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The Story

 

Covert operative Javin Pierce will avenge his betrayal or die trying . . .

 

Wounded, off the grid, and needing to rescue his partner from a Saudi jail ... Javin Pierce wants to settle the score with the traitor who double-crossed him. With time short and options few, Javin strikes a shaky deal with sworn enemies. But before long, alliances crumble, and Javin's rogue team is surrounded on every side. 

 

Now, desperate to rescue his partner and exact retribution with no one to trust, can Javin survive the deadliest mission of his life?
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Chapter One

 

 

Al-Abawia, fifteen miles southwest of Najaf

Southern Iraq

 

The young fighter aligned his machine gun sights with the small whitish Toyota sedan heading toward him. It was still about half a mile away, but the weapon—a Russian-made DShK 12.7mm anti-aircraft, heavy machine gun—could still fire its powerful rounds through the car’s windshield and blow off the driver’s head. If the fighter so chose, he could drop the rifle’s aim an inch and tap the twin triggers. The bullets would destroy the Toyota’s engine, and stop the car.

The Iranian-backed Shiite fighters controlling the area had clear and precise orders: Do not engage. The Canadian operative is coming in peace.

The young fighter’s trained fingers remained close to the triggers. In the last couple of months, he had seen very little combat action. The Shiite militia group called the People’s Freedom Army, or PFA, in collaboration with the Iraqi army, had pushed back the Kurdish fighters who had controlled the area. The militia had restored order in most of the small towns and villages, but there were still a few pockets of resistance. The fate of Najaf, the largest city in the area with close to a million and a half people, was still undecided. The clouds of war were gathering, and the storm was about to hit at any moment.

“What do you think is his purpose?” the second fighter, who sported a thin line of a mustache, asked the first one, still leaning over the machine gun.

“I don’t know, but I can assume he’s here with some important information. We wouldn’t let anyone cross through these lands, especially a Western spy.”

“Canadian.”

“That’s what I said: Canada is in the west.”

“North, North America.”

“We don’t call them ‘Westerners’?”

The second fighter shook his head. “No, just Canadian.”

The first fighter shrugged. “Well, whatever he’s called, he’s brave to venture so deep inside Iraq alone.”

“I thought he would at least come with a partner.”

“No, he’s by himself. No partner, no back-up team.”

“Yes, and I heard he came up from Saudi Arabia.”

“He did?”

“That’s what the rumors say.”

“What did he ... Wait, was this guy involved in the plot to assassinate Prince Al-Hamad?”

“I’m not sure. That was over a week ago, and it was the work of Al-Qaeda. The men shot by the prince’s security and the police were all Al-Qaeda operatives.”

“But I read somewhere that there was suspicion of involvement of Mossad and other foreign secret agencies.”

The second fighter shook his head. “I think we give those Zionist pigs more credit than they deserve. The Saudis may claim there was foreign involvement to draw attention away from Al-Qaeda. The truth is, those butchers are spreading like cancer across the kingdom.”

The first fighter glanced through the weapon’s sights.

The Toyota was taking the last few turns on the narrow dirt road snaking around a couple of low sand dunes. A plume of dust trailed behind it.

“He’s getting close,” the first fighter said.

“We’d better go and welcome him.”

The second fighter stepped around their barricaded position to the right of the checkpoint leading into Al-Abawia, the southernmost village in the hands of the PFA. He held his American-made M4 rifle in his hands and gestured at his teammates stationed across the road. The two men standing behind a DShK machine gun waved back.

One of them called, “We have it, Gholam.”

Gholam nodded at them, then waved his rifle up in the air, before pointing it toward the nearing Toyota. He glanced to his right and saw the first fighter a few steps behind. He also had his rifle ready for action.

Gholam gestured with his left hand to the driver to park at the side of the road. It was about fifty yards or so from Gholam. He did not expect the car to be loaded with explosives or the driver to blow up himself. But he had seen that happen once and still had shrapnel in his leg.

The driver followed his order. He stopped the car, then turned off the engine. A moment later, he stepped outside, slowly. He seemed to walk with a slight limp. His left leg was giving him trouble. The driver kept his hands away from his body, not exactly in the air, but it was obvious he did not hold any weapons.

Gholam was taking no chances. “Get your hands up. Up,” he shouted at the driver in Arabic, then repeated his order in English.

The driver nodded and did as he was told. Then he said in a loud, firm voice, “Salam alaikum.” Peace be with you. “I come in peace, looking for Commander Shahriyar Bakhtiar.”

Gholam flinched, surprised at the foreign operative speaking such fluent Arabic. “Eh ... Alaikum wa salam,” he replied almost instinctively. His words meant Peace to you too, but Gholam doubted the man’s arrival would be peaceful. “Are you armed?”

The operative nodded. “Yes, two pistols.” He gestured toward the left side of his waistband. He was wearing desert tan camouflage fatigues, a bulletproof vest, and a chest rig. Then he turned slightly to his side, to show the fighter the pistol in his back holster.

“Drop them to the ground,” Gholam shouted.

The operative cocked his head to the right. “Is this necessary? Commander Bakhtiar is waiting for me, and he knows—”

“You don’t need them anymore; you’re under our protection.” Gholam took a few steps toward the operative, keeping the rifle trained at the man’s head.

The operative grinned. “I don’t quite feel protected. Perhaps it’s that gun pointed at my face.”

Gholam nodded, then lowered his rifle, but only an inch. It was still aimed at the operative’s chest. “Put them on the ground.” He gestured with his hand.

The operative sighed. “We’re just wasting time here.”

Gholam took another few steps. “I’ll make that decision.”

Once both pistols were on the ground, the operative said, “There, happy now?”

Gholam shrugged. “Any other weapons?”

The operative shook his head. “Nothing that can hurt you.”

Gholam glanced at the other fighter. “Watch him carefully.”

The fighter nodded and tightened the grip around his rifle.

Gholam hurried to the operative. When they were about six feet away from each other, Gholam’s eyes noticed the ring of a grenade sticking out from one of the operative’s chest pouches. “You said you have no weapons. You lied.” He raised his rifle.

“Relax,” the operative said in a calm voice. “It still has the pin. It’s not gonna hurt you.”

“But I asked you if you had weapons.”

The operative shrugged. “We’re both fighters. We’re armed to our teeth.” He gestured toward Gholam, who was wearing a flak vest and had a pistol strapped to his thigh.

Gholam shook his head. “I don’t like liars.”

The operative said, “Me neither. Let’s go, shall we?”

Gholam stepped closer to the operative and gave him a thorough pat-down. He removed two grenades, a radio, assault rifle magazines, then he stopped. “Let’s just get the entire chest rig off. And the bulletproof vest.”

The operative gave Gholam a sideways glance. “Pants off too?”

“Ankle pistol?”

“No.”

“Knife?”

“Yes.”

“Well, take it off.”

The operative removed his Ka-Bar knife and tossed it with the rest of the weapons. Then he dropped the chest rig and the vest. “Can we go now?”

Gholam gave the operative a last measuring glance, then nodded. “Sure. But first, what’s your name?”

The operative grinned. Isn’t it a bit late for that? “It’s Javin Pierce.”

Gholam nodded again. “Walk in front of me, Pierce. And make no sudden moves.”

“Got it.”

He walked at a hurried pace.

“Where did you learn Arabic?” 

“School.”

“You speak well.”

“Thanks.”

When they reached the checkpoint, the other fighter joined them. 

Gholam said, “He’s clean.”

The other fighter said, “Let’s take him to Bakhtiar.”

“Sure.” Gholam gestured with his hand and a silver Nissan truck pulled up from beyond the checkpoint. Then he said to the other fighter, “Blindfold.”

“Do we have to—”

Javin’s words were cut off by a black sack placed roughly over his head.
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​Chapter Two

 

 

Al-Abawia, fifteen miles southwest of Najaf

Southern Iraq

 

The harsh fabric scratched his face. The black sack had the repulsive stench of sweat. Javin drew in small breaths, trying almost not to breathe in the dirty air. He could feel the bumps on the road and assumed the Nissan had entered the village. 

Two men were sitting next to him. Javin could hear the heavy breathing of the man on the right. The other one had jammed the butt of his weapon against Javin’s side. He was thankful it was not his right side. The gunshot wound he had suffered eight days ago during his operation in Riyadh, the capital of Saudi Arabia, was healing well, but a hard pressure like that would have caused a ripple of pain. 

Javin Pierce was a covert operative with the Canadian Intelligence Service, or the CIS. He worked as a “corrector,” dispatched to the field to fix other teams’ errors. His mission to the Saudi kingdom had gone severely sideways, with no hope of being salvaged by Javin or anyone else. He had come to these terrorist-infested lawless lands of Iraq with the objective of saving his life and that of his partner, Claudia Aquarone, languishing in a Saudi prison.

As thoughts of the near past flooded his mind, Javin drew in a deep breath. He realized his mistake, but it was too late. The stench overpowered him, and Javin began to cough.

“Hey, you’re not going to die back there, are you?” called one of the men in the truck.

Javin’s sharp ears placed the sound as coming from the front passenger’s seat. It was one of the two fighters who had first met Javin.

He shook his head, then said, “No, just enjoying the ride. The view has never changed, though.”

A grunt came from the left side. “You’re funny, you know that?”

“Yeah, should have become a comedian. But then, you can’t shoot the hecklers.”

The man to Javin’s right said, “We’re almost there.”

Javin had not heard the other fighter’s voice. He must be in the driver’s seat.

Another minute of the bumpy ride, and the truck slowed down. Javin felt the men shift in their seats, then heard the clanging of weapons. A moment later, the truck stopped.

The man to Javin’s left opened the door, then pulled him by the arm. “Let’s go.”

Javin shuffled slowly on the uneven ground. The blindfold was thick, but not enough to completely stop the bright sun. He turned his head around, trying to make sense of the situation.

Another rough arm grabbed him from the other side.

“C’mon,” he said. “I’m blindfolded and unarmed. What am I going to do?”

“You have a bad rep, Pierce. You’re uncuffed. You can cause a lot of harm,” said the fighter whose voice Javin had not heard the entire ride. “This way.” 

“Gholam, you’re late, and Bakhtiar is getting worried,” a new voice said.

Oh, so the driver’s name is Gholam. “Hey, Gholam, I told you we’d be late.”

“You arrived late, so it’s your fault.” Gholam’s gruff voice came strong near Javin’s right ear. “Now, move it.” He gave Javin a hard shove.

The tip of his boot caught on a rock jutting out of the ground, and Javin tripped. He almost fell, but Gholam and the other man held Javin on his feet. But the abrupt move sent a jolt of pain through his side. He flinched and kept going.

A few moments later, his foot bumped something that felt like a staircase. 

It was. 

Javin began to climb slowly, one step at a time. He counted them. Five. The screech of a door opening, then people exchanging greetings.

Javin was ushered into a house. The floor was flat and hard, then soft. He was turned to the right, then left. Another set of stairs, but these were narrower. One of the men, probably Gholam, stepped in front of Javin. The other man kept his hand on Javin’s left arm.

Fifteen stairs, then Gholam said, “Stay here.”

He knocked on a door, which opened with a low squeak.

A few moments of tense pause followed. 

Javin wondered if Gholam was receiving a tongue-lashing or if Bakhtiar was occupied with another time-sensitive matter. He was a high-level commander of the Quds Force, the elite force of Pasdaran. Pasdaran was the Iranian Islamic Revolutionary Guard—the dreaded and all-influential force defending Iran’s Islamic Republic system. The Quds Force was heavily involved in the Iraq and Syria wars, under the guise of protecting “their brothers,” the Shiite minority. In reality, a fierce power struggle and proxy war was taking place, pitting Iran, Syria, and Russia on one hand against Iraq and Saudi Arabia, along with other Arab countries, supported by the West, on the other.

After a long minute, the door squeaked again and Gholam barked in his trademark gruff voice, “Get in. Get him in now.”

Javin was shoved forward by another pair of hands, then the door was closed behind him.

“Remove the blindfold,” said a strong, authoritative voice.

Javin blinked, then turned his head and raised his hand to protect his eyes from the strong light coming through two windows. Two men were sitting cross-legged near one of the walls. Two gunmen, armed with assault rifles, were standing back near the door.

“Come in, and sit, sit down,” Commander Bakhtiar said in English.

Javin nodded and took a few steps. “Salam alaikum, Commander, and thank you for agreeing to meet with me.” He spoke in a soft voice in Arabic.

Bakhtiar rubbed his full salt-and-pepper beard, then tilted his head toward the man next to him. He was younger than Bakhtiar—the file Javin had seen on the Iranian commander noted his age as sixty-one—but as evenly built as him. They both wore green-and-black camouflage jackets and pants. The commander had also a matching cap. His forehead was broad and was marked by a deep V-shaped wrinkle where his thick bushy eyebrows almost met. He had small but piercing black eyes, which were measuring Javin. “Alaikum wa salam. My men failed to mention you speak Arabic.”

“I’m sure they were preoccupied with more important details.” Javin sat across from the two men.

“Yes, details, that’s why you are here, right?”

He doesn’t waste time with chit-chat. I like that, Javin thought. “As we agreed, I’ve brought all the intel you requested.”

Bakhtiar nodded slowly. “Go ahead then.”

Javin leaned forward, then shifted to make himself more comfortable. “The intel is very sensitive, Commander. Are you—”

Bakhtiar cut him off with a hand gesture. “Ali is my right hand. I trust him with everything. And the guards, they’ve sworn loyalty on their heads.”

“If that’s your will.”

“It is. Speak.”

Javin nodded. He had run through this scenario many times in his head and had practiced what he was going to say at the right moment. But still he struggled to find the right words. He drew in a deep breath, then said, “Commander Bakhtiar. I’d like to inform you that my boss is coming for your head.”
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Chapter Three

 

 

Al-Abawia, fifteen miles southwest of Najaf

Southern Iraq

 

Bakhtiar’s frown stretched across his face. “How dare you utter such a threat?”

The guards stepped toward Javin, their weapons cocked.

“Commander, I’m just the messenger.” Javin put his hands up and shook his head. “I have nothing to do with this order, and I’m not here for its execution.”

Bakhtiar grinned. “Of course, you’re not. But you’re bringing me a warning.” His voice turned ice-cold, giving Javin shivers. “A warning that Mr. Martin wants to see me dead.”

Hugo Martin was Javin’s boss and the CIS Director of Intelligence for the Europe Division.

“Very unfortunate, considering your relationship.” Javin tried to keep his voice neutral, allowing himself no sign of self-satisfaction.

Bakhtiar locked eyes with Javin. “What do you know about that?”

“I have sufficient intelligence to ...” Javin’s voice trailed off.

“Go on.”

“This is extremely sensitive and—”

“I told you to speak and fast.”

“All right, all right.” Javin nodded. “I know about Martin’s Tel Aviv op and your ... eh, let’s call it intervention.”

Bakhtiar’s face showed no emotions. “What intervention?”

“The operation to extract Martin and his team. Seven years ago. Before he was a director and you a commander. He owes you his life, along with his reputation. And he has been doing your bidding for this long, handing you classified intel. I have the documents, everything to confirm my words.”

“Documents? You have documents?”

“Yes, I wouldn’t make such claims if I couldn’t back them up, would I?” Javin leaned forward. “But Commander, you knew that, or at least, you suspected it. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have agreed to meet with me, a rogue CIS operative.”

Bakhtiar nodded slowly, then he cast a menacing glare at Javin. “Tell me, what stops me from getting these documents from you by gentle means of persuasion?”

“Torture, right?” Javin said in a calm voice, but he felt worry gathering at the pit of his stomach. 

He was deep inside the lions’ den. An order, even a hand gesture or a head nod, would put Javin through such brutal treatment that he would beg Bakhtiar’s henchmen to end his life. He had no illusions he would survive torture, or that a rescue team would deliver him in the nick of time. That was why he had already made plans. 

Javin nodded slowly and said, “Yes, you could get me to tell you where these documents are. But let me save you time and myself a lot of pain. The documents are not in the Toyota. They’re on their way to Mossad.”

“What?” Ali blurted.

“You’re bluffing, trying to deceive us,” said Bakhtiar.

Javin shook his head firmly. “No, sir, I’m telling you the truth. I knew what I was getting into when I headed toward your stronghold. I knew I wouldn’t make it out alive if I didn’t have an exit plan.”

“And this is it? Your exit plan?”

“Yes. If I don’t return to my contact within six hours, he will deliver all these documents to Mossad operatives. Neither of us want that, especially you.”

Bakhtiar said, “Pierce, I don’t like your tone.”

Javin nodded. “Apologies, sir. I’m concerned about our fate, for both of our lives. My life is already in danger, as I’m wanted by the Saudis and my own agency.”

“You’re forgetting Mossad, the people who almost killed you,” Bakhtiar gestured with his hands.

“Yes,” Ali said, “and you’re threatening us you’re going to give those materials to the same Mossad.” 

“True, very true. But you know how Mossad operates: if it’s to their advantage, they’re always willing to strike a deal. And this is a fantastic deal for them. They’ll let go a small fish in exchange for something of greater value.” Javin nodded toward Bakhtiar. “They’re smart, but you’re smarter.”

“What makes you think Mossad will hold up their end of the deal?” Bakhtiar asked.

“I don’t think that, and I’d rather not involve the Israelis. That’s why I came to you first. Look, we both want the same thing: Martin dead.”

Bakhtiar cocked his head to the right. “You want to kill your boss?”

“As you know full well, Martin made an attempt on my life. He first threatened me, then he made good on that promise. I have no more allegiance to my boss.”

“What about your agency? Your country?”

Javin shook his head. “Martin represents neither. He needs to go away. For good.”

“But why such extreme measures? If you truly have this sensitive material, as you claim, you can hand it to your boss’s boss or the media. Even Martin would not survive the ensuing scandal.”

“Maybe you don’t know Martin as well as I do. He has survived much worse. But even if he didn’t, I wouldn’t be alive to see that day. And neither would you.”

Bakhtiar seemed taken aback by the statement. He gave Javin a puzzled glance. “Why would I go down with Martin?”

“You won’t, but as I told you earlier, he will come for you. He’s pulling no punches. Martin put me in his sights not just because I disobeyed his order. It’s very likely he suspects I know about his past, which he prefers to keep buried. Once he has gotten rid of me, Martin will surely come for you and tie up this loose end.”

Bakhtiar nodded slowly. He was following Javin’s line of reasoning and could see the logic. At least, that was Javin’s hope.

A long tense moment followed, as Bakhtiar gave Ali a knowing look. “So, in exchange for giving me this information, you want my help in taking down your boss?”

“Exactly.”

“Isn’t that a lot to ask?”

“In exchange for your life?”

Bakhtiar nodded again. “I like you, Pierce.”

“Call me Javin.”

“I like you, Javin. You have guts and smarts. It’s rare to see that combination.”

Javin nodded.

“But that makes people arrogant and reckless. You’re galloping without really seeing where you’re headed, like a wild horse in a thicket. You need a pair of strong hands to control you.”

Javin held Bakhtiar’s eyes and said nothing.

“I’ll pair you up with Danyal. He knows this area, and he has also operated in Europe. I’m assuming you’ll make your move on Martin somewhere where it’s not noticeable.”

“Correct, sir.”

“And you have a plan?”

“It’s still in the works, but it will change now that I have more reso—”

“I don’t want to hear a half-cooked plan. Talk with Danyal, then come back for my approval. And Javin, listen carefully so you don’t misunderstand my order: This is no longer your operation.”

Javin frowned, but he knew better than to interrupt Commander Bakhtiar, who continued, “You came here, asking for my help. And if Martin has made me a target, that changes everything.”

Javin nodded. “He has made you a target.”

Bakhtiar said, “Very good, then. Danyal will be in charge of this operation, because Martin no longer is your objective. He’s our joint objective, and we’ll make sure he’s eliminated.”
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Al-Abawia, fifteen miles southwest of Najaf

Southern Iraq

 

Danyal’s deep frown was a clear indicator that he was greatly displeased to be drawn into what he called the “Canadian affair.” Bakhtiar had told Danyal very little and had been vague about the operation. But the commander had given clear orders that Danyal had to obey: travel with Javin to Baghdad, then make plans to eliminate a security service official in an unnamed European country.

When Danyal and Javin were outside the villa Commander Bakhtiar had been using as the Quds Force headquarters, Danyal stepped closer to Javin. “Tell me all Bakhtiar kept a secret.”

Javin peered at Danyal’s small black eyes. They were studying Javin’s face for signs of trickery. Javin shrugged and said, “Look, Danyal, we’re going to work together, and I don’t want to lie to you. I can’t tell you more than what Bakhtiar—”

“We’re not working together; you’re under my command. I command you to give me all the intelligence.”

“Can’t do that.” Javin shook his head.

Danyal stepped closer to Javin. He was about six feet tall, bigger and better built than Javin. Danyal brushed back his slick wavy hair then looked askance at Javin. “You’re going to have a lot of problems.”

“I want no problems with you, but I also want no problems with the commander. You’re forcing me to choose between the two, and the choice is obvious.”

Danyal tightened his large hand into a fist, then let out a curse in Farsi. Javin did not speak the language, but the tone of a curse sounded the same in any language. The saliva flying out of Danyal’s mouth was a good-enough hint that he was not speaking words of joy.

Then he spat on the ground and paced toward the nearest vehicle, a battered Nissan SUV. He cursed again, then punched the driver-side door so hard it caused a big dent. He shook his head, then seemed to be taking deep breaths. As Danyal had turned his back toward Javin, the Canadian could not see what was going on exactly.

A moment later, Danyal nodded, then gestured for Javin to come closer to him. When he did, Danyal said, “So you’re not telling me the name or the location of this kill. What about the agency of this official?”

Javin had anticipated the question. He thought it would help repair their strained relationship if he shared some of the intelligence—what did not involve Bakhtiar and what Danyal would eventually find out. So he said, “The agency is the CIS.”

Danyal peered at Javin. “The Canadian Intelligence Service? That’s your agency.”

“Correct.”

“Someone you know?”

“Correct.”

“And you worked with him?”

“Yes, I did.”

“What did he do to deserve such a fate?”

“Bad things.”

“To you?”

“And to others.”

“So this is revenge?”

Javin shook his head. “Justice.”

“Revenge by another name.”

“If you’d like to think so.”

Danyal stepped closer to Javin. “I’m having trouble understanding why the Quds Force should get involved in your revenge business.”

Because Bakhtiar’s life is at stake. Javin shook his head. He could not say those words. He drew in a deep breath and said, “It’s a favor. The commander is doing the CIS a favor.”

Danyal held Javin’s eyes. “So, there’s more than just you involved in this operation?”

“Yes.”

“How many?”

“At least one more person.”

“Who’s that?”

“My partner. And we’ll have more people if needed.”

Danyal grinned. “When were you going to tell me?”

“I just did. We’re making a plan, right?”

“Yes, and you need to be straightforward with me.”

Javin nodded. “Sure.”

“So, we reach Baghdad and get new passports. The force has a contact, who’s almost a genius. Germany, Italy, Spain, and other countries. He can get them ready.”

“Sounds good.”

“When will we know about this CIS official’s whereabouts?”

“I should have that intel in a couple of days. He’s expected to visit Europe next week.”

Danyal nodded. “We’ll wait for him in Spain. I have people there we can trust.”

“Okay.”

“What security does he have?”

Javin thought about it for a moment. Martin usually travelled with one armed protective officer from the CIS’s Office of Security. And that was only when attending high-level meetings and in war zones. Some could argue that Europe had turned into a war zone because of the wave of bombings and terrorist attacks. After the spat of words between Martin and Javin, he would not be surprised if Martin had increased his security. “Not sure, but we can expect a three- or perhaps a four-person team.”

“The exact details of our plan will vary depending on the location, of course, but I want to grab him while travelling.”

Javin nodded. “Yes, he’ll be more vulnerable in transit. But Bakhtiar’s order was for us to eliminate him, to kill.”

“Thanks for the reminder.” Danyal’s bitter tone of voice expressed the complete opposite. “He delivered the order directly, and I have a good memory.”

Javin said nothing.

Danyal said, “But we should first interrogate him, extract intelligence, then put a bullet in his head.”

“If possible, but he’s not going down without a fierce fight.”

Danyal grinned. “I expect so. Otherwise, it would be too easy, and I don’t like it easy.”

Javin nodded. “We’ll need at least six people.”

“We’ll have them. You’re bringing two, yourself and your partner. When is he joining us?

She. “Very soon. A day, two at the most.”

“In Baghdad?”

Javin shrugged. “Maybe. It will depend.”

“On what?”

“Eh ... something has come up. But it should be resolved well, and on time for our op.”

Danyal’s eyes gave Javin a tense look. “You’re not giving it to me straight.”

“I’m telling you all I can.”

Danyal nodded slowly, but his eyes showed his displeasure. “It will be sufficient. For now.”

Javin shrugged but did not say anything.

Danyal said, “I’ll brief the commander, then we’ll gather our gear and leave for Baghdad. If everything goes well, we’ll be there in the early afternoon.”

Javin nodded. Baghdad was about a hundred and ten miles north of Najaf. If the country were at peace, the drive would not take more than two and a half hours. But Iraq had been swallowed up in sectarian violence over most of the last decade. Danyal, Javin and the rest of the team would have to navigate through backroads, avoid militia checkpoints, and make sure they did not fall into ambushes. It would be a long, perilous journey.

“I’ll go with you,” Javin said.

Danyal shook his head. “That will not be necessary. You’re not the team lead. I’ll let you know the commander’s orders, but I’m sure he’ll be in agreement with my plan.”

Javin did not like the reply, but he did not have much of a choice. “All right. I’ll get ready while I wait for you.”

Danyal left without another word.

Javin shrugged and watched the Iranian operative hurry toward the Quds Force headquarters. You’ll tell me what you want to tell me. But I guess that’s only fair. I’m keeping you in the dark about a lot in this op. Especially about Claudia.

He frowned as his mind raced to his partner locked away in jail. Hang on for a while longer, Claudia. I’ll get you out.


​ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Five

 

 

The Ritz Carlton Hotel

Riyadh, Saudi Arabia

 

Claudia shook her head slowly, then looked at her interrogator sitting across the small desk. His face was crumpled up like a used Kleenex. “No, my story hasn’t changed. And will not change, regardless of how many times you ask the same question.” She tried to contain the fury rising in her voice. “We didn’t come to the gala to kill the prince, or to make sure someone else did. We were there to stop the assassins.”

“But witnesses, people who were at the ballroom, they describe a different version,” said Mohammad Al-Amin, a senior operative with the General Intelligence Presidency, or the GIP, Saudi Arabia’s security agency. “If you don’t cooperate, their words will have you hanged.”

Claudia’s eyes never left Al-Amin’s stern face. She studied it for any signs of bluff and found none. Still, the threat did not unnerve her. “Listen, I’ve told you what happened; I’ve given you the truth. But here it is again: We came to Riyadh because we were tracking the two Al-Qaeda operatives sworn to assassinate the prince. We tried to stop them at the warehouse, but that op went sideways.” She glanced up at another man who was standing back near the hotel room’s window. “You were there, Al-Faraj; you saw what happened.”
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