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When anger’s unleashed…

 

Assassin Tom Maverick thought he had left his troubled past behind. But a threat against his young son drags Tom back into the life he’d been trying to escape. He is forced to accept a contract, the assassination of a high-ranking Chinese politician hiding deep inside Iran.

 

As Tom gets closer to his target, he realizes the assignment is not what it seems. Those he trusts have been paid to betray him. And those he loves die. Just when he thinks it can’t get worse, it does…
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Chapter One

 

 

Major’s Hill Park

Ottawa, Canada

 

Tom Maverick thought about shooting the assassin in the face. But the man’s hand was inside the right pocket of his unzipped black windbreaker. Tom doubted the assassin would kill him after greeting him. That wasn’t the man’s style or effective in their trade; they were both professional killers. But if Tom pulled out his pistol and aimed at the man, he’d have no choice but to open fire.

Plus, there was the small issue of Tom’s son and his grandmother standing just ten yards away. Tom didn’t want them to witness gunfire, or, worse, be caught in the crossfire.

So he drew himself up to his full height and tensed his muscles. He thrust his chin in the assassin’s direction and gave him a fiery look of defiance. “What do you want, Koen?”

“End the call and toss that phone,” he ordered Tom in a firm voice and gestured with his hand still in his pocket. “Then keep your hands away from your body and walk this way.” He cocked his head to the right, toward the field.

Tom looked in that direction. He had been playing with his son until two minutes ago. The yellow Frisbee was still on the grass. A painful lump formed in his throat. Life can end in a second. For all of us. “Okay,” he replied in a slow, calm voice. “Let’s keep this between us.” His head swung almost involuntarily in the direction of his son and the boy’s grandmother. They were paying no attention to them. Instead, they were looking at a flock of geese flying overhead and going toward the green-roofed parliament building rising up in the south.

Koen offered a small nod. “Your family? Yes, nothing will happen to them if you behave. The phone.”

Tom tapped the end button. He wondered how much the caller had heard of their conversation. I’m sure she heard my words. She knows I’m meeting with one of our deadliest enemies. He took a step to his left, then reluctantly dropped the phone onto the grass. Then, he turned around and kept his arms down, slightly away from his body.

“Good. This way.” Koen gestured with his left hand. “And don’t get any ideas.”

“Ideas like killing you before you kill me?” Tom asked in a harsh whisper.

“Relax. If I wanted to kill you, I would have done so.”

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

“It’s supposed to make you think straight and do nothing stupid. Something that will really get you killed.” He raised his left hand and waved at someone to his right.

Tom turned slightly to his left just as a crisp red dot pricked his chest. Someone had a rifle pointed at him. He didn’t even bother to look around and find the shooter. Even if he did, he wasn’t going to fight back or attempt to escape. He would have to listen to what Koen had to say, then use his wits to get out of this situation alive.

“Point taken,” Tom said dryly.

Koen smirked back. “This way.” He tipped his head.

Tom walked in front of him for about ten steps, then Koen ordered, “Turn right.”

Tom did as told, and they were now behind a tall white cedar tree and a couple of benches. They were out of sight of his son and the boy’s grandmother. The nearest people were a couple lying on a blanket and enjoying a picnic in the warm sun.

Tom looked down at his chest. The red dot was still there, just above his heart. He crossed his arms and flicked at the red dot as if it were a fly. He curled his lip at Koen and said, “Okay, now what is it that you want?”

“Your gun. Hand it to me. Discreetly and slowly.”

“I thought you’d never ask.”

“I didn’t want to do it back there. Too many eyes,” Koen said matter-of-factly.

Tom looked around and unzipped his gray jacket. He pulled out his Sig Sauer P229 9mm pistol from the inside waistband holster on his right side and slowly slid it onto the grass. “Happy now?” He grinned at Koen.

“Delighted.” Koen nodded but kept his right hand in his pocket. “Now, we can talk.”

“About?”

“Remember Dubai?” He gave Tom a sideways glance.

Tom let out a deep sigh. His large brown eyes turned into slits. He ran his hand through his short-cropped hair, then rubbed his dimpled chin. “Yeah, I remember Dubai.”

“Do you remember how we left things off?”

“Not on friendly terms.”

“Far from it. You threatened to kill me next time you saw me.”

“And you did the same. That’s why you’re here now…”

“I told you my intention is not to kill you. Although the act would give me great pleasure.”

Tom gave Koen a stare that was challenging and full of judgment but said nothing.

“I’m here to deliver a couple of messages. The first one is from Pawlish.”

Tom frowned. Renée Pawlish had been one of Tom’s worst handlers. In the assassins’ circles, Pawlish was known as “a dispatcher,” assigning jobs to assassins as per their availability and preferences. When it came to accepting contracts, Tom asked very few questions, and only those that had to do with clarifying how to be most efficient. He never asked about the reason why someone wanted a target eliminated. Tom didn’t want to know. As long as he knew his targets were bad people, that was good enough for him. Plus, he suspected he’d never be told the truth, even if he asked. For the six-figure fees they were paying him, they could afford to lie.

But Pawlish had been dishonest with Tom and had lied about one of the targets. Tom had been blamed for the botched operation, and Pawlish had blacklisted him. However, through a strange turn of events, Tom had returned to the assassins’ world. That’s when he had crossed paths with Koen in Dubai.

Tom studied Koen’s face, which had a stoic expression. “Pawlish. You still work for her?” he asked Koen with clear disbelief in his voice.

Koen shook his head. “Pawlish is dead, but you know that.” He gave Tom a lopsided grin.

“They never found the body.”

“And they may never find it. But she was killed in the explosion.”

“You weren’t there to see it.”

“Maybe I was…”

Tom peered deep into Koen’s brown eyes. He was a couple of inches taller than Tom—who stood at five-ten—and better built. He had fair skin, was clean shaven, and was wearing a pair of black-rimmed glasses. Tom couldn’t tell if Koen was bluffing or telling the truth, so Tom asked, “What’s the message from the dead woman?”

“The message is that whatever you were told about Pawlish and the kill list, it’s all a big lie.”

Tom grinned. “That’s very presumptuous even for Pawlish.”

Koen shrugged. “I’m just the messenger. If you had received the message on time, Pawlish might still be alive. And your life wouldn’t be this complicated.” He waved his right hand, then tapped Tom lightly on the shoulder, but stayed away from the red dot, which never left Tom’s chest.

“Complicated? How so?” Tom asked in as firm as a tone as he could, although he didn’t feel it was strong enough.

“Pawlish may be dead, but this is far from over.” Koen tilted his head to the left, where they had last seen Tom’s son and his grandmother. “A puppy was just delivered to your son. That’s because he always wanted a puppy.”

Tom’s face darkened with rage at the mention of his son. He inhaled deeply, his nostrils flaring. There was a visible tightness in his jaw and neck as he flexed his fingers and drew them into fists. “Is that Pawlish’s work?”

Koen’s face twisted into a pained expression. “Unless she can do that from hell…”

“So, whose is it, then?”

“Good question.” Koen faked a smile. “That takes me to the second message, which is your assignment—”

“I don’t take orders—”

“Keep your trap shut, so you can understand,” Koen shouted. “The man who sent the puppy—whose name is Teddy Bear, by the way—is ten times as powerful as Pawlish was. And that man needs you to do a job for him.”

Tom got into Koen’s face and wagged a finger at him. “I don’t work for people who threaten me or my family. Tell that to whomever this man is.”

“All right, I’ll tell him. But he won’t be pleased. And something might happen to the puppy. Something bad.”

Tom understood the implication. He pushed back his shoulders, and his chest jutted out. He was now standing a couple of inches away from Koen’s angry face. Tom felt a throbbing in his chest. He wondered how long it would take him to kill Koen with his bare hands. Would I be able to do it before he pulled the trigger? Even if I did, the shooter could aim at my son. No, I can’t kill Koen. Not yet.

Tom drew in a deep breath and took a step back. “We don’t want that to happen,” he said in a low voice. “What is the job?”

Koen offered a cocky smile. “Now that wasn’t hard, was it?”

“The assignment…” Tom said impatiently.

“Yes. It’s here.” Koen reached into his left pocket and produced a small black USB drive. “Encrypted file. The password is the dog’s breed, labradoodle, and his birthdate, October 15, so 1015, followed by a dollar sign and a number sign.” He showed him the drive.

“But who is he?”

“It’s all there.” Koen offered the drive to Tom, who hesitated to take it.

“Do you not know?”

“I know who it is, but I want you to find out yourself,” he replied in a stern voice with a certain amount of irritation. “Take it.”

Tom hesitated another moment. “What if I say ‘no’?”

“You’re in no position to say ‘no.’” Koen said. “Take the drive, and do the job. Or, like I said earlier, the puppy will get it.” He puffed out his chest and a self-satisfied smirk danced across his face. “And not just the puppy.”

Tom’s jaw tightened. He took the USB drive and put it in the front pocket of his jeans. “Any other messages?”

“Yes, one last one: If you don’t do this, or don’t do it right, I’ll come back for you. And at that time, I’ll bring more than just a message or two.”

Tom shrugged. “You threatened me the last time as well—”

“My order is not to hurt you because of your assignment. Once that’s over, all bets are off.” His voice took on a razor-sharp tone.

“I’ll remember that,” Tom said. “You’re getting out of here alive because my son is back there, and someone’s covering your back. Next time, it’s not going to be like that.”

Koen gave Tom an intense look as they locked eyes. “Next time? Any time!”

“Right. I’m going to get my gun now.” Tom tipped his head to his left.

“When I tell you to do so.” Koen took a step back. “And again, don’t do anything stupid.”

You’re the one who already has, Tom thought but kept it to himself. No use in tipping his hand. He wanted to catch Koen by surprise. “Sure. I’ll just wait here,” he said half-sarcastically.

“Good boy,” Koen replied in a condescending tone as if talking to his dog, who had obeyed a command. “Stay.” He took a few steps back but always kept his eyes on Tom.

Tom looked down at his chest. The red dot was still there. The shooter was going to wait until Koen had vanished without a trace. I can’t let that happen.

Tom waited a few more painful seconds. When Koen was about twenty feet or so away, Tom turned around and hurried toward his pistol. He grabbed it and racked back the slide. He spun around and looked across the field. Koen was running to the right, heading east.

Tom knew the layout of the park. Koen or his accomplice must have parked illegally north on Murray Street or east on Mackenzie Avenue. I need to take care of Aiden and Nana first. And hopefully, I can catch Koen as well.
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​Chapter Two

 

 

Major’s Hill Park

Ottawa, Canada

 

“Aiden, Nana. You need to go. Now!”

Nana gave Tom a confused look. Her wrinkles grew deeper, and she shook her head. She straightened her frail body, lowered her silver oval glasses to the tip of her nose, and studied Tom’s face.

“Nana, listen to me. You have to go.” He looked around as he ushered them toward the nearest park exit. “There. See the police there?” He pointed at a couple of black-clad officers standing near their bicycles. They were a part of the Ottawa Police Service bicycle patrols, tasked with providing safety and security in parks, trails, and paths, off-limit places for police cruisers. “Ask them for help.”

“Help with what?”

“Whatever it is. I’m sure you can come up with something they can do for you. Hurry. And stay with them for the next few minutes.”

“Why? What is wrong?”

“Just do it, Nana. Please.” There was an insistence in Tom’s voice that left no room for objection.

“Can we take Teddy Bear?” Aiden said in a high-pitched voice, referring to the puppy.

“Yes.”

“Puppy, my puppy, Teddy Bear,” Aiden yelled. “I’ve got a puppy; I’ve got a puppy.”

“Are we going to keep him?” Nana whispered in an uncertain voice.

“Sure.” Tom was ready to commit to anything, if only to see them go to the officers. “Now, go, please! And stay with them until I call you. Got it?”

Nana nodded slowly, but her look of displeasure and worry remained stamped on her oval face.

Tom waited a few more seconds while Aiden and Nana made their way to the bench. They had been sitting there until a few minutes ago when a young woman had delivered the puppy. They retrieved the wicker picnic basket with the salt-and-pepper Labradoodle puppy and waved at the police officers.

Tom cast a sweeping gaze around the field, trying to figure out the shooter’s optimal position. Considering the red dot that had wiggled slightly on his chest and where Tom had been standing, he decided the shooter had been hiding on the north side of the park. Too obvious to be outside. Too many people. Daylight. The shooter had to be inside a vehicle, waiting for Koen.

Tom nodded to himself. He couldn’t see any vehicles or Koen but still decided to run after Koen, who had sprinted toward the east.

Tom cut through the field, avoiding a couple of golden retrievers playing with each other, and a group of women doing some sort of a yoga class underneath a couple of tall white pines. When he reached one of the park’s trails, he slowed down just for a moment and looked at the vehicles driving along Mackenzie Avenue. No vehicles were parked illegally on that side.

Then he gazed north and saw it: One of the park’s service vehicles, a white truck, was backing up and getting ready to leave the park through one of the side entrances. Yes, steal a service vehicle, and get in and out unnoticed. Why didn’t I think of that earlier?

Tom bolted after the truck. He had maybe five seconds, ten at the most, before the truck merged into traffic. I can’t let that happen.

Tom pulled out his Sig and racked back the slide. He looked around at a handful of passersby standing near the park’s entrance. The truck driver honked the horn, and they moved to the side.

Now!

He fired a couple of rounds aimed at the truck’s tires but missed. Bullets thumped against the tailgate. He readjusted his aim and fired again. This time, his bullets shattered the cab’s rear window. 

That didn’t stop the driver. He honked again and accelerated, forcing his way into traffic, almost crashing into a black Lexus sedan. Its driver had to slam on the brakes. Two pedestrians who were standing near the crosswalk had to dive to the side to avoid being run over by the truck. The driver, who Tom assumed was Koen’s associate and potentially the shooter, jerked the wheel. He crossed Mackenzie Avenue, then climbed the sidewalk before dropping again, this time on Murray Street. Then the vehicle entered the roundabout next to a small park with a monument at the center.

Tom reached the entrance and stepped in front of the Lexus, which was stopped. Its driver was a man with a bushy mustache, a large nose, and a wrinkled forehead. He was maybe in his early fifties and was cursing out loud and waving his arms wildly. Tom opened the front passenger door and slid in. The driver gave Tom a puzzled and angry look, but before he could say anything, Tom showed him the pistol. “Follow the truck,” he ordered the driver and gestured with his hand.

“Who are you?” the man snarled. He gave Tom a look of defiance with raised eyebrows and eyes burning with anger.

“Police,” Tom replied calmly. The mentioning of that word usually calmed down most people, especially the innocent ones.

“Show me your badge.”

“I’m undercover, so no badge. Follow the truck.” Tom looked through the windshield at the white truck growing smaller in the distance. Its driver had moved to the left side, getting ready to turn on Sussex Drive.

“Police don’t threaten people,” the man shouted.

“They do the ones who obstruct justice. Get going! Hurry!”

The man shook his head and mumbled something to himself. But he yanked at the wheel and made the tight turn. He drove through the narrow space between the traffic light and the street light and avoided the sidewalk. Tom was impressed at the man’s maneuver. “You’re a good driver,” he said in a warm tone.

The man waved a dismissive hand.

The truck had just turned left, plowing through an orange sign indicating a detour. Its driver slid in between a taxi and an SUV, almost hitting them both. The SUV screeched to a stop.

“Who is that guy?” Tom’s driver asked.

“Bad people I need to stop.”

The driver gave Tom an uncertain look but said nothing.

Tom asked, “What’s your name?”

“Gajendra.”

“Gajendra, get me closer so that I can stop them.”

“How?”

“This.” Tom showed him the Sig.

Gajendra’s blue eyes sparked with suspicion. “Since when does Ottawa police shoot at fugitives?”

“Since they kill people.”

Gajendra swallowed hard. The corners of his eyes crinkled, and his forehead furrowed even deeper. “These are killers?” he asked in a shaky voice.

“The worst. So help me catch them.”

Gajendra returned a firm nod and stepped on the gas. He drove around a slow-moving blue SUV, then slammed his fist on the horn as he entered the intersection. He ramped over the curb-cuts intended for wheelchair users and slid onto the street. However, the driver coming from the right wasn’t able to stop on time. He slammed into the back of the Lexus.

Gajendra and Tom were thrown forward because of the impact. Gajendra was able to regain control of the car and straightened the wheel. He looked at Tom, whose attention was focused on the truck zooming through the next intersection.

Obviously, Koen and the shooter’s attention was focused on the Lexus. Now that their vehicles were about fifty yards apart, Koen slid half of his body out of the front passenger window and turned his pistol at Tom.

Before Gajendra or Tom could do anything, a couple of rounds skimmed the hood. A third bullet struck the windshield, piercing a hole right in the middle.

Gajendra cursed out loud and steered to the left, heading toward the next street light.

“No, no, no.” Tom grabbed the steering wheel and kept the car in their lane. “Straight. And faster!”

“They’re going to kill us!”

“Not if we kill them first.”

Gajendra shook his head and blinked rapidly. His face had turned ashen, and sweat glistened on his brow. His mouth was set in a hard line, and his hands were trembling. He tried to steady them by tightening his grip around the steering wheel. “What kind of policeman are you?” he asked in a trembling voice.

“Shoot now; ask questions later,” Tom replied wryly. “Get us closer!”

Koen fired another volley. Rounds thumped against the Lexus’s hood. Gajendra swung to the left, then to the right. While that worked to make them a harder target, it made Tom’s job more difficult. “Stay in one lane.”

Gajendra returned to the right lane, falling behind a cube truck. While it provided cover from Koen’s volley, it also obstructed Tom’s view. That wasn’t what he had asked of Gajendra. I should have been the one driving. He drew in a deep breath, then gave Gajendra a look of encouragement. “Okay, now change lanes, so that I can fire at them.”

Gajendra nodded slowly. The odor of fear was coming out of his body. His lips and chin were trembling, but he was doing his job.

As soon as the Lexus entered the left lane, Tom aimed his pistol at the truck and fired a quick burst. One of his rounds lifted sparks off the truck’s tailgate. The other rounds missed the tires.

“Closer, closer,” Tom shouted. “And keep straight.”

Gajendra straightened the wheel just as Koen appeared again at the truck’s window.

Tom was waiting for him. He fired a single, well-placed round that struck Koen in the head. The man dropped his pistol, and his body fell back inside the cab.

That sight must have stunned the driver, who slowed down for a moment. He probably realized he was next, so he went flat out. The truck began to increase the distance.

“Come on, come on!” Tom shouted. “Faster! Faster!”

Gajendra nodded slowly and stepped on the gas pedal. The Lexus rocketed through the intersection even though the traffic light had just switched to red. They were driving by the National Gallery of Canada, a huge glass and concrete structure rising up to the left. A gigantic spider was placed as public art on the plaza outside the gallery. Tom groaned as he looked at the huge eyesore. He remembered reading that the sculptor had called the giant bronze egg-carrying arachnid “Mom,” saying he had been inspired by his own mother. I wonder what she’d have to say about that.

He returned his gaze to the windshield. The truck was about thirty yards ahead, weaving into and around the sparse traffic. Gajendra slowed down as they came to the Embassy of Kuwait, since a black Escalade was trying to leave through the black wrought-iron gate of the entrance. He switched lanes, then drove into the oncoming lane, to pass a gray van.

The truck shot through the next intersection. It barely missed a couple of cyclists crossing the street because their light was green, then clipped the back of a canary yellow Porsche convertible. The collision spun the Porsche around. The truck veered to the right, then careened to the left. A moment later, it crashed head-on into a red-and-white city bus barreling from the opposite direction.

The devastating impact lifted the truck off the ground and caused it to flip to the left side. Then it rolled again and landed on its roof. Glass, plastic, and metal pieces flew everywhere. The bus’s large windshield erupted into a million pieces. The vehicle skidded to the right, blocking both lanes of traffic.

Gajendra shook his head and glanced at Tom. “Wow!”

“Stop the car! Right there.” Tom gestured to the right, pointing to the narrow bike lane and sidewalk.

“Why? What can you do for them? They’re already dead.”

“I need to make sure they’re dead.”

Gajendra shrugged but did as ordered. When the Lexus had come to a complete stop, Tom looked at Gajendra. “Don’t wait for me. I’m going to call for backup.”

“Right, backup,” Gajendra said in a slow voice and gave Tom a knowing look.

“Thanks for your help. You may not want to believe it, but they truly are the bad guys.”

He had already tucked his pistol into his waistband. He jumped out of the car and gave Gajendra a last look. “And forget about me, okay? You never saw me.”

“Saw who?” Gajendra’s face twisted into a stunned look.

Tom grinned. “Goodbye, Gajendra. You’re a good man.”

“My wife needs to hear that.”

Tom waved at Gajendra, who wasted no time backing up. He turned onto Bruyère Street and disappeared.

Tom rushed across the street as a crowd of people were forming around the crash site. A few passengers were trying to help the bus driver, who was slumped in his seat. Blood was trickling from the side of his head. Other passengers had gotten out of the bus and were trying to get the truck driver out of the cab.

“I’m a doctor, doctor!” Tom shouted and elbowed his way through the wall of people. “Let me get through.”

The truck wheels were still spinning, and oil had spilled everywhere. Tom knelt near the driver’s mangled door. The window’s glass had shattered, and the driver’s body had fallen to one side inside the cab. His neck was twisted in an unnatural way. A quick look told Tom that the driver was dead, but he still had to check. He turned the man’s bloodied head and looked at his lifeless eyes. Tom pressed his hand against the driver’s carotid artery at the side of his neck. As expected, he found no pulse.

The people were clamoring behind him. Tom looked over his shoulder and offered a sad look and a headshake at them. Then he glanced again inside the cab. The driver’s phone was next to the crumbled windshield. Its screen had cracked, but Tom still took it discreetly.

He ran around the front of the truck as sharp sirens shrieked in the distance. They were getting closer by the second. Tom knelt next to a woman, who was trying to pull open the front passenger door, which was jammed. Koen’s body was crumpled near the center, and he was bleeding profusely from the right side of his head.

“I can’t get the door to open,” the woman shouted in disappointment.

“Let me see if he’s still alive,” Tom replied.

He reached inside the cab and checked Koen’s pulse. He was dead. He turned to the woman, and shook his head. “You can stop now.”

The woman teared up, then burst into loud sobbing.

Tom stood up and looked around. An ambulance was just turning onto Sussex Drive from Bruyère Street. The entrance to Élisabeth Bruyère Hospital was just a hundred yards away. The ambulance would reach the crash site in less than five seconds. Tom stepped through the crowd of people, then along the bus and behind. When he was out of sight, he jogged as fast as he could without drawing anyone’s attention and turned right onto Cathcart Street. 

Before he could break into a sprint, his phone rang. He recognized the ringtone he had assigned to his former associate and fellow assassin, Shivetta Gabler.
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Chapter Three

 

 

Cathcart Street

Ottawa, Canada

 

Tom didn’t slow his pace but answered his phone and said, “Yes, Shivetta. How are you?”

“No, how are you, Tom?” she asked in a worried tone.

“I’m okay now.”

“You sure?”

“Yes. No guns pointed at my head, or chest, or back.” He tried to make light of it but still turned his head and looked over his shoulder. There was no one behind him but a young woman with a stroller ambling on the other sidewalk.

“What happened?”

Tom shrugged. “Koen happened. He threatened to kill me. That didn’t work out well for him.”

“Koen’s dead?”

“Unfortunately. He died too soon… before he could tell me who sent him.”

“Why was he there? I heard you ask him what he wanted…”

Tom thought about his reply. Shivetta had been instrumental during their last assignment, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to get her involved. Not before he learned the identity of the man who had dispatched Koen. Tom sighed and said, “He offered me an assignment.”

“An assassination?”

“It appears that way.”

“But you’re not certain?”

“I haven’t checked the file.” He touched the small front pocket of his jeans. “We just finished our conversation. Then, there was a car crash. You’ll hear about it on the news.”

“Now, why would Koen offer you an assignment? The last time the two of you met in Dubai, you were literally at each other’s throats,” Shivetta asked slowly in a thoughtful tone.

“It’s from a handler. I’m assuming a dispatcher.”

“Uh-huh. Still, the dispatcher would have contacted you directly or through someone you trust, not a sworn enemy.” Shivetta didn’t hide the disbelief in her voice.

“Yes, that made me wonder too. Koen seemed very displeased to meet me and deliver the message. Whoever sent Koen also threatened my family. They gave my son a gift.”

“A gift?”

“Yes, a puppy. At first, I thought it was you, and that’s why I called. But Koen told me it was a gift from his… let’s call him handler until we know for sure if he’s a dispatcher. Aiden has always wanted a puppy.” Tom’s voice took on a tone of sadness mixed with anger. “You know what that means?”

“Yes, and I’m sorry, Tom,” Shivetta said in a voice full of regret. “It means whoever this devil is knows about your family…”

“Yes, where they’re living and what they’re talking about. I’m not sure how, but I will find out.”

“Of course. You need to do everything to protect your family. Tell me how I can help…” 

There was such firmness and eagerness in her voice that Tom found it impossible to refuse her offer. Moreover, if Shivetta was keeping an eye on his family that meant she wouldn’t be a part of his assignment. That is, if Tom decided to accept the assignment. “When can you fly out?”

“ASAP.”

“Good. Fly to Ottawa. I need you to watch Aiden for a few days, while I figure out something more permanent.”

“I’ll gladly do that, Tom, and more.”

Tom smiled. He knew Shivetta wouldn’t be satisfied with babysitting duties, even if it meant keeping his son alive. “Yes, on the more front, give me some time to review the file and make a decision. And I have Koen’s associate’s phone. It’s locked, of course, but once you come here, you can perhaps hack into it.”

“Perhaps?” Shivetta sounded slightly insulted at Tom’s doubt. “Have I not given you enough evidence to know for sure I can hack anything?”

“You have, Shivetta. It’s just… The phone might have usable intel.”

“Right, so we’re not going to wait until I get there this afternoon. I have a friend who lives just outside Ottawa. I’ll ask him to have a look at the phone. I’ll text you if he can; otherwise, I’ll look at it when I get there.”

“Perfect. Greatly appreciated.”

“Don’t mention it. Anything else?”

“Yes, Koen had another message for me. This one was from Pawlish.”

“Pawlish?”

“Yes. The message Koen was supposed to give me in Dubai…”

“What was it?”

“According to Koen, nothing we were told about Pawlish and the kill list is true.”

“Really? How would Pawlish know what we were told?”

“I told Koen that Pawlish was making
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