threat and neither is Claudia.”

“We know that, but they don’t.”

Javin nodded. He ran his hand over his chest, tapping the bulletproof vest he was wearing underneath the navy-blue shirt. It would stop small-caliber bullets, but not if they had armor-piercing jackets. What if Liu’s security fired at my head? Or Claudia’s head?

“Maybe it’s better if you stay here—”

“No,” Claudia said. “If you go there alone, Liu will clue in this is a trick. Even with both of us, we can’t be certain—”

Sharp static from the radio cut off her words. Then one of the assets said, “Liu’s on the move.”

It was the man by the elevators.

“Let’s go.” Javin pushed open the door with his shoulder.

If this were like any other operation, he would have pulled out his pistol and held it next to his body. Or he would have pointed it at Liu’s guards, who were standing next to the yellow Lamborghini SUV a few yards from the hotel’s main entrance.

But this wasn’t like any other operation.

The first guard cast an indifferent glance at Javin, then looked at Claudia.

The second guard was talking on the phone and paid no attention to them.

Javin ignored them both, never making eye contact with them.

As Javin came to the doors he saw Liu through the windows. The millionaire had yet to see Javin.

But one of the guards, the one walking a few steps ahead of Liu, took notice of Javin. The guard flinched for a split second.

That would have given Javin enough time to draw his cocked pistol from the shoulder holster and fire a fatal round through the windows.

He stood still. He wasn’t here to fire at the guards or at Liu.

The guard pulled out his own pistol and aimed it at Javin. He stopped in the middle of the sidewalk and lifted his arms up in the air. Passers-by gave him curious glances. A couple of them slowed down and turned their heads.

Javin glanced at Claudia. She had also put her hands up.

The guard inside the hotel said something indistinct. A moment later, the two guards by the SUV moved on Javin and Claudia. The first guard kicked Javin on the side. He moaned, louder than necessary, and fell onto the sidewalk. The hard kick was powerful, but not sufficient to cause him to collapse. 

Slowly, Javin reached for his pistol.

“Don’t do it,” the first guard shouted.

Javin’s hand froze in mid-air. He shot a frown at the guard, then turned his head toward Claudia. She was lying on her back, and the second guard was standing over her, threatening her with his pistol.

Claudia said, “Don’t kill us. Don’t.”

Screams came from passers-by, who began to scatter in panic.

The first guard stepped closer to Javin. “Keep your hands away from the gun,” he said.

Javin nodded slowly and groaned, feigning pain.

The guard took Javin’s Sig Sauer pistol and put it inside his waistband. “Turn around. Put your hands behind your head.”

Javin did not move.

“Do it.” The guard pointed his pistol at Javin’s head.

More screams came from around them.

Javin nodded slowly and flipped onto his stomach. As he did, Liu and his three guards stepped outside the hotel. Liu waved with his hand to the guard, who put away his pistol, then Liu said, “Handcuff him.”

“Yes, sir.”

The guard bound Javin’s hands behind his back with plastic flexible cuffs. Then he pulled him up to his knees and turned him to face Liu.

The millionaire leaned over Javin. “You thought you could come in here and do what? Arrest me, like I’m a common criminal?”

Javin said nothing.

Liu shook his head. “You fool. At the airport in Beijing, that was your warning. Your way out. But you ignored it. And now you’ll go to jail, and your career as a spy, it’s over. It’s all over.”

Javin kept his eyes glued to Liu’s face and showed no emotion.

Liu spat on the ground next to Javin, then headed toward the SUV, accompanied by two of his three guards. Liu spoke briefly with the third guard—a man in his early thirties with a shaved head and a chin-strap beard—and gestured toward Javin. Then Liu waved at the guard who had tied up Javin.

After handing Javin to the chin-strapped man, the guard hurried to get behind the steering wheel of the SUV.

Liu continued on to a fiery red Lamborghini Aventador Coupe parked further away from the SUV and got in. He gunned the engine and zoomed away, followed by the SUV.

The chin-strapped man lifted Javin up to his feet. “If it were up to me, I’d load you up in the trunk and toss your dead body like trash. But my boss wants the police to handle this.” He shoved Javin toward the entrance to the hotel.

The other guard brought Claudia behind Javin. Her arms were also handcuffed.

Inside the lobby, the chin-strapped man tried to calm the patrons and the staff. He reassured them, telling them that the danger was over and the police would arrive in a matter of minutes.

And they did.

In less than five minutes, two Renault white-and-red police cars pulled in front of the hotel with their flashing lights and blaring sirens. Three officers dressed in black and blue uniforms rushed in with their weapons drawn.

The chin-strapped guard met them and gestured toward Javin. Two of the police officers came to Javin and Claudia sitting near the opposite corner of the lobby. The third one remained by the reception desk, chatting with the guard.

Javin glanced at the officers, who kept their weapons trained at him and Claudia. The officers listened carefully to the guard, who gave them a brief account of what had taken place. He handed them Claudia’s pistol and told them that Javin also had been armed, but one of the other guards had taken that pistol.

In a couple of minutes, the third police officer and the chin-strapped guard approached Javin and Claudia. The officer—a middle-aged man with silver hair and square-shaped glasses—gave Javin a stern gaze. “Mr. Pierce, you are under arrest for endangering public security and attempted murder,” he said in English with a heavy French accent and pulled up Javin by his arm.

The other officers yanked Claudia to her feet.

“Thank you, Captain Castellini,” the chin-strapped man said with a smirk. He locked eyes with Javin and added, “You’ll rot in jail.”

Javin ignored the jab as the captain shoved him forward and toward the door.

Claudia came behind them, followed by one of the officers. The other one remained in the lobby, talking to the two Chinese guards.

The captain put Javin in the back of the nearest police hatchback, then sat in the driver’s seat.

Claudia and the officer climbed in the second car.

Castellini put the car in gear and drove toward the east, in the direction of the Saint Nicholas Cathedral.

As soon as he rounded the corner, and they were away from the eyes of the Chinese guards, Javin smiled at the captain and said, “Can you cut these off, now that the stunt is over?”


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty

 

 

Outside Hotel de Paris

Monte Carlo, Monaco

 

Castellini pulled a knife from his waistband sheath, while Javin wiggled in his seat, turning his back toward the police officer.

Unknown to the Chinese guards, Castellini and the other two officers worked for the General Intelligence Division of the Monaco Police. A mutual friend had put Javin in touch with Castellini. Their supervisors had reviewed the operation and had given it the green light, albeit it not without much hesitation and concern.

Castellini sliced off the handcuffs, and Javin rubbed his reddened wrists. “Thank you. That went really well. Now, stop, so I can come to the front.”

The captain stopped, and Javin got out of the car. He glanced behind them and waved at the second police officer, who honked the horn in reply.

“Did they beat you up?” Castellini asked as Javin was strapping his seatbelt.

“I wouldn’t say ‘beat up.’ The guard kicks like a little girl.”

“And Claudia?”

“She got roughed up a bit. I’m sure she’ll make them pay.”

“We’ll all make them pay.”

“Your guy back at the hotel, is he going to keep the two guards there?”

Castellini nodded. “Yes, he’ll occupy them with paperwork. Gather their statements. They’ll be no obstacle.”

Javin nodded.

“But Liu still has plenty of men…” the captain said.

“They’ll be no obstacle.”

Castellini searched Javin’s face, but he said nothing else. He couldn’t share other details of the operation, apart from what Castellini needed to know.

The captain waited for an answer, and, when he realized one was not forthcoming, he said, “How are you getting through security?”

Javin offered a small smile. “Captain, you and your men have been extremely helpful.”

Castellini frowned. “But you aren’t going to tell me…”

“I’m afraid not. But I can tell you that I have a good handle on things.” I hope.

Castellini nodded. “Okay, let me know if you need anything.”

“Just get us to the cathedral and drop us off at the agreed-upon place.”

Castellini shifted gears and turned the wheel.

“Do you have everything we need?”

“It’s in the trunk.”

“Good.”

Javin pulled out his phone and typed on a few keys. A detailed map of the area appeared on the screen, along with two dots. The first one, green, indicated the position of Javin, as provided by the GPS-enabled phone, and they were moving southeast.

The second dot, red, indicated the position of Liu, or at least his driver. He was the guard who had retrieved Javin’s Sig Sauer pistol. Shortly before leaving Beijing, one of the hackers had hidden a small GPS device inside the pistol’s grip. As long as the guard kept the pistol on him, Javin would know the man’s location. Liu never ventured too far away from his guards.

That cut both ways: While Javin would have no problem locating Liu, extracting him from the wedding under the watchful eyes of his guards and without ruffling the Russian security feathers—that would be the major problem.

Javin had a plan, and he prayed it would work. It was old school, but sometimes old school was the best. A face cloth soaked with isoflurane to ensure Liu was incapacitated, then Claudia would assist Javin in carrying the body to one of the Russian security vehicles parked near the cathedral’s back door.

When the vehicle reached Place du Palais Street, a few supercars were parked to the right. There were Lamborghinis and Ferraris and Bugattis. The Russian oligarch had invited business partners from Saudi Arabia, India, the United Arab Emirates, the United States, all over the world. There would be more security around the cathedral than even around Monaco’s Prince Palace, just two blocks away.

Castellini slowed down as men and women dressed like superstars crossed the narrow street. The celebration had attracted curious onlookers and tourists, who had begun to fill the sidewalks.

Javin glanced up ahead and to the left. A couple of black Land Rovers had blocked most of the area that led into the narrow Rue Colonel Bellando de Castro, which snaked around the cathedral. “This is as far as I can go.” Castellini gestured with his hand. “From here on, you’re on your own.”

Javin nodded. “I appreciate it all.”

“Hope it goes your way.”

“It will.”

He shook hands with Castellini and stepped outside. The captain popped the trunk, and Javin picked up the large black duffel bag that had everything he needed. He glanced at his wristwatch. He had about twenty minutes before the ceremony started.

He looked behind until he found Claudia on the sidewalk. She gave him a small, almost imperceptible nod.

Javin turned around and hurried through the crowd, careful not to attract any attention. He didn’t look like any of the guests or the guards. Maybe one of the staff? He grinned. Soon.

He entered one of the cafés and headed straight for the washroom. He quickly changed into a black priest’s robe, complete with a red belt and white collar. He put on the waistband holster with a loaded Beretta 92FS and an extra fifteen-round magazine in the pouch. He kept the pants and the shirt along with the bulletproof vest underneath the robe. You never know when you might need it…

He walked slowly to the checkpoint carrying a thick leather-bound Bible. When he was a few feet away, one of the guards—a tall man towering about a foot over Javin—gave him a dismissive glare, as if Javin was at the wrong place. “What do you want?” the Russian boomed in a deep voice in a heavily accented English.

“I work here, and I’m on the list.” Javin tipped his head toward the other guard holding a tablet. “Father Abate.”

The Russian measured him up. “Really? You don’t look like a father to me…”

“Is your name Thomas?” Javin asked.

The Russian guard gave him a confused look. “No, it’s not.”

“So why are you doubting then?”

The guard took a moment to connect the dots. “Oh, I get it. You’re making a joke. Funny father.” His voice clearly expressed his displeasure, as he pointed with his head toward the other guard.

“Yes, but he is on the list.”

“Really?”

“Yes, he works here.”

Javin nodded. “I work here.” At least today.

He was telling the truth, something that rarely happened in his job.

“All right, Father. Go on, then.” The guard stepped to the side.

“God bless you, my child.” Javin said in an almost solemn tone, then walked through the checkpoint.

Several guests had been allowed to drive through, and their supercars were parked along Rue Colonel Bellando de Castro. Javin looked for Liu’s Lamborghini convertible and found it near the top of the street. None of Liu’s guards were around the supercar, and Javin saw no Asians in that area.

He hurried his pace as he came near the cathedral. The area in front of it was clear of cars, except for a couple of black Land Rovers and a white stretch limousine decorated with red and gold ribbons. A horde of security staff was spread around them. Javin counted at least twenty, mostly dressed in black or gray suits, and a few in white thobes, the traditional long robes worn in some Middle Eastern countries. Javin suspected most of them were Russians, and he knew they were all armed, although none were brandishing their weapons. A forced exit in this direction would send him straight into a barrage of bullets. Javin shook his head. Glad this isn’t part of the plan.

He had taken a few more steps and was ready to step inside the cathedral when his phone beeped with a strange signal. He pulled it out of the robe’s pocket, and his jaw almost dropped to the ground. The two dots were almost next to one another. Liu’s guard carrying Javin’s weapon was five, maybe six yards away from him. Is he inside the cathedral?

Javin heard loud Chinese shouting and recognized Liu’s angry voice. Then he heard rushed steps coming toward him from around the corner, four yards up ahead.

Javin had no time to hide.

So he leaned against the wall, opened the Bible, and glanced down, praying hard the guard and Liu wouldn’t recognize him.

First the guard, then Liu passed right behind Javin.

They paid no attention to him.

He had barely drawn a breath of relief when he recognized his name among the rapidly spoken Chinese. Why is Liu saying my name? Did they discover the police trick? If that was the case, Javin’s advantage was gone. Liu and his guards would be on high alert for him. They might even warn the Russians.

He felt the opportunity to grab Liu was slipping away.

Javin shook his head and glanced at the millionaire and his guard, who were now about ten yards away. No, I can’t let them go.

Change of plans.

He turned slightly and set the Bible on the ground, along the wall of the cathedral.

A few of the guards were looking in Liu’s direction, but no one was following Javin’s moves. A priest meandering around the cathedral didn’t draw their attention.

So he began to walk behind Liu and the guard, but kept his gaze down, in case they looked over their shoulders.

They didn’t.

Liu was marching uphill and seemed to be going toward his car. The guard was two or three steps behind.

Javin hastened his pace and put his hand inside the robe. His fingers clenched the Beretta’s grip, waiting for the right moment.

It came just as Liu slipped into the Lamborghini’s driver seat. He hadn’t even buckled the seatbelt when he noticed Javin.

Liu’s mouth dropped open, and he couldn’t speak for a second.

That was all Javin needed.

He crossed the short distance separating him from the guard and, with a quick flick of the wrist, pulled out the Beretta pistol. He jammed it in the guard’s back, then whispered, “Don’t move.”

The guard tried to turn around, but Javin hit him hard on the side of the neck, then twisted the guard’s head. He dropped the body next to the Lamborghini.

But his moves hadn’t gone unnoticed.

A couple of the guards had stepped into the street. One had pulled out his pistol and was holding it next to his side.

Liu had recovered from his initial shock. “Help, help, he’s going to kill me,” he screamed at the top of his lungs.

Before Javin could say anything, the guard pointed his gun at Javin.

Other guards also drew their weapons.

What a mess, Javin thought.

“Help, help,” Liu screamed again.

“Let him go,” someone shouted.

Javin dove into the front passenger seat and shoved the pistol into Liu’s temple. “Drive, if you want to live…”

Liu hesitated for a moment.

A gunshot rang out, zipping above Javin’s head.

He wondered if it was a warning shot, or if the gunman missed. “Drive, or they will kill us.”

Liu needed no further encouragement. He turned the steering wheel, and the Lamborghini barrelled downhill.

A couple of bullets skimmed the front of the supercar, lifting sparks.

“They’re shooting at us,” Liu shouted.

It had to be the Russian guards, who couldn’t care less if their bullets hit the Chinese or the priest.

“Just drive.”

He lowered himself in the seat as more bullets struck the sides and the back of the Lamborghini. Two of the black-suited guards who had stepped into the road aimed their pistols at the supercar coming at them.

Javin swung his pistol and fired at their legs, aiming to clear the road. He got the first guard, who fell to the side. But the agent missed the second guard. He squeezed off a quick burst that shattered the windshield.

One of the bullets whizzed in between Javin and Liu. The next one struck Liu in the head. A spray of blood spattered Javin’s face. He glanced at Liu, whose head had fallen to the side.

The Lamborghini picked up speed.

It hit the guard and tossed him up in the air like a rag doll.

Then the supercar began to veer to the right.

As bullets flew around him, Javin gripped the wheel with his left hand. He tried to turn the car, to avoid hitting a group of women and two children who were frozen in panic in front of the cathedral. He dropped the pistol and shoved Liu’s dead body out of the supercar. Then he jerked the wheel again.

Too late.

The Lamborghini climbed over a Porsche parked near the phone booths. It flew through the air like an arrow over the top of the trees. Javin glanced at the hillside below, then at the waters as the supercar continued to fly upwards.

Then it began to nosedive.

Javin sighed and held on to the steering wheel, fighting to stay with the supercar. He looked down at the fast-approaching waters. That’s maybe two hundred feet… He tried to determine the right moment to jump out, so he wouldn’t break bones on impact. He also didn’t want to end up underneath the supercar.

A few more seconds.

Javin and the fiery red Lamborghini kept dropping fast.

Three.

Two.

One.

He let go of the steering wheel and jumped out as far away from the supercar as he could. He tried to bring his arms and legs close to his body, so he could hit the waters as straight as possible, like an arrow. Still, he plunged hard. Pain shot through his body, from the soles of his feet to the top of his head. He tasted blood mixed with salt water. 

He swam away from the supercar sinking inches away from him and tried to reach the surface as soon as he could. In the fall, he hadn’t had time to fill his lungs with air. Now his lungs were burning. He threw his left arm upward, followed by his right arm, ignoring the pain stabbing at him from all directions. The robe clung to his body and somewhat obstructed his movements, but he was able to reach the surface. 

He drew in a couple of deep breaths and blinked to clear his eyes. Then he looked up at the face of the rock. How far up is that? Two hundred yards? Three hundred? It didn’t matter. Kwan was detained and on his way to China. Liu was dead. I need to reach the pier and call Castellini.

Javin smiled. It was over. It was all over.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Epilogue

 

 

CIS Headquarters

Ottawa, Canada

A week later

 

Either the headquarters were quite warm, or Javin was coming down with something. He mopped his forehead with his left hand and glanced at the right one in a black splint. He had fractured his wrist during the fall into the waters. It was healing well; another week or so, and he should be able to use his arm like before.

He glanced at Claudia, who was walking a couple of steps in front of him. They were both dressed in business attire for the meeting with their boss. Bateaux didn’t require it, but Javin felt he always needed to dress for the situation. He was wearing his favorite black jacket, with a blood-red shirt and a black tie with a large knot, as he liked it. Claudia had donned a light gray suit and skirt, one of the few times she could actually put on a skirt for work.

“Is it hot in here, or is it just me?” he asked Claudia as they came to the elevators.

“It’s you; you look hot.” She smiled.

Javin returned the smile. “I meant the temperature. But on the topic of compliments, I think you’re smoking hot.”

Claudia gave him a curious look with an arched brow. “Do you think Liberty will approve of that comment?”

Javin frowned, not because of what Liberty might say to him but because of what he would have to say to her. Mila was still waiting for an answer, and her patience was running thin. Javin still hadn’t made a decision. He was partially delaying the inevitable, but his mind had also been occupied with his next mission. It was an unusual operation, and the main reason that had brought him and Claudia to the CIS headquarters. He shrugged, then pushed the elevator button.

Claudia pivoted on her heels. “Hey, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing … I just don’t know what to do about Liberty … and Mila.”

“What does your heart tell you?”

“It’s not that simple.”

“Why? Usually your heart’s not wrong in matters of love…”

“Right, but there’s more than love here. Revenge. Pain. Lots of pain.”

“I know, Javin. You’re in a tough sit.”

She dropped her voice as a man in his fifties approached the elevator. He gave them a restrained smile, then got in after Javin and Claudia. The man stepped out on the fourth floor as they did. While he turned left, they went to the right and continued until the end of the hall. When they came to the office of their boss, Javin glanced at Claudia. “Ready to do this?”

“Yes, unless you want to talk…”

“No, I’m good.”

He knocked on the black, solid wood door, just underneath the sign that read: Michael Bateaux, Director of Intelligence for the Europe Division.

A few long moments of silence, and Javin wondered if their boss was not in the office.

Claudia shrugged. “Try again.”

Before his knuckles rapped against the door, hurried steps came from inside the office. The door opened and Bateaux said, “Claudia, Javin, come in, come in.”

“How are things going?” Javin waved for Claudia to go in front of him.

“Oh, the same, as busy as ever. How’s your arm healing?”

“Quite well, actually.” Javin wiggled his fingers. “At most, three more days.”

Bateaux turned around. He was in his early sixties, with a head full of snow-white hair that he kept in a short-cropped hairstyle. He had a large, broad forehead and a full gray beard, and liked to dress in casual black sweaters. Not today. He was wearing a black suit, a crisp white shirt, and a solid blue tie. Important meeting, Javin thought.

“Three days? I thought the doctor said a week, at least.”

He’s read the report. “You’re right, sir. I’m being optimistic.”

Bateaux gave Javin a look of concern. “You’ll need to be in your best shape for your next op. One week, regardless of how you feel.”

“Got it.”

“Claudia, how are you doing?”

“I’m doing well, sir. Love the flowers.”

She pointed at a bouquet placed in a crystal vase. It was on the side of his square glass-top desk near a heap of folders. A small card was barely visible in the middle of the mini white calla lilies and cobalt blue delphiniums.

Bateaux shrugged. “A birthday party in a couple of hours. Take a seat.”

His office was spartanly furnished. Beside the table, there was a large white metal filing cabinet and his white leather swivel chair, and two matching chairs sat across from the desk.

Bateaux reached for the red folder on top of the heap and sat back in his chair. He skimmed through the pages, then said, “The Chinese seem to be happy with how things turned out. Kwan re-confessed everything, as expected.”

“Do we know what will happen to him?”

Bateaux shook his head. “Nothing good. Stealing from the government is never a good idea, especially if you work for the government, and the government is of the People’s Republic of China. He might save his life, if he has something he can bargain with. Knowing Kwan, he probably does, but I wouldn’t hold out much hope.”

Javin nodded.

Bateaux continued, “And with Liu’s death, the Chinese chapter is closed. Zhang has found who murdered his brother and his partner.” Bateaux flipped the page.

“Do we know for sure that Turbat is dead?”

“Yes, we do. Mongolian police found his body a couple of days ago. A bullet to the back of the head. No signs of torture.”

Javin nodded again. He wished he could have saved Han or Turbat. I was so close, so very close…

Claudia said, “What did the Russians say about the ‘disruption’ at the wedding?”

Bateaux smiled. “Yes, the Russians … I haven’t heard any more complaints, after their summoning our Ambassador to Moscow. But even that was a slap on the wrist. Considering that no one was killed—Russian guards or others … well, besides Liu, but he had it coming—and that Orlov is not really best friends with the Russian Prime Minister—this … yes, let’s stick with ‘disruption’ … isn’t going to make any more waves.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” Javin said.

“But I’d advise you stay away from Monaco … and Russians, at least in the short term.”

I can do the first. Not sure about the second. “Are the authorities angry at us?” Javin said.

“They’re not thrilled about the shooting, or the crash. It almost wiped out the benefits of arresting terrorist supporters, Liu’s associates, and Guo, his main henchman. They’d have liked Liu alive as well.”

And I would have liked to settle the score with Guo. Perhaps I still can. Javin shrugged. “Yes, I would have preferred that too. The turn of events…” 

“Yes, yes. I know, and I’m not blaming you.” Bateaux flipped a couple more pages. When he found what he was looking for, he sat back and looked more relaxed. “I talked to my MSS counterpart. They have nothing but good words for you and your op in Beijing. In fact, they’re so impressed, that they might call on you to perhaps assist with some local training.”

Javin gave Bateaux a sideways glance. “You’re kidding, right?”

Bateaux shook his head. “No, dead serious. Do you want to read the email?”

“Not necessary. Are you considering it?”

“Haven’t given it much thought, since we have other, more pressing matters.” He tipped his head toward the heap of folders.

Javin’s forehead crumpled into a frown. Yes, pressing matters. I still need to deal with Sawyer. While Yael had been able to delay the hit on Javin, it was clear that Sawyer hadn’t given up. They’ll be coming for me, and I need to be ready. Mila hadn’t been able to identify how Sawyer had concluded that Javin was involved in the MI6 director’s poisoning. At this point, it mattered little. Sawyer had made up his mind and had dispatched an assassination team. Things were way past the turning point.

Bateaux reached for the next folder, which was green.

Javin blinked rapidly and became focused. The folder held their next operation.

Bateaux placed the folder on his lap but didn’t open it, as if to tease them. He said, “Mossad is also quite delighted about the intel on the Iranian nuclear program.”

“Did you just say ‘delighted’?” Javin said.

“Yes, a rare occurrence among the Israelis. They appreciate anything that gets them closer to crushing Iran’s ambitions for a nuclear weapon.”

Javin shifted in his seat and leaned forward. “There’s something in your voice that tells me Mossad is delighted, but not satisfied.”

Bateaux grinned. “Really? Have I become so predictable?”

“It’s not you, sir, it’s Mossad,” Claudia said.

Bateaux shrugged. “Well, whatever it is, you’ve nailed it. As soon as Mossad received the first batch of intel, they began to ask for more.”

“But that’s all we have,” Claudia said.

“Yes, there’s no more,” Javin said.

“Right. That’s why we have this op.” Bateaux tapped the folder, but neither opened it nor handed it to Javin or Claudia. Instead, he tapped a button on his tablet. “She’ll be here in a moment, to explain everything herself. Better to hear it from the horse’s mouth, right?

Javin’s frown grew deeper. There was no need to ask Bateaux who he was talking about. Javin knew the answer. He glanced at Claudia. Her face, twisted into a scowl, told him that she knew as well.

A few tense moments passed, then the door opened.

Neither Javin nor Claudia turned their heads.

Bateaux looked up and said, “Welcome, welcome. I’m glad you could come in person, so that we and Mossad can discuss this joint operation, Ms. Yael Rosenberg.”
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Chapter One

 

 

Outside the Hera Palace Hotel

Outskirts of Athens, Greece

 

Dr. Aliyev nervously wiped the blood spatters off his black square-framed glasses. His trembling hands almost dropped them onto the ground of the narrow back alley. The body of his interpreter lay there, lifeless, a pool of blood forming around his head. Back home in Kazakhstan, the doctor had seen and experienced violence and death, but it had never been so brutal, close-up, and personal.

The gunman unscrewed the noise suppressor from the pistol’s muzzle, then flicked back some of his long black hair that had fallen over his face. He glanced at the doctor and said, “Relax, you just relax, nothing will happen to you.” He dragged out his words, spoken in a firm tone in the Kazakh language, but with a sharp Greek accent. “You, you’re precious.” He holstered his pistol, then gestured at the dead interpreter. “He was just dead weight.” He grinned at the joke.

The doctor nodded and continued to smear the blood across the lenses. He gave up and put them back on. His forehead had turned into a sea of sweat. He mopped it with the back of his hand, then removed his glasses and began to clean the bridge of his nose so the glasses would stay in place.

The gunman looked over his shoulder at his two companions. One of them still held a large automatic rifle, while the other was backing his red BMW sedan into the alley. The gunman returned his gaze to the doctor and said, “Let’s go.”

The doctor shook his head and took a few reluctant steps. Then he stopped and tapped his chest, ignoring the bloodstains his fingers were leaving on his light brown shirt. His phone wasn’t in any of his pockets. He rummaged through his pants’ pockets, but he couldn’t find it. So he muttered, “I … I can’t go.”

“That wasn’t enough for you?” the gunman said. “I can put a bullet in your shoulder. It will not kill you, but it will change your mind…”

“No, I … I left my phone in my room.”

“Really? You forgot it?”

“Uh … yes. We left in a hurry, thinking the police were looking for us. Then…” His voice trailed off.

“Then you met us.” The gunman completed the doctor’s sentence.

The police had been searching all over Athens and the surrounding area for two Kazakh nuclear physicists. Three days ago, the scientists had arrived to attend a safe-and-sustainable energy conference in Berlin. Then, they had gone their separate ways. Dr. Aliyev was expecting his Iranian contact to escort him and the interpreter to a new safehouse, as per their phone conversation less than thirty minutes ago. But when he had opened the door to his hotel room, the doctor was met by the three-man team. They had almost dragged the doctor and his interpreter through the hotel’s side entrance and into the back alley, claiming the police would arrive at any moment.

The gunman stepped closer to the doctor. “This is not a trick to stall us, right? Your phone is still in the room?”

“Yes, yes, you can search me.” He put up his arms. “I don’t have my phone, and I need it.”

The gunman nodded. “But of course. Who can live without their phone nowadays?”

He cursed under his breath, and gestured at the second gunman, who was wearing a grayish hooded shirt. “Come with us. No, put the rifle away first; come on.”

The long-haired gunman turned to the driver, who had stepped out of the BMW. “Put him in the trunk.”

The driver nodded and pulled the interpreter by the feet. The man’s body was dragged along the potholed alley.

The doctor shook his head when he saw the man’s bloodied face, and a feeling of revulsion shot up from the pit of his stomach. He folded over and threw up his breakfast.

“What the…” The long-haired gunman stepped away so that none of the vomit spray would land on his shoes or black jeans. A putrid smell stained the air.

“Doc, will you be okay?” asked the other gunman.

The doctor was still bent at his waist. He drew in a deep breath and had a rancid taste in his mouth. He spat out, then wiped his face. He stood up slowly, then glared at the long-haired gunman, before waving a finger at him. “You … you killed him, but he had a family, a wife and a young daughter—”

“Yes, and so do you. If you wish to see them again, you’d better do what I say.”

The doctor puffed up his chest. “You can’t kill me. The Iranians need me.”

“They do, and as long as you’re alive, I’ll get paid.” He stood within arm’s reach of the doctor. “And the next time you point that finger at me, I’m going to cut it off. You can still help them build a bomb without a finger…”

The doctor opened his mouth, but then shook his head and finished cleaning the spit out of the corners of his lips. 

The long-haired guard grabbed the doctor by the arm. “Let’s go. We’re wasting time here…” He shoved the man in front of him.

They crossed the short distance separating them from the hotel, then sneaked in the same way they had come out. There were no security cameras and no receptionist on this side. The low-budget hotel couldn’t afford such luxuries, making it the perfect hiding place.

The long-haired guard led the doctor toward the room, which was on the first floor and around the corner. The door of the room was shut, so the guard turned to the hooded man and said, “Andonis, the card…”

“What? What card?”

“The room card.”

“I … I don’t think I have it.”

“What?”

“Well, when we left, I thought we didn’t need it anymore—”

“You ‘thought’? You’ve started to think now?”

Andonis frowned, but didn’t answer.

“What did you do with it?”

“Left it in the room.”

“Really? Well, this is all f—”

“Nikolas, I’ll go to the front desk and ask for a new one.”

“They won’t give it to you as you’re not a guest.”

“But they’ll give it to him.” Andonis pointed at the doctor, who seemed to be slightly amused by the unusual situation. 

These people are amateurs. How did I end up being their hostage? The thought of escape crept into his mind. Will they take me to the Iranian contact? Or will I end up like the interpreter? The man’s twisted face flashed in front of his eyes. Then the doctor saw himself lying in the dirty alley with a bullet to the back of his head. Who are these people?

Nikolas turned to the doctor. “Listen, if you call for help, I will shoot you in the crotch. You won’t die, so I’ll still get my money. But you’ll be in so much pain, you’ll beg me to kill you.”

His ice-cold voice sent shivers through the doctor’s spine. He tried to control himself and nodded.

“You understand?” Nikolas asked in a harsh whisper.

“Yes, yes, I understand,” the doctor said.

“Good. Hurry.” He shoved him forward. “Stay here,” he said to Andonis.

When Nikolas and the doctor entered the small empty lobby, the clerk—a young woman who probably was not even twenty years old—gave them a puzzled look. Her eyes flitted between the doctor’s stained shirt and his reddened face. “Are you all right? Do I need to call a doctor?” she said in English.

“He’s fine, he’s good.” Nikolas butted in, speaking in rapid Greek. “Cut his hand on a piece of glass, but we’ll get it bandaged. He left the card in his room, so we need a new one.”

“I just have to check.” The woman glanced at her computer screen. “What’s the name?”

“Here’s my card.” The doctor passed to the clerk a fake ID card provided by the Iranian contact.

The clerk noticed the doctor’s hand was trembling.

Nikolas noticed it too. “He’s a bit shocked. Can you hurry?”

The clerk nodded and looked up. She tried to give Nikolas a smile, but all she could muster was a grin. Then she looked over his shoulder, toward the inn’s main entrance, and her mouth dropped open. She stepped back and let out a sharp scream.

Nikolas’ trained hand went for the Beretta pistol in the waistband holster under his untucked shirt. He jammed the pistol into the doctor’s side and turned his body slightly, using the man as a human shield. Nikolas was expecting a police officer, but he saw two men in civilian clothes who were pointing their pistols at him. The weapons were equipped with noise suppressors; the men were wearing black balaclavas, and only their eyes were visible.

“Step away from the doctor,” said the masked gunman closer to Nikolas. “Put your gun down, and you’ll live.”

Nikolas flinched and tried to place the man’s strange accent. It wasn’t Turkish. Albanian, maybe? Italian? But how did they get here? No, Italians don’t mess with Iranians. And Albanians aren’t stupid. Who are these people?

He shook his head. “No.” He kept his voice as steady as he could, but it wasn’t as strong as he had hoped.

“Last chance,” the gunman said in a firm voice.

Nikolas’ mind ran through the options. Can I trust them? What about the money? His fingers gripped the cocked Beretta, and he shrunk further behind the doctor.

The gunman lowered his pistol’s sight just a hair. It was now pointed at the doctor’s chest.

Before he could pull the trigger, a gunshot rang out from behind Nikolas.

Both gunmen fired in quick bursts.

Bullets cut through the doctor’s chest, spraying blood and tissue at Nikolas. He tried to return fire, but the doctor’s body was in the way. Nikolas shoved him away and turned the Beretta at the gunmen.

The Greek was too late.

The first bullet struck him in the neck. He felt the stab of pain at the same time that he tasted blood gurgling in his throat. His chest tightened at the lack of air.

The second bullet pierced his forehead. The force of the impact threw his body backwards, and he landed on the floor, hard and dead.

The volley of bullets continued for another few moments, then the masked gunmen ceased fire. They glanced at the body of a second man lying face down near the far end of the lobby. The gunman who had exchanged words with Nikolas gestured for the other gunman to walk along the wall. He nodded, and they both cleared the hall.

The loud sounds of an engine came from the back alley, followed by squealing tires.

The first gunman glanced through the window at a red BMW zipping away. Then his eyes went to the dead bodies on the floor. He shook his head and stepped closer to the counter. The clerk was lying crumpled in a corner in the fetal position. 

The gunman put a finger to his lips, then gestured with his pistol to the clerk. “Cameras?” he said in a harsh voice and gave her a hard look.

The clerk shook her head and began to sob. “No, no cameras.”

“Don’t lie to me.”

“I’m not lying. No cameras here. Don’t … don’t kill me.”

“We won’t. But you saw nothing. You heard nothing. You were never here.”

The woman nodded. “I … I was in the back,” she said between sobs.

“And you stayed in the back until the shooting stopped. You saw nothing, and you heard nothing.”

“Yes, yes, yes, nothing, nothing.”

“Good.” He turned around and waved at the other gunman. “Let’s go.”

They removed their balaclavas when they were close to the door. “How did things go so wrong?” the second gunman asked as they hit the sidewalk and hurried toward their getaway SUV a few steps away.

He shrugged. “Stubborn mule. We had to return fire.”

“Javin won’t like it. He ordered us to wait.”

“I don’t care about the Canadian. We’re Mossad. We don’t work for him.”

“Our boss won’t like it either.”

“She’ll understand. We had to act.” He opened the SUV’s front door.

“Yael will have our heads.”

“She won’t. We’ll find the other doctor. And this time, we’ll take him alive.”


 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

 

Four Days Later

Marrakech Restaurant

Doha, Qatar

 

“Your guy’s late. An hour late.” Javin toyed with his phone over the table’s smooth surface. He glanced at his wristwatch, then at the door about twenty feet away. Cars zoomed along the street as the last rays of sunlight were losing the fight against the evening’s twilight.

“He’s not my guy, and he told us about the delay. Now, put that thing away.” She pointed at his phone. “It’s driving me nuts.”

“Wasting time waiting here is driving me nuts.” Javin placed the phone inside his black jacket pocket, then tightened the knot of his blue tie.

Yael shrugged. “We’re not wasting time; we’re having supper. Try some basbousa.” She tipped her head toward the dessert plate to the left, which had two pieces of pastry soaked in syrup and topped with coconut shreds.

“Nah, too sweet.”

“Lamb, then.” She gestured at his half-eaten main course.

Javin nodded and picked up one of the kabobs and chewed the end piece. The meat was tender and juicy, but he couldn’t fully enjoy it. His mind was on their mission. The asset, the man he had referred to as Yael’s guy, was late, and, in their business, that could only mean trouble. 

Javin Pierce worked as a covert field operative for the Canadian Intelligence Service, or CIS. The woman sitting across the table from him, Yael Rosenberg, worked for Mossad. The failed part of the joint assignment—snatching and grabbing Dr. Aliyev, the Kazakh nuclear physicist, in Athens four days ago—had brought them to the Gulf State capital. The predicament made for strange bedfellows, but Qatar was as much interested in thwarting Iran’s ambition to secure a nuclear weapon as was Israel.

“What exactly happened in Athens?” he asked.

Yael fixed a fold of her headdress that had slipped and was hanging loose next to her left ear. “I’d say coincidence, but you don’t think there’s such a thing…”

“Do you?”

“Sometimes. Bad luck happens to everyone.”

“I’ve heard that before.” He rubbed his chin.

Yael glanced at his face covered by an evening shadow of black unshaved whiskers. “Your voice makes it sound like you don’t believe it.”

Javin looked around the half-filled room. The nearest patrons were two tables away, chatting quietly in between bites. He leaned closer to Yael and whispered, “No, I do believe you, but we can’t have bad luck happen to us.”

“I don’t have any control over it, Javin.”

“You have control over the people that work for you.”

Yael sighed. “No, not really. You know about my precarious position in Mossad, caused by you…”

Javin nodded. She still holds me responsible for what happened, although that was to be expected after attempting to kill me… Will she play fair now, or deep down does she still want revenge? He sighed. A strange set of circumstances had brought them together. Here they were, sitting across from one another, forced to work on the same joint operation, which made for a very explosive situation.

Yael said, “We’ve gone over this already. I asked for them to be reassigned, but my request was denied. Now, in their defense, they miscalculated. Misjudged the situation. Has it never happened to you?”

“We’re not talking about me—”

“We’re talking about my people, and me, by extension. So, are you saying my team is incompetent?”

Javin shook his head. “I’m not saying anything of that sort. But we’ve got to work better and smarter, if we’re to find the other scientist.”

The second Kazakh nuclear physicist had disappeared. The joint CIS and Mossad team had searched for him in Greece and Turkey, but had always been a few steps behind. Then a tip had brought them to Qatar.

“Have you heard from Claudia?” Yael asked.

“No, which means she hasn’t found anything.”

Claudia Aquarone was Javin’s partner in the CIS. She was following a lead that placed the vanished scientist in Italy.

Yael shrugged and leaned back against the green and red cushions set in the booth. “Sometimes I wonder how long we’ll be able to hold them back. We kill or capture some, but we won’t be able to do this forever.”

“Your politicians think otherwise.”

“They don’t think. They hope it’s not going to happen. No one wants a nuclear war. But they’ll have it.”

“If Iran starts it, Israel will finish it, right?”

“That sums it up quite well.” Yael said with a grin and in a dry voice.

A shuffling of feet came from behind him.

Before Javin could turn his head, Yael said, “He’s here.” She sprung to her feet.

Javin stood up and looked at the man making his way toward their table. He was dressed in a gold-and-white thobe, the robe worn by most men in Qatar, and a white-and-red checkered headdress. The thobe looked impeccable and fit perfectly around the man’s thin body. Tailor-made, Javin thought.

The man could afford such luxury and much more. He was the aide to one of the princes of the ruling royal family. The prince was low in the ranks, with very little chance of ever getting close to the throne. So he had turned his ambition toward playing the geopolitics game outside the accepted realm and, at times, at odds with the official and somewhat neutral policy of the kingdom. If power wasn’t going to be given to the prince, he was ready to take it.

At any cost.

The aide slid around the tables with the agility of a tiger, although his pockmarked face made Javin think the man was in his early sixties. He had a beak of a nose and a thin mustache the color of charcoal. His face formed an apologetic smile as he extended a hand toward Javin. “I’m sorry to have made you wait. A business deal took longer than expected.” He spoke in English in a strong voice, with barely a hint of an accent.

“No worries. I’m glad you made it.” Finally. He kept the thought to himself as they shook hands. “My name is Javin Pierce, but please call me Javin.”

“I will do that, Javin. I’m Ali Khalifa Al-Attiya.” He turned toward Yael. “Rosenberg, right?”

Yael nodded. “A pleasure to meet you”

Al-Attiya returned the nod, but did not shake hands with Yael.

She didn’t expect him to, fully aware of the Islamic custom that prohibited men from touching women to whom they were not related or married. She had not even offered her hand.

Javin gestured toward the chair next to him. “Please…”

Al-Attiya looked over his shoulder at the restaurant’s door.

“Is someone else coming with you?” Javin asked with some slight concern in his voice.

“No, I hope not.” Al-Attiya sat down. “Besides the meeting, we took a small detour, which delayed my arrival.”

“A detour?”

“Yes, my guard suspected we were being followed. So the driver took a few extra turns, trying to see if there was someone behind us.”

The waiter who had served Javin and Yael appeared tableside at that moment. “Something to drink, sir?” he asked Al-Attiya in English.

“Mint tea for now,” he replied in Arabic, a language Javin spoke fluently.

The waiter nodded and left them.

When he was beyond earshot, Javin asked, “Was someone following you?”

“Neither the guard nor the driver noticed anyone. To be extra careful, they dropped me off a block away. No one knows I’m here—well, beside the prince and the people who work for me, but they can be trusted.”

Javin fought the impulse to shrug or to speak the words that had popped up in his mind. No one can be trusted, unless they’ve earned their trust under fire… Instead, he nodded. “Well, I’m glad to hear that.”

Al-Attiya nodded. “Yes, otherwise, it would make everything much more difficult.” He waved a dismissive hand. “But how are you liking Doha?”

Javin shrugged. “I didn’t come here for the sights.”

“But you still can have some fun, go out there, enjoy.” Al-Attiya gestured toward the doors with his hands, in a very animated way.

Javin nodded. “We are. We took time off to enjoy supper.”

Yael gave him a cockeyed glance, as if to remind him of his earlier comment about wasting time.

Al-Attiya said, “You should come here with your wife. Are you married, Mr. Pierce?”

“No, and call me Javin.”

“You told me that already. I forgot. Do you have a girlfriend?”

Javin didn’t answer, not only because that was none of Al-Attiya’s business, but also because Javin didn’t know exactly what to say. There were two women in his life, and he needed to figure out which one of them would actually be his girlfriend. The decision, however, was proving to be much more difficult than he had expected. 

Javin shrugged and tipped his head toward Yael.

She got the hint and shifted closer to Al-Attiya. “Do you have the intel?”

“I do, of course, otherwise, what’s the point in my coming here?”

“Right, no point.”

Al-Attiya reached inside his robe and pulled out a phone. He held his thumb over the screen and, when the phone lit up, coming to life, he tapped a few keys. Within a few moments, he had found what he was looking for. He slid the phone across the table, but before Javin could study it, the waiter appeared with Al-Attiya’s tea. “Anything else I can bring you? The menu perhaps…”

Al-Attiya flicked his wrist at the waiter. “No, nothing else.”

The waiter bowed and left.

Javin removed the hand he had used to cover the phone while the waiter was around. The agent glanced at a grainy, blurry image of Dr. Shamil Niyazov. The picture was taken from a distance, and the physicist seemed to be behind the window of a restaurant or a café. It must have been a cold, rainy day, as raindrops and moisture were visible on the window. But there were no doubts in Javin’s mind that the man in the picture was their target. “Where and when was this taken?”

Al-Attiya dropped a spoon of sugar into his cup and stirred it slowly. “Last evening. In a place where it rains a lot.” Al-Attiya grinned and lowered his voice.

Javin tossed the phone on the table. “Are you going to tell us?”

“Yes, in a minute. I’m getting to the point, but I see that you’re not a very patient man.”

“What can I say? Patience has never been my forte.”

“Maybe it’s time you start working on that virtue.” Al-Attiya motioned with his hand at the phone, and brought the teacup to his lips. “Have a look at the next picture.”

Javin did as he was told and frowned. The man staring at him from the picture was young, no older than forty, but the long, black bushy beard made him look older. The man had a large thick nose, piercing gray eyes, and a receding hairline. The picture showed only his head and the top of his chest, but it was sufficient to show the man was wearing an orange shirt. “What am I looking at?”

“Mohammad Shinwari. Along with four other detainees, he was transferred from the Guantanamo prison to the UAE. There’s a file in there about him and the others.” Al-Attiya gestured to the phone. “The US wants to close the detention center, right? So this group was one of the many released to allied countries. They were considered safe to be released and transferred, since they present no risk to the security of the United States.” Al-Attiya emphasized the last two words more than necessary. “Yes, the US, that’s their only concern, forgetting where they released these wolves. As the saying goes, the old wolf never forgets its old ways…”

Javin skimmed through the file, but the screen was too small for him to read the writing, both in English and Arabic. “I want a copy of this.”

Al-Attiya nodded. “Go ahead and email a copy to yourself or put it on a server somewhere…”

Javin hesitated. He wanted to leave no digital trace on Al-Attiya’s phone.

The aide noticed the reluctance on Javin’s face. “As I suspected … keep the phone then.”

Javin began to shake his head, but Al-Attiya put his hand on Javin’s arm. “I insist. A gift, and there’s more to come.”

“I think you’re misunderstanding our relationship,” Javin said in a warm but firm voice. “I’m not here for money or rewards…”

“Of course, of course, I wasn’t implying that you were. But considering what is expected of you, I wanted to make it clear that you shouldn’t think of money as an issue.”

Yael’s eyes flitted between the aide’s and Javin’s. “The prince’s check book is blank?”

“I wouldn’t say that, precisely, but you’ll need to cover the expenses for your operation—”

Javin raised his hand. “Hold on a second, what op?”

Al-Attiya raised his bushy eyebrows, which almost met near the middle of his broad forehead, forming a deep V-shaped frown. “Have you not been paying attention, Pierce? The operation to find this man, the released terrorist…” He tapped the table with his index finger.

Javin glanced at Yael, then turned his head to Al-Attiya. “We come to you looking for someone and you do the same?”

Al-Attiya shrugged. “Of course, why wouldn’t we? You are looking for the Kazakh doctor, and we know where he is. Now you’ll have to find the man we want. An eye for an eye, right?” He grinned at Yael.

“Don’t tempt me,” she replied in an ice-cold voice with a menacing grin.

Al-Attiya returned the grin. “As testy as they described you. I like that. It means you can do this job.”

“What, exactly, is the job, besides finding the former prisoner?”

Al-Attiya looked around, then moved his chair closer to Javin’s. “Let me explain the situation. The prince made some contacts with close associates of this … this dirty scoundrel early on, shortly after his release. It appeared as if the man was heading in the right direction. He wanted nothing to do with his former life and just wanted to start again, rebuild whatever was left after fifteen years of incarceration.”

Javin’s attentive eyes scanned the room. No one seemed to be paying attention to their conversation.

Al-Attiya continued, “The scoundrel wanted to leave his old life, but the old life kept dragging him back. Soon, old ‘friends,’ former and active Al-Qaeda operatives in Syria and Lebanon, began to contact the man while he was living near Dubai. Of course, this violated the conditions of his release, but the UAE’s minders couldn’t care less. As long as he didn’t plot to attack their kingdom, or the US, they turned a blind eye to his subversive activities.”

“Who was he targeting?” Yael said.

“We don’t know, but the prince was determined to find out, especially after rumors that a terrorist plot was being hatched against our country. You’re aware that our relationship with the UAE is at the worst level of all time.”

Javin nodded. The two Gulf States were locked in a bitter diplomatic fight, exchanging accusations of sponsoring terrorism and backing militant groups in Syria and Iraq. The repercussions of those clashes had spread to a fierce trade war, along with blockades, the expulsion of diplomats, and the cutting off of contacts between the countries.

Al-Attiya said, “So the prince offered the scoundrel a healthy compensation in exchange for intelligence about this plot. He took the money, all of it, but has yet to provide any concrete piece of information. And, to make matters worse, the man has disappeared.”

“Along with the money?” Yael said.

“Right, but that’s not a concern; as I said earlier, the prince thinks nothing of a few thousand dollars. To him, that’s just a tip, like you and I don’t blink when we leave ten dollars after supper. The prince wants to know about the threat to our country, what these terrorists are plotting, and that’s where you, the two of you, come in.” He gestured with his hand, pointing at Javin and Yael, as if his words were not clear enough.

Javin said, “Okay, and I assume you have a starting point for us?”

“The most recent information we have is all in the file. He was last seen in Bahrain, another travel condition that he has broken, then he disappeared. One of our sources places him in Spain, another in east Germany.”

“Spain is much nicer at this time of year,” Yael said with a grin.

Al-Attiya shrugged. “The prince wants him found, at any cost.” He cast a glance around, his eyes flickering like a predator ready to pounce on its prey. “But there’s a deeper underlying concern here. I’m not supposed to tell you this, but I will.” Al-Attiya gave his whisper a conspiratorial tone.

“The money?” Yael said.

“Yes, yes, it is the money. But it’s not what you might think. The prince is worried about his reputation if it became known that he gave a hundred thousand dollars to a terrorist, a former prisoner who confessed to plotting attacks against American and Muslim civilians. While the purpose was to obtain intelligence, the truth can be easily misconstrued, as if he financed terrorism.”

Javin nodded. If such news spread, the prince would have a stain on his name and his image that would be difficult to be removed, regardless of how much money he employed for such an effort.

Al-Attiya said, “Moreover, there are rumors that the prince met with militia group leaders in Lebanon. I organized a visit for him to Beirut three months ago. His schedule for an entire day was free. I inquired, but I was told to make no plans. The prince was going to make arrangements himself, something that he almost never does.”

Yael nodded and her face formed a frown of suspicion. “Yes, and I don’t think he went to Beirut for the girls there…”

Al-Attiya shook his head. “No, no, of course not. The prince has no mind for women, other than his wife, of course. So, if this is what I think it might be, and if it came to the surface, this could be the prince’s downfall.”

Javin drew in a deep breath as he processed Al-Attiya’s information. “Is that why you’re telling us this, because you don’t want to go down with the sinking ship?”

It took Al-Attiya’s a moment to understand Javin’s expression. “Yes, yes, that’s exactly my worry. The prince might be able to bribe his way out of any trouble. On the other hand, my head will be the first one to roll. Do you know what happened in Saudi Arabia after that journalist’s murder?”

“Yes, I’m familiar with the case,” Javin said.

Back in 2018, a Saudi journalist living in the US, Jamal Khashoggi, had been murdered inside the Saudi consular office in Istanbul, Turkey. The CIA and other intelligence agencies had pointed the finger at the Saudi crown prince Mohammed bin Salman as the one who had given the order for the elimination of the journalist. He had often attacked the prince and had advocated for regime reforms in Saudi Arabia. However, the crown prince had been cleared of any involvement in the affair. The Saudi authorities had charged eleven low-ranking officials in the murder—who were said to have operated under their own orders—and were seeking the death penalty for five of them.

Al-Attiya said, “So you can appreciate my situation. The prince could be playing with fire, but I’ll be the one who gets burned…”

Yael nodded. “This makes sense, but of course, we need to check out everything.”

“Yes, yes, of course, but don’t take too long. I … I think I might be followed.”

Javin peered deep into Al-Attiya’s eyes. “But you said no one followed you?”

“Tonight, yes, no one followed me tonight, but—”

A couple of gunshots outside the restaurant cut off his words.

Al-Attiya sprang to his feet and turned around.

Javin’s hand went inside his jacket. He gripped his Sig Sauer P320 9mm pistol. He pulled it quickly and cocked it. Javin held it under the table and next to him so that he wouldn’t startle the patrons who were already glancing around and through the windows.

He wanted to believe the gunshots were unrelated to Al-Attiya and his visit to the restaurant. But his experience had taught him this was not a coincidence. The gunmen who had fired those shots were coming for Al-Attiya.

They were also coming for Yael and Javin.
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The Story

 

Read the book that started it all...

When an act of treason leaves Justin and his Arctic team stranded on the ice, they must fight for survival in a deadly battle at the top of the world.

 

Canadian Intelligence Service Agent Justin Hall--combat-hardened in operations throughout Northern Africa--has been demoted after a botched mission in Libya. 

 

When two foreign icebreakers appear in Canadian Arctic waters, Justin volunteers for the reconnaissance mission, eager to return to the field. His team discovers a foreign weapons cache deep in the Arctic, but they are not aware that a spy has infiltrated the Department of National Defense.

 

The team begins to unravel a treasonous plan against Canada, but they fall under attack from one of their own. Disarmed and stripped of their survival gear, they are stranded in a remote location. Now the team must survive the deadly Arctic not only to save themselves but their country.

 

 

Chapter One

 

 

Ghadames, Libya

Six months ago

 

Justin limped closer to the small barred window of his prison cell as the sand dunes sank into darkness. A curtain of clouds had dimmed the glow of the crescent moon. His bruised chest pressed against the rough surface of the bloodstained wall. He squinted and tried to stand on his toes for a better look. The rusty shackles clawed against the scarred skin of his ankles, and the heavy chain rattled on the concrete floor.

“Quiet. Quiet, you infidel,” a guard growled in Arabic from down the shadowy prison hallway.

Justin stood still and drew in a deep breath. The cold night air of the Sahara Desert filled his heaving lungs. The night went silent again. He lifted his head, wrapped his free hands around the iron bars, and clenched his teeth, ignoring the jolts of pain from his fingers. With his eyes about an inch over the windowsill, Justin scoped the landscape, searching for the long-awaited rescue team.

Abdul—Justin’s asset and connection within Libya’s Internal Security Agency, who lay in the cell next door—had confirmed their escape was to take place early that morning. The previous prison break attempt the day before had failed, despite the inside help of one of the jihadists. Justin hoped this time the plan would be executed with no glitches.

At first, he noticed nothing except the rugged outlines of the steep dunes and the whitewashed walls of the small sleepy town. Straining his eyes, he peered again. A small shadow slithered toward the prison wall. Justin blinked to clear his vision and stared at the approaching figure.

Bent at the waist, the shadow advanced at a rapid pace. It quickly disappeared from Justin’s sight, and he wondered whether the man had encountered a guard.

Justin’s heart pounded. He placed his ear to the wall and sensed a low grating noise. Someone—the shadow, he hoped—was scaling the wall.

The window was at least twelve feet above the ground. He wondered how long it would take the shadow to reach the window. A long minute dragged by, and Justin was still alone. He breathed faster and faster and urged the man on the freedom side of the wall to make good time.

Finally, a hushed voice whispered in Arabic, “Abdul, Abdul, it’s me, Bashir. Are you there?”

“I’m Justin.”

“You’re the Canadian agent. Where’s Abdul?”

“In the other cell, around the corner. That one has no windows.”

“When did they move him?”

“A few hours ago, after a good beating.”

“Can he walk?”

“I think so.”

Bashir went silent for a moment.

Justin looked up, but he could not see the man’s face through the window. He asked after a pause, “Bashir?”

“Shhhh.”

He heard a scraping sound. Bashir was handing him a large metal key through the window bars. “That’s for the shackles, and this is for the guard.” He produced a black dagger.

Justin grabbed the handle and weighed the weapon in his weak hand. A ray of moonlight glinted off the ten-inch blade.

“Can you do this?” Bashir whispered.

“Yes.”

“You have only one chance. I’ll wait for you and Abdul in two black Nissans by the main gate. We’ll drive across the border to Tunisia.”

Justin frowned. “What about the hostages? The two Canadian doctors?”

“They’re safe. We were able to free them.”

“And Carrie?”

“Yes, your partner is with them and my men, with our vehicles.”

Justin breathed a sigh of relief. “Okay. I’ll make sure Abdul and I meet you by the gate.”

“You’ll have to be quiet. Twenty men are guarding the prison, and you can’t defeat them.”

“Okay.”

“Abdul knows the way, but if you can’t free him, walk down the stairs and go left. The hall will take you to a small courtyard on the ground floor. There will be a guard or two by the gate. You need to cross into the next house.”

“Downstairs, then left, then to the house,” Justin said, finding it a bit difficult to concentrate on Bashir’s words.

“Yes. Get to the roof of the house and drop down along the side facing the mosque. Follow the road leading to the main gate. Is it clear?”

“Yes, it is.”

Bashir’s clothes rubbed against the wall, then silence returned to Justin’s cell. He stared at the key and the dagger in his right hand. Stepping back from the window, he was careful not to jerk the chain and alert the guard beyond the cell’s solid metal door. The key fit into the shackles’ padlock. He coughed loudly as he turned the key to cover the dull clunk of the padlock snapping open. Now almost free, he removed the metal loops from around his ankles.

Justin and Abdul were first imprisoned in Tripoli after their hostage rescue operation went sideways. They were tortured by the Algerian hostage-takers for two days before the failed escape attempt. The Algerians—with the help of the Libyan secret police—moved them to Ghadames, in their minds an isolated and less risky place.

Justin wasted no time. He took a deep breath, gripped the dagger tightly, and called out to the guard, “Hey, guard, guard. Come here.”

“Shut up,” the guard roared back.

“I need to talk to you.”

“No. Just shut up.”

Justin banged twice on the heavy door.

The guard’s voice grew louder as he drew nearer to the door. “What’s the matter with you? You want me to break your leg?”

Justin slammed his fist against the door.

“That’s it. You asked for it,” the guard shouted.

Keys clattered as he struggled to find the right one to unlock the door. Justin stepped to the side and lifted his dagger, waiting for the right moment. 

His hand shook.

The weapon felt heavy, straining his muscles.

“I’m going to beat you so hard,” the guard barked.

As he shoved open the door, Justin thrust his hand toward the guard’s throat. The blade slashed deep under the man’s chin. The guard dropped dead into Justin’s stretched arms as blood sputtered from the man’s mangled neck.

Justin used the guard’s black robe and turban to wipe the bloodstains from his face and arms. He stripped the man of his keys, his side arm—an old Makarov pistol—his AK-74 rifle, and two magazines. Justin dragged the body to a corner of his cell and closed the door behind him.

He tiptoed to Abdul’s cell. On the second try, he found the right key. As he opened the door, the powerful stench of sweat and urine almost twisted his stomach inside out. Abdul was lying against a wall, asleep.

“Abdul, Abdul, wake up.” Justin shook him.

“Huh? What?” Abdul mumbled with a big yawn.

“Time to go.”

“Justin, how did you...” Abdul sat up slowly.

“Bashir gave me a key and a knife.”

“Bashir? When did he come?”

“Tell you later. Let’s go. Can you walk?”

“Yes, yes, I can.”

Justin unchained Abdul’s bruised legs and helped him up. 

Abdul leaned against the wall before taking a few unsteady steps. “I’m good. I can do this.”

“Okay, follow me.”

“First, give me that.” Abdul pointed to the rifle.

“Bashir said we need to break out in silence. Too many fighters for us to kill them all.”

Abdul held the AK in his hands with difficulty and fumbled with the safety switch. He turned it to full automatic. “Just in case.”

“Let’s go.”

Justin threw a glance down the hall and signaled for Abdul to follow him. They moved quickly to the end of the narrow hallway, their bare feet tapping lightly on the concrete floor, grains of sand grinding under their toes.

“We go to the first floor, then left,” Justin said as they came to a spiral staircase.

“Then what?”

“Left through the hall and to the courtyard. After that, we go to the house next to the prison. Bashir will wait for us at the main gate.”

“What? That’s Bashir’s plan? There are always guards at the back.”

“He said there should be only one, two at the most, and we have to get rid of them quietly.”

“That’s impossible. They’ll see us when we get outside.”

“Maybe they’re dozing off.”

“If not, we kill them.”

“No. We’ll have the rest of the guards coming after us.”

Justin winced as his left foot landed on the coarse surface of the first stair. He took two more steps and turned his head.

Abdul nodded and followed behind him.

Holding the dagger ready in his hand, Justin continued down the stairs. He reached the bottom. The hall forked right and left. A light flickered from the right. Justin stepped back, gesturing for Abdul to stop.

“What’s that way?” Justin pointed toward the light.

“The kitchen and a dining area. Someone’s awake.”

“Don’t worry about it. We’re slipping out the other way.”

Justin glanced at the dim light, then at the opposite side, and began creeping down the hall. He saw a door about twenty steps ahead and figured it was the one opening into the courtyard. Pressing on, he quickened his pace. 

Abdul’s feet shuffled loudly behind him.

“Quiet, quiet,” Justin whispered.

“That’s not me.”

Justin turned his head and looked over Abdul’s shoulders. He stared right into the eyes of a gunman standing five or six steps behind Abdul and pointing a pistol at them. The gunman was of a small, thin stature, clad in a white robe and a black headdress.

“Stop, or I’ll blow your head off,” he said in Arabic.

The gunman’s voice cracked abruptly. Its unexpected high pitch startled Justin. The pistol shook in the gunman’s hands.

“He’s just a kid,” Justin whispered to Abdul, who was preparing to turn his rifle toward the gunman.

“I’ll kill you,” the gunman squeaked, this time louder. “You, turn around with your hands in the air,” he ordered Abdul.

Abdul swung on his heels, firing a quick burst.

“No,” Justin shouted.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

 

Ghadames, Libya

 

Bullets went through the gunman. Two dark red stains appeared across his chest as he collapsed to the floor.

“No, no, no,” Justin cried. “He was a kid, just a kid.”

“Who was about to blow our heads off.”

“We could have talked—”

Abdul shook his head. “No time. Run.”

Before Justin could say anything, someone kicked open the door behind him.

“Down, get down.” Abdul pointed his rifle at the door.

Justin fell to the floor, while Abdul kept his finger on the rifle’s trigger. Bullets pierced the bodies of two guards who entered the hall. 

Loud cries and barking orders came from two stories above. Thuds of heavy boots echoed throughout the prison. 

Justin pulled out the Makarov from a pocket of his tattered khakis. As soon as two gunmen running downstairs showed in his gunsight, he planted a couple of bullets in each man’s head.

“Go, go, go. Move, move!” Justin shouted.

Abdul fired a short burst into the courtyard. A few shrieks confirmed that he had hit his mark, and he dove outside. 

More gunfire followed. The reports of rifles echoed in the night.

After trading his Makarov for a high-powered AK rifle that lay next to the body of a dead guard, Justin joined Abdul in the courtyard.

“This way, quick,” Abdul said.

Justin followed the Libyan beyond the wide-open arched gate. The bodies of three gunmen were sprawled across the sandy path. As Justin dashed inside the house, a few bullets whizzed past his head, boring deep holes in the mud-brick walls.

“Faster, faster, come on,” Abdul shouted.

Justin noticed Abdul was panting and stopped for a closer look.

“What’s wrong?” Abdul asked.

“Did they get you?”

“No. Don’t stop.”

The halls of the house were pitch-black, but shafts of moonlight through the barred windows guided their steps. Justin kept looking for a way to climb to the roof, like Bashir had advised, but Abdul kept going deeper into the maze of narrow halls snaking out in all directions.

“We need to get to the roof,” Justin said.

“No, they’ll see us. Up there we have no cover.”

“How are we getting to the main gate?”

“I know a shortcut.”

Abdul went through a couple of doors straight ahead, then turned left. The maze of covered streets in Ghadames stretched for miles. The town, at the edge of the Sahara Desert and only seven miles from the border with Algeria and Tunisia, was built with a roof on top, to keep out destructive sandstorms and sweltering heat waves. Skylight openings and arched windows drew in the faint glow of the moon.

Whiz, whiz.

Two bullets struck the wall inches from Justin’s head.

“Stay away from the windows,” Abdul shouted at Justin.

“Good advice.”

Abdul slowed down after a dozen steps and waited for Justin to catch up to him. Standing by a small doorway, he pointed outside. “You can see the town’s gate right over there.”

Justin followed Abdul’s hand. The tall archway stood at a distance of about two hundred yards.

“We’re not gonna make it.” Justin pointed to a white Toyota truck parked about a hundred feet to their left. Four men wielding rifles and rocket-propelled grenades were positioned behind the truck, barricading the fugitives’ only escape route.

“Cover me.” Abdul slammed a fresh magazine into his rifle.

Justin pointed his rifle at the truck and sprayed a barrage of bullets. One man plopped to the ground. Another started twitching and pulling at his left leg. The last two crawled behind the truck without returning fire.

Abdul bolted toward the truck as fast as he could. Justin ran after him and kept firing until he emptied the magazine. He ducked for cover next to a wall to his left and reloaded the rifle.

Gunfire erupted from the truck. Bullets scraped the wall and struck the ground around him. More gunshots followed, then there was a brief moment of relative calm. 

Justin took a quick peek.

“They’re all dead.” Abdul climbed inside the truck.

Justin ran to him, glancing at the row of houses behind them. “You’re wounded.” He pointed to Abdul’s left side.

A bullet had pierced Abdul’s body a couple of inches underneath his ribcage.

“Flesh wound. Not serious. Get in.”

Justin jumped into the passenger’s seat. 

Abdul stepped on the gas pedal. He raised a storm of dust as the truck bounced over bumps and ruts, swerving toward the main gate. 

A torrent of bullets hammered the truck bed and the doors of the cab. Gunmen were firing from rooftops. 

Justin returned fire. 

One of the men fell over the roof’s parapet. The rest withdrew beyond Justin’s sight.

“There’s a car behind us,” Abdul said.

Out of the corner of his eye, Justin took in a Jeep gaining on them. “I’m empty.”

“So am I.”

Justin looked at the backseat. No weapons or ammunition. His eyes moved to the end of the truck bed. There was a rocket-propelled grenade launcher and a wooden box loaded with grenades. “Got it.”

He crawled to the backseat and squeezed through the small window, landing against the rails of the truck bed. He snatched a grenade from the box and checked the launcher before screwing the grenade to the front of the weapon. He shouldered the launcher with a swing, struggling for balance on one knee. Then he pulled the trigger, just as the truck veered to the left.

The projectile screamed out of the launcher. A plume of gray smoke billowing from the weapon’s blast cone engulfed the truck. Justin coughed and heaved. As the smoke cleared, he saw the grenade exploding into the minaret of the town’s small mosque. The three-story-high minaret came tumbling down like a sandcastle swept by a strong wave.

“The Jeep,” Abdul shouted. “That’s the target.”

“Thank you. What was I thinking?”

The Jeep was now about fifty yards behind them. Before Justin could reach for another grenade, sparks flared up from bullets thumping against the truck. Two gunmen were firing from both sides of the Jeep. A bullet ricocheted off the rail and grazed Justin’s left leg.

He ignored the pain and attached another grenade to the launcher. He readied the weapon for the next round of fire. Abdul steered the truck around a corner, the last one inside the town. They raced through a narrow tunnel, Ghadames’s main gate. Two black Nissans were parked about a hundred yards outside the town walls. Three silhouettes stood by the vehicles. One of them, slimmer than the others, sported a long ponytail.

“That’s Bashir,” Abdul said.

“I see Carrie too,” Justin said with excitement in his voice. “Stop the truck.”

“Why?”

“So I can aim the launcher.”

Abdul stopped. 

Justin aimed at the mouth of the tunnel and pressed the launcher firmly against his right shoulder. As soon as the Jeep appeared halfway through the gate, he fired. The grenade barreled toward the target with a swishing screech and slammed into the Jeep. The vehicle burst into a massive, fiery explosion. The entire tunnel caved in over the burning hulk.

“We’re home free now.” Justin dropped the launcher by his feet and collapsed against the cab.

“Yes, brother, we are.”

Abdul waited until Justin was back in the passenger’s seat before saying, “My boss won’t be pleased with you blowing up the mosque and destroying the gate.”

“He might change his mind when he learns the jihadists are crushed, and the hostages are free.”

The truck growled as the tires spun over loose sand. Abdul eased off the gas, allowing the tires to regain traction. They covered the short distance to Bashir’s vehicles, and Justin jumped out of the truck and right into Carrie’s arms.

“You okay?” she asked.

“Yes. So happy to see you.” He enjoyed the safety and the comfort of her embrace. “And you guys.” He nodded at the two doctors.

The former hostages’ faces were pale, but they gave Justin bright smiles.

“Sorry it took the cavalry some time to get here,” Carrie said.

“It’s all good. Let’s go home.” Justin headed toward the nearest Nissan.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

 

Canadian Intelligence Service Headquarters

Ottawa, Canada

Present day

 

“Morning, Justin.” Carrie smiled as she entered his sparsely furnished office bearing a tray holding two coffee cups and a brown paper bag. A foot-high stack of bank transaction printouts took up most of the space on his desk, with very little room for Justin’s laptop.

“Hi, Carrie. How are you?” He took one of the cups from the tray. “Thanks.” He took a small sip. “What have you got in there?” He pointed at the paper bag she placed precariously over the bank records.

“Breakfast. I bet you haven’t eaten anything yet.” She took one of the seats across his desk.

“No time. Couldn’t wait to come here and pore over these financial statements. As a child, this is what I always dreamed of doing. Bookkeeping.”

He rubbed his dimpled chin and ran his fingers through his hair. Justin had a Mediterranean complexion—dark olive skin, raven wavy hair, big black eyes, and a large thick nose—inherited from his Italian mother.

“Have a blueberry muffin. It will cheer you up. Freshly baked.”

“Thanks.”

Justin chewed on a small piece. “Hmmm, really good, but not as good as the ones you used to make for us.”

Carrie said nothing for a couple of seconds, then shook her head. Her auburn shoulder-length hair, which she usually kept in a semi-ponytail, flowed down her slender neck. “Yes, used to make,” she said quietly after a deep sigh. “Not anymore. Have you heard from the army?” she asked, eager to change the conversation.

“I did.” Justin’s voice rang with a tinge of despair. “They rejected my application. They consider me—how did they put it—oh, yes, a ‘liability,’ regardless of my flawless service until the Libyan episode.”

“I know what you mean. It took me a long time and a great amount of luck to get in. Mil intel is even harder.”

Before joining the Canadian Intelligence Service, or CIS, Carrie had served two tours of duty in Afghanistan with Joint Task Force Two, the elite counter-terrorism unit of Special Operations Forces. Justin had always been in the CIS, operating mainly in Europe and Northern Africa. After returning from Libya, Justin and Carrie were suspended from field missions until the completion of an internal inquiry on the deadly prison escape. The inquiry was still pending. In the meantime, they were assigned routine desk duties.

Justin sighed. “Did you see Johnson’s e-mail?”

“The one from last night?”

“No. She sent another one this morning.”

“I haven’t been to my office yet.” She took a sip from her coffee.

“There was another sighting of icebreakers, this time off the coast of Cape Combermere, southeast of Ellesmere Island.”

“Could they tell who they belong to?”

“No, they couldn’t.”

“What does Johnson want us to do?”

“She didn’t give specifics, but she called a briefing for this morning.”

“What did you tell her?”

“I suggested a recon op and volunteered for it.”

Carrie put her coffee cup on the desk. “In the high Arctic? In the middle of winter?”

“Office boredom is killing me. I’ve got to get out in the field.”

“More like the ice field.”

“I don’t have a lot of options. The Libyans didn’t take lightly to the destruction of their mosque and half of their world heritage town by an ‘infidel.’ Now, it’s this job or administrative leave. An opportunity shows up and, since no one is going to hand it over to me, I’m going to seize it.”

“You don’t have to explain it to me; we’re in the same boat. I didn’t destroy much of the town, like you did, but I was there with you. Still, you want to go to the Arctic?”

“If Johnson decides to dispatch a team, which I’m sure she will, I want to go. After all, how else can we confirm the icebreakers’ identity?”

“You’re right. If only those satellites would work.” Carrie took a bite of her muffin. “So it’s safe to assume I’ll need to pack my bag.”

“I didn’t volunteer you.”

“Johnson won’t let you go on your own. That’s if she even decides to assign you to such an op.”

Justin held the gaze of her gray-blue eyes. He nodded. “You’re right about that. She’s bringing in a couple of other people to this briefing. Some bigwig from DND and a lawyer from legal.”

Carrie nodded back. DND stood for Department of National Defence of Canada. “Do you know them?”

“No, and I don’t understand why they’re here.”

“Johnson will give us her excuse.”

“Yes, she will.” Justin glanced at his wristwatch. “Shall we head up?”

“Sure. Let’s not make her wait.”

 

* * *

 

The office of Claire Johnson, Director General of Intelligence, was at the northeast corner of the sixth floor. Justin walked in fast, short steps, listening to the rhythmic thud of his shoes over the hardwood floor. He stopped when he came to a huge painting hanging on the wall, depicting an impressive Arctic landscape and three determined explorers. Their weary faces were very much alive as they stoically pressed ahead with dogsleds toward the white horizon peppered with snow-capped ridges. The ice packs, the snowbanks, and the heavy blizzard appeared quite real. Justin shook his head in awe before resuming his swift pace. He turned the corner and saw Carrie pacing in front of Johnson’s office door.

“Justin, what took you so long?”

“The painting. It was only a moment.”

Justin knocked.

“Come in,” called Johnson.

Her office was neatly arranged, with an L-shaped desk and three matching bookcases. Two women sat around an oval glass table that took up almost a third of the office space.

Johnson nodded at Justin and Carrie while swiveling in her black leather chair and tapping the keyboard of her desktop computer. She stood up. “Welcome, welcome. Let me introduce you to Colonel Cindy Gunn, with the NDHQ. She’s the chief of the Defence Intelligence Section.” Johnson gestured toward the older woman.

The National Defence Headquarters in Ottawa was the heart of Canada’s military defense machine, where every nut and bolt of all operational forces joined together. The colonel was in a perfect position to feel the pulse of the armed forces. She would have access to every bit of information streaming into the Department of National Defence databases.

The colonel was in her late forties, with gray, curly hair. Almost a head shorter than Carrie, she stood at about five feet and was dressed in a gray pinstripe suit. The colonel had a strong handshake. She gave Justin a nod while her small brown eyes sparked with a tiny, almost invisible, glint of mischief.

Justin said, “My pleasure.”

“Nice to meet you, Agent Hall,” she said in a coarse voice.

“Please call me Justin.”

She nodded. “That’s great, Justin, and you can call me Cindy,” she said and moved on to exchange pleasantries with Carrie.

“And this is Anna Worthley. She’s an Operational Liaison with our Legal Services,” said Johnson.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Agent Hall,” the young woman said.

Justin fought the initial impulse to frown as the counsel’s delicate fingers touched his large, rugged hand. Anna was in her late twenties, with short black hair that sported an odd red highlight. She wore a black woolen sweater and black dress pants.

Justin disliked all lawyers working for CIS’s most controversial department. They complicated everyone’s life and operations with lengthy and dimwitted arguments, motions, and inquiries. But the innocence of Anna’s blue eyes—peering timidly at him from behind rimless glasses—and her soft voice—slightly insecure and with a certain amount of agitation—disarmed Justin’s defenses and melted his objections. “Happy to meet you, Ms. Worthley,” he said.

“Simply Anna.”

“Okay, Anna.” Justin nodded. “Call me Justin.”

Johnson gestured for them to sit around the glass table.

“The colonel brought over the latest CSE report,” she began, handing four copies of a document to Justin. He took one and passed the others to Carrie. “It details the movements of the two icebreakers, but we’re still uncertain about their identity. One thing we know for sure is that they’re not ours.”

Justin skimmed through the pages. The Communications Security Establishment was Canada’s national cryptologic agency. It analyzed foreign intelligence signals and provided technical and operational assistance to CIS. The report was signed by Jacob Stryker, the Associate Director of Signals Intelligence. Stryker had a reputation for being meticulous, and Justin was sure Stryker had not overlooked any seemingly unimportant detail.

Cindy said, “There’s strong reason to believe that the two vessels infringing on our sovereignty are part of the Russian Navy.”

Justin held her gaze while folding his arms across his chest. “What makes you believe the Russians have sent these warships?”

“Wait a second.” Johnson held up her hand. “Two assumptions right off the bat. First, Russians, second, warships. The report confirms only that two icebreakers navigated through a steady course in international waters, then crossed over into our territorial waters by Ellesmere Island. Nothing more. Let’s be careful with our assumptions, shall we?”

Cindy nodded her understanding. “The Russian generals are declaring their support for the Arctic militarization. Their Murmansk Air Base is buzzing with jet fighters and nuclear subs are lurking underneath the North Pole. Remember when they planted their flag on the seabed, declaring the Pole a part of Russia? They’ve tried to cross into our airspace many times. All tracks point to the Russian bear, if I were to make an educated guess.”

Justin glanced at Johnson. “I don’t want to come across as dismissive of the colonel’s assertions.” He chose his words carefully. “The Russians are just one of the major players in the Arctic. If Stryker’s report offers no decisive answers, our opinions, although based on previous experiences, amount to little more than speculation.”

“You don’t think the Russian Navy is involved?” Cindy asked Justin. Her left eyebrow arched up slightly, and her lips puckered.

“They’re a top candidate.” Justin spread his palms over the table. “But it’s not wise to jump to conclusions.”

Cindy leaned back in her chair. “Right.”

Carrie was sitting on the edge of her chair, glancing at the report. She pointed to a large map of the eastern Canadian Arctic, which took up half of the page. “The US air base in Thule, Greenland, is just across Baffin Bay.” She exchanged a glance with Johnson. “About 125 miles from Ellesmere.”

Anna stopped taking notes on her yellow pad. “These ships could be American?”

Carrie shrugged. “Why not? The Americans have never accepted our sovereignty over the Northwest Passage, and they still go through it without our permission. They always anchor an icebreaker or two in Thule, and their claims over the Arctic are as aggressive as those of the Russians.”

Johnson nodded. “I will seek clarification from the US liaison officer in Thule.” She wrote in her notebook.

Justin stared at the Arctic map. A red dotted line indicated the suspected route of the two unidentified icebreakers. It was around the southeast part of Ellesmere Island. At the bottom of the page, he noticed the cape’s coordinates: North Latitude: 76° 59' 00''; West Longitude: 78° 15' 00''. How far is that from the North Pole? Seven, eight hundred miles?

Johnson said, “What are you thinking, Justin?”

Her voice brought him back from his calculations. “I was ... I was just reading the map. I know we have few facts, since radio communications were inaudible and RADARSAT-2 was experiencing problems—”

Johnson interrupted him, “Yes, DND blamed the thick layer of clouds, the whiteout, and an unexpected satellite software glitch for the blurry pictures in their report.”

“Judging by the route,” Justin said, “I’m trying to figure out something, anything, about the motive of this ... this visit, if you will. The icebreakers were sailing up, north of Baffin Bay.” He leaned closer to the map as his hand traced the icebreakers’ course. “It resembles a patrol mission. But at this point, almost halfway through Nares Strait, the icebreakers turn around, heading back.” Justin’s fingers stopped by Cape Combermere. “Here, they cross into our waters. This is the only place where this happens. Then they vanish.”

“And your point is?” Johnson asked, a slight tone of impatience lingering in her voice.

“Perhaps they had an accident and needed to anchor off our shores for repairs. Or maybe it was easier to navigate through our waters. The visibility was better, fewer icebergs, a thinner layer of ice, so the need arose to steer around and zigzag to our side.”

“Their motives for crossing into our waters will not tell us anything about their identity.” Anna raised her glasses to the bridge of her nose.

Johnson said, “I have to side with counsel on this one.” She placed her copy of the report back into one of the folders.

Justin threw a quick glance at Carrie, whose weary eyes had already accepted their fate. We’re up the frozen creek, her expression said. And without a paddle.

Johnson said, “Since we’re helping Marty and his Arctic Division these days, I’ve decided to dispatch a small team for an intel-gathering op. Because of our shared jurisdiction over national security and intel and because of DND’s great assistance to our ops, I’ve accepted the colonel’s offer to be a part of the team.”

What great assistance? Justin thought. Their satellite was barely functional, and she’s giving us nothing else. And if she has already made up her mind these icebreakers are Russian, how can she be impartial?

As a career pencil-pusher, Johnson had perfected the inter-departmental game of favors and back-scratching. Assigning the colonel to the team meant the credit for resolving this case would go to both agencies, proving Johnson’s abilities in forging strong cooperation. On the other hand, the colonel would serve as the scapegoat for everything that might go wrong with the operation.

“Because of the sensitivity of this mission,” Johnson continued, “and CIS’s increased concerns about interaction with citizens, I’m adding the counsel to this mission. She’ll offer expertise during questioning of witnesses and collecting testimonies.”

Justin looked up in time to catch Anna’s smile. She’s so excited, as if making the cheerleading team. Poor girl doesn’t know what she’s getting into.

Johnson looked at Justin. “You’ll be in charge of this op.”

His heart pounded harder and faster in his chest. “You’ve got it, boss.”

Johnson said, “And Carrie will assist you. I expect the team to work with Joint Task Force North and the Rangers.” Johnson tapped one of the folders with her index finger and pushed it toward Justin. “In addition to maps and pictures of the area, here’s a list of useful contacts, Rangers, and local chiefs. Trustworthy sources who have proven themselves during our operations in the North.”

“We’ll do that,” Justin said.

Johnson said, “We’re keeping this very low-profile. Ellesmere’s and Baffin’s population numbers are low, but the potential for mudslinging is incredible, especially if things get out of hand. This mission should be completed without any scandals. Understood?”

She cast a piercing glare at Justin and Carrie. This is not Libya, her glare told them. Don’t screw this up.

They both nodded in unison.

“Great.” Johnson stood up, indicating the meeting was over.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter  Four

 

 

Canadian Intelligence Service Headquarters

Ottawa, Canada

 

They walked to the nearest photocopier in one of the halls, and Justin made three copies of the report that Johnson had given him. He handed those to Carrie, Anna, and Cindy, then he returned to his office. He browsed through the report, his eyes running through names and pictures, searching for a familiar face. Johnson had assigned him and Carrie a difficult and sensitive mission, and paired them with two strangers, whose credentials were yet to be tested in the frigid Arctic environment. The support of a former, trusted partner would be extremely valuable.

He stopped on the fourth page and smiled. A middle-aged man with thin lips and a thinner line of gray moustache, a long, curved nose, a pointed chin, and almond-shaped brown eyes smiled from the page. Justin did not need to check the name of the Canadian Ranger typed under the picture. The friendly face had refreshed his memory. “Kiawak Kusugak,” he mumbled, “it’s been a while.”

Justin wrote down Kiawak’s phone numbers and reached for the phone at the corner of the desk. Then Justin remembered his evening plans. Yes, that’ll have to change, since now I’ve got to get ready for this op. He thought for a long moment about how to make things work. He smiled as he realized what he needed to do. 

Justin dialled Randy’s office number and waited while the operator transferred the call. Randy was a university classmate who had taken a different career path—financial advisor in a big Toronto bank.

“Justin, don’t tell me you’re canceling again,” Randy said in his loud rowdy voice.

“Hey, Randy, always good to hear from you.”

“Yes, yes, of course. We still good for tonight?”

“Yes, about that ... sorry, man, but I can’t make it.”

“Oh, come on, Justin. Front row tickets will go to waste.”

“Well, not really. I still need you to take Olivier to the game—”

“What? Me and the kid … That’s not a good idea, Justin.”

“Why? You’ve met him before, and he doesn’t bite. Pick him up from the Big Brothers Big Sisters office, take him to the game, buy him a hotdog and popcorn. Just hang out.”

“Eh … why can’t you come?”

“I’ve got to work late tonight.”

“Yeah? Well, so do I.”

“Randy, when you signed up as an Alternate Mentor, you agreed to help me. You remember that?”

“I do, yes, but I thought it was a formality, to help you do your volunteering.”

“The kid has been waiting for this game for a month. He loves the Senators. You want to disappoint a five-year-old?”

“Really, Justin? Tugging at my heartstrings?”

“Whatever works.”

A long moment of pause, then Randy sighed. “Fine, but you owe me one.”

“Sure, I’ll get you dinner in a couple of weeks.”

“The kid has his ticket?”

“Yes, he does. And he’ll be wearing his jersey, so wear yours too.”

“Yes, Mom. And I won’t forget to brush my teeth.”

“And comb your hair.”

“Of course. What do I talk about when we go for hotdogs?”

“Talk about your job, your life.”

“My job’s too complicated for five-year olds.”

“Not really. Say it’s like playing Monopoly, just with other people’s money.”

“Exactly, that really covers it all. Very smart observation.”

“You know what I mean. Make it kid-friendly.”

“What did you tell him your work is like?”

“I told him it’s like playing Risk.”

“Ha. And this work you’re doing, does this involve Carrie?”

Justin hesitated for a moment, worried about what Randy would say next. “Yes, I’ll be working with Carrie and other people.”

“Aha. Rekindling the old flame, are you?”

“It’s nothing like that. It has been over a year since we broke up.”

“True, but the two of you keep falling into each other’s arms.”

“No, not really.” Justin shook his head. “We work at the same agency, sometimes on the same ops. Work was what got in the way in the first place. So I doubt it will reunite us at the end.”

“You never know.”

“This time I know for sure. I’ll never fall in love again with a co-worker.”

“Then you’ll remain single for life. Work is all you know.”

“Thanks for the advice.”

“Any time. Now, I’ve got to go, before you demand more favors.”

“Thanks, buddy, I appreciate this.”

“You’re welcome, Justin. Take care, man.”

Justin hung up as Carrie appeared at the doorway. She was holding a folder. “How is it going?”

“All right. Come in.”

Carrie sat across from his desk. “I started to review the files Johnson gave us. Do you know anyone with the Rangers?”

“Kiawak Kusugak. Page 4. I still have to call him, but if he can help us, that would be fantastic. He knows everything about the Arctic. Born and raised up there.”

Carrie thumbed through the pages. She glanced at Kiawak’s picture and nodded. “How do you know him?”

“We’ve been on a couple of training exercises and worked together in a rescue mission.”

“What is he like?”

“Very smart, resourceful, and well-connected. Patient as well.”

“Sounds like the right man for the job.”

“Exactly.”

“All right. I’ll get us transport then.”

“Sure. We’ll leave ASAP.”

“Since Johnson wants the utmost secrecy, I’m thinking we’ll fly commercial to Iqaluit, then charter a plane to carry us north. We shouldn’t land near any of the communities of eastern Ellesmere or Baffin.”

“Yes, let’s do that. I’ll let you know if we have a Ranger on board. That will determine our itinerary.”

“Sure.” Carrie stood up and stepped outside Justin’s office.

He reached for the phone and dialled one of Kiawak’s numbers. Let’s see if you can help us with this op.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter  Five

 

 

Nanisivik, Canada

 

The DHC-6 Twin Otter sat at the end of the hard-packed gravel runway of the Nanisivik Airport waiting for its passengers. Two snowplows circling around the aircraft had long conceded defeat to the flogging snowfall, which kept pounding against their windshields like a rabid beast. The drivers zeroed in on clearing a narrow strip of the runway. The Twin Otter was the only airplane scheduled to take off or land for the rest of the day, and it needed only a short, solid path for its swift ascent.

Justin stared at the snowplows through the terminal windows and sighed. The team had arrived without any problems from Iqaluit, but the snowstorm, which had started late last evening and had continued all night, had left them stranded at the airport. Now they were waiting for clearance from the air traffic controller. Kiawak was talking to the controller, trying to convince him to allow them to fly. 

Justin’s satellite phone chirped inside his Gore-Tex shelled goose down jacket. He removed his right-hand glove and frowned as he glanced at the screen. How did he get this number?

“Who’s dead?” he asked on the phone.

Carrie shook her head. There was only one person who Justin would greet in such a way: his father, Carter.

“Justin, how are you?” Carter asked quietly.

“What do you want? I don’t have much time.” Justin turned his back to his team and took a few steps.

“I ... I wanted to see how my son is doing.”

“Fine. I’m doing fine.”

An awkward silence followed for a few long moments.

Justin tapped his foot on the floor, staring at the small skywalk connecting the airport terminal to one of the hangars. Resting on high stilts, the skywalk resembled a bridge—at least, in Justin’s mind. He hated that bridge. In fact, he hated all bridges. It was a bridge that turned his life upside down when he was only eleven years old. His mother had gone off a bridge in her car. The police had ruled out suicide and instead blamed the icy road for the accident. But Justin knew better. And he hated the man he blamed for his mother’s death. The man he would never call “Dad” again.

“You’re still there?” Carter asked.

“Sure. Now who’s dead?”

“Sorry to disappoint you, but no one is dead.”

“Strange. You only call when some relative dies.”

Carter sighed. “Can we ... can we have just one conversation without fighting?”

Justin kept silent.

“Your brother was in a car accident last night.”

Justin offered nothing but an uneasy silence. Seth, Carter’s firstborn, had always been his favorite son.

“He’s doing okay,” Carter said after another deep sigh, “but he’ll be at the Montfort Hospital for the next day or two. It would be nice if you—”

“I don’t have time to see him, and I’ve got to go now.”

He punched the End button on his phone and clenched it in his hand. A groan escaped his lips.

“Justin?” Carrie said.

“Yes?”

“Is everything okay?”

“Yes, everything’s okay.”

“We just got an update on the weather forecast. The snowfall is local and stretches for only a few miles. We’re clear for takeoff.”

“Great, let’s go,” Justin said.

After they climbed into their airplane, Kiawak’s short version of the flight safety instructions included only two phrases: “No smoking during the flight” and “Fasten your seatbelts for takeoff and landing.” The distance to their destination was one hundred and thirty-five miles; the length of their flight, an hour, give or take; and the expected temperature upon their arrival at Pond Inlet, minus eight degrees Fahrenheit.

Justin looked around the airplane. Anna was sitting across the aisle and was fumbling with her seatbelt buckle as if flying for the first time. Next to her, Carrie was reading a thick folder spread across her lap. In the seat in front of her, Cindy was typing on her laptop.

The rumble of the twin engines shook the plane. Anna dug her nails into the seat’s armrest. Carrie rested a reassuring hand on Anna’s forearm. Cindy still hammered on her keyboard. The terminal faded behind a white curtain of thick clouds as the Twin Otter arrowed skywards at twenty-five feet per second. The climb lasted about five minutes. Once Kiawak reached their cruising altitude of eight thousand feet, he switched off the seatbelt sign. 

Justin waited a few minutes, a sufficient time for Anna to regain her composure, then said, “I was reviewing the updated reports last night, and a couple of points made me wonder. It seems there were a couple of ... inconsistencies.”

“Huh? What inconsistencies?” Cindy raised her left eyebrow, and her usually gruff voice echoed a bit louder than necessary.

Justin tapped on his laptop’s keyboard, bringing up a copy of the report on the screen. “On page three, there are references to an ‘unscheduled maintenance’ of one of our surveillance software systems.” He pointed to the screen, although neither Cindy nor anyone else could see the highlighted section.

Carrie leafed through her folder, looking for her copy of the report.

“I checked with one of my contacts,” Justin said, “who knows about the upcoming upgrades. He had no information about any maintenance, scheduled or not.”

Cindy shrugged. “So? Your man wasn’t aware of a problem. I’m sure you don’t run to your boss every time something goes wrong.”

Carrie said, “This was not a small problem, as it caused the system to lose valuable data, coinciding with the time when the icebreakers were turning into our waters. The result was unrecognizable and useless pictures.”

“These pictures are not useless. They show these two ships, icebreakers, and the precise course they followed,” Cindy said.

Justin shrugged. “The second discrepancy is the weather report around the time of the incident. According to the reports, ‘an overcast sky prohibited the satellite telescopes from zooming in on the moving targets.’ But other sources report the clouds were small and scattered, not the best conditions for taking pictures, but sufficient for clear shots.”

Cindy shrugged. “Who are these misleading sources of yours?”

“I can’t tell you.”

“So what’s the purpose of your allegations? To discredit the reports?”

“Of course not. Maybe someone has taken these guys for a ride.”

“You mean somebody deliberately misled them?” Anna asked incredulously.

“That’s nonsense.” Cindy shook her head and furrowed her brow. “We’ve received accurate intel, and we’re expected to act upon that intel.”

“We will do that. I’m just pointing out what I consider difficulties in explaining this situation.”

A few moments of cold, awkward silence followed. Then Justin said, “Our Ranger friend will guide us to the right people and the right places.” He looked mostly at Cindy.

She kept staring at her laptop’s screen, but a moment later asked, “How long has he been a Ranger?”

“Hmmm, oh, I don’t know.” He rubbed his chin and shrugged. “I think about ten years.”

“What’s our itinerary?” Anna asked.

Justin said, “First, we’ll stop at Pond Inlet, and see if any of the residents have noticed unusual or suspicious activities around their area or the coastline. If we come up empty-handed, we’ll fly over the coastline and hit Grise Fiord, the other community on the southern shore of Ellesmere.”

Carrie nudged him with a gentle fist to his arm to keep talking.

“No, I didn’t forget you,” he said. “A helo is waiting for us at the Pond. A team of American geologists researching Devon Island has agreed to lend us one of their helos.”

“I thought no one did any research this time of year?” Cindy asked.

“They don’t, but they’ve stored a couple of helicopters in a hangar, waiting for the summer.”

“What exactly are these Americans looking for in Devon?” Anna asked.

“Oh, who knows?” Carrie replied. “We have no idea what they’re doing or where they send their research teams.”

After noticing Anna blinking in disbelief, Carrie added, “Well, other than what they tell us. Remember a few years back, when some illegal immigrant from East Europe showed up in Grise Fiord in a rubber boat?”

Cindy gave a small nod. 

Anna shrugged.

“Well, this guy had set sail from Greenland in mid-September. A week later, he pops up on our shores. One man, one single-engine boat, one trip of a lifetime. We had no idea he was there until he showed up.”

Anna nodded thoughtfully.

“Keep in mind this was one man, very determined and maybe a bit crazy, but still only one man. This amateur sailor crossed into our waters entirely undetected by our satellite systems and the Coast Guard. And we’ve got more intrusions, foreign submarines, Russian bomber incursions. You would think the Russian and the American warships and jet fighters would be easier to detect, right? But here we have two icebreakers and no idea where they came from or where they went.”

“Well, perhaps we’ll find something useful at Pond Inlet,” Justin said.

“I doubt it,” Carrie said with a shrug. “Whatever and whoever was there, they’re now long gone. We’ll be lucky to find even a single trace.”

 

Pond Inlet, Canada

 

“The pilot was shaking so hard, I thought he was gonna die.” Kiawak raised his voice in order to outdo the shouting of his three drinking mates. One of them, a skinny man who seemed to be losing his balance, slammed his beer jug on the table, splashing the others. They cursed and shoved him, and he cursed and shoved them back.

“So you were ... were you ... man, you wanted to kill the pilot, ha, ha...” The skinny man pointed his empty jug at Kiawak and raised it to his thick lips. Disappointed that no happy potion flew down his throat, he yelled at the bartender for another beer.

“No, no,” Kiawak replied, the only one somewhat sober in the wild bunch. “I wanted to put him to sleep for a few hours, so we could patch his wounds. He was allergic to the drugs or something.”

Their chuckles echoed again throughout the small but crowded bar. Kiawak was telling some old hunting adventure, which became more entertaining when embellished with exaggerated details over a few drinks.

The Hunters’ Bar and Hotel at the southern edge of Pond Inlet provided the overnight lodging for Justin’s team. In the bar, Kiawak was grilling his unsuspecting friends for information on anything out of the ordinary in and around town. With a little more than twelve hundred people, everybody knew the private affairs of everybody.

Three tables down from Kiawak’s, Justin kept an eye on the rest of the crowd. Earlier in the day, interviews with some of the residents and the courtesy visit to the Royal Canadian Mounted Police detachment produced no results. About two hours ago, Kiawak had moved to Plan B: the Bar Operation. In vino veritas. Justin remembered the Latin expression he had learned while attending McGill University. Wine, or whiskey, or beer in this case, always brings out the truth, as the saying went, even in the best of people.

The wooden door of the bar squeaked as Anna rushed in. The little man at Kiawak’s table ogled her figure, even though she was wrapped in a thick white Gore-Tex down jacket and a black balaclava.

“It’s ... it’s so ... bloody, freezing cold out there.” Anna sat at Justin’s table, still shivering. She wiped the snow off her gloves and the hood of her jacket. Her nose was strawberry red, and tiny icicles adorned her thin eyelashes.

“Well, yes. With the wind chill, it probably feels like minus forty.”

“More like minus a hundred.” She placed her balaclava on the table and straightened her hair. “The inside of my nose is frozen solid. It happened while I was out for no more than five minutes. Oh, I need some hot coffee to warm up.”

“It’s almost midnight. Will you be able to sleep?”

“I know I won’t be able to sleep without warming up.”

Justin called the waitress and ordered coffee. He noticed Kiawak downing a whisky shot, his last one. Four drinks were the agreed-upon terms of the Bar Operation. Kiawak was getting close to his endgame.

“Where did Carrie and Cindy go?” Anna asked.

“Cindy whined about a terrible headache and left at about the same time you took off. Carrie wanted to get a good night’s sleep before tomorrow’s long day. Did they know anything at the co-op?”

Anna took a small sip of her coffee. “No, nothing useful. They wanted to talk to me about everyone and everything, but they knew nothing about icebreakers. The food prices were so crazy. I wanted to buy a can of pop, and it was five dollars. Five freaking dollars.”

“Well, do you think your coffee will be less? Everything’s very expensive here, since most of the year they have to fly in the food.”

The barman, a bald, middle-aged man, approached Kiawak’s table and exchanged a few words with its patrons. Some loud cursing followed, and Kiawak picked up the tab. He escorted his buddies to the door of the bar and gave a bear hug to each one of them.

“You’re gonna lock up, Kiawak?” shouted the barman after he had cleared the rest of the bar of its patrons, with Justin and Anna the only people still remaining inside, besides Kiawak.

“No, he will.” Kiawak pointed at Justin while meandering toward their table. “I’ve got to hit the sack right away.”

“All right.” The barman flipped a switch behind the counter, turning off the main ceiling lights. The bar sank into half-darkness. Justin’s and Anna’s shadows danced under the flickering lights of two floor lamps at the far end corner, near the stairs leading to the hotel rooms on the second floor. Another faint blue light glowed behind the bar counter.

“Oh, Justin, the unrepentant romantic.” Kiawak dropped in an empty chair next to Justin and rested his hands on the table. They were now the only three people in the bar. “Enjoying some female companionship, eh?”

Justin chuckled. “Anything good come out of all that drinking, besides your sarcasm?”

“Nothing. Well, almost nothing.” He slid the receipt across the table toward Justin. “I’ll get paid for this, right?”

“Of course,” Justin said. “What did you learn?”

“This guy from Grise Fiord, a well-known con, is trying to fence some guns. Big guns.”

“What kind of guns?”

“They didn’t know. This guy and his partner—well, girlfriend—buy or steal weapons in the south and sell them here in the Arctic, all over the place. Usually, it’s handguns, but this time it’s different.”

“Did you get a name?” Justin said.

“Yes. Nuqatlak. That’s the con’s name. Ring a bell?”

“No. Should it?”

“I don’t know. I hear he’s a small fish.”

“I’ll see what we can dig up on this guy. What’s his last name?”

“Beats me, but there can’t be many Nuqatlaks in Grise Fiord. The whole place has only a hundred and fifty people.”

“Do you think this man is somehow related to our mission?” Anna asked.

“I don’t know.” Kiawak pushed a few loose hairs from his forehead and rubbed his puffy eyes. “I’m very drunk and very tired.”

“Four shots, and you’re out?” Justin said.

“Four’s the limit if you want me to remember names and facts. Anything on top of that, and I won’t remember my own name. Good night.”

Justin looked at Anna as Kiawak’s steps creaked on the wooden staircase. “Are you going to bed soon?”

“Not that soon. What do you think of this guy, Nuqatlak?”

“He’s not the focus of our mission, unless he’s bringing in weapons from Russia, if we’re to trust Cindy’s hunch. But we asked Kiawak to find anything suspicious, and this increase in Nuqatlak’s business is definitely worth a second look. We’re on our way to Grise Fiord anyway, so tomorrow we’ll have a chat with this guy. Before we do that, I’ll see what I can find on him.”

“Oh, now that I remember, I was thinking about what you said earlier, about discrepancies in the reports.”

“Yes. What about them?”

“I was wondering about the odds of these ‘coincidences.’ The bad weather and the system’s maintenance happened at the same time these ghost ships turned into our waters.” Anna leaned forward, resting her chin on her fists.

“Murphy’s Law?” Justin said with a grin. “If anything can go wrong, it will.”

“I know that, but this seems to work in favor of the ships. I can’t help but think of the movie scene when the security cameras stop working just as the bad guys break into a bank.”

“You think someone is trying to screw up our satellite systems so these ships go undetected? That’s a bold claim. If Cindy were here, I would have to break up a fight.”

Anna drew her lips together, closed her eyes, and gave Justin a big headshake. “Oh, gosh.” She sighed before looking at him. “Don’t even get me started. I can’t believe you can stay so calm when even her presence irritates me.”

“Why does she upset you?”

“She’s so difficult to work with and stuck in her old, strict ways.”

“How so?”

“Well, she’s so bloody arrogant and patronizing, like she has all the answers. And for some unexplained reason, everything’s somehow connected to those Russians she’s so mad about.”

“That happens to everyone. You work in a certain field and to you, everything is related to that. Since it’s so important to you, it becomes your obsession. You see Russians everywhere and their influence in anything, as if they were, well, pretty much omnipresent.”

Anna peered deep into Justin’s eyes. “You talk from experience, I presume.”

Justin hesitated for a brief moment. “Yes, I guess so, to some extent. But really, Cindy has no life outside her work. She’s not married, has no kids, no boyfriend, maybe an email friend or two, and has no pets.”

“What in the world? How do you know that?”

“Professional hazard, maybe. But she has a great reputation at work and a striking record. So we’ll get this job done and leave all this behind us.”

Anna nodded and covered a yawn.

Justin said, “We should try to get some rest.”

“No, I’m still buzzed from the coffee. And I’ve got the munchies. Hmmm, I’m in the mood for something sweet.”

“I’ll get you some dessert.” Justin stood up. “Strawberry shortcake? I think I saw some in one of the fridges. The barman wouldn’t mind if we dipped our fingers in the pie as long as we pay.”

Anna smiled. “Sure. Why did you notice the shortcake? Is that your favorite dessert?”

Justin hesitated. “Well ... yes. No. It ... it used to be. It’s actually Carrie’s favorite dessert.”

“And you served it to her as a midnight snack on your dates?”

Justin did not answer. He walked behind the bar counter, although the fridge was on the other side. Anna stalked him, determined to get an answer.

“It was a long time ago,” Justin said after a long pause, leaning over the fridge. He dug out two boxes and placed them on the counter. “We’re still good friends.”

Anna took a couple of forks from a drawer and handed one to Justin.

He said, “Since you opened this door, tell me about your midnight dates.”

Anna smiled. “I haven’t had any midnight dates for a while.” The anticipation was clear in her voice. She took a brief pause as if rethinking the rest of her reply, then added under her breath, “Until now.”

Her last two words were loud enough for Justin to hear but soft enough for a quick denial.

Justin pretended to miss Anna’s not-so-subtle hint. I’ve promised myself not to fall for someone I work with.

Anna shrugged and dug into her dessert. “Hmmm, this is so good. Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Justin, what made you wanna do this?”

“You said you were hungry.”

“No, silly. I mean this job. Being a secret agent.”

“In preschool, when playing hide and seek, I was very good at finding the other kids.”

“Ha! That’s funny. You should have been a comedian, or a PI.”

“This job is more fun. What made you want to impress a jury?”

“I don’t do litigation. Our section does research, analysis, and we give legal advice. I’m usually locked in the office eight hours straight. On the rare occasion when I’ve seen the inside of a courtroom, it has been from a spectator’s seat.”

Justin nodded and licked his fork.

“But, you’re right in a sense,” Anna said. “I do want to impress someone. My father.”

“What does he do?”

“Used to be a judge. Queen’s Bench, until he retired last year.”

“Health problems?”

“Yes. How did you know that?”

He shrugged. “A simple guess, that just happened to be right. Well, I had a bit of insight, since I know a few people here and there who—”

“No, you didn’t! You ran a background check on me?”

“Guilty as charged, your honor.”

“You won’t be smiling when I’m finished with you.”

Justin shrugged. “Just wanted to know who I’m working with.” He finished the last of the cake. “Now, I better go to bed.”

“I’ll clean and lock up.”

“Thanks. Good night, Anna. Sleep well.”

“Good night, Justin.”

 

* * *

 

As Justin climbed up the stairs, he failed to notice a small shadow crouched near the fire exit door, at the other end of the hall. Cindy was hiding in the dark. She had been eavesdropping on their entire conversation.

“Arrogant? Difficult to work with? Patronizing? Somebody’s life is going to get extremely difficult, Justin. And you won’t see it coming,” Cindy mumbled as she tiptoed toward her room.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Six

 

 

Grise Fiord, Canada

 

“Neither Nuqatlak nor Levinia, his girlfriend, used their phones during the night or this morning.” Justin handed Kiawak a printout while whispering into his mike. Aboard the Eurocopter NH90, the communication set headphones canceled most of the engine rattle. “Even though we bugged their phones, no new intel.”

Kiawak, sitting behind Justin in the second row of seats, glanced at the chart, full of rows of phone numbers, the time of the calls and their length. He shrugged, and passed it to Cindy, who sat across from him and next to Anna.

“We’ll be on the ground in five,” Carrie said.

The helicopter dropped about ten feet. None of the passengers were surprised by the stomach-twirling fall. The ride from Pond Inlet had been bumpy, but the helicopter had allowed the team to cross the two hundred and seventy miles separating the two towns in a little more than ninety minutes.

“Let’s hope he’s still there,” Carrie said.

“Grise Fiord has been Nuqatlak’s official address for the last three years,” Justin said.

Carrie said, “You’ve got a problem right there. Official. Like his official job, trucker.”

“That’s all we’ve got,” Justin said.

The helicopter veered to the left. They had just crossed Jones Sound, which separated Ellesmere Island from Devon Island during the short summer but joined them with a thick ice cap the rest of the year. The ice floes, which had just started to melt, resembled large pieces of shattered glass. 

At the shore, the small houses of Grise Fiord came into view. The helicopter gained some altitude, in order to climb a series of cliffs about five hundred feet high that loomed over the town. Carrie stared at the frozen plains and chose a suitable place for landing: a solid ice field, clear of ice boulders and with no visible large cracks. She brought the helicopter down without any problems.

Moments later, Justin and Kiawak jumped out of the helicopter.

“Here we go again, into the cold.” Anna zipped up her jacket and put on her gloves.

 

* * *

 

Carrie had just set foot on the ground when a black snowmobile jumped over a tall snowbank and landed with a loud thud on one of the narrow trails leading out of the town. The vehicle coughed out a cloud of gray smoke and sprayed a storm of ice chips from its rear. The driver headed south, toward Jones Sound. A second rider hung tight onto the driver as the snowmobile bounced over the trail’s ice bumps.

“Who’s that?” Anna said.

“Our target,” Carrie replied.

Justin and Kiawak were running toward the town, in the opposite direction of the fleeing snowmobile. They would never catch up with Nuqatlak and his accomplice on foot, so they were looking for a vehicle. Kiawak knocked on the door of the nearest house, while Justin stood by a truck parked in the driveway.

“What do we do?” Cindy said.

Carrie said, “We can’t follow them in the chopper. If they’re armed and fire at us, a damaged chopper means the end of our mission.”

“So we’re just going to stay here?” Cindy said.

“No. Follow me.” Carrie shut the helicopter’s door and gestured toward one of the houses. “We’ll go after them.”

“Who tipped him off?” Anna asked, trying to keep up with Carrie, who began to run. 

Cindy had already fallen behind, struggling with the slippery ice sheet covering the trail.

“Maybe one of Kiawak’s buddies. But then, people caught up in these kinds of deals keep an ear to the ground at all times. This guy bolted out of his home as soon as he heard the chopper.”

Carrie looked to her right. Kiawak and Justin were getting into a truck. She knocked hard on the door of the next house, which opened within a few moments.

“We need your snowmobile,” she demanded of the sleepy-eyed man who opened the door. “I’m with the Rangers.”

 

* * *

 

Within five minutes, Justin and Kiawak had given up their chase. Nuqatlak was riding over the coastline. The ice was too thin to support the weight of a truck. It was dangerous even for the snowmobile, but Nuqatlak was determined to avoid capture at all costs.

Carrie and Anna were riding over a slope, on a higher level than the fugitives and at a safer distance from the coast. The zigzagging trail of Nuqatlak’s snowmobile snaked around crevasses, leads, and heaps of packed ice. He kept going toward Jones Sound, where the melting ice floes met the water.

“Left! Turn left!” Anna screamed into Carrie’s ear and clung to her waist.

Carrie turned the handlebar to avoid crashing into an ice hill. They were airborne for a couple of seconds.

“I saw it too,” Carrie shouted back. 

The snowmobile responded to gravity’s call and landed on the packed snow.

“Sorry.” Anna drew in a deep breath and loosened her grasp around Carrie, even though they were going faster. “It seemed so close.”

Nuqatlak and the woman—Carrie was sure the passenger was female, since at one point they were so close that her silhouette was very clear—were doing more than fifty miles per hour, extremely dangerous for the fragile terrain.

“Can’t they see they’re near the water?” Anna asked.

“Maybe. I don’t know.”

“I hope they turn around. We can’t interrogate the dead.”

Carrie eased up on the throttle.

Anna said, “Why are we slowing down?”

“I’m not sure if we’re over the ice sheet on the ground or over floating ice.”

“What? But—”

“Yeah. We may go through the ice.”

The open water leads, formed wherever sections of ice floes pulled apart because of ice shifting, confirmed their fear. Carrie and Anna were riding over a layer of ice. Ice hills had become less frequent, another sign of the dangerous conditions of the area. Nuqatlak must have realized the ice might become too thin very soon. He slowed down and made a sharp U-turn. The snowmobile lost traction for a couple of seconds, skidded over the ice sheet, and crashed into a low snowbank. The woman almost fell off her seat.

“They’re trapped,” Carrie said. “Maybe we can get to them now.”

Her hope was short-lived. Nuqatlak’s snowmobile pulled from the snowbank and barreled toward Carrie and Anna. Carrie avoided a head-on collision by sliding to the left at the last possible moment. As the fugitives passed them, she noticed a sawed-off shotgun hanging on the side of the snowmobile.

“They’re armed,” Carrie said.

“Let’s hope they don’t start shooting.”

Carrie had just turned around when Nuqatlak’s snowmobile jerked to the right. The woman raised the shotgun.

Carrie gripped the throttle. The snowmobile jumped forward and landed behind an ice hill. Pellets struck their brittle cover. Sharp ice slivers showered Carrie and Anna.

“They’re shooting at us.” Anna squinted as shreds of ice crackled against her helmet.

“Here.” Carrie reached inside her jacket for her Sig Sauer P229 9mm pistol. “You know how to use this?”

“I do.” Anna cocked the gun. “Grandpa used to take me to the range.”

Carrie took a quick peek. The shotgun blast had given the fugitives an advantage. She resumed the chase, and soon Carrie and Anna were gaining on their target. Nuqatlak attempted to climb over a small ridge. The woman behind him raised her shotgun. 

Before she could point it at them, Anna fired twice.

She missed both times.

“Shoot them,” Carrie said.

The snowmobile was almost over the ridge when Anna made her grandfather proud. She planted the third bullet into the woman’s right shoulder. She was able to hold on to Nuqatlak, at least for a few moments, then she tipped to the left. The snowmobile dragged her until she brushed against an ice boulder and fell off. A moment later, her body slipped through a small crevasse and into the water. 

Nuqatlak flew over the ice floes faster than before. He dodged a small crevasse by shifting the weight of his body to the right. His move lifted the left ski of the snowmobile off the ground. He leaned to the other side and avoided tipping over. He looked over his shoulder, then produced a small pistol. He continued riding in a crisscross pattern, struggling to control his snowmobile with his left hand while trying to point the pistol with his right hand at Carrie and Anna, who were now less than one hundred feet behind him.

Anna leveled her pistol at Nuqatlak’s shoulders. She moved the sight of the gun just a hair, aiming for his right arm, and fired two shots.

The first one missed.

The second one found the target.

Nuqatlak leaned forward very slightly, as if hitting an unexpected bump on the trail. Then he took a plunge along with his snowmobile. He rolled over the ice, his head slamming hard on a boulder, as he went through a couple of three-hundred-and-sixty-degree spins. Finally, he lay flat on his back a short distance from the snowmobile.

“That was great, Anna.” Carrie stopped beside Nuqatlak.

His chest was barely rising, and his neck was twisted to the left.

“Is he ... is he still alive?” Anna whispered in a shaky voice.

He answered with an involuntary hand twitch.

Carrie dashed toward him. She lifted up his head very slowly. Blood trailed down from his lips, his nose, and the left side of his head.

“You’ll be okay.” Carrie steadied his head in her hands.

Nuqatlak coughed out blood.

Anna checked his pulse at the side of his neck. She shook her head. “It’s weak. You’re going to be all right.”

“No, no … I’m going to die.” His lips hardly parted as his voice rasped. He struggled to breathe and speak at the same time.

“We’ll take you to a hospital. We have a chopper.”

“Too late,” Nuqatlak groaned. “I won’t make it.”

Anna fought back tears.

“Why ... why did you run?” Carrie asked.

He coughed out blood again. “The guns. I know you came for the guns.”

Carrie said, “The guns ... where did you get them?”

His head fell back, but he muttered no words.

“Where did you get them?” Carrie asked.

Nuqatlak’s eyes moved toward the right. “North ... northeast.”

“What?” Carrie and Anna said at the same time.

“Did you say north?” Anna said.

“And northeast?” Carrie said. “That’s Greenland. Did you get them from Greenland?”

He shook his head and closed his eyes. “No...” he said in a weak voice.

“Then where? Tell me where?”

Silence. His eyes remained closed.

“Nuqatlak, where did you get those guns?” Carrie placed her lips close to his ear.

“Danish ... Danish depot.” His words came between gasps, and he opened his left eye.

“Where? Where’s the depot?”

“Pig, pig...”

His breathing stopped.

“What? What was that? ‘Pig’ what?”

No answer.

“Where did you get the weapons? Where?” Carrie repeated.

His blank left eye kept staring at the gray sky.

“Nuqatlak, don’t ... don’t you die,” Anna said through tears.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seven

 

 

Grise Fiord, Canada

 

The small kitchen of Nuqatlak’s house was turned into their command center. Kiawak made coffee, and the team was assessing their situation while sitting around a white dining table.

“There’s at least a dozen of these rifles, Let Støttevåbens, in the closets,” Justin said. He was holding a brand-new light support weapon equipped with a bipod and a night vision optical sight.

“Enough for a small army.” Carrie examined her rifle, running her fingers over the barrel. “And over five thousand rounds in the den.”

“Holy cow.” Anna nearly dropped the gun Carrie handed to her, not expecting it to be so heavy. “What were they planning to do with this? Shoot Moby Dick?”

“What troubles me is where these guns came from, and how many others are out there,” Kiawak said. “Slædepatruljen Sirius uses these weapons.”

“Who’s the Slad ... Sirius?” Anna asked.

“The Sirius Patrol. One of the best units of Danish Special Forces in Greenland. They use sleds, helicopters, and boats to patrol those territories. They have bases all over Greenland.”

“Why do I have a feeling the Sirius Patrol did not lose all these weapons?” Anna said.

“It’s too early to jump to conclusions,” Cindy said. “We still don’t know where these guns came from.”

“Nuqatlak said he took them from a Danish depot,” Anna replied.

“Did he tell the truth? Can we believe him?” Cindy shrugged.

“Those were his last words, and I’m just repeating them. The man is dead, so that’s all we have.”

“I know he’s dead. You killed him.”

“We told you what happened. And I’ve had enough of your attitude.” Anna stormed toward the door.

“Wait for me.” Carrie stood up and pointed a finger at Cindy, “She did well shooting him in self-defense. Otherwise we would be dead.”

“You need to watch your mouth,” Kiawak said to Cindy. “Those women risked their lives, but I haven’t seen you do anything useful.”

Cindy waited until Carrie slammed the door behind her. “We’re on a cold trail right now because they killed the man who could have explained the mystery of these guns. And his woman, she also disappeared in the freezing waters. Now we’re back to square one, and we have to explain the deaths of two innocent people.”

Kiawak said, “They were anything but innocent. Nuqatlak was in possession of illegal weapons and was trying to sell them. He and his woman shot at Carrie and Anna, who had to return fire to defend themselves. It’s that simple.”

“And now we know more,” Justin said. “We had no idea about a number of things until an hour ago. Now we have evidence: these weapons. We know they’re Danish, and the gun smuggler confirmed their origin. We need to find the location of this depot and figure out how this ties in to the Sirius Patrol and to those icebreakers, which most likely are Danish too.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” Cindy said. “These firearms are made by Diemaco, the Canadian subsidiary of America’s Colt. They may have been produced for Denmark and their forces, but that doesn’t mean the Sirius Patrol or Danish icebreakers dropped them in Grise Fiord. They could have come from anywhere within Canada or the US.”

Kiawak said, “I don’t think so. Too many coincidences. Two unknown icebreakers cruising our waters, and weapons used by Danish forces pop up on our Arctic shores. Plus, the man himself said he found the weapons in a Danish hut.”

Cindy said, “My other point exactly. I know their huts are spread all over Greenland. Maybe Nuqatlak and his woman or other people snowmobiled to Greenland. They broke into one of these stations, which happened to be stashed with guns, instead of food or supplies.”

Kiawak said, “You’re right about one thing: the Sirius Patrol has depots in east and north Greenland, but these weapons are on the wrong side of the pond. Besides, Nuqatlak said he found the weapons north.”

“North Greenland? He took his last breath, so maybe he left out some words?” Cindy said.

Justin said, “If it was a Sirius Patrol depot, they’d be guarding these weapons well, not leave them for Nuqatlak and his friends to take their pick. At this time of year, it’s very dangerous to make a trip to Greenland. According to Nuqatlak’s file, last year he barely left Grise Fiord, apart from a couple of times when he went to the Pond to buy pork.”

“Pork? Pig meat? Pig?” Kiawak’s eyes widened, and he scratched his head. “Why does the word ‘pig’ sound familiar to me?”

“Women call you ‘pig’ all the time.” Justin grinned.

Kiawak leaned back in his chair and held both hands over his chest. “Oh, my heart. That hurt, Justin. I … I can’t believe you would say such—”

“Nuqatlak called Carrie a pig after they shot him to death.” Cindy frowned and gave them a stern headshake. “Which was very polite of him given the circumstances.”

“Yes, yes, yes, we know how you feel.” Kiawak tapped his forehead with his palm as if wanting to push his brain into action and spark up the missing idea. “Yes,” he shouted a moment later and slammed his fist on the table. “Pig Fiord. The explorer who discovered the area over a hundred years ago—some Norwegian guy—and then sold it to Canada … the explorer named this place Grise Fiord, which translates as ‘pig fiord’ in his language because walruses used to live here at the time, and their grunts reminded the explorer of pigs. If Nuqatlak said ‘pig’ and ‘northeast’ when asked where he found the weapons, he meant northeast of Grise Fiord. Some of the locals still call Grise Fiord by its old name, Pig Fiord.” Kiawak jumped to his feet.

“Are you sure about this?” Cindy raised an eyebrow and pointed at Justin. “You don’t believe this nonsense, do you?”

“Only one way to know for sure. We’ll fly northeast of Grise Fiord until we find the depot,” Justin replied.

 

* * *

 

“The Sirius Patrol has over fifty depots, small huts they build during the summers.” Justin skimmed through a document on his laptop. “They’re all over the place, but they’re supposed to be only on the Danish part of the Arctic, Greenland. The troopers use these huts in extreme weather, when they need to replenish their food supplies or repair their dogsleds.”

“The patrols still use dogsleds?” Anna said.

Kiawak said, “Don’t be surprised. Dogs are more reliable than snowmobiles, you never run out of fuel and, if you’re stranded without food—”

“Yuck,” Anna cut him off. “Yuck. Don’t say it.”

“Well, you can’t eat a snowmobile...” Kiawak muttered. “Hey, check out the view.” He pointed to his right. “Blue ice.”

They looked out the helicopter’s windows. Details of the layers of ice and snow were very crisp and clear. The area Kiawak brought to their attention shone with a baby blue color. It looked as if a careful mother had wrapped the ice slopes, cliffs, and crevasses in a warm blanket to shelter them from the cold.

“Cool, very cool.” Anna pulled out a camera.

Carrie maintained a straight line, almost parallel to the Grise Fiord coast, which hacked deep into the southern region of Ellesmere Island. Two snowmobile or dogsled trails indicated someone had recently traveled the area. The helicopter banked to the right.

“What are you doing?” Cindy said.

“One of the fiords turns right about ten miles ahead. I’m going to take us over the ridges, so we can explore both sides at the same time. I don’t think the Danes would dare to venture this far inland.”

“Now you’re having doubts too?” Cindy asked in a self-satisfied tone.

“No, just being realistic. If it’s true they built their depots on our land, they’d set them along the coastline for easy access to them and to keep them far from our people.”

“The icebreakers came close to Cape Combermere, exactly northeast of Grise Fiord,” Justin said. “Something’s going on around that cape.”

They continued their flight over the next fiord and the one after it, maintaining their eastbound direction. Carrie studied the navigational screen map to the left of the flight controls. It was a detailed topographical map of the area underneath, the southeast part of Ellesmere Island, which resembled the flattened nose of a hammerhead shark. A red dot on the screen, just above the mouths of the fiords, indicated their helicopter’s position.

Two other screens to her right, by the radar monitor, were the object of Carrie’s occasional glance. The first one streamed enhanced real-time images from two powerful cameras mounted at the tip of the cockpit. These images were useful mostly during summer flights because of the bright and sharp contrast between ridges and valleys, cliffs and plateaus. At this time of year, the glittering snow and ice was blinding.

The second screen displayed photographs taken by two infrared cameras installed on both sides of the helicopter’s cockpit. The infrared system detected thermal energy emitted by objects with a temperature above freezing. The higher the temperature of the target, the brighter the red dots in the pictures. About half an hour ago, the system had displayed a cluster of red dots, probably caribous or musk oxen, given their constant and rapid movement. A building, Danish or not, would emit a low and static amount of thermal energy.

 

* * *

 

Over the next sixty minutes, insignificant dots blipped occasionally on the infrared screen, but it was nothing worth a second glance. The Arctic Cordillera mountain range rose gradually along the eastern shore of Ellesmere Island. Carrie kept a reasonable distance from the majestic mountain peaks. A few of their summits stabbed at the sky, and some were over three thousand feet high. Baffin Bay was not yet in sight, but it was only a matter of minutes before they would marvel at the spectacular vistas of Ellesmere Island’s broken coastline.

“Where are we?” Anna peered through the window. Her forehead pressed against the cold glass, and the vibrations sent a jolt through her body.

“We’re flying over the Manson Ice Cap, heading east, toward Baffin Bay,” Carrie replied.

“How can you tell? All I see is white powder and the occasional black mountain top.”

Carrie smiled. “I’ve got the map in front of me. Plus, the chopper knows his way around these mountains.”

They all laughed, except for Cindy, who kept staring at her laptop.

“Once we’re over the ocean, I’m gonna take us north, so we can search the coast. If we don’t find anything, we’ll turn around and search the inland valleys again before...”

She glanced at the cameras’ screen.

“What is it?” Justin asked.

“I ... I don’t know. Let me check something.”

The helicopter lost some altitude, and Carrie steadied the aircraft in order to focus the cameras for a clear image. From their distance of six hundred feet above the coastal cliffs, she could not make out the details of a large mass of white-yellowish debris at the center of the small screen. At first, she thought it was a colony of seals, but the infrared screen showed no thermal activity.

“We’re dropping in for a closer look, right there.” Carrie tapped one of the screens. “There seems to be something tucked in at that little bay. Maybe, just maybe, that’s what we’re looking for.”

Justin glanced at the helicopter’s navigational screen, then at the topographical map of the island on his laptop. He seemed to be comparing the two. He took a quick look out the window at the bay growing larger by the second underneath them.

“That’s Cape Combermere, right?” he asked Carrie.

“That’s right,” she replied.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eight

 

 

Cape Combermere, Canada

 

The debris was spread over a stretch of rocky ridges, about a thousand square feet. If it had been August, Justin might have thought this was a shipwreck of careless Arctic adventurers. But in mid-April, when the Arctic’s frigid weather could stiffen a man in a matter of minutes, he was positive the rubble was not the result of human error or a natural disaster.

After the helicopter landed, the team got out and began to study the site. The prefabricated timber panels, although split into smaller fragments and scattered from one end of the site to the other, resembled the basic elements of a large shed. Two log pads created a flat platform over the hard-packed snow, sheltered about five hundred yards inland, away from sudden movements of menacing ice floes. High cliffs rose up on both sides of the narrow clearing, providing extra protection from the northern and eastern wind currents.

“What do you think, Kiawak?” Justin picked up a couple of the timber pieces and scratched the snow surface with the tip of his boot.

“I’m sure this doesn’t belong to Parks Canada. This area is not a part of the Quttinirpaaq National Park.” Kiawak crouched and inspected a few metal scraps next to the log pads. “It doesn’t seem to be a research station. They’re much larger and not so close to the ocean.”

“Is it Danish?” Anna followed Carrie, as she walked around and took pictures of a few orange tatters that seemed to be fragments of a large tent.

Kiawak shrugged. “Who knows? If it’s not Canadian, where did it come from?”

“Of course it’s Canadian,” Cindy said.

They all looked at her as she walked off the log pads. “Nuqatlak led us here, and this was his stash, regardless of whether this stuff is Danish or not.” She pointed at the rubble and at the orange tatters. A strong wind gust was trying to pry them from the ice. “Nuqatlak’s dead, and the ‘mystery of the depot’ is solved. It’s over. There’s nothing more for us to do here. Let’s go back and continue our mission.”

“This is our mission,” Justin said. “This is what Nuqatlak wanted us to find, and we found it, but we can’t pack our bags and go. Not yet. The Danes put this depot here and filled it with their supplies. I’m sure when we dig down and discover what may still be here, we’ll find that Danish icebreakers anchored here and left this ... this ‘present’ behind. This evidence will convince whoever may still have doubts.”

Cindy shrugged and did not respond. 

Carrie and Anna headed to the helicopter. A minute later, they returned with a couple of pickaxes and a snow shovel.

“It’s a waste of time and energy.” Cindy stepped aside, making room for Justin and Kiawak, who took to the excavation.

The only place she would dig was in her pockets for a little extra warmth.

 

* * *

 

“Here’s a flare gun.” Justin handed Kiawak the only decent thing they had found so far.

The first ten minutes of chiseling ice and removing snow had rewarded them with nothing but trash. Protein bar wrappings, empty water bottles, and wood fire ashes were clear proof of recent human activity on the site.

“Why didn’t Nuqatlak take the flare gun?” Anna stared at the orange pistol. She was shoveling the snow Kiawak and Justin had piled up in two large mounds.

“Maybe he left it behind for his next trip,” Kiawak replied. “Or maybe he thought this hut would make a good hideout, at least for a while, away from everybody. Then a blizzard came and wiped it out.”

Justin lifted his pickaxe over his head and brought it down hard. He heard a sharp snap, unlike the constant ice cracking until that moment. Tiny slivers, like glass shards, sprang up from the two-foot-deep hole. “What was that?” he asked.

The sharp slivers had missed his face. The goggles and the black balaclavas everyone wore at all times when outside for a long period of time protected his face, but his nose and his mouth were still exposed.

“Easy with the axe,” Kiawak said. “Anna, can I have your shovel?”

He filled the square blade of the shovel with debris from the bottom of the hole and carefully lifted up the shovel. He placed the mixed mass of ice and snow over a clear section of the log pads. Then he rooted nervously through the mass, examining each piece with great care. Finally, he placed a tiny square-shaped transparent fragment on his left palm. He paraded it in front of Justin and Carrie.

“Is that what I just smashed?” Justin asked.

“It has to be, and it’s not ice,” Kiawak replied. “I would say your axe smashed into a laptop or some other electronic gadget buried deep down there.” He stared at the hole. “Something with a screen.”

“Cellphone? Camera?” Carrie said.

“It could be.” Kiawak dropped to his knees and began to clear the hole with his gloves.

“Why don’t you take a drink of this?” Justin noticed Anna had begun to shiver and offered her a coffee thermos he fetched from his backpack. “Will warm you up.”

Anna nodded and took a couple of big gulps.

“Do you want to wait in the chopper?” Carrie asked.

“No,” Anna said. “I’ll be okay. We’re not gonna be here much longer, I assume, once we discover our little treasure.”

“Well, here we go,” Kiawak said. He brushed the snow from a black object that almost fit in his hand. The object resembled a large cellphone, like an old model from the nineties, but sleeker-looking, with a metal finish and numerous buttons.

“It’s a multiband radio,” Justin shouted over the howling wind. “A military radio.”

“Are you sure?” Carrie asked. “I haven’t seen our army use them.”

Kiawak flipped the radio over, scraped a thin layer of ice from its back side, and read the white-lettered inscription. He shook his head. “Bingo.” He passed the radio over to Justin.

“What’s going on here?” Cindy stepped closer to them.

“We’ve found the evidence. This is a Danish army radio,” Justin said, his eyes focused on the radio.

“And how can you be sure of that?” Cindy’s voice rang out as an accusation.

“Because it says so in the back, you knucklehead.” Justin held the radio toward Cindy. “Read it for yourself. ‘The Royal Danish Army’ is stamped on the back—in Danish.”

“That’s not how you talk to a lady,” Cindy replied.

Quickly, but calmly, she withdrew her hand from one of her jacket pockets. Her fingers were wrapped around a pistol, which she pointed at Justin’s head.

“Okay, no reason to get angry.” Kiawak put up his arms slowly. “Put the gun away.”

“Hands up. All of you!”

“What are you doing?” Justin shouted.

Cindy pulled the trigger. A bullet whistled over Justin’s head. He dropped to his left side and placed his hand to his ringing ear.

“Stay down and don’t move.” Cindy took a step back in case Justin decided to charge at her. “You,” she shouted at Carrie, who was holding her shovel. “Are you deaf or something? And you, the shivering beauty, hands up, turn around, and face me.”

Anna brought her hands above her head, the left one still carrying the thermos. “You’re ... you’re going to kill us?”

“What a witch.” Carrie threw the shovel on the ground.

Cindy grinned. “I told you, all of you, to stop nosing around this Danish story and to stop looking for clues.” She brandished her gun, pointing it at their heads. “Things would have been much easier if you’d listened to me and agreed that the Russians were pulling the strings. But no, you didn’t want to do that. What did you call me, Anna? Self-righteous? Am I being difficult, Justin? We’ll see how difficult this will be for each one of you.”

Anna asked, “So you work for the Danes? You’re their spy?”

“The pay’s much better, and I get to kill whoever gets in my way.”

“Cindy, this won’t work,” Justin said in a firm voice. “Whatever the Danes and you have been plotting, it will fail.”

“Think about it, Cindy,” Kiawak said, still on his knees. “This is your country, your home. This is Canada.”

“On the map, yes, this might be Canada,” Cindy replied in a calm voice. “As for my home, that will be wherever I want it to be. Justin, you had no idea what was going on here and even now, right before you die, you still don’t have a clue. And you will all go to your graves as ignorant fools.”

Justin said, “Cindy—”

“Enough. Hand me your guns. Now!”

Justin removed his Sig Sauer pistol from the holster inside his jacket. Kiawak hesitated for a brief moment. Cindy took a firm step toward him, and he handed over his gun. Carrie tossed her pistol on the snow.

 Anna placed the coffee thermos in front of her feet. “I don’t carry a gun.”

“It would have done you no good.” Cindy said as she gathered their weapons. “But you have a sat phone and a PLB. Drop everything on the ground. Everybody, do it. All electronics and anything else in your pockets. Empty them out. Come on.”

They placed their satellite phones and personal locator beacons on the log pads, along with everything else they carried.

“What are you going to do now?” Justin asked.

“Can you fly the chopper?” Cindy asked Kiawak.

Kiawak nodded.

“Good, collect all that junk.” She pointed to the team’s belongings. “Put it in Justin’s backpack and walk in front of me. Very slowly. To the rest of you, all I have to say is ... stay warm.”

Cindy began her retreat, carefully examining Kiawak’s every move.

“You can’t take off and abandon us,” Anna shouted. “We’re going to freeze to death.”

“Yeah, you’re right. That’s the idea, but that’s part of the plan. I would say it’s about minus four now, which isn’t that bad. What’s that in Celsius, about minus twenty ... I’ll give you a couple of hours, but I would be surprised if you haven’t turned to ice cubes by nightfall.”

“Next time we meet, I’ll tear your heart to pieces.” Carrie’s arms made a violent gesture of ripping something apart.

Cindy scoffed. “Maybe you’ll meet me in hell, where you’ll drop off tonight. Dressed in a cold white gown, as if you were a pretty little bride.”
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