

[image: Cover]




  	
	    
	      Also by Ethan Jones

	    

      
	    
          
	      A Jennifer Morgan Novel

          
        
          
	          The Secret Affair

          
        
          
	          The Secret Series Complete Trilogy Box Set

          
        
          
	          The Secret Blush

          
        
          
	          The Secret Cause

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      An Assassin's Wife Thriller Series

          
        
          
	          Assassin's Wife

          
        
          
	          Assassin's Secret

          
        
          
	          Assassin's Oath (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Carrie Chronicles

          
        
          
	          Priority Target: A Carrie Chronicles Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Carrie Chronicles - Books 1-3 Box Set

          
        
          
	          Codename Makarov: A Carrie Chronicles Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Carrie Chronicles - Books 4-7 Box Set

          
        
          
	          Entry Point: A Carrie Chronicles Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Unknown Operative: A Carrie Chronicles Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Foreign Interference: A Carrie Chronicles Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Vatican Conspiracy: A Carrie Chronicles Spy Thriller

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Jack Storm Spy Thriller Series

          
        
          
	          The Extractor

          
        
          
	          Mossad Extraction

          
        
          
	          Extracted Asset

          
        
          
	          Unextracted

          
        
          
	          Perfect Extraction

          
        
          
	          Terms of Extraction

          
        
          
	          Rogue Extraction

          
        
          
	          Presidential Extraction

          
        
          
	          The Extractor Box Set 1-3

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Javin Pierce Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Corrector: A Javin Pierce Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Javin Pierce Spy Thriller Series - Books 1-3 Box Set

          
        
          
	          Betrayal: A Javin Pierce Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Closure: A Javin Pierce Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Retrieval: A Javin Pierce Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Javin Pierce Spy Thriller Series - Books 4-6 Box Set

          
        
          
	          Interception: A Javin Pierce Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Deception: A Javin Pierce Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Counterblow: A Javin Pierce Spy Thriller

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Justin Hall Spy Thriller Series

          
        
          
	          The Interrogation (A Justin Hall Short Story Prequel)

          
        
          
	          Justin Hall Spy Thriller Series - Books 1-3 Box Set

          
        
          
	          Canadian Assassin: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Justin Hall Spy Thriller Series - Books 4-6 Box Set

          
        
          
	          Tripoli's Target: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Iranian Protocol: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Double Agents: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Rogue Agents: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Shadow Agents: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Homeland: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Saudi Strategy: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          The CIA Connection: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Austrian Asset: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Belgian Bagman: A Justin Hall Series

          
        
          
	          The Cyprus Coverup: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Covert Assassin: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Target Acquired: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Russian Defector: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Resident Spy

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Max Thorne Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          18 Minutes - A Max Thorne Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Agent Rising - A Max Thorne Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Agent Max Thorne Complete 5 Book Box Set

          
        
          
	          Agent Recruit - A Max Thorne Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Agent Assassin - A Max Thorne Spy Thriller

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Saint Assassin Series

          
        
          
	          Assassin's Call

          
        
          
	          Saint Assassin - Box Set 1-3

          
        
          
	          Assassin's Vow

          
        
          
	          Assassin's Revenge

          
        
          
	          Assassin's Ambush

          
        
          
	          Assassin's Pact

          
        
          
	          Assassin's Wrath (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Tom Maverick Assassin Vigilante Thriller

          
        
          
	          Firestorm

          
        
          
	          Unleashed

          
        
          
	          Takedown

          
        
          
	          Triggerman

          
        
          
	          Contractor

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Ethan Jones’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


​ 

​Thank you 

 

for purchasing these novels

 

from the best-selling Saint Assassin Series.

 

 

Sign up for

 

Ethan’s New Release

Announcements

 

and never miss a book!


 

 

​SAINT ASSASSIN 

 

BOX SET BOOKS 1-3

 

[image: ]

 

 

ETHAN JONES


​Table of Contents

Front Page

Title Page

Assassin's Call - Book 1

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-one

Chapter Twenty-two

Chapter Twenty-three

Chapter Twenty-four

Chapter Twenty-five

Chapter Twenty-six

Chapter Twenty-seven

Chapter Twenty-eight

Chapter Twenty-nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-one

Chapter Thirty-two

Chapter Thirty-three

Chapter Thirty-four

Chapter Thirty-five

Epilogue

Bonus - Becoming Saint - Origin Story

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Epilogue

Assassin's Vow - Book 2

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-one

Chapter Twenty-two

Chapter Twenty-three

Chapter Twenty-four

Chapter Twenty-five

Chapter Twenty-six

Chapter Twenty-seven

Chapter Twenty-eight

Chapter Twenty-nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-one

Chapter Thirty-two

Epilogue

Bonus - Evanoff's Fate - Short Story

Assassin's Revenge - Book 3

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-one

Chapter Twenty-two

Chapter Twenty-three

Chapter Twenty-four

Chapter Twenty-five

Chapter Twenty-six

Chapter Twenty-seven

Chapter Twenty-eight

Chapter Twenty-nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-one

Chapter Thirty-two

Chapter Thirty-three

Epilogue

Bonus - The Plan - Short Story

Bonus - Book Four - Assassin's Ambush: Chapter One

Acknowledgements

Copyright


​ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

​Assassin’s Call - Book 1

 

 

[image: ]

 

 

The Story

 

He’s no Saint...

 

Assassin Xavier Saint has only one rule: kill no innocents. But on a supposed clean hit in Montenegro, he discovers his target has two kids and a woman with him. Why didn’t his client tell Saint? What’s worse, the woman is Saint’s former girlfriend…

 

While Saint processes this strange turn of events shots are fired. He watches the target and his ex fall. Rushing in to assess the damage, Saint’s ex reveals he’s a father. Not only that, he discovers he’s been set up.

 

In a race across Europe, Saint can barely stay a step ahead of those hunting him. He has uncovered a network of assassins eliminating innocents for profit, and he is being framed as the fall guy. With more to lose than just his life, Saint must bring down the entire network. But how?

 

He never claimed to be a saint, but he's no demon either. In a world full of sworn enemies, how will Saint strike back, destroy the network, and be able to see the daughter he never knew he had?

 

Meet Saint.
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Chapter One

 

 

Old Town Beach

Budva, Montenegro

 

Assassin Xavier Saint studied the suntanned, wrinkled face of his target. He was sitting on a comfortable black-and-white lounge chair at the Avala Beach Bar, sipping an espresso and talking on his phone. The target was dressed in a crisp, short-sleeved white shirt and a pair of cream-colored pants. He was wearing square-framed sunglasses and a blue baseball cap, but Saint recognized him from an unmistakable purple scar on the left side of his face. 

Three months ago, a car-bomb explosion had left its permanent mark right next to the corner of his lips. However, the target had survived that assassination attempt. And the one before that. The people involved in those attacks had been amateurs and locals. That’s why Saint had been sent: to make sure this time the target was liquidated and the assassin would escape. He was a professional and a foreigner.

Saint zoomed away from the target and turned his camera to the Citadel on his right. From the end of the pier, he had fantastic views of the Medieval Fortress of Saint Mary, as it was also known. Earlier that day, he had taken a short tour of the city’s best known landmarks. Saint cared about the culture and history of the places where his jobs took him. Even better, on the slim chance of his being caught, having photos of his tourist escapades would serve as evidence he came to the country for its scenery and for no nefarious purposes.

If the contract had required to be fulfilled in public, Saint would have opted for a long-range sniper kill. He would have taken position somewhere along the Citadel walls, which offered great vantage points of the Old Town Beach. The Citadel also offered a number of exit points for a swift escape.

However, the client who had hired Saint had opted for a discreet kill. He was to track down the target and eliminate him at close range. The elimination would have to look like an accident: Someone else was supposed to die, and the target was simply collateral damage. This kind of assassination was harder than a simple, straight-up kill. Saint had done such hits in the past, and he’d do them again, as long as he got paid.

And the payment was very generous, but not enough to ensure his retirement from his profession. Over the last year, he had been desperately seeking the final job and a clean exit. One big score so that he could successfully turn his back to this kind of life, if he could call it life. But that job was always elusive; always one contract away. His dream for a cabin by the lake would have to wait, along with his plans for hiking and boating. It wasn’t going to happen now, but Saint hoped it would be soon, very soon.

He returned his viewfinder to the target. The man was still on his phone. His name was Milorad Zec, a Serbian politician, a member of parliament, and a candidate in the next month’s presidential elections. Zec had strong support within his party, the pro-Serb Democratic Front, which demanded greater power for Serbians in Montenegro. They constituted about thirty percent of the small country that had a little over six hundred thousand people. According to the intelligence Saint had received, the leader had been fanning the flames of separatism and ethnic pride behind closed doors. It was widely rumored that if the Democratic Front came to power, the country and the entire Balkans would erupt like a powder keg.

It was Saint’s job to see that didn’t happen. He suspected the client had political and business interests, an explosive mixture in the region. Billions of dollars in profits from all kinds of illegal trade were laundered and invested in seaside resorts. It was in his client’s best interest to maintain peace and prosperity in the country, at least on the surface.

Saint put his camera in his brown rucksack and hoisted it over his shoulders. He walked slowly along the pier. When he came to the white-pebble-and-yellow-sand beach, he stopped and looked around. His eyes moved slowly from left to right. There were a couple of large resorts and a small square. The Old Town walls and buildings spanned the right side. Thirty or so people were sitting in the cafés or meandering the beach along the calm, warm waters of the Adriatic Sea.

When Saint turned his head to Zec, he was talking to one of his two bodyguards. After the last assassination attempt, the politician never went anywhere alone. He always traveled in an armored black Range Rover. His two guards were tall and muscular, as you’d expect from personal security detail. They were dressed in black suits, which they kept unbuttoned. Their shoulder holsters were visible, along with their pistols.

Saint wondered what they were saying, then he pulled out his cellphone. He tapped the screen to wake up the phone, then entered his passcode. He tapped a tracking application, and the map of the area filled the screen. A red dot with the initial Z indicated the location of Zec’s phone. Saint was about thirty yards away from his prey.

Saint had paid a Russian hacker handsomely to access the phones of the Serbian politician and three of his business associates. The dark web abounded with hacking services, and some of them were very discreet and quite professional. Saint had used this woman in the past, and she had always given him great results. He was being paid a high five figures for the assignment. Saint considered the hacker’s steep price as part of the cost of doing business.

Zec looked bored as he finished the conversation with his bodyguard and shrugged. The politician finished his coffee with a small, quick sip and stood up. Saint turned around and looked toward the sea. No reason to make eye contact with Zec or his bodyguards. As long as he kept his phone on him, Saint would know the target’s location at all times.

A cool breeze came from the sea and toyed with Saint’s blond hair, which came down to the nape of his neck. He usually sported a full beard, like today, unless he needed to adopt a different look for one of his assignments. Saint wore a pair of aviator sunglasses with progressive lenses. The abnormal curvature of his cornea from a slight astigmatism affected his vision at any distance. If he had any other job, he’d manage okay, even without glasses. But he needed to focus and couldn’t afford eye strain and blurry objects when a precise shot made all the difference between success and failure; between life and death.

He glanced over his shoulder and turned around just as a beep came from his phone. Saint looked at the screen. A second red dot appeared on the map. This one had the initial B, which stood for Alen Budimir. He was a powerful Montenegrin businessman of Serbian origin and a strong supporter of Zec and the Democratic Front.

Like many businessmen and politicians in this part of the Balkans, Budimir allegedly had ties to the local Mafia and was implicated in a host of illegal activities. Budimir owned a number of hotels and restaurants along Montenegro’s magnificent coastline. Purportedly, he had built them by laundering drug money. Recently, even the mayor of Budva had been arrested on suspicion of drug trafficking and running a criminal organization. The European police agency, Europol, had been instrumental in the mayor’s arrest.

Saint’s plan was simple in theory: He’d wait until Zec met with the businessman and then eliminate them both. Headshots, as per his usual modus operandi. Simple plan, but not easy.

The businessman came with his own escort: two bodyguards. Saint would have to deal with at least four guards before he even got to his target. He wasn’t that concerned. He had faced worse odds.

His plan relied on the element of surprise, skill, and split, the three “S”s of every successful hit. They were installed in Saint’s mind and behavior since his training days at the Canadian Forces School of Military Intelligence in Kingston, Ontario. One of the exercises they practiced often was to gain access to any kind of building, especially those with a tight security perimeter, and leave the premises without being caught. One of the trainers always said the assassination is only half the job—the easy part. The hardest part is getting out alive.

Saint was counting on that and had a plan.
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​Chapter Two

 

 

Old Town Beach

Budva, Montenegro

 

Zec marched through the small square walled by the Avala Beach Bar to the left and the Old Town walls to the right. His two bodyguards flanked him. Saint glanced once again at the screen. The two red dots were now about a hundred yards apart. Maybe he’ll get in Budimir’s BMW. Or maybe they’ll walk.

Saint looked over his shoulder. Zec and his bodyguards were making their way through the thin crowd of locals and tourists. Saint jogged toward his red Vespa, which he had parked by one of the green wooden benches near the walls. He put on his black helmet before riding the bike slowly through the square. He stayed at a discreet distance from Zec, but maintained visual contact with the target at all times.

The tracker in the target’s phone showed Saint only Zec’s phone location. If the politician forgot the phone or gave it to one of his crew, Saint would lose the target. He couldn’t afford to make such a rookie mistake. Not now, when he was so close. He was under a time crunch since the client wanted this job done before the end of the day. And this was the best chance he had had in the three days he had tracked his target.

Zec and his bodyguards turned right and walked at a brisk pace on the wide cobblestone street. Restaurants stretched on both sides with exotic-sounding names. Old Town Tavern. Astoria. Mozart. Tall palm trees rose up to his left.

Zec slowed down when he came to the tower at the end of the Old Town walls. He pulled up his phone, dialed someone, and began to talk.

Saint assumed it was Budimir. According to Saint’s tracker, the businessman was already inside Old Town. The meeting place was one of the houses owned by Budimir, which was across from an art gallery. According to all indicators, that’s where Zec was headed.

Saint parked his scooter against the tower. He had run reconnaissance last evening and earlier this morning to become familiar with the area, especially all entry and exit points. He pulled out a fluorescent yellow work jacket from the Vespa’s cargo compartment under the seat. The front of the jacket was stamped with the logo of Montenegro’s national postal service, Pošta Crne Gore, which was the black contours of an envelope. He quickly put on the vest, then pulled out a large bubble-padded manila envelope. Inside was his loaded pistol, an old model semi-automatic TT pistol, also known as a Tokarev.

The pistol was manufactured many decades ago, but it had resisted the times. Some models were still used by Russian special forces of the Ministry of Internal Affairs. Designed for the 7.62x25mm round, the pistol was rugged, reliable, and easily concealable. Its rounds had higher muzzle velocity than 9mm rounds. For greater penetration, Saint had loaded armor-piercing rounds. You never know when you’ll need them, he thought.

As a hired assassin operating wherever contracts took him across the world, Saint had learned to adapt the weapons to the country where he was executing the hit. The Tokarev was one of the pistols used widely in neighboring Albania, second only to the ubiquitous Kalashnikov rifle. Rival gangs often used guns to settle scores. Saint’s using a Tokarev rather than a modern Sig Sauer or Heckler and Koch would take local investigators on a wild goose chase. That would buy Saint precious time so he could vanish without a trace.

Zec and his bodyguards entered Old Town through one of the arched entryways. Saint could see them at about thirty yards away from him. One of the bodyguards looked at Saint, but he avoided the guard’s eyes. Instead, Saint glanced at the envelope, then around, as if looking for the address where he needed to deliver the package.

Zec turned left, with the bodyguards staying close to him. Saint stayed back, shuffling as if uncertain about the direction. He took a few careful steps trying to find the discrete balance between not losing the target and not drawing suspicion.

Just as he came to the corner, one of the bodyguards closed the brown wooden door on the house’s first floor. Saint glanced at his phone. The two red dots were almost fully overlapping. Zec and Budimir had to be inside the house, their meeting place. Zec couldn’t have gone anywhere else in those two seconds.

Still, Saint was slightly hesitant. He looked around the small opening between the houses large enough to park a couple of cars. There were no other doors nearby, just a couple of windows and a wall crowned by a fence and a hedge of shrubbery. The bodyguard wouldn’t be standing outside the wrong door. Saint nodded to himself. They’re inside. It’s go-time.

He put his hand inside the envelope and pulled out the pistol equipped with a sound suppressor. Saint cocked his head to the left. No one coming from that direction. He gazed briefly at the guard, who measured Saint with a careful look but didn’t react to his presence. Finally, before springing into action, the assassin glanced to the right, expecting to see no one.

Far from it—two boys about four or five years old ran from that direction.

Saint quickly slid his pistol back into the envelope. He looked at the children, who were followed by two men in black suits, who looked like copycats of the bodyguard standing outside the brown wooden door. Saint bit his lips and took a couple of steps back, standing almost near the middle of the small square.

His profession as a contract killer didn’t allow Saint the luxury of having a moral code. But even assassins had to live by certain rules; otherwise, as Saint liked to say, “We’d have anarchy.” His assignments were executed by following certain “holy” rules that were never to be broken, if he could help it.

First and foremost, Saint had never killed children of any age. They shouldn’t pay for the mistakes of their parents. In time, they’d pay for their own. He had been wounded once by a thirteen-year-old in Tanzania who tried to avenge the death of his father, a Rwandan genocide perpetrator who, until that point, had escaped justice. The moment the teen had picked up a pistol, his status had changed from child to threat. That made him a legitimate target. Saint had liquidated him with a quick, painless headshot.

He wondered if the boys were Zec’s. According to the file Saint had received through the client—via the liaison who facilitated the communications as in all Saint’s contracts—Zec didn’t have any children. Maybe they’re his brother’s? But what are they doing here? This is supposed to be a business meeting. Budimir is already inside the house.

He frowned. What if I got bad intel?

Saint shrugged and shook his head. He didn’t want to consider the possibility that he had been duped. It had happened once before, when he was working in Vietnam. It was bound to happen again. But until I have evidence, I’ve got to stay focused.

The children rounded the corner. Their running and giggling had caught the guard’s attention. He gazed at them with curiosity and annoyance. He tilted his head to the side while his body posture perked up. He paused to examine them for a moment, then sighed heavily.

Saint was still looking to his right. The two bodyguards were approaching quickly. If he was to spring into action, he’d have to do so in the next three seconds. But with the children in plain sight, he’d have to abort the mission.

He tried to think of a way to get inside the house. He couldn’t ask for directions to the right address, since he didn’t speak Montenegrin, the country’s official language, or any of the other four languages in official use: Serbian, Bosnian, Albanian, or Croatian. His plan had relied on surprising the guard. Then, Saint would force his way into the house.

That plan was no longer possible.

Saint cursed under his breath and looked at the guards, then beyond them. Farther behind, there was a young blonde woman wearing a flowery red-and-yellow summer dress and walking toward Saint.

Besides children, according to Saint’s code of honor, women were the second category of persons he should never harm. He always executed his hits away from their presence. When such a scenario was impossible, Saint postponed the execution. As with children, he didn’t think it was fair for women to suffer physically or emotionally because of their husbands’ or boyfriends’ misdeeds. When a woman was the target, Saint simply turned down the job.

In the case at hand, even if he could gain entrance to the house by some stroke of luck, and kept the children out of harm’s way, he wouldn’t be able to avoid the woman. She was getting closer by the second. The woman’s hair was in a short pixie cut. She was tall, slim, and gorgeous. But more importantly, Saint knew her.
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Chapter Three

 

 

Old Town

Budva, Montenegro

 

Saint barely had time to turn around before she could lock eyes with him. He doubted the woman would recognize him from the back, especially since he was wearing the yellow jacket and the helmet. They hadn’t seen each other in almost five years. The last time was in London, Ontario, where Saint worked as part of the security detail for a real estate businessman. Saint and the woman dated for a few months before she abruptly broke off their relationship and disappeared.

The woman’s name was Hannah Parsons. She was a political advisor, working as a consultant for Britain’s Conservative Party. But what is she doing here? Is she working for Zec, or is she involved with Budimir? Saint remembered Hannah saying she wanted to get into the real estate market since Southeast Europe was very lucrative, especially Croatia, Montenegro, and parts of southern Albania. Is that why she’s coming to this meeting? Why didn’t I know about it?

He shook his head. Regardless of the reasons why Hannah was here, he couldn’t go on with this assassination. She was almost at the corner, a few steps behind the bodyguards. Saint doubted he would be able to leave in that direction without drawing their attention. If one of them stopped him or asked questions, his ruse would be up. Hannah might also recognize him. He didn’t want to put her into a crossfire.

So he decided to abort his plans. He had the location of both Zec and Budimir. He’d wait until the next opportune moment. Maybe Hannah and the children will leave soon. Or maybe I can execute the hit when Zec and Budimir leave.

Saint glanced at his phone, then began to backtrack his steps. He kept the bodyguard in his peripheral vision, which was limited because of the helmet. Still, Saint could see that the bodyguard was keeping a close eye on him. I’ll disappear soon; a matter of seconds.

As he neared the other corner, someone opened the door of the house. Zec stepped outside. One of the boys noticed him and let out a cry of joy. He ran toward the man, who leaned over and picked up the boy in his arms. The child wrapped his arms around Zec, who was smiling and chatting with the boy in a very animated way.

Hannah was now standing next to the new bodyguards. She said something to one of them, who shook his head. The other one gestured at Zec, then made a hand gesture, telling Hannah that she’d have to wait.

Saint wanted to stand around and see what would happen next, but the bodyguard Hannah had talked to was studying Saint’s face. He looked away just as the bodyguard called at him.

Hannah also looked toward Saint, but he had already turned around. He hurried his steps and pretended not to hear or not realize the bodyguard was talking to him. Five more steps, and I’ll be around the corner. Then, I can run.

Saint had barely taken three steps when gunshots rang out from the east. A quick volley of indiscriminate rifle fire. He ducked instinctively although he knew the bullets weren’t directed at him. As he turned his head, Hannah screamed. Shouts and curses came from one of the bodyguards, who was lying on the cobblestoned ground. Zec and one of the boys were stretched next to them. A pool of blood was forming next to the politician’s head.

The other bodyguard fired his pistol, aiming high. Saint couldn’t see the shooter, but assumed it was on the second or the third floor of the building across the square. The third bodyguard was sprawled against the door of the house.

Saint dashed toward Hannah. She was covering one of the children with her body and moving him backward and away from the line of fire. Hannah had been shot in her left shoulder. Blood was oozing out of the wound, and she seemed to have lost function of her left arm.

The bodyguard turned his pistol at Saint, who kept his arms up, showing he wasn’t a threat. He had tucked his envelope with the pistol at the small of his back. “I’m not a threat; I’m a friend. Friend. Don’t shoot!” Saint said in English in a warm and calm voice.

The bodyguard gave Saint a curious look but only for a moment. The shooter sprayed a second burst of gunfire, which didn’t hit anyone.

Saint had already knelt next to Hannah. “How are you?” he asked her.

Hannah blinked rapidly but didn’t answer. She was turning pale because of the rapid blood loss. The child hiding behind her was trembling in shock. The boy Zec had been holding until a few seconds ago was lying against Zec’s bullet-ridden chest and wasn’t moving.

Saint cursed out loud. He removed his helmet and dropped it to the side.

“Xavier Saint? What are you doing here?”

“No time to explain.” He began to lift her up, being careful of her wound. “Let’s get you out of here first. But tell that boy to run. Run, Run!” Saint gestured with his hand to his left, toward the safety around the corner.

He picked her up and smiled at Hannah as she talked to the boy in a language Saint didn’t understand. The boy scampered as fast as he could. Saint carried Hannah around the corner, then dropped her gently onto the ground.

A couple of tourists were running away from the other side. “Help, help!” Saint called at them.

The woman stopped and turned her head. The man, though, grabbed her arm and pulled her. They kept running.

One of the doors to their left opened up. Two young men in their early twenties came out and ran toward them. “They’ll help you; take you to a doctor.” Saint held her hand.

“What about you?”

“I’ve got to go and stop that man.”

Hannah nodded slowly. “Come back for me, Xavier,” she said in a low, weak voice.

“I will,” he said in a confident tone. “I promise.”

He gave Hannah a last look, then spun on his heel. As he came to the corner, a couple of rounds came from the narrow street. Saint waited for a couple of moments, then ran quickly around the corner bent at the waist.

No one took shots at him. Saint looked at the bodyguard who earlier had returned fire. He had secured a better position next to the hedge-covered wall, which offered cover. Zec, the child, and the downed bodyguard were still out in the open. The third bodyguard had disappeared, presumably inside the house.

Saint looked at the house from where he suspected the gunfire came. He didn’t see the shooter right away but kept searching the windows. Then, he saw a black-masked man pop up on the terrace of the house next to it. The man was dressed in a light blue denim jacket with a white stripe along the collar and the cuffs and was carrying a pistol.

I’ve got you, Saint thought.

The gunman aimed his pistol at Saint but didn’t tap the trigger. He lowered the pistol and disappeared.

Saint wasn’t sure if the gunman thought Saint was a worker and presented no danger. He’ll find out he was wrong. He stepped closer to the bodyguard and shouted at him, “Help them.” He gestured toward Zec and the child.

The bodyguard shook his head and cowered behind the wall. “They dead,” he replied in broken English. “They dead, all dead.”

Saint’s eyes widened with shock. He had suspected the child was killed, but didn’t want to believe it. He was hoping against hope that it wasn’t true. He rushed to the small body and checked for vital signs.

When he found none, he let out a painful cry. He closed the little boy’s eyes and blinked rapidly, trying to process the carnage he had just seen. “Whoever you are, you will die for this,” he said in a shaky voice.

Saint reached for the bodyguard’s submachine gun, a compact Heckler & Koch MP7. He cocked it, then stood up and bolted toward the house where he had last seen the shooter.
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Chapter Four

 

 

Old Town Beach

Budva, Montenegro

 

“Hey, what are you doing?” the cowering bodyguard asked Saint.

“What you should have done,” Saint shouted without looking back.

He stopped when he reached the next corner, then thought about the best way to intercept the shooter. Saint tried to remember the pattern of the maze of narrow, crooked streets running through Old Town. He had the map on his phone, but it would take longer to consult the map at every turn. Plus, he wouldn’t be able to observe the shooter or the surroundings.

He removed his fluorescent yellow jacket and wrapped it around the submachine gun. He didn’t want to terrify tourists and locals meandering around the area. Moreover, the noticeable jacket would be a dead giveaway.

Saint turned right and almost bumped into a group of young women. They shouted at him as he mumbled an apology. He jogged as fast as he could while remaining inconspicuous. At least some people must have heard the shots. Even if some assumed it was fireworks or decided not to get involved or interfere, someone must have called the police. Saint had seen a police vehicle parked about a five-minute walk away. They’ll be all over the area in a matter of minutes. I can’t be mistaken for the shooter or his associate.

A few local-looking men ran toward him. They rounded the corner and zipped toward the shooting scene. Saint wasn’t surprised. In some countries, some people did actually run toward the gunfire. Curiosity kills more than just the cat.

He shook his head and pressed forward. He turned left when he came to a two-story guesthouse. He wondered if the shooter had used the stone staircase along the side of the guesthouse. It didn’t seem to connect with the house behind it, but the shooter could have jumped.

Something didn’t feel right about it, so Saint kept going. He came to a small clothing boutique store and a café next door to it. He turned his head to the left and saw a blue scooter set against the wall. Could that be the shooter’s?

Saint approached the area with caution. He kept his submachine gun wrapped in the yellow jacket pointing down. It was ready for action at a moment’s notice.

He didn’t see anyone, so he decided to continue left. He came to the Square of Palms and stopped. Diners were sitting in an open-air café lined by palms on all sides. Where are you? Where did you go?

Saint’s head swiveled around. He was losing hope by the second. Where did that shooter go? I have to find him. He walked swiftly through the café, glancing at the patrons. He doubted the shooter would sit down and enjoy food or drink, but he had to check.

None of the patrons gave him a stomach twinge, so he walked out of the café on the other side. As he came to another outdoor restaurant, Saint saw a man descending quickly down the staircase of the house across the narrow street. The man was wearing a light blue denim jacket with white stripes around the cuffs.

Got you.

The man looked cautiously at all sides, then scampered down the street away from Saint and from the shooting scene. Saint didn’t move for a long moment, knowing the shooter would turn his head one more time.

He did. His eyes met Saint’s, and there was a flicker of recognition in the shooter’s eyes. How? How did he recognize me? I was wearing a helmet and the vest. Saint’s eyes turned into small slits. He jerked his head back and did a double take. I… I think I know him too. Where have I seen him?

The shooter broke into a sprint, heading south, in the opposite direction.

Saint raced behind him. As he came to the next corner, he didn’t see the shooter. However, the street literally zigzagged, so Saint picked up his speed.

He glanced quickly at the doors appearing left and right while he listened. Heavy footsteps came from up ahead mixed with voices and shouts. No slamming of doors or vehicle noises. He’s still on foot, running.

As Saint reached the next corner, the road opened up. It was wide enough for four people to walk next to each other. The shooter was up ahead, about twenty yards away. He looked over his shoulder, and, when he saw Saint still pursuing him, the shooter sped up. He pushed his way through a couple of men. Then he overturned a table covered with tourist knickknacks. The street vendor jumped to his feet and shouted at the man.

Saint rushed around the mess, trying not to trip on the articles strewn about the cobblestone road. He passed by a couple of jewelry stores, avoiding tourists and locals going in and out.

The shooter rounded the next right corner.

Saint had closed the distance. He ran past a travel and tours agency and saw the shooter make a swift left turn next to a white, arched door. It seemed he turned into a back alley, but Saint couldn’t be certain.

He came to the corner and was about to turn, when the shooter hit him with a swift left fist. The unexpected blow connected with Saint’s head. He lost balance for a moment and had to lean against the wall. His glasses flew off his face. The gun wrapped in his jacket fell a couple of feet away from him.

The shooter dragged him into the darker back alley and away from the only two people walking about ten yards away. They didn’t see anything. Saint tried to recover, but the shooter punched him again. This time, the fist struck Saint in the stomach.

He folded over and threw his body over the shooter, spearing him with his shoulder. Saint’s move tossed the man against the wall. He groaned in pain as his back and head struck the wall.

Both men fell on the ground and exchanged punches. The shooter had the upper hand, even though Saint was on top of him. The shooter was heavier built and more muscular. Saint was able to block a couple of the man’s blows, but a few broke through his defenses.

One struck his ear, sending a thousand bells clanging through his head. Another cut the skin right above his left eye. Saint returned a couple of hard blows of his own. One struck the shooter right in the nose. The sharp crack of the broken bone, the gushing blood, and the shooter’s squealing pain told Saint the man’s nose was broken.

The shooter tried to reach for something behind his back. Saint assumed it was a pistol or a knife, so he tried to grab the man’s wrist. Saint was just a second late. The shooter had already pulled out a Beretta pistol and turned it toward Saint.

He had a split second to react. He pushed the shooter’s hand down while he swung his body to the other side. The shooter tapped the trigger. The Beretta fired a round, which missed Saint’s arm by an inch.

He gripped the shooter’s wrist tighter and tried to twist it. The shooter threw a punch, which Saint blocked with his right hand. He returned a couple of blows that struck the shooter in the right eye. He screamed in pain but still tried to turn the Beretta toward Saint.

Saint’s fingers dug deep into the shooter’s arm, but he was able to squeeze off another round. This one ricocheted against the wall and zipped over Saint’s head. The third one will be the lucky one, Saint thought. It can’t happen.

He picked up the shooter’s hand and hit it hard against the cobblestone pavement. The pistol clanged, but the shooter’s fingers were wrapped tightly around the gun. Saint tried again, and again, as he punched the man in the throat. The shooter gurgled and spat out blood.

Saint hit him again, this time with a hard jab right under the chin. The shooter’s head jerked backward, and he stopped fighting. His right hand, though, still clenched the Beretta.

Saint pried it from the shooter’s fingers and turned it at him. He jammed the pistol into the man’s throat and suddenly recognized him. The shooter was Pablo Garcia. 

Saint had heard about the assassin’s notoriety. The liaison who had assigned this contract to Saint on behalf of the client was rumored to also hire Garcia for special jobs in Europe. Garcia’s reputation was that of a ruthless man who always got the job done. At first, Saint was surprised when he was offered this Montenegro assignment. Now he realized the liaison must have dispatched Garcia as well.

Saint let out a noisy breath as he leaned over the assassin’s bloodied face. “Why are you here? Why did L send you?” he asked, referring to the liaison by the initial everyone used.

Garcia gave Saint a stunned look. He blinked rapidly, then wheezed. He winced in pain, then smirked at Saint. “You don’t get it, do you?” he said in an annoyed and shocked tone in English with a Spanish accent. “Always stupid and naïve.”

“Educate me, then.” Saint pressed the gun against Garcia’s throat. “Tell me everything, and I’ll let you live.”

Garcia nodded slowly. “Good deal. I wouldn’t make such an offer.”

“I’m not you. Talk!”

“L learned the target would have his children with him,” Garcia said slowly in a low voice between shallow breaths. “They’d come for a surprise visit. He didn’t have the time of their arrival, but suspected they’d get in the way—”

“What? Why didn’t L tell me? I could have done this later—”

“L knew you’d chicken out.” Garcia spat out the words. “You have a heart, Saint. That’s your problem. And that will be your downfall.”

The corners of Saint’s eyes crinkled. “Who has his back to the ground?” he asked bluntly.

Garcia ignored the dig. “There was no time to waste. Zec needed to be dealt with. Yesterday. So I was sent to do what you’d fail to do. As you saw, I did just fine.”

Saint bit his lip. He tightened his fingers against the Beretta and rammed it deeper into Garcia’s throat. “You killed a child; a boy not even five years old. You injured a woman. Innocents.”

Garcia shrugged, then shook his head. The gesture must have caused him a lot of pain because he grimaced. He gasped for breath and gestured with his hand toward the Beretta. “The gun. It’s… I can’t breathe.”

Saint pulled the pistol back just a hair, enough to allow Garcia to speak.

Garcia said, “Innocents? No one is innocent, Saint. Not you; not them.”

“Children shouldn’t pay for the sins of their fathers—”

“Why not? They benefit from their father’s crimes. They live in luxury because of his murders. And they’d grow up to be just like their daddy.” He said the last word in a tone of disgust as if it dirtied his mouth.

“Not your place to execute them. The job asked for the target’s elimination. No one else.”

“That was your contract. I got a different order: Get it done no matter who dies.”

Saint’s eyes glinted with disbelief. “L couldn’t have given you that order.”

Garcia smirked back. “You’ll have to ask him, then, if you make it until tomorrow.”

Saint’s eyes widened. He was at loss for words for a moment. He heard Garcia’s groans, and footsteps and voices coming from behind. Saint thought about turning his head and looking over his shoulder, but Garcia might use that chance to wrestle the gun out of Saint’s hand.

So Saint lifted a single eyebrow, cocked his head, and asked, “What does that mean?”

Garcia’s mouth fell open. “Do I have to explain everything?” he asked in disbelief. He gave Saint a dazed look and let out a low gasp. “I’ve been following you ever since you left the hotel. I saw you when you began to pull out your pistol from the envelope. Nice trick, by the way. Then I saw his kids coming. I knew you’d back away. That’s why I decided to intervene.”

“Very poorly.”

Garcia nodded slowly. “I admit: not my best job. But I was short on time. I wouldn’t have to jump in if you’d done your job.”

“Tell me about the threat. What about tomorrow?”

“I called it in. I told L what happened.”

Saint’s muscles went tense. His face went pale, but his eyes peered deep into Garcia’s face. “Is that so?”

“Yes. And here’s why you won’t make it until tomorrow: Your name’s up, Saint. This is the third assassination you’ve botched—”

“I haven’t botched any—”

“I wasn’t finished,” Garcia cut him off. “You’ll be handed over to the authorities, the scapegoat for what happened there.” He gestured slowly with his head. “And worst of all, you’ll never get to the bottom of who sent me,” he added in a low voice.

Saint turned his head slightly to one side. He couldn’t believe his ears. “What did you say? You just told me it was L who sent you.”

Before Garcia could reply, someone called from behind them, “Hey, what’s going on here?”

It was a man’s firm voice. Saint heard footsteps and knew he couldn’t ignore the man who had decided to intervene.

“Let him go! Hey, I’m talking to you!” the man shouted again.

Saint felt the man’s strong hands grab him by the shoulders.

Garcia decided to take advantage of the moment. He slid backward and tried to reach for the Beretta still pressed against his throat.

Saint tried to move back the pistol, but Garcia had already grabbed it.

“Get off of him! Now!” The man pulled Saint back.

The Beretta went off.
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Chapter Five

 

 

Old Town Beach

Budva, Montenegro

 

The man must not have seen the pistol. He let go of Saint and jumped back. A moment later, the man turned around and sprinted away.

Saint glanced at Garcia. The bullet had gone through his neck. Blood was gushing from the wound. If Garcia wasn’t dead, he would be in a matter of seconds. I shouldn’t be around here.

He tucked the pistol into his waistband and quickly searched Garcia. His phone was in his pants pocket, but it was fingerprint-protected. Saint used Garcia’s thumb to unlock the phone. Then he stood up, found his glasses and took his submachine gun, still wrapped in the yellow jacket, and bolted through the narrow alley. Shouting and heavy steps came from behind him, but Saint didn’t stop.

He came to a small square and tried to get his bearings. A young woman with long black hair was playing the violin in the middle of the square. A group of tourists was listening and taking pictures. Saint moved swiftly along the square’s perimeter, trying to remember the layout of Old Town. Left, yes, I’ve got to go left, and then right.

About twenty seconds later, he found himself in another narrow alley, barely wide enough for two people to walk side by side. He put on his jacket and walked at a fast pace. He passed a couple of small markets, which were literally just small rooms in a building, and a jewelry store. Then he saw the Exit signs pointing to the left and followed them along with a group of tourists in bathing suits. He knew he was getting closer to the beach.

Saint walked through the narrow archway and found himself on the beach. He had gone through the entire Old Town. His scooter was on the other side, and he needed to retrieve it before making himself scarce.

He wondered about Hannah. How is she doing? Shoulder wounds were perhaps the most dangerous of all wounds—other than head and heart wounds—because of the major arteries and nerves running through the area. If the subclavian artery was damaged, death could come in a matter of minutes without proper medical care.

The two young men were supposed to take her to a doctor. Where did they take her? How will I find her? Saint thought as he jogged across the beach. He ignored curious glances, considering he was fully dressed and wearing a fluorescent yellow jacket, but he didn’t care.

In a couple of minutes, he was back to the square where he had started to go after Zec. That was not even ten minutes ago. So many things and so many people’s lives had changed in such a short span of time.

He went through Garcia’s phone settings and removed the need for a fingerprint to access the phone. He replaced it with a passcode of four numbers he could easily remember, then put the phone away. When he came to his scooter, Saint looked around. No sign of police or anyone looking suspicious. Has Budimir gone? What happened to the bodyguards?

He removed the jacket and put it back inside the scooter’s cargo compartment. Then he entered the Old Town again through the archway. He stepped in cautiously and advanced in another direction, avoiding the house in front of which Zec and the child were killed. No police. No bodyguards. Tourists and locals were moving through the streets as if nothing had happened.

When he reached the place where he had left Hannah, no one was there. Saint wondered if he should knock on the door of the house from where the two young men had come out. I have to, otherwise, how would I find her?

He stepped closer to the white door, but before he could knock, the door opened. One of the young men came out and gave Saint a stunned look. Saint asked, “Hannah, where is she?”

The man blinked and shrugged. He said something Saint didn’t understand but interpreted as the man didn’t comprehend what Saint was saying. “The woman, the wounded woman.” Saint put his hand on his shoulder, indicating the place where she was shot. “And the child. The young boy.” He made another gesture, showing the small stature of the boy.

The young man’s face lit up. He nodded and seemed to understand. He cocked his head to the right and motioned with his hand. Saint followed him as they came to the exit. As they did, a police car drove through the square. The car stopped across from the archway entrance, but no one got out of the vehicle.

“Which way?” Saint asked the man.

The man gestured for Saint to follow him. They turned left and walked toward a gray BMW sedan parked about twenty yards away. The back windows were tinted, so Saint couldn’t see inside. The other young man was sitting in the front passenger seat and was looking nervously at the police car. He was chewing at his fingernails, then he ran both his hands through his curly black hair.

The man slid into the driver seat while Saint opened the back door. Hannah was lying across the backseat. Her eyes were closed, and her chest was covered in blood. One of the young men had put a black sweater underneath her body, mostly to protect the light-colored fabric seat.

“Why is she still here?” Saint blurted at the two men. “She needs to be at a hospital.”

“Saint, hey, is that… is that you?” Hannah said in a weak voice.

“Yes, yes, Hannah, Hannah.” He sat next to her feet, careful not to disturb her much, and closed the door behind him. “Drive, drive, drive! Get us out of here,” he called to the young man.

The man in the passenger seat replied in broken English, “We go. We go now.”

“Saint, you’re so loud…” Hannah tried to open her eyes, but it must have been very difficult because she stopped halfway.

“Hannah, we’ll get you help. You’ll be okay.”

She tried to smile at him, but her pale face formed only half a grin. Her facial muscles refused to obey. Hannah let out a small sigh, then drew in a shallow breath. “Saint, I’ll… I won’t make it—”

“No, no, no. Don’t say that. Don’t. We’ll get you fixed up.”

The driver began to back up the car.

“We’ll be at the hospital in no time,” Saint said to Hannah, leaning over her. “Hurry, hurry, get going,” he shouted at the driver.

“Saint, it’s okay. You’re here now… It’s okay.”

“It will be okay soon, honey.” He reached for her hand, finding it cold. A shiver went through his body, knowing Hannah was getting worse by the second. His mind spun. Why aren’t they taking her already? Why are they waiting?

Before he could say anything, Hannah whispered, “Saint, you’ve got to… you’ve got to promise me something…”

“Anything, anything,” Saint said, trying to encourage and reassure her.

“You’ve got to… uh…” Her voice trailed off as blood trickled out of the corner of her lips.

Saint cleaned it with his hand, then brushed away a few hairs that had fallen over her eyes. “Hannah, just… just breathe now. We can do this later.”

Hannah closed her eyes for a second and shook her head slowly. “No time, Saint. I am… I will go soon… But promise me you’ll take care of our… our little girl.”

Saint flinched as if her words had struck him across his face. Did I hear her right? Our little girl? We… we have a daughter? I’m a father? So many questions bounced through his mind, but he knew it wasn’t the right time to ask them. He looked at Hannah, the woman he used to love and still loved, slipping away in front of his eyes.

The driver took a turn a little too fast, then the wheels bounced over a speed bump. Saint put his hand over Hannah’s body, so that she wouldn’t slide down.

She drew in a series of shallow breaths before she said, “I… I’m sorry I left you that… that night. And I should have… I should have told you. But after… after our fight, I just… I wasn’t sure you still loved me.” A small tear trickled down her cheek.

Saint leaned over her and kissed her forehead. “Hannah, I… I never stopped loving you. And we… you and I, will take care of our… our little girl.” His shaky voice broke off a few times as he spoke the words.

Hannah gave him a bittersweet smile. “No, Saint. You’ll be the one taking care of Sarah. I… I don’t want her to grow up alone… to be… be… an orphan.”

“Never! She won’t be alone. I will take good care of her, and of you, Hannah.” He held her closer to his chest.

Hannah drew in a deep breath, then let out a sigh.

The screeching tires and the rumbling engine were all he heard for a long moment. Then came honking of horns and other vehicles’ engines.

Saint looked at Hannah, but she stared back at him with lifeless eyes.

“No, no, noooooo.” He let out a painful cry. “No, you can’t die. Hannah, no…”

Hannah looked like she was resting in peace.

He reached with a shaky hand for her neck, although he knew she was gone. But then he found a weak, yet beating pulse. She’s still alive. Hanging by a thread, but she’s still here. Saint curbed his excitement. He looked at Hannah, noticing her chest rising and falling almost imperceptibly. She’s not going to make it. Not unless she gets to a doctor. But we can’t take her to any hospital. They’re going to ask many questions.

He looked through the side window, trying to figure out their current location. They had left behind the tourist area and were on a broad street. Saint couldn’t see its name, but he thought he recognized one of the landmarks, a building with sharp, triangular shapes. It was across from a parking lot and a taxi stand. So he tapped the driver on the shoulder and said, “Turn left at the next intersection, or as soon as you can after that.”

“Why?” The driver gave him a puzzled look. “No hospital there.”

“I know someone. A doctor who will help her.”

The driver nodded slowly, but the unconvinced look remained on his face.

Saint looked again at Hannah. He let out a deep sigh and shut his eyes tight. He couldn’t believe what had just happened. He swallowed hard and lowered his head. Then he pulled out his phone and called the doctor.

The doctor was another Canadian, like Saint, who had set up a discreet practice in Budva. Saint had found him by a stroke of luck the first time he had executed a contract in Podgorica, the capital of Montenegro. At that time, Saint had a leg wound and needed immediate medical attention. The doctor had been willing to treat him in exchange for a handsome amount of money for his professionalism and, most importantly, his discretion.

The doctor’s assistant answered his call. Once Saint gave her his name and explained the urgency of the situation, she transferred his call to the doctor. He agreed to see Hannah as soon as she arrived at his clinic, which was just a ten-minute drive away.

Saint gave the address to the driver and drew in an easier breath. He glanced at Hannah, and his stomach hardened. He felt a painful tightness in his throat. He sat back in the seat and looked at her. What if I had stayed with her? Why did I go after the assassin? Would things have turned out differently? 

He drew in a deep breath. His constricting lungs were making it hard for him to breathe. He felt like punching both young men in the head and throwing them out of the car. Why didn’t they take her to a doctor right away?

His thoughts were spinning, but he tried to collect and streamline them. I’m sure they had their reasons. Maybe the police were close by. Maybe the bodyguards didn’t let them. Maybe their car wouldn’t start. I’ll have to ask them before drawing conclusions.

But the reason wasn’t at the top of his priority list. I have a daughter now… “Sarah,” he said her name slowly, as if afraid of how it would sound. Where is she? How do I find her? How do I care for her? His heartbeat seemed to slow or stop momentarily. And I have to figure out who sent Garcia and how does L fit in all this mess. He heaved a deep sigh of exhaustion. But first things first: Let’s make sure Hannah gets the care she needs. Then, I need to get rid of all evidence I was ever here and get out of Montenegro…
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Chapter Six

 

 

Podgorica, Montenegro

 

As much as Saint wanted to stay at Hannah’s bedside, he knew he had to leave. The two young men had heard a part of his conversation with her. He didn’t know how much they had understood. They hadn’t seen him in action. All they knew was that Saint was a foreign bystander whose friend was shot accidentally. He was certain Hannah wouldn’t have told them any more than that. However, in his line of work, Saint had to operate under the conviction that the young men knew everything about him and what he had done. They wouldn’t think twice about betraying him.

So he needed to put as much distance as he could between himself and the two men. They knew where Hannah was, but that was unavoidable. Saint thought about commandeering the BMW and kicking them out of the car. That would add one more layer of complication, especially if the young men went to the police. They could also be thugs who might decide to come after him or Hannah. The safer option was not to make any more waves. Saint paid them a sizable amount to buy their silence, then sent them away.

Next, he talked to the doctor, shortly after he came out of the surgery. He had been able to remove the bullet, but Hannah had lost a large amount of blood. The bullet had struck close to her brachial plexus, which was the network of nerves that controlled her left arm. Plus, her subclavian artery, as Saint had suspected, had been damaged. The first twenty-four hours were crucial, and the doctor expressed restrained hope that Hannah would recover. “If she doesn’t improve within twelve hours, I’ll have her transferred to the American clinic, the best in the city,” the doctor promised Saint. He could only hope and pray that wouldn’t be necessary.

He checked on Hannah one last time, giving her a soft kiss on her forehead. She looked no better than when he had last seen her being placed on a gurney outside the clinic. Saint took her purse and phone in hopes of being able to find something useful that would help him, especially to find his daughter Sarah.

Outside the clinic, he called a taxi and waited for it. His mind was racing over everything that had happened over the last couple of hours. So much to do; so little time.

He asked the taxi driver to drop him off a few blocks north of Old Town. Saint made his way to his scooter, which was still there. He rode it slowly through town, then thrust the scooter to its top speed of fifty miles per hour when he got onto the European route E65. The two-lane divided roadway snaked around the coastline.

After going through Mogren Tunnel, a short distance away from Budva, Saint turned left when he found an open clearing on the side of the road. He pushed the scooter through the green grass and shrubs along the left side. A few yards away, the treed hillside sloped gently over the coastline. Saint entered the copse, until he found a spot away from anyone driving on the roadway.

He used a small hose he had stored in the scooter’s compartment to empty out the vehicle’s gas into a small container. Then, he poured the gas over the fluorescent yellow jacket and the scooter. A moment later, he lit up a match and set everything on fire. The flames engulfed the scooter, burning it up, along with all Saint’s fingerprints.

He waited for a few seconds to ensure the fire wouldn’t go out, then ran through the copse. He avoided the sharp branches of pines and spruces and weeds that came to his waist. He disassembled his three weapons and wiped them clean. Then, he buried the pieces in the ground as far away from one another as possible.

A few minutes later, he came up to the side of the road again. Jaz Beach opened up to his left. The beach was almost a quarter full, with rows of colorful umbrellas and chaise-lounges.

Once he found a trail, Saint descended slowly to the beach. He stayed away from the crowds of people and made his way to the taxi stand. He found a cabbie and directed him to drive him to Niksic, a city a little over sixty-five miles north of Budva. Of course, the closest and easiest way out was through Tivat Airport, just thirteen miles northwest. However, that airport and the one in Podgorica would be the first places the police would check. Saint could safely assume that by now the police had learned about the assassination of Zec in Old Town. They would have also found the body of Garcia. The alarm bells would have been tolling.

Saint got comfortable in the backseat and began to think about his next steps. He had been in similar sticky situations. Saint had been operating as an elite assassin for a little over three years, working in all corners of the globe. Belize. Canada. Egypt. Kenya. Norway. Maldives. Wherever someone who could afford the five- or six-figure price tag of the contract needed someone eliminated, the liaison contacted Saint through a system of state-of-the-art encrypted phone or email communications. Saint reviewed the files he was sent about the target and made a decision, often within twenty-four hours.

That was easier to do when the answer was “no.” Besides the rules of never assassinating women or children, the next on his list of persons not to be assassinated were law enforcement personnel in general, and police officers in particular. He was far from feeling any particular loyalty to them; such hits created additional complications. Even when followed by the police or intelligence agencies, Saint avoided killing their operatives at any cost. On more than one occasion such kindheartedness had almost cost him his life. On the other hand, that rule had allowed him to operate successfully across the globe.

Next, and it went without saying, innocent bystanders were to be spared, and collateral damage was to be minimized. Some countries operated under a different set of rules when a well-known criminal, gang member, corrupt businessman, or politician was eliminated. “Good riddance” was a blunt way to describe their response or lack thereof. However, the public outcry when innocent victims lost their lives had caused a fierce backlash that had brought down a few well-known assassins.

When Saint accepted a contract, he did his due diligence. He made sure the target had done what he was being accused of and was, as far as he could tell, guilty. Of course, in his line of work, certainty was a fluid concept, but he did as much as he could. Saint even spent money to obtain intelligence or testimony about the target. He only accepted those contracts where he was convinced that the target was really a bad man who deserved to die.

He did feel a pang of guilt once in a while, but shrugged it away with the rationalization that the end justified the means. These people are guilty, guilty as sin. They have done wrong things, evil things, or are in the process of plotting or doing more of the same things. The world will be a better place, a much better place without them. That logic sounded hollow once in a
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