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for purchasing this novel

 

from the best-selling Javin Pierce Series.

 

 

The Story

 

When friends betray you, turn to your enemies...

 

After a brush with death in his recent operation and news of a devastating personal tragedy, spymaster Javin Pierce struggles to keep focus. With no time to recover, he’s sent on his next mission: stop a nuclear scientist helping Iran develop an atomic bomb, without leaving a trace. On top of this, he’s ordered to partner with the same Mossad operative who tried to kill him.

 

Twice.

 

The closer the odd team gets to the truth, the more they realize their own friends have betrayed them. With nowhere to turn but to his sworn enemies, Javin must forge an alliance that comes at a terrible cost.

 

The final blow: His partner is kidnapped; the fight becomes personal.

 

Alone, betrayed, and with more than his own life on the line, will Javin be able to save his partner and prevent an all-out war between Iran and the United States?
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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 with the front of his shirt. 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 violence and death, but it had never been so brutal, close-up, and personal.

The gunman unscrewed the sound suppressor from the pistol’s muzzle and flicked back some of his long black hair that had fallen over his face. He glanced at the doctor, then said, “Relax, just relax. Nothing will happen to you.” He dragged out his words, spoken in a firm tone in English 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 his glasses 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, then 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, Germany. After the close of the conference, 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 ten 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 isn’t 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 swore 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 the waist. He drew in a deep breath; there was a rancid taste in his mouth. He spat it out and wiped his face. He stood up slowly and glared at the long-haired gunman and waved a finger at him. “You… you killed him… 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, 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 doctor in front of him.

They crossed the short distance separating them from the hotel, sneaking 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, then 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. But if I fail, 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 groin. 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 razor-sharp 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 messy glasses and bloodstained shirt. “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 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 smile at Nikolas, but all she could muster was a grimace. 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’s 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 sound suppressors; the men were wearing black balaclavas, and only their eyes were visible.

“Step away from the doctor,” said the masked gunman closest 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’s mind ran through the options. Can I trust them? What about the money? His fingers gripped the cocked Beretta, and he shrank farther 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 masked gunmen fired 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 backward, 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, gesturing 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 and put their pistols away. “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.”

“Pierce 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

Morocco Nights Restaurant

Doha, Qatar

 

“Your guy’s late. An hour late.” Javin Pierce toyed with his phone over the table’s smooth surface. He glanced at his wristwatch, then at the door about twenty steps away. Cars zoomed along the street as the last sunlight rays were losing the fight against the evening’s twilight.

“He’s not my guy. He works with my agency, and he told us about the delay. Now, put that thing away.” She pointed at his phone. “It’s driving me nuts.”

“Waiting here and wasting time is driving me nuts.” Javin placed the phone in the inside pocket of his black jacket and 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 man he had referred to as Yael’s guy, was late. In their business, that could only mean trouble. 

​Javin 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 four days ago—had brought them to the Gulf State capital. The predicament made for strange bedfellows, but Qatar was as interested in thwarting Iran’s ambition to secure a nuclear weapon as Israel was.

“What exactly happened in Athens?” he asked.

Yael fixed a fold of her headdress that had slipped and was hanging loosely 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 it, 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 and bring him in alive.”

​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 Javin.

Before he could turn his head, Yael said, “He’s here.” She sprang 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 in Qatar. 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 policy of the kingdom. If power weren’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. “Salam Alaykum.”

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

“Alaykum Salam,” Javin replied. His words meant “And peace unto you.”

The aide said, “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 didn’t 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 seat next to him. “Please…”

Al-Attiya looked over his shoulder at the restaurant’s door.

“Is someone else coming with you?” Javin asked with 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 guards 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 guards nor the driver noticed anyone. To be extra careful, they dropped me off a block away. No one knows I’m here—well, besides 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. “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, 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 glass. 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.” He grinned.

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 jumpsuit. “What am I looking at?”

​“Mohammad Shinwari. Along with four other detainees, he was transferred from the Guantanamo prison to the United Arab Emirates. There’s a file in there about him and the others.” Al-Attiya gestured to the phone. “The US wants to close that prison, right? So this group was one of the many released to allied countries. They were considered safe to be released and transferred, since they presented 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 and Javin. “The prince’s checkbook 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 scowl.

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 and moved closer to Javin. “Let me explain the situation. The prince contacted close associates of this… this dirty scoundrel early on, shortly after his release. It appeared as if the man were 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 had been 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, expulsions of diplomats, and cutting off of contacts between the countries.

​Al-Attiya said, “So the prince offered this 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 intel. 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 the 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.
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