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The Story

 

When covert operations go wrong, the CIS sends in . . . The Corrector.

 

After a botched retrieval operation, Javin Pierce is sent in to complete the mission where others failed. But, before even getting started, Javin and his less-than-trusted partner, Claudia, must deal with a devious terrorist plot. Their search leads them to a flash drive containing scandals that could topple world governments and plunge Europe into absolute chaos if they do not retrieve it in time.

 

How will The Corrector fix this disastrous mission? Uncertain if they can even trust each other and unprepared for the shocking truth that could cost their lives, Javin and Claudia must stop the treasonous plot, retrieve the elusive drive, and save themselves and the entire European continent, all without leaving a trace . . .


​ 

​ 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter One

 

 

 

 

Military Base #9341

Vorë, 17 km northwest of Tirana

Albania

 

Javin Pierce stared down the barrel of the Makarov PM pistol inches away from his face. This was not the first time the covert operative had looked at the business end of a gun. It was definitely not going to be the last time. He could wrestle the pistol away from the cocky colonel and wipe the smirk off his face in a split second. Before he could ask “What happened?” the officer would be lying on the floor with a broken jaw. Or worse, a broken neck, depending on Javin’s operational objective.

He drew in a deep breath and shrugged. His cover was that of a lost tourist, who had ventured by mistake inside the military base. When the patrol had apprehended him—as per Javin’s plan—he had feigned panic and had tried to justify his presence. “I got lost officer, I just . . . I took the wrong turn and . . . yes; I ended up inside the base. Sorry. Very sorry.”

As expected, the patrol did not buy his excuse. They had thrown him in an old UAZ-469—the Communist answer to the American Jeep, which the Albanian army still used—and had brought him to the command post, deep inside the base. Javin had almost enjoyed a guided tour of the base facilities, one of the targets of his mission.

“Speak, before I blow your head off,” the colonel spat out his heavily accented words, saliva flying out of his mouth.

They were in a small, dimly lit interrogation room that reeked of mold and urine. Javin was sitting on a rickety wooden chair, with his elbows placed on a metal table bolted to the coarse cement floor. The colonel was standing to Javin’s right.

“I . . . I understand your frustration, sir,” Javin said in a low, weak voice. “As I told your patrol, I’m a photographer. I was taking pictures, and I got lost.”

He wanted to give the impression of submissiveness, mixed with a healthy dose of fear. He had no illusions the colonel would let him go free. The middle-aged colonel was eyeing Javin like a snake preparing to devour a fat mouse.

It did not matter. Javin’s escape plan was already in place. All he had to do was wait for the phone call. Javin had lost track of time when the officers had stripped him of all his valuables—camera, cellphone, wristwatch—suspecting he was a spy, which he was. Now, if he could hold on and avoid a good beating, he was more than happy to do so.

The colonel held the pistol tight in his hands. “You’re telling me you didn’t see the signs warning you to stay away from the base?”

Javin shook his head. “No, I didn’t. I’m sorry.”

“You just decided to go through the fence, right?”

“Yes, sir. There was a large gap, so . . . I . . . I thought this was a farmer’s field that would lead me to the top of the hill. As you can see from the photos in my camera, I was trying to get a good shot of the full moon behind the olive groves.”

“I don’t believe you.” The colonel shook his large bald head. “You’re lying to me.”

“Why would I do that, sir?”

“Because you’re not a photographer. You’re a spy. You’ve come here to take pictures of the base.”

Javin frowned, then ran his fingers through his neck-length brown hair. “Your officers searched my camera. They found nothing of that sort. Only pictures of landscape and animals. That’s because I’m a freelance photographer.”

Javin had already emailed the pictures he had taken of the weapons cache. His camera was equipped with an encrypted wireless connection that erased all traces of any activity at the tap of a button. Albania had become the preferred smuggling route for channeling weapons from the Balkan wars and the Kosovo conflict to the Middle East and North Africa. The condemning evidence of the base’s involvement in trafficking weapons to fuel the wars in Syria and Iraq was already safely stored in the servers of the Canadian Intelligence Service, Javin’s employer.

The colonel lowered his Makarov just an inch. He cursed Javin, then he said, “That’s because you deleted those pictures when you were caught.”

Javin cocked his head. “Why would I take pictures and then delete them? When your officers detained me, they called at me to freeze. I did so. I had no chance to get to my camera. Ask them, if you don’t believe me.”

“I’ve asked them already. You knew you were going to get caught, so you deleted them.”

Javin nodded. “Okay, so if that is true, then let me go. I made a mistake, a small, honest mistake of trespassing. My deepest, sincerest apologies—”

“You’re a smooth talker, but it’s not going to get you out of this mess.” The colonel moved his pistol away from Javin’s face and holstered it. “Let’s start again.” He walked back to his chair and sat across from Javin. “What were you doing in my military base?”

Javin shook his head and tightened his hands into fists. He disliked this part about his role as a corrector. Acting like an animal caught in a trap, showing fear, submissiveness, weakness. Javin was dispatched when covert operations went sideways. His objective was to correct things, to bring them back to their original state, or at least, as close as possible to that state. This was the part he loved, and he was extraordinarily good at it. Sneaking in and out of the country, leaving no traces, or misleading the people looking for him.

In this specific case, the pair of agents assigned the task of gathering the evidence had been detected while they were still in action. The botched operation had almost cost their lives. They were forced to abort the mission, leaving behind a few wounded Albanian soldiers and a long trail of suspicions.

Then the CIS had sent in Javin.

“Come on, I’m waiting here,” the colonel said.

Javin nodded and mustered a smile. “Sure, let me tell you again what happened.”

Before he could say another word, the colonel’s cellphone rang. He pulled it out of the front pocket of his khaki green jacket and glanced at the screen. The colonel gave Javin a puzzled gaze, blinked in surprise, and answered the call: “Yes, commander.”

Javin stifled a small smile. It had to be the call he was waiting for.

The colonel listened for a moment as a dark frown began to spread across his broad forehead. “No, no, of course, no, we haven’t laid a hand on him. He’s . . . yes, he’s here.” He listened for another moment, then stood up and walked toward the door. “Yes. But . . . eh, sir, do you think that is—”

Javin nodded to himself. Considering how the colonel is squirming, it had to be my guy.

The colonel shook his head. “I . . . I understand, sir. Yes, we’ll wait for you.” He ended the call, then cursed the commander. He made an angry gesture with his fist, then turned around. “How does my commander know about you?”

Javin offered a blank look. “I . . . that was your commander?”

“Yes, and he ordered me to refrain from laying a hand on you. How does he know you are here?”

Javin shrugged. “I don’t know. One of the officers must have—”

“And why does he care about you, if you’re a simple, lost tourist?”

“The commander is probably thinking of the big picture. Tourism dollars are very important for Albania. Once the story gets out that a tourist has been detained illegally and without any evidence, the country’s image will be—”

“The commander has never cared about tourists or the economy, only how to stuff his own pockets. Why the sudden interest in you?”

Javin shook his head. “I’m as puzzled as you are, sir.”

The colonel held Javin’s brown eyes, then searched his face. The piercing look seemed to search Javin’s thoughts. A moment later, the colonel shrugged. “Well, whatever this is, I don’t like it.” He slammed his fist on the table, then turned around and pounded hard on the door. When one of the officers opened it, the colonel stormed out.

Javin drew in a deep sigh of relief. A few minutes, and I’ll be out of here. I have enough evidence, and we’ll stop at least this part of the traffic.

He nodded and his lips formed a small smile. He rubbed his chin. Yes, this part of the op is done, but my assignment is far from over.
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​Chapter Two

 

 

Military Base #9341

Vorë, 17 km northwest of Tirana

Albania

 

Forty-five minutes later, the small door of the interrogation room was thrown open. Commander Pandi Gogollari entered the room, followed by the colonel, who was still fuming. Gogollari had a relaxed look. He was in his early forties—ten years older than Javin, who had just turned thirty-one the previous month—and nowhere close to Javin’s excellent physique, which was thanks to the corrector’s strict, almost religious-like regimen of hour-long workouts every other day. Gogollari’s bulging belly and receding hairline, along with the weather-beaten face, made him look much older. 

He stepped closer to the table and extended his hand to Javin.

He stood up and gave the commander a strong handshake. “I’m deeply sorry about your treatment, Mr. Pierce. My country is known for its deep-rooted hospitality. This is by no means a way to treat a guest of my country,” he said in slightly accented English, in a voice full of sincere regret.

Javin nodded and smiled at Gogollari. Then Javin glanced at the colonel. “It’s okay. A misunderstanding. I’m glad it’s all cleared up.”

“Well, not exactly.” Gogollari stepped to the side. “The colonel believes you are a spy. Is there any merit to that claim?”

Javin glanced at the colonel, then at Gogollari. “I’m sorry, sir. I am not a spy. I just take pictures, and that’s . . . that’s all.”

Gogollari looked at the colonel, who was shaking his head. “Without any evidence, we can’t hold a foreigner, a citizen of a friendly and allied country. We love Canada, Mr. Pierce, so my apologies for this inconvenience. I will personally drive you to your hotel.”

Javin shook his head. “That’s greatly appreciated, but unnecessary.”

“I insist. A goodwill gesture, to make up for your troubles.”

Javin nodded. “Since you insist . . .”

“Good, are you ready to go?”

“I am, but I will need my belongings.”

“Yes, yes, they will be handed back to you at the exit.”

Javin followed the commander down the hall and stayed two steps behind him.

The colonel remained in the interrogation room.

They came to the large entrance hall. Two soldiers at the reception desk saluted the commander. Gogollari approached them and asked for Javin’s backpack. When it was handed to him, Gogollari brought it to Javin, who was standing near the door. 

He rummaged through the backpack to make sure the contents were all there. When he confirmed everything was intact, he nodded at Gogollari. “It’s all good.”

“This way.” Gogollari pointed at the door. “Wait for me outside.”

Javin hurried his steps in front of the commander and quickly went down a flight of wide steps. He headed toward a sleek black Mercedes-Benz, which he knew was Gogollari’s issued car. He stood near the car, waiting for Gogollari, who seemed to be taking his time. The night was crisp and chilly, with sharp wind gusts, but Javin was glad to be out of the stifling heat of the pungent interrogation room.

A moment later, Gogollari appeared at the door. He was on his phone, giving orders to someone. Javin did not speak Albanian, except for a few basic words to get around, but it was clear Gogollari had a tone of frustration in his voice. He descended the steps slowly, then ended the call before he drew near to Javin. “That was a very close call,” he whispered to Javin. “The colonel is raging mad.”

Javin nodded. “That was to be expected, and that’s why I needed to call you.”

“He’s still very suspicious.”

“Do you think he will let this go?”

“I’m not sure, but I will make him—”

“Gogollari, we’re not finished here!” The colonel’s shouting cut off Gogollari.

He turned to see the colonel at the top of the stairs. He was pointing his pistol at Gogollari. “I can’t let you take that spy away.”

“Are you crazy? Put that gun away.”

The colonel shook his head and took a couple of steps. “I figured out what happened. He called you before my officers caught him. Or maybe this meeting was prearranged. In any case, you have a personal interest in Canada. Your two children study in Montreal.”

A dark frown spread across Gogollari’s reddened face. “Leave my children out of this. And if you don’t put that gun away, you’ll be court-martialled for insubor—”

“You’re the one going to jail for treason, for helping a spy steal secrets of our military base.” The colonel was now at the bottom of the stairs, barely twenty yards away from Gogollari.

Javin glanced around. He could not see much in the dim-lighted grounds, but it seemed no officers were observing the exchange. Javin’s eyes then went to the entrance behind the colonel. No one appeared to be looking through the windows or the glass doors.

“You’ve gone crazy, but this madness needs to stop. Now!” Gogollari turned toward the colonel and began to march toward him.

Javin stepped forward behind Gogollari.

Then a gunshot echoed like a cannon.

Gogollari wobbled on his feet, then began to fall backwards.

Javin dashed in and caught him before he hit the ground. Blood was gushing from Gogollari’s right leg. The bullet had pierced the outside of his thigh.

Javin held Gogollari up, and the officer shifted his weight onto his good leg.

“Yes, this will teach you and your spy.” The colonel advanced a few more yards, keeping his pistol trained on Gogollari’s head. “On the ground, both of you.”

Javin reached for the commander’s pistol in his left shoulder holster. He cocked the Makarov and fired a single round. It slammed into the colonel’s chest, and he fell to the ground. 

The colonel’s hand groped for the pistol that had fallen next to him. He tried to wrap his fingers around the pistol’s handle, but then his hand stopped moving. His body relaxed, and he drew his last breath.

Javin dropped the pistol and laid Gogollari slowly on the ground.

Four officers burst out of the command post. One of the officers dashed to them and asked, “What . . . what happened here, sir?”

Gogollari tipped his head toward his wound. “The colonel . . . I don’t understand why the colonel shot at us. What did you see?”

The young, clean-shaven officer shook his head. “Nothing, none of us saw anything.” He gestured toward the other three, who were leaning over the colonel’s body. “We were at the desk, when we heard the first round. It sounded like a car backfiring. Then we ran out only after we heard the second gunshot.”

Gogollari nodded. “Good, good. This is what happened here: The colonel had a nervous breakdown and fired at me.” He motioned at his wound. “Javin, I mean Mr. Pierce, saved my life, holding me, so I didn’t fall and break something. I . . . I had to return fire in self-defence, but I didn’t mean to kill him.”

The officer nodded, but did not say anything. He just shook his head.

Gogollari picked up the Makarov pistol and returned it to his holster. He made sure to rub his hands over it, as if wondering if he had done the right thing. 

Javin knew Gogollari was wiping Javin’s fingerprints. He nodded to himself. I need to make sure that weapon is spic-and-span clean. And I have to clean my hands of any gunpowder residue.

Another officer ran toward Gogollari. He spoke in rapid Albanian, and Javin did not understand any of the rattle. Gogollari responded slowly, in a calm tone. Javin picked up the words “police” and “ambulance,” as they sounded quite similar to English. The officer nodded, then ran inside the command post.

“What’s going on?” Javin asked.

Gogollari said, “I’ve asked him to call the military police, so they can investigate. Of course, they’ll ask you questions. You’re the only witness to what happened here.” He exchanged a knowing look with Javin.

Javin nodded, then glanced at the officer still standing. “Help me bring him inside.”

Gogollari shrugged. “I can walk. Just give me a hand and get me to my feet,” he said to Javin and leaned on his shoulder.

Javin put his right arm under Gogollari’s waist and lifted him up. They walked slowly toward the entrance. Gogollari dragged his leg behind, wincing occasionally. When they came to the colonel’s lifeless body, Javin cast a glance at the colonel’s pale face. I didn’t want it to end this way. But you insisted. He shrugged and helped the commander up the stairs, hoping this would be the end of the complications in this operation.


​ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

 

CIS Headquarters

Ottawa, Canada

Ten days later

 

Javin parked at the furthermost corner of the massive parking lot. The agency never slept, so he was lucky to get an empty spot. He jogged toward the massive marble building, the CIS Headquarters on Ogilvie Road. He did not want to be late for his eight o’clock meeting with his boss. Javin had ten minutes, plenty of time if the procedure at the main entrance’s security checkpoint went quick.

When Javin worked at the HQ building, all he needed to do was flash his credentials to the guards, who were familiar with his face and his good-spirited banter, and they would wave him through. Those good old times were gone. Nowadays, he rarely came, maybe once a month, and there always seemed to be different guards staffing the checkpoint. After an attempted attack a few months back, the security protocol was tightened. All personnel underwent a thorough check, including the obligatory pat down.

Javin was slightly annoyed when the fresh-faced intelligence officers put his briefcase through the X-ray scanner and asked him to walk through the metal detector. One of them examined his badge at length, eyeing Javin suspiciously and comparing his face to his photo ID. The process reminded Javin of his early days in the Service. He had done this exact same job for a few weeks as he learned to read faces and trust his instincts, rather than just go by the approved rules.

After getting back his ID, Javin climbed the stairs, taking them two or three at a time. His boss’s office was the end of the fourth floor, right by where he himself used to have an office. He slowed down for a moment when passing by that door, where now hung a sign with another man’s name.

He walked down the long hall and slowed down only when he drew near his boss’s door. Hugo Martin, Director of Intelligence for the Europe Division was imprinted on the solid wood door. Javin flattened the front of his black jacket, tightened his tie’s knot, and knocked on the door.

“Yes, Javin, come in,” Martin called in his deep baritone voice.

Javin opened the door. “Morning, boss. How’s your day starting?”

“The sun’s smiling down on me.” Martin stood up from behind his mahogany desk, the centerpiece of his office. Long, tall bookshelves occupied the right side of his office, while a series of black file cabinets were lined up on the opposite wall. Behind Martin’s desk, the floor-to-ceiling bulletproof glass window showed magnificent vistas of the Ottawa River and the surrounding park. The city’s skyline rose in the distance, with the tallest skyscrapers reflecting the weak but gorgeous rays of the sun. Spring was definitely coming early to Ottawa this April.

Martin shook Javin’s hand, then gestured toward the small rectangular desk by the file cabinets. “Oh, I almost forgot this.” He swung on his heel and grabbed one of the green folders at the edge of the large desk.

Javin was not surprised at Martin’s elegant spin. He was in his late fifties, but ran ten kilometers every day and never ate red meat or fried foods. Javin watched his health too, and limited his animal protein consumption. Occasionally, though, he sank his teeth deep into a well-done porterhouse of Alberta beef.

“Have a seat,” Martin said.

Javin sat at his usual place, with his back against the file cabinets.

Martin opened the folder on the desk, then swung it around, so Javin could read the report. He leaned back on his swivel chair and said, “Second page. Transcript from the Albanian State Police, confirmed by Interpol on the next couple of pages.”

Javin speed-read through the pages. A large weapons cache had been intercepted two nights ago while heading to the port of Durrës, Albania’s largest seaport. A wide network of fixers, financiers, and intermediaries had ended up behind bars. The number was fifty-eight, and more arrests were expected. One of the most prominent names was an army colonel, who was killed in an unrelated, accidental shooting ten days ago in the military base from which the weapons cache had originated. According to the report, the investigation could reach the highest levels of Albanian politics, including former members of parliament and the current deputy minister of defence.

Martin brushed back his gray hair and gestured toward the report. “You did an excellent job, Javin. Your name is correctly nowhere in the reports."

Javin nodded slowly. “Thank you, sir. I had great support from Mr. Gogollari and the rest of the team.”

He was referring mainly to his partner, Claudia Aquarone. She had been in constant contact with Javin, providing everything he needed, from logistics to background intelligence, to setting up, and almost real-time cover for his always-evolving operation.

“Yes, the Albanians are quite happy. Catching the shipment goes a long way in improving their image and their reputation as a reliable ally in the global war on terrorism. The commander is recovering very well, and sends you his best wishes.”

“I’m glad to hear that.”

“Now, on the topic of your team, it’s time to bring Claudia back to the field.”

 Javin frowned but did not say anything.

Martin studied Javin’s crumpled face. “Say what you think.”

Javin shrugged. “You make the decision if she’s ready or not . . .”

“But you disagree.”

“Yes, I disagree.”

Martin leaned forward. “You know, when you came back after going through . . . issues, many people thought you weren’t ready.”

Javin’s frown deepened. “Yeah, and they were very wrong.’

“The same could be said in this case.”

Javin nodded. He could see Martin’s line of reasoning. Javin shifted uncomfortably in his seat and rubbed his chin. “Yes, but these two cases are quite different. Claudia, well, her op went sideways. Perhaps not directly her fault, but still . . . Me, well, I had no control over what happened to my wife . . .”

Martin gave Javin a warm look. “I don’t mean to re-open old wounds, Javin.” His voice had taken on a soft, fatherly tone. “But both you and Claudia were a mess when you returned to the agency. This life is all about second chances. You got yours, and she will too.”

“Understood, sir. Whom will she be paired with?”

Martin grinned. “Eh, do I need to spell it out?”

Javin shook his head. “I’m not sure this is going to work, sir.”

“What’s the problem, Javin? Claudia has shown she can handle herself quite well under pressure, even much better than before. She has learned from the past.”

“Claudia’s not the problem, Martin. I . . . Maybe I’m the one who’s not ready for a partner, especially a female one.”

Martin folded his hands across his chest. “I’ve read your psych evaluations, Javin. You’re making excellent progress. All assessments are off the charts.”

Javin nodded slowly. “Those . . . eh, those reports can be misleading.”

Martin frowned and cocked his head. “Are you telling me you cheated in these tests?

“No, no, of course not. What I’m saying is that they may not show the full picture of who I am now.”

Martin thought about Javin’s answer for a long moment, then said, “Give this a try, will you? If the arrangement doesn’t work, we’ll see what needs tweaking.”

Javin nodded. “Okay,” he said in a quiet tone.

“Good. So, we can file away the weapons op.” Martin closed the folder and slid it to the side. He returned to his desk and picked up a new one. This one was black, the color of an operation that had not started yet.

Javin pulled out his tablet from his briefcase and set it up in front of him. 

Martin handed Javin the black folder and sat down. “Your next mission, yours and Claudia’s, it’s more complicated than the one in Albania. This one will take you to Istanbul. Last night, one of our teams lost a flash drive that you and Claudia need to retrieve.”

“What’s in the drive?”

“Classified intel about Turkish government involvement in the wars in Syria and Iraq. Illegal oil trade deals. Very damning evidence for a lot of politicians and businessmen.”

“Okay.” Javin’s voice remained calm. “Who has it?”

“It’s in a police station vault. They found it after the team was chased out of town. The flash drive is encrypted, and, according to our records, still intact. But it’s only a matter of time before someone in the police or the MIT cracks the encryption.”

Javin nodded. The MIT—Milli Istihbarat Teskilati, or the National Intelligence Organization—was Turkey’s primary intelligence gathering agency. They had the people and the tools to break any security encryption, and eventually decrypt the files. “When are we moving out?”

“A government plane is flying to Sofia, Bulgaria in four hours. You and Claudia will board that one.”

Javin nodded. “Assets on the ground?”

“Two. Not a hundred percent reliable, but that’s all we’ve got.” Martin tipped his head toward the folder. “It’s all in there.”

“Okay.”

“Questions?”

“Not at this time.”

“All right. Retrieve the drive and come home. As always, leave no traces.”

“Will do, sir.”
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Chapter Four

 

 

Beechwood Cemetery

Ottawa, Canada

 

Javin glanced at the bright blue eyes looking at him from the small heart-shaped photo etched on the beige granite headstone. His trembling fingers touched the cold, hard surface and ran down along his edge of his wife’s photo. Javin touched her face and closed his eyes, feeling a couple of tears trailing down his face.

His mind raced to the dreary night almost three months ago. The snowstorm had started around midnight, when he had last talked to Steffi. She needed to give the final touches to her article appearing on the next day’s front page of the Ottawa Times, the city’s and Canada’s largest daily newspaper. Steffi promised to be home before morning.

She never came.

Instead, a phone call woke Javin up around five a.m. A horrible accident on Chaudiere Bridge. His wife, yes, his wife of three years was . . .

Javin drew in a deep breath and clenched his hand around the top of the headstone. “I love you too, honey. Always will.” He sighed, then brought his hand to his mouth. He gave his departed wife a kiss, then got up from his knees.

He glanced to his left and noticed a blue Jeep parked behind his rental car. It was Claudia’s vehicle, and she was sitting in the driver’s seat and talking on the phone. He turned around and took a moment to gather himself, then began to walk toward her.

Claudia put her phone away, then stepped out of the Jeep. She brushed back her long black hair, then lifted her sunglasses to the top of her head. Her large black eyes fell on Javin’s face as she gave him a small, restrained smile. “Hello, Javin. How are you?”

“Eh, okay. You?”

“I’m all right. Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt anything.”

Javin shrugged. “I was . . . eh, I was done. How long have you been waiting?”

“Just arrived. Martin told me I might find you here.”

“What’s going on?” Javin stepped closer to Claudia. She was about his height, five-foot-ten, but her three-inch heels made her look a bit taller.

She glanced around. 

The closest people were an elderly couple crouched near a headstone about a dozen or so yards away. The woman was sobbing quietly, while her husband had wrapped his loving arm around her.

Claudia said, “Got a note from our man in Istanbul. MIT is now involved in the investigation.”

“Do they have the flash drive?”

“Not yet. The asset wasn’t sure. There seems to be some kind of jurisdictional infighting as to what agency should be in charge. But the flash drive could get into MIT’s hands at any time.”

Javin swore under his breath. Swiping the drive from the police station vault was an incredible feat in its own right. Snatching it from the MIT’s officers was next to impossible, especially if the entire affair was to be kept under wraps, as per Javin and Claudia’s operational protocol. While they were free to enlist the assistance of local assets and trusted sources, their operation was to remain a secret. After all, they were correctors, sent to Istanbul to fix the other team’s errors, not to cause new problems and complicate matters.

“Javin, what do you think?” Claudia asked in a soft tone.

“I think we’ll need a couple more people if we’re to break into an MIT fortress.”

Claudia shook her head. Her glasses flew off to the side, but she grabbed them with a quick gesture before they fell onto the grass.

Javin smiled. “Wow, excellent reflexes.”

“All those hours spent in kickboxing classes are paying off. But I don’t think Martin will authorize a larger team.”

Javin shook his head. “I’m not thinking of agency operatives.”

Claudia held his eyes. “Then who?”

Javin glanced at the old couple, who were slowly shuffling away. “I’m not sure. It will depend on who can help and what we need. I have a couple of contacts in the DGSE. One of them is active in southern Turkey.”

The DGSE was the Direction Générale de la Sécurité Extérieure or the General Directorate for External Security, France’s foreign intelligence agency. After a series of spectacular failures, the agency was reorganized in 2017 and had expanded its network of assets and operatives. The new personnel were hungry for intelligence and always eager to cooperate with their foreign counterparts.

Claudia nodded. “Anybody I know?”

“No, not yet. You’ll soon make his acquaintance, although I hope it doesn’t come to that.”

“Considering how things are going, it may become inevitable.”

“When did you last talk to our Turkish assets?”

“About an hour ago.”

“We’ll call them from the airport before we fly out. Perhaps they’ll have an update by then.”

Claudia smiled. “I told them we’ll call him again in two hours, which is about right.”

Javin returned the smile. “You know me pretty well.”

“I’d like to think so. Especially since we’ll be out in the field again.”

Javin thought about his next question, unsure if he wanted to ask it or not, then he said, “How do you feel about it?”

Claudia’s eyes shone bright. “Returning to covert field ops? Been waiting so long, I thought I might get rusty.”

“And you’re ready?”

“Fully ready, Javin. Many people think I’m not ready, but I’m glad you’re not one of them.” Claudia stepped closer to Javin and gave him an intense look. “This is extremely important for me. I’m . . . I’m grateful I have your trust.”

Javin returned an uncertain look. He did not know how much Martin had told her, but he would not have shared Javin’s doubts. Martin was a true vault when it came to confidential information, especially involving relations among operatives.

“What’s wrong, Javin?”

“Eh, what . . . No, nothing. As you were saying, it’s been a while since you were running a field op.”

“But it will be okay. It will be you and me. Like old times.”

Javin smiled. “Yeah, good old times.”

He and Claudia had been partners in over a dozen operations during the last three years. Until the bottom fell out of her operation in Tunis, which resulted in the death of three CIS operatives. Claudia barely escaped with her life and suffered a lot of physical and emotional trauma. But she has bounced back. Perhaps it’s time I begin trusting her again, as I once used to. He sighed and said, “You’re ready to go?”

“Sure. If you’re done here . . .”

“I am. I’ll return the car, then meet you at the house.”

“Your house?”

Javin nodded. He had not said “his,” as it did not feel as if it belonged to him anymore. After Steffi’s funeral, Javin rarely set foot in the house. He had thought about selling it, but he was not ready to part from the home that he and Steffi had dreamed of using to build their life together. “Yes, my go-bag is ready. I just need to pick up some clothes, then we’ll head to the airport.”

“Okay, I’ll follow you.”

“Good. See you in a bit.”

“Bye, Javin.”
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Chapter Five

 

 

Outside the Sariyer District Security Directorate

Istanbul, Turkey

 

Javin glanced through the windshield at the yellow three-story building housing the district’s police station, or Security Directorate as the Turks called it. Orange and white pylons lined the narrow one-way street outside the station, in order to stop any potential car-bomber from driving near the building. A couple of security cameras were mounted on the walls above the main entrance, while two guards were standing next to the guard shack.

“Looks pretty quiet,” Claudia said from the front passenger seat.

Zeki Turan, the CIS local asset, nodded. He leaned forward from the backseat and said, “Things pick up around evening. But we should be good for the next hour or so.”

“Is everyone ready?” Javin asked.

Zeki nodded, then glanced at Tolga, the second asset, who was going to serve as the interpreter. “You good?”

“Yes, yes, I’m okay,” Tolga said in a wavering, nervous tone and pushed his black-framed glasses up onto the bridge of his nose.

Javin found Tolga’s eyes in the rearview mirror. “Are you sure? We can’t have you stumble through this once we’re inside.”

Tolga nodded. “I said I’m okay.” His voice grew firm. “I just . . . don’t like police stations.”

“Nobody does,” Javin said.

“And it’s okay to be nervous,” Claudia said. “It shoots adrenaline through your body. The trick is to control it and channel it toward the mission.”

Zeki said, “You’ll do fine.”

Tolga nodded. “I will. This isn’t my first op.”

No, but you’re acting like it is. Javin shook his head.

Javin gave Tolga a reassuring smile. “We’ll be with you at all times. And we’ve got Claudia and Zeki covering our backs.”

Tolga nodded again. “This will be a walk in the park.” His voice had regained some confidence.

Not really, but I’m glad you feel that way. Javin kept his thoughts to himself. “Good, let’s do this.”

He steered the white Renault Fluence sedan toward the station. The car was an old model, manufactured seven or eight years ago. It had bumps and scratches to lessen the chances of being stolen, and it blended well with other similar small cars in the city. But the sedan had bulletproof windows capable of withstanding small-caliber gunfire, a reinforced engine block, and run-flat tires.

As Javin came to the turn leading toward the station, he almost crashed into a silver Volkswagen Jetta speeding from the other direction. Its driver honked, then stepped on the brakes. They screeched and the Jetta stopped less than a couple of feet away from the Renault.

Javin frowned and cursed the careless driver. 

Zeki glanced at the driver shaking his fist at Javin. “I think I know who they are,” he said in a low, worried tone. “They’re MIT.”

“What?” Claudia said.

“You’re sure they’re secret intel?” Javin asked.

“Absolutely. I recognize Ajaz, the driver.”

Javin glanced at Ajaz, who was gesturing for Javin to back up. “What are they doing here?” he asked a voice full of frustration and put the car in reverse.

“They’re after the same thing we want: the USB drive,” Tolga said as his voice wavered.

“I thought MIT had given up, and this was solely a police investigation,” Javin said.

“Apparently, my source was wrong,” Zeki said. “Or things have changed since yesterday.”

The Jetta drove slowly toward the police station and parked right in front of the entrance. Ajaz stepped outside, followed by two other men. They were all dressed in grayish suits and openly displayed their shoulder-holstered pistols.

Claudia said, “No worries, Javin. We’ll take the drive with the intel from their hands.”

Tolga leaned forward. “Really? How? Even this police op is—was—very difficult.”

“Hey, pull yourself together,” Zeki told Tolga.

“We’ll figure out something,” Javin said. “For now, we’ll just observe.”

“Our mission is cancelled?” Tolga asked.

Javin had not thought it was necessary to point out the obvious. “Yes, we’ve aborted our original mission.”

Tolga drew in an easy breath.

Javin shook his head. The situation had become at least twice as difficult. The MIT’s presence had completely changed their operation’s dynamics. Of course, Javin and his team could attempt the flash drive heist after the secret agency’s team had left the police station. But would the drive still be in the vault? The MIT team had no other reason to come to this small, unimportant police station.

He sighed, unsure of the team’s next steps. Perhaps we should follow the operatives’ car. If we can’t have the drive, at least we’ll know its whereabouts.

“Javin, what’s the plan now?” Claudia asked. “Do we follow the MIT operatives, or do we go back to our initial operation?”

“After the MIT enter, we can’t go there too,” Tolga replied in a hasty tone.

Zeki nodded. “I agree, but for other reasons. The MIT will have taken the USB drive. That’s why they’re here.”

“Claudia, what do you think?” Javin asked.

“We go after the agents. If they don’t have the flash drive, then we’ll know where it is. But if they take it and disappear, we’ll have no clue as to the location.”

Javin nodded. “So we stay put until they come out.”

He drove further back, so their car would not draw any attention. They were still able to see the Jetta and the police station entrance.

“Should we take a closer look?” Zeki said. “In case one of the officers goes out the back.”

“Why would they do that?” Tolga asked.

Zeki shrugged. “I’m covering all bases.”

“Sure, go ahead,” Javin said. “I don’t think that’s going to happen, but it’s good to have a pair of eyes to monitor all their moves.”

Zeki nodded and stepped outside.

“I hate waiting,” Claudia said.

“Same here,” Javin said. “But this is the best we can do. We have visual on the car, and Zeki’s covering the back. Once we see movement, we’ll jump into action.”
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Chapter Six

 

 

Outside the Sariyer District Security Directorate

Istanbul, Turkey

 

Nothing happened during the first fifteen minutes of their stakeout. Zeki was still watching the police station’s back entrance. He had reported twice on his phone that everything was quiet.

Claudia had strolled along the block and had bought coffee for herself, Javin, and Tolga at a small café next to the station. She had not noticed any unusual behavior among the guards or any movement around the station or the MIT vehicle.

Javin kept telling himself this was not a waste of time. However, even if it were, his hands were tied. This situation was beyond his control. One of those long boring periods in between operations. “At least the coffee is good,” he said to cheer up everyone’s mood.

“I love Turkish coffee,” Claudia said. “Small size, but packs such a punch.”

“Tolga, how are you doing back there?” Javin asked.

“All right. But I don’t like this.” He shook his head.

“What, the wait?”

“No, the agency’s involvement. How are we supposed to take the drive from the agents?”

Javin shrugged. He had thought about a few scenarios, but none of those fell under the stealth umbrella of this operation. Of course, his team could openly confront the Turkish intelligence operatives and force them to hand over the flash drive. Javin and Claudia had worked for three years as covert operatives specializing in assassinations, diversions, and retrieval operations, before moving into the CIS correctors’ branch a year ago. But the nature of their mission in Istanbul demanded the utmost discretion, not the ultimate show of force. “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”

“If we come to it,” Claudia said. “We’ll have a new plan in place once we know who has the drive.”

Javin nodded and sipped his coffee.

A moment later, his phone rang. Javin recognized the ringtone he had assigned to Zeki’s cellphone. “Go for Javin,” he said and tapped the speakerphone button.

“We’ve got some movement. MIT team’s moving,” Zeki said in a hurried tone and in between gasps.

“Where are you?” Javin asked.

“Coming around. Will be by the coffee shop in twenty seconds.”

“All right.”

Javin glanced through the windshield. The police station main entrance door opened, and Ajaz stepped outside and hastened toward the Volkswagen. His two cronies followed him closely.

“They’re in a rush,” Tolga said.

“Where’s Zeki?” asked Claudia.

“He’s coming,” Javin said.

Zeki popped up to the right side of the café and glanced toward Javin.

He put the car in gear, but did not step on the gas. Ajaz or his associates would definitely remember the car they almost crashed into minutes ago. Javin thought about his surveillance tactics when his team would be tailing the Turkish operatives. One single car, especially when the target had already noticed it, made for an extremely difficult surveillance operation.

“Claudia, come take the wheel,” Javin said.

“Sure thing.”

Changing drivers might cause some confusion among the MIT team, especially if they had not noticed Claudia before.

“Tolga, move to the front seat,” Javin said as he switched places with Claudia.

Tolga nodded and dashed outside.

The Volkswagen slid toward the southeast.

Zeki looked away at a group of old men sitting on benches near the café.

As soon as the Volkswagen disappeared around the right corner, Claudia hit the gas. The car zipped forward and stopped for just a moment when it reached Zeki. He jumped into the back, and Claudia drove again before Zeki had even had a chance to close the door.

Zeki said, “They turned right.”

Claudia nodded. “Yes, we’ve got them.”

“What did you see?” Javin asked.

“Almost a fight. The police don’t take it well when intel operatives swoop in to steal their credit.”

Claudia slowed down and rounded the curve. She glanced down Emirgan Koru Avenue. No sign of the Volkswagen, so she turned and drove down the narrow avenue divided into two lanes by a series of pylons like those set outside the police station.

They came to another intersection. “Which way now?” Claudia asked.

Zeki shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. They both take you to a cemetery up ahead. Then we’ll come to Tuncay, so we can leave the area.”

Claudia nodded and took the right fork.

“Where’s the nearest MIT office?” Javin asked Zeki.

“You think they’ll go there?” Tolga said.

“They might,” Javin replied.

“It’s across the highway.” Zeki gestured with his hand toward the south.

Claudia tapped on the gas pedal as they came to Emirgan Mektebi Road. A few vehicles were up ahead, but none of them was the silver Volkswagen Jetta. “Anyone see them?”

“No.” Tolga shook his head.

Javin dropped down on his seat and leaned to his left, then right. “Nothing.”

Zeki said, “Up ahead, they have to have gone that way.”

“How do you know?” Claudia asked.

“I live here. I would go that way.”

“Toward the highway?”

“Yes. There’s a roundabout when we come to the end of Tuncay Ave. They most likely will go down Sezai Bey. It’s the largest road to get us out of the neighborhood.”

“We lost them?” Claudia’s voice rang with a hint of desperation.

“No, we didn’t. Right, there. There’s the car.” Javin pointed toward the right.

About fifty, sixty yards up ahead, the Volkswagen just rounded the corner.

“Yes, that’s them,” Zeki shouted.

Claudia nodded. “Good, we’re back in the game.”

“Stay back so they don’t notice us,” Tolga said.

Claudia gave him a sideways glance, but did not say anything. Of course, she was going to keep the distance, allowing at least three or four cars between their Renault and the target.

The Volkswagen went through the roundabout and continued along Sezai Bey Avenue as Zeki had predicted. The avenue was a two-way street, not much wider than the ones they had just gone through. Small shops, restaurants, and two- or three-story houses of all shapes and colors lined the street. The traffic had died down, and two of the vehicles peeled off, one to the left and the other to the right. Only a dark blue BMW was following closely behind the Volkswagen.

“They’re tailgating.” Javin pointed at the BMW.

“I think he’s trying to pass,” Zeki said.

“The street’s too narrow. He’s gonna cause an accident,” Claudia said.

As if to confirm her words, the BMW’s driver crashed into the left side of the Volkswagen. The collision sent it against the metal door of the next house.

Claudia hit the brakes. “What just happened?”

Before anyone could answer, three men stepped out of the BMW’s front and rear doors. They were fully clad in black, wore black masks, and carried pistols equipped with sound suppressors. Two of them hurried toward the Volkswagen, the third turned around. He glanced for a moment at the Canadian agents’ car, then pointed his pistol.

He aimed, then fired a quick barrage.
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Chapter Seven

 

 

Sezai Bey Avenue

Istanbul, Turkey

 

Bullets sprayed the front of the car and skimmed over the hood.

Javin did not even blink. He reached for the latch of the weapons compartment located underneath the backseat. This was a correction mission, but the unfortunate turn of events had changed their objective to survival.

Claudia threw the car into reverse, but a van had blocked their exit. She honked, then stepped on the gas, drawing dangerously close to the van. But its driver stayed in place.

“Here you go.” Javin handed Zeki a Sig Sauer P320 pistol, then cocked his, and held it near his face.

“We’re stuck.” Claudia cursed the van’s driver.

Javin glanced through the windshield as the masked man fired single rounds. The glass cracked into spider webs, but withstood the barrage.

“This isn’t a random robbery,” Claudia said.

Javin nodded. “They’re trained operatives, and they’re after the flash drive.”

“CIA?”

“Don’t know.”

The masked man fired a few more bullets.

“What do we do now?” Tolga shouted.

“We don’t panic,” Javin said over the sounds of bullets thumping against the hood and the windshield.

More gunfire erupted from the Volkswagen. One of the Turkish agents was returning fire. The second masked man fell to the ground, a few feet away from the first.

The man still standing turned around and glanced at his associate clutching at his chest.

“Claudia, now! Go, go,” Javin shouted.

He shouldered open the door and rolled onto the ground. No bullets struck around him. Javin stayed low behind the door, then glanced through the window.

A bullet hit it, inches away from his head.

He double-tapped his Sig, aiming at the legs of the masked man. Javin’s bullets dropped him to the cobblestone street.

A fourth masked man jumped out of the BMW driver’s side. He aimed a pistol at the team’s car, but before he could fire a round, Claudia pulled the trigger. The gunman fell to the ground.

Ajaz, the Volkswagen driver, stumbled out of the car, holding his leg. He was unarmed and hobbled for a couple of steps. Then his legs failed him, and he collapsed to the ground next to one of the masked men.

Javin waited for a moment.

No gunfire, so he peeked through the glass. Then his eyes met Claudia’s; she was crouched at the other side of the car. He gestured to her that he was going to check the gunmen.

She nodded and mouthed the words: Got your back.

Javin walked slowly, keeping his gun trained on the masked men. They were sprawled on the ground, and at least two of them were still alive. “Don’t move, don’t!” Javin shouted.

He retrieved one of the pistols, a Walther PPK, and put it into his waistband.

One of the masked men, the one that Javin had shot, rolled onto his back. He groaned, then raised his arms in surrender. “Don’t shoot, don’t shoot,” he said in Turkish.

Javin thought he noticed a slight British accent. He glanced at the other masked man, who also was on his back. But he was trying to reach for his pistol a few feet away.

Javin pulled the trigger.

The masked man screamed in pain as the bullet pierced his right arm near the shoulder.

“What did I say about staying put?”

The masked man cursed at Javin with a very recognizable British accent.

He stepped closer to the man and picked up the second pistol, which was also a Walther PPK. “You’re a Brit: What are you doing here?”

The man cursed again.

“You MI6?” Javin asked.

The man shook his head and did not say another word.

Javin glanced back at Claudia. “Keep an eye on them.”

“Got it,” she replied and stepped closer to the masked men.

Javin checked on the third masked man. He was shot in the chest, and, considering the pool of blood formed around his body, he was beyond Javin’s help. The fourth shooter was lying on his stomach and was not moving at all.

A groan and a curse came from Ajaz. He was still on his stomach, and blood was gushing from a shoulder wound. His black curly hair was disheveled, and a large bruise had formed on the left side of his face.

Javin shouted, “Don’t move, stay there.”

He neared Ajaz carefully, then said, “Your arms; spread them.”

Ajaz did as ordered. “What . . . who are you?” he asked in a thick accent.

“No one of importance. Are the others alive?”

Ajaz shook his head. “No, these . . . these robbers . . .” He gasped for air and coughed up blood.

“Take it easy, easy. Where’s the flash drive?”

“Huh, what?”

“The flash drive you got from the police station.”

Ajaz frowned. “You . . . how do you know about that?”

“Not important. Where is it?”

“Save . . . my life, and I’ll give it to you.”

“No, you’re gonna give it to me, so I don’t kill you.”

Ajaz grinned. “You’d have done so.”

“The flash drive.”

Before Ajaz could reply, the sharp shrill of a police siren cut through the air. His grin grew wider. “You’ll be surrounded soon. Take me to a hospital, and I’ll give you what you want.”

Javin began to rummage through Ajaz’s pockets.

“I don’t have it on me,” he said. “You’ll never find it in time.”

Javin’s search produced a wallet and a cellphone, but not the flash drive. So he pressed his pistol to Ajaz’s face. “Where is it?”

“My life for the drive. A fair deal.”

The siren rang much closer. The police were only a few blocks away.

Javin looked at the Volkswagen. Depending on where the agents had hidden the flash drive, it might take minutes to find it, if he was lucky. He shook his head. There was no time.

“All right, you’ve got a deal. Where is it?”

“Man in the back. Right side pants pocket.”

Javin shook his head. That would have only taken a moment. He glanced over his shoulder at Claudia. “Watch him.”

“Got him,” she said.

Javin dashed to the Volkswagen. The front passenger’s body was slumped against the door. Ajaz’s second associate had been shot twice in the chest. His lifeless body had fallen to the side.

Javin found the flash drive and pocketed it. Returning to Ajaz, he took off the mask from the dead gunman. “Close your eyes.”

“Why?”

“So this doesn’t hurt.”

He placed the mask roughly over Ajaz’s face and covered his eyes. Then he called to Claudia, “Give me a hand.”

She rushed to him, and they half-carried, half-pushed Ajaz to the backseat of their car.

“Zeki, clear the street,” Javin said.

“Right away.” Zeki ran to the BMW.

“You’re making a mistake, a grave mistake,” one of the masked men called out at Javin.

“Oh, really?” Javin walked over to them. He pulled out his phone, then removed the man’s mask. “It’s you who made the mistake of attacking the wrong people.”

The man tried to cover his face with his hands and moved his head away, but Javin was able to take a few clear pictures. Then he moved to the other men and repeated the procedure.

“Ready to go,” Claudia called to Javin.

He bolted to the car and got into the front passenger seat.

Claudia drove slowly, avoiding running over the two men. She stopped when she came to Zeki, who had moved the BMW out of the way, and he slipped into the back, next to Ajaz. Then Claudia hit the gas, and the car zoomed down the street.

Javin drew in a deep breath. Police sirens still echoed in his ears, but they were growing distant with every second. He tapped the front of his jacket. The flash drive was stored safely inside his zipped pocket.

Then his eyes went to the rearview mirror. Ajaz, the MIT covert operative, was in the backseat hooded and wounded. All right, we’ve got the drive, but what are we going to do with him?
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Chapter Eight

 

 

CIS Safehouse

Istanbul, Turkey

 

Ajaz had lost consciousness by the time Javin and his team arrived at the safehouse, a nondescript one-story blue-painted house near the Mall of Istanbul. Javin had tried to stop the blood flow, but the shoulder wound had proven to be deeper than they had first thought. Shoulder wounds were the most complicated ones to treat, because of the three bones and four tendons and their intricate connections to muscles that gave the arm its range of motion. The surgeon would have a very difficult time putting together Ajaz’s torn shoulder.

At the safehouse, Claudia called a doctor the CIS used in cases when extreme discretion was vital. He could only see the patient in a few hours, but he gave Claudia instructions on how to treat the wound and the patient until he arrived. Ajaz’s life was not in danger, but the longer they waited, the less likely the chances of his regaining the full range of motion of the left arm.

Javin scrubbed the grime off his face and removed his blood-stained clothes. The safehouse had an assortment of outfits for all occasions, and he picked a gray hoodie and a pair of black jeans. He sat on one of the brown leather couches in the living room and dialed his boss’s number.

Martin answered after the second ring. “Javin, I’ve been waiting for your call.”

“Eh, yes, we’ve had some complications.”

He gave Martin a brief account of events since they had almost crashed into the MIT’s vehicle. When Javin came to the firefight on Sezai Bey Avenue, Martin interrupted Javin. “These masked people. You’re saying they’re MI6?"

“No, but I suspect that much. Circumstantial evidence, for sure, but it points in that direction. Walther PPK pistols. British accents.”

“But they’re driving a BMW. Shouldn’t that make them BND agents?” Martin’s voice had a slight hint of irony.

The BND or Bundesnachrichtendienst was the Federal Intelligence Service, Germany’s foreign intelligence agency.

Javin grinned. “That would be too obvious. Thus, the masks,” he said in a voice matching Martin’s tone.

“All right. So they’re after the same thing: the thumb drive.”

“I’m positive about it. This was well planned and executed. If it weren’t for our intervention, the MIT agents would all be dead, and the drive would be gone.”

Martin sighed. “Yes, but now you’ve got Mr. Ajaz Tekin, a liability for so many reasons.”

Javin shrugged. “I understand, sir. A judgment call. I had no idea where the drive was. We had the police breathing down our necks, so I had to strike a deal with him. Plus, there was a chance that the MI6 agents would kill Ajaz, to cover their tracks.”

“What happened to them?”

“At least one of the agents was dead, or gravely wounded. I’m assuming the police haven’t nabbed them, otherwise we would have heard about it.” ​Zeki and Tolga were monitoring the police communications and talking to their contacts within the local enforcement agencies.

​“Possibly. I’m going to check with MI6, to clarify their potential involvement.”

“You’ll talk to Mr. Fox?” Javin’s tone of voice indicated his hope it was not going to be Mr. Fox, who was Martin’s counterpart in the British Secret Intelligence Service.

“Yes. Not looking forward to it.”

“Would you rather I called him?”

“No, this is something I need to take care of. But I’m sure he’ll give you a harsh scolding because of what happened.”

Javin shrugged. “I’m used to it. And that was self-defense.”

“Fox won’t see it that way, but then there’s very little that Fox and I see eye to eye about.”

Javin nodded.

“Now, back to the police coms: what’s the chatter about the disappeared MIT operative?”

“They’ve been relatively quiet about the whole matter. Some initial reporting when they first reached the scene. But nothing conclusive.”

“No witnesses?”

“None the police could find right away. The van drove away before we brought Ajaz into our car. Most Turks don’t like to get involved with the police, so I don’t expect anyone to come forward.”

“So the only way someone would know about our involvement is from the MI6 operatives—if they are the secret intel service?”

“Correct, sir.”

Martin drew in a deep breath, followed by a brief pause. Then he
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