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The Story

 

Fighting his past to save his future…

 

Assassin Tom Maverick is making friends in low places to ensure those who hurt him and his family are eliminated once for all. But a new enemy has emerged. A mysterious assassin— known only as “Triggerman”—has put Tom and his associate Zarah into his crosshairs. Is this the man behind it all?

 

As Tom realizes that Zarah has become more to him than just an associate, Triggerman. Tom has to determine how much Zarah really means to him and what will he do to ensure her safety. This strike might cost them both everything. Is she willing to pay the price?

 

As the clock ticks down, every decision weighs heavier. Every step brings him closer to the truth… and closer to losing the ones he swore to protect.

 

With the death toll already too high and Tom’s heart starting to heal, how will he get justice for those he’s already lost? And how will he stop the man with only a name to go on, and get the peace he so desperately deserves?

 

Get ready for an electrifying ride, filled with twists, non-stop action, and a hero who just won’t quit in Triggerman.
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Chapter One

 

 

General Intelligence Presidency Local Office

Riyadh, Saudi Arabia

 

Assassin Tom Maverick blinked in surprise and confusion at the proposal of the GIP senior director sitting across the imposing black polished marble desk. Tom had half expected an assignment because of how they were hauled off by the other two directors. The deal he had struck with the GIP—or Saudi mukhabarat, the country’s secret police—included a simple trade: a Saudi man—a traitor, as one of the directors had called him—in exchange for logistic support for Tom’s next mission. ​However, the Saudis were known to change the terms of any deal, often at a moment’s notice, and always, to their favor.

“I don’t quite understand why you need us for this job,” Tom asked in a matter-of-fact voice as he glanced to his associate, sitting next to him on a beige leather swivel chair. “This is clearly something the GIP has the knowledge and the resources to handle very well.”

The director shook his large head, which looked even larger because of his receding hairline. Whatever little hair was left, was gray at the temples, well-groomed and neatly combed back. “Flattery isn’t going to work here. I… no, the GIP wants you on this job for a number of reasons,” the director spoke in almost flawless English with a certain amount of impatience. He had already explained the assignment and wasn’t about to repeat himself.

He glanced at his smartphone set on the desk next to his laptop and a screen and communication system built into the desk. He reached for one of the cabinets paired with the table, unlocked the top drawer, and pulled out a black folder, which he tossed on the desk.

When he turned to Tom, the director sat up straighter in his seat and said, “The first reason is because you are extremely good at what you do: being a cold-blooded assassin.” The director raised a bony index finger and spoke with a tone of almost admiration. “That should be a sufficient reason to trust you with this contract.” Another finger went up. “The second reason is that you—the two of you,” he gestured to Tom and his associate, “are the last people he will anticipate coming after him. The next reason is that the king and the agency don’t want to be directly involved in this affair.” He waved his hand at Tom and pursed his lips.

Tom leaned forward, but his associate, Zarah Dubois, coughed to clear her throat. Before Tom could say anything, Zarah asked, “Is there a fourth reason? Something like, you’re expendable… Or you’re not leaving his office alive until you agree?”

Tom sighed and shook his head at Zarah.

She shrugged and leaned back in her chair. She flattened the front of her blue abaya, the long robe that covered her entire body, then rearranged a flap of her hijab, the headdress. “No disrespect, sir,” she added quickly in a polite tone.

“What my associate means to say is that… uh… there seems to be some… lack of clarity about the need for our involvement. As we have discussed, because of the profile of the target, and his location, this is going to be beyond difficult. Almost impossible,” Tom spoke slowly, choosing his words carefully.

The director scratched the left side of his round face, then ran his hand over his salt-and-pepper beard, common among Saudi men of his age and status. “No, your associate is right. I thought it was clear in my answer, but let me be specific so there is no misunderstanding. If the agency is involved, that will result in the loss of life of many operatives. And the exposure for GIP would be worse than that of Khashoggi.” The director’s forehead creased as his bushy eyebrows waggled.

Tom nodded. Journalist Jamal Khashoggi was murdered and dismembered inside the Saudi consulate in Istanbul by an assassination squad. A team of Saudi intelligence agents and officials were involved in the botched operation, which was widely publicized. “The king and crown prince can’t afford another public relations nightmare like that,” he said thoughtfully.

The director loosened the knot of his diagonally stripped navy-blue tie. It matched perfectly his single-breasted, high-quality charcoal gray suit with subtle pinstripes. The suit was tailored to fit perfectly, highlighting his well-built body. The director was in great shape for a man his age. He nodded slowly at Tom and said, “Exactly. But if the two of you are involved, and things go wrong, we were never there. This conversation never took place.” The director gave Tom a toothy grin.

Zarah closed her eyes for a brief moment and shook her head.

The director continued, “About your other question,” he gestured at her, “I don’t think I need to get to the point of threatening you. We’re negotiating a new deal, a deal which is in your best interest. I’m sure you will realize that and accept it.” His voice had an unmistakable tone of an order, leaving no room for discussions or objections.

Tom fixed the collar of his brown sports jacket. He looked around the office, his gaze stopping briefly at the Saudi flag on a sleek metal pole at a corner of the room. The green color of the background was often associated with Islam and symbolized paradise. The Shadaha, or Islamic Creed, was written in white letters across the center of the flag, and below there was a white sword running horizontally. Tom knew it was the symbol of strength and justice. He suppressed a grin that began to curl his lips. Strength, yes; I’m not so sure about justice…

When he looked back at the director, he peered deeply into the director’s brown eyes. “We still have the issue of executing this assignment. If it’s just Zarah and me, as you want it, that’s going to be problematic,” he said in a measured voice.

The Saudi director waved a dismissive hand. His Patek Philippe gold watch on his wrist sparkled as he made the gesture. “Then don’t let it become problematic,” he said calmly, but in an authoritative voice. “As I told you, the traitor is a scared coward. At the first sign of danger, he runs like a rabbit. We can’t have a large team going after him, white men… women, or Saudis.”

“And you still want this public?” Tom tipped his head toward the black folder on the director’s desk. It contained a complete report on the target, a Saudi dissident self-exiled in Berlin.

“Yes. A lesson for all others. They can’t badmouth their motherland, especially after they’ve abandoned it.”

Maybe it’s because their motherland is trying to choke them to death, Tom thought, but he kept it to himself. The director wouldn’t be impressed by Tom’s sarcastic remark. So, he glanced around the director’s office. The wall opposite the floor-to-ceiling window was adorned with three large frames showing Arabic calligraphy that Tom assumed were Quranic verses or famous sayings from important personalities. Then his eyes went to what looked like a security camera mounted next to the air conditioner. They’re probably recording everything that’s going on here all the time.

Tom drew in a deep breath, nodded slowly to the director, and asked, “When do you want this done?”

The director leaned back in his chair. “As soon as possible. We have intel he’s preparing to deliver a report on alleged human rights abuses at a UN conference. High-level officials and powerful media outlets. He shouldn’t make it to the conference.”

“And what happens if he does?” Zarah asked as she looked sideways at the director.

“You don’t want to know.” The director fiddled with his phone set on the desk. “We can’t accept failure.” His voice turned razor-sharp and gave Zarah a piercing look. “Make sure the two of you don’t fail.”

“And you’ll stick to our deal?” Tom asked in a voice loaded with doubt.

“Yes, yes, of course.” The director peered at Tom as the lines around his eyes became more visible. “What kind of man would I be if I didn’t keep my word?”

But you changed the deal we had, Tom wanted to say, but that wouldn’t help his situation either. It would only aggravate the director. “You’d be a man without honor and without shame,” Tom said slowly, clearly accentuating each and every word. “But you’re not like that. We wouldn’t deal with such people.”

The director measured up Tom’s face for a long moment with a sharp gaze, then nodded at them. “And I wouldn’t deal with people who renege on their promises. Once you’ve agreed to this, Maverick, there’s no way out.” He shrugged. “At least, no way out that’s painless.”

“That’s good to know,” Zarah said dryly.

“Yes, it’s good we have a common understanding.” Tom gestured with his hand to his chest and then to the director.

“Very good, then.” The director pushed the folder toward Tom. “Here’s everything you need to know. When it’s done, and we have sufficient evidence, we’ll work on our part of the deal. We’ll help you with whatever plans you have going on.”

Tom picked up the folder. He looked at Zarah, whose green eyes had narrowed. Her thin eyebrows were drawn together, creating a subtle crease between them. Her lips were pressed together, but she unlocked her jaws to just say, “We’ll handle it.”

Tom nodded as he returned his glance to the GIP director, “Consider it done.”
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​Chapter Two

 

 

Three Days Later

Margarita Island

Venezuela

 

The breeze carrying the salt-heavy scent of the endless ocean toyed with his hair, but Russell Vane’s face remained twisted into a deep, unrelenting frown. His sprawling villa stood proudly atop a low cliff; a crown of marble and glass wrapped in lush greenery. Tall, thick brick walls—weathered but unyielding—surrounded the estate in a wide semi-circle. The walls were topped with electric razor wire and dotted with the cold, unblinking eyes of security cameras that swept methodically across the grounds. Armed guards in loose shirts and dark sunglasses moved along the outside and inside perimeter in steady, overlapping patrols, their radios crackling softly every few minutes. By all appearances, Vane’s villa was a fortress. A stronghold no man could approach unnoticed, let alone penetrate and live to tell about it.

None of that eased the pressure clawing at Vane’s chest.

Sitting on a chaise-lounge inside the cabana with thick beams and thatched roof, he took a sip of his favorite rum, Ron Diplomático Reserva Exclusiva, distilled locally near the Andes mountains. Instead of the rich flavor of toffee, orange peel, and licorice, with vanilla and oak notes he loved, the drink tasted dull, even bitter.

He glanced at the message he had just received on his phone. Vane dragged a hand down his face, his fingers pressing into the rough stubble on his jaw. His lips thinned into a tight line. Slowly, he shook his head, a disbelieving motion that made the muscles in his neck tense and corded.

Vane re-read the message, this time out loud, but barely, “Maverick and Dubois know your name. They’re asking around. It’s only a matter of time before they find you.” His voice was clipped and low, barely above a whisper. Each word fell from his mouth like a stone, heavy with the doom it was carrying.

For a moment, Vane simply sat there and looked toward the magnificent sun blazing over the shimmering ocean, but he didn’t find it impressive. His chest was rising and falling with shallow, seething breaths. How did they find out my name? Who betrayed me? Who dared?

With a guttural sound ripped from deep in his throat, Vane hurled the glass sideways at the stone wall beside him. The heavy tumbler shattered on impact, sending shards skittering across the tiled veranda with a violent clatter. The sharp noise cut through the humid afternoon air like a gunshot.

The three young women in bikinis splashing around in the pool that seemed to spill into the turquoise expanse of the ocean jerked their heads toward him. For a heartbeat, the only sounds were the whisper of the ocean and the soft lapping of water against the pool’s edges.

Two of the women—bronzed, carefree, the kind who had long since learned how to laugh off a man’s temper—exchanged a quick glance and then offered Vane coy, reassuring smiles. One of them even gave a little splash toward the other, as if trying to pull the mood back into lightness, pretending the outburst was nothing serious. Their laughter, high and sweet, floated awkwardly over the veranda.

But the third woman didn’t smile. 

She pushed back her wet blonde hair with a slow, cautious hand, her eyes pinned on Vane with a flicker of real worry. She drifted to the edge of the pool, one elbow hooking onto the tiles, watching him with a tension that didn’t match the others’ fake laughter. She opened her mouth slightly, like she was about to say something—a question, a warning—but caught herself when she saw the way Vane’s shoulders were hunched, the way his fists clenched and unclenched on the armrests of his chair.

Vane shot her a hard, dismissive glance, a silent command that needed no words: Don’t.

Before Vane or any of the women could say anything, Vane’s chief of security—a hulk of a man, muscular and towering at six-foot-five with wary eyes—burst through the open double doors from inside the house. His hand hovered near his pistol concealed in his waistband holster until he caught sight of Vane’s expression—not fear, but pure, simmering rage.

“Everything okay, boss?” Gunter asked hurriedly.

Vane fixed Gunter with his steely gray eyes, unwavering and sharp, his gaze unblinking. “Of course, it’s not okay. I’ve got this message you need to see.”

“Sure, boss. What is it?” Gunter stepped closer to the cabana.

Vane’s gaze fell on the three women bouncing in the pool. They were within earshot distance, and he didn’t feel like whispering in his own house. So, he tipped his head toward them and shouted, “Out! Get out of here!”

The women gave him curious and timid glances, especially the blonde one. The other two shrugged, swam to the nearest side, and got out almost at the same time. The third one gave Vane an almost hesitant glance, as if weighing her options. She lingered a few more seconds, until Vane waved her off with a hand gesture. The woman nodded slowly and disappeared along with the others.

When they were all inside the house, Vane sat up straighter. He was in his early fifties, with thinning hair that had turned gray at the temples. His face was angular, weathered not so much by the sun as by the stress of his profession. Vane was not just your run-of-the-mill black-market arms dealer you called when you wanted a crate of M-16s and a few boxes of ammunition. Vane was the man to procure you the M142 High Mobility Artillery Rocket System—a mobile, six-guided-rocket launcher mounted on a five-ton truck—or its Russian equivalent, the BM-30 Smerch.

Vane brought up his phone and tossed it to Gunter. “This is what’s wrong. Tell me, how did this happen?”

Gunter glanced at the phone, then shook his blond, bullet-shaped head. “This… this is impossible. How did this happen?” His German accent became more pronounced as his flexed his biceps muscles. His thick brows knitted together, a scowl forming across his brutish features.

“That’s what I am asking you.” Vane pointed his index finger at Gunter.

Vane rose slowly, the silk of his loose blue shirt catching in the soft breeze. His face was still carved into cold fury. He took two deliberate steps forward until he was standing chest to chest with Gunter, forcing the larger man to lower his gaze. “How did these… these two nobodies identify me? I was supposed to be invisible, Gunter. You were supposed to keep me invisible. But now these thugs are looking for me like I sell coconuts on the street.” His right hand made a dismissive gesture.

Gunter’s hands clenched so hard his knuckles blanched white. Before he could say anything, Vane continued, “Do I need to hire someone else to do your job?” He wagged his finger at Gunter’s face.

Gunter’s body went rigid, the cords of muscle along his arms tightening. “No, sir. I will… I will fix this.”

“How will you do that? The cat is out of the bag now, and we can’t just shove it back there like nothing happened.” His hands sliced through the air in a frustrated gesture.

“We’ll do four things to fix this,” Gunter replied in a calm, confident tone, recovering quickly after the initial shock. He raised his left-hand fingers and began to count. “First, we’ll handle these Maverick and Dubois characters. Whoever they are, wherever they are, we’ll make them disappear, right away.” He snapped his fingers.

Vane nodded. “My thoughts exactly. Every second they stay alive, the risk grows others will start figuring out who I am. But these are world-class assassins. What do the assassins’ dispatchers Voight and Pawlish have in common?”

“They’re both dead?”

“Yes, at the hand of Maverick and Dubois. They also eliminated the Chinese billionaire Huang—who was one of my clients—and a Canadian former minister of foreign affairs,” Vane said the words slowly, almost with a certain amount of admiration in his rising voice. “These assassins, when they decide to reach, they can touch anyone, even us, the untouchables.”

Gunter shrugged. “I had no idea.”

“Yes, and one of Maverick’s close partners was Shivetta Gabler.”

“Oh,” Gunter said, and his jaw went slack.

Vale nodded. “So, for Maverick and Dubois—who’s Gabler’s cousin—this is personal. They’ll stop at nothing until they get their revenge against me, against us. We killed Gabler.”

Gunter’s blue eye flickered with just a hint of apprehension, then the corner of his mouth tightened. His shifted his body weight ever so slightly and nodded thoughtfully at his boss. “Not if we kill them first,” he offered in a firm voice with conviction.

“Right. But we need to be absolutely certain we have them in our sights before we strike. No mistakes because we won’t get a second chance.”

“I understand, boss,” he said, his voice low and steady. His blue eyes narrowed, sharpening with a lethal focus. “I know what to do, and how to do it. Most of our resources will work on finding and eliminating them. At the same time, we’ll double the security around here and everywhere you go.”

Vane looked around, as if half-expecting Maverick and Dubois to materialize atop the walls, beyond the waving palms. What he had thought was an impregnable fortress for peace of mind now felt like a cage, a small, suffocating cage.

He drew in a deep breath, but still didn’t feel like enough oxygen reached his air-starved lungs. “That’s a good plan.” He waved to Gunter to continue.

“Third, we’ll make sure you get a brand-new identity. Passports, IDs, birth certificates, school records, all foolproof. And we’ll start switching everything to that new name: bank accounts, property titles, the works.”

A small smile creased Vane’s lip. He liked how Gunter was responding to the situation. He wasn’t just the chief of security but served as his right-hand man on a host of business-related issues.

Gunter added, “Finally, we’ll find out who betrayed your confidence—who leaked the information—and handle him, or her, appropriately.”

Vane nodded slowly. “Go ahead with all that, in that order. Spare no expenses. I want Maverick and Dubois dead and buried. Yesterday!” He leaned in, his breath hot with rum and anger, and balled up his fists.

“I will make it happen, sir. Even if it’s the last thing I do, I’ll take care of it.”

Vane exhaled a long breath, then drew in a more relaxed one. He knew he could count on Gunter to make this problem go away. The German had the skills and had proven himself on a dozen or so occasions. He had been serving Vane for over seven years very trustfully. True to his word, Gunter would die before he failed his mission.

“Good,” Vane said in a warmer, more relaxed tone. “Make it happen.”

“Certainly, boss.” He stood rod-straight. For a split second, his broad chest rose with a sharp inhale, the tension in his body coiled tight with duty. Then, without another word, he pivoted on his heel and strode away, boots crunching on the polished white marble tiles.

Vane stood between the cabana and the pool and ran a hand through his hair. It will take some time and a great deal of money, but this will be fixed. I will make sure that happens and that neither Maverick nor Dubois get anywhere close to me or Linda.

​A grim line appeared across his forehead as he thought of his twenty-five-year-old daughter. Last year, she had graduated the prestigious Istituto Marangoni in Milan as a fashion designer and had just started her second year of work at Kappa, one of the best-known Italian sportswear companies. She had her own life but still kept in regular touch with him.

The arms’ dealer was more worried about Linda than himself. He had the training, the experience, and the security in place to thwart any attack. But Linda, she only had a couple of bodyguards she had reluctantly accepted and whose protection and advice she routinely refused or ignored. 

Maverick and Dubois can easily get to her. But if they do and something happens to my little girl… Vane shook his head and didn’t want to complete that thought. His jaw tightened. He didn’t flinch, but there was a flicker of something uncertain behind his steely eyes. Gunter will have to redouble Linda’s guards as well, maybe even convince her to come and see me for a while. Or go somewhere on vacation, somewhere safe. But if I find out they as much as touched my little girl, I will kill them with my bare hands.

He nodded, his mind consumed with protecting what was left of his family. He was completely oblivious to everyone and everything around him. The young blonde woman—whose name was Yulia Orlova and who worked for the SVR, Sluzhba Vneshney Razvedki, or the Russian Foreign Intelligence Service—was lounging lazily in the spacious living room with floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the pool. Her eyes were glued to her phone, like the other two young women, wearing loose wraps over their bikinis, sitting on an L-shaped beige sectional couch.

However, unlike the other women, Orlova wasn’t checking her Facebook account. She was listening and recording every word of the conversation between Vane and his top henchman. Two days ago, she had implanted a tiny recording device—slightly bigger than a dime—on one of the wooden structural posts of the cabana, where Vane was known to hold private meetings.

Painted the same sun-bleached white as the post, the device was invisible unless someone was actively looking for it. The military-grade device transmitted audio directly to the thin, barely noticeable receiver shaped as an earphone and connected via Bluetooth to her phone.

Yulia’s pulse quickened the moment she heard the names Maverick and Dubois crackle through her earpiece. Her breathing remained steady because she was a seasoned professional. Nothing changed in her facial expression, but she made a quick mental note to inform her handler ASAP. They may present a real threat to our operation. The HQ will decide how to best handle them.

The SVR operative had only heard of Maverick and Dubois—names whispered in the underworld; the kind of assassins you prayed you’d never meet face-to-face. If they’re really coming for Vane and his goons, I better not get in the way.

Yulia looked up as the conversation finished and Gunter headed toward the villa. She hurried to shut down the application recording the conversation, but the screen was frozen. She tapped the screen, but nothing happened.

Gunter was now a few steps away from the sliding doors.

Yulia drew in a quicker breath. She doubted Gunter would walk straight to her and demand to check her phone. There was no need for that, as she hadn’t done anything to draw any suspicion. But why isn’t this stupid thing closing?

She tapped harder, her fingers clicking against the screen.

“Whatcha doing, girl?” asked one of the other young women, a Venezuelan by the name of Patricia. She worked on and off as a model, that is when she wasn’t playing the role of one of Vale girlfriends. “You’re gonna break that phone if you keep slamming it like that…”

“It’s just… it’s frozen, that’s all.”

“Let me have a look. I know what to do. It happens to me all the time.” Patricia stood up and walked toward Yulia.

The Russian operative forced a tight smile, tucking the phone closer to her side as Patricia approached. Her flip-flops made soft slaps on the polished floor.

“It’s okay, Pat. I got it,” Yulia said quickly, her voice a little louder than she intended. “It's fine. Just needs a second.”

“Come on, girl. I won’t break it.” Pat was already reaching, her manicured fingers outstretched, a playful smirk tugging at the corners of her luscious lips. “Come on, chica, I’m good with these things. Let me see.”

Yulia leaned away, pressing the phone closer to her chest like a shield. Her heart thundered in her ears. If Pat looked at the screen, she’d become suspicious and ask questions. Or if she tapped the wrong icon and somehow played the recording from the cabana microphone, it would all be over. Yulia would be dead. “I said, it’s fine.” Yulia snapped, a little too forcefully this time.

Patricia blinked, surprised, and took a small step back, her smile faltering. She folded her arms across her chest and peered at Yulia. “Whatcha hiding in there?”

Yulia frowned. “Uh… nothing. I’m not hiding anything.” Her accent grew stronger.

“Who’s your secret boyfriend, chica?”

“Whaaaaat? Yulia got a boyfriend?” asked the other woman. She put her phone away and turned her body toward them.

Yulia did have a fake personal dating profile under her cover identity, but she didn’t want to reveal that information to Patricia, the big yapper. Plus, the dating profile wasn’t up on her phone but buried deep into one of the folders called “Battery Monitor.” “Maybe. Isn’t a girl allowed to have some secrets?” she said coyly.
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