

[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 this novel

 

from the best-selling Saint assassin series.

 

 

Sign up for

 

Ethan’s New Release

Announcements

 

and never miss a book!

 

The Story

 

A pact that can’t be broken…


Assassin Xavier Saint has barely escaped an ambush in Damascus, Syria, but he’s still in danger. Two of his worst enemies—masterminds of the network of assassins Saint is trying to destroy—are closing in fast. Worse, one of Saint’s supposed partners has failed at a critical moment.


While Saint investigates a seemingly unrelated attack in Poland, he strikes a pact with a new shady client. It’s for a contract he dislikes, but in his situation, he can’t refuse. The fate of his family rests on his success.


As he prepares the hit, Saint discovers the attack and his contract are strangely related. But what is the connection between the two? Who’s really pulling the strings, and why do they seem to know his every move?


In a world of assassins, the only pact that matters is the one you make with yourself…
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​Chapter One

 

 

Ujazdów Avenue

Warsaw, Poland

 

The driver of the red Toyota RAV4 saw the vehicle bearing down on them when it was already too late. He tried to swerve, but the heavier, black GMC Yukon XL slammed into the left rear quarter panel of the Toyota with a brutal metallic screech. The impact sent a violent shudder through the RAV4.

The driver wrestled with the wheel as the SUV’s tires squealed on the asphalt. The Toyota skidded hard to the right, going into the adjacent lane, narrowly missing a gray Audi. Its driver, startled by the unexpected intrusion, jerked his steering wheel. He sideswiped a blue BMW that had nowhere to go.

The BMW’s driver—a woman in her sunset years—tried to step on her vehicle’s brakes, but it was too late. The car behind smashed into her rear bumper. The BMW’s rear windshield shattered. Behind them, horns blared in panic and anger. Some drivers skidded to erratic stops; others swerved wildly to avoid crashing into stalled vehicles.

“What’s going on?” Trevor Hill asked, sitting in the RAV4 front passenger seat. “An accident?” He looked over his shoulder.

Before the driver could respond, Hill had his answer. The GMC picked up speed, rushing toward the Toyota. Hill frowned, his sharp, gray-blue eyes narrowing beneath a furrowed brow. His face—all hard angles and quiet fury—locked onto the oncoming SUV. “He’s back,” he muttered.

 His hand went to the inside waistband holster, and he drew his pistol. It was a compact SIG Sauer P229 9mm, and the weapon slid into his grip as naturally as a second skin. A former Captain in the G Squadron of the legendary 22 Special Air Service Regiment, Hill had last seen action in Afghanistan before receiving an honorable discharge.

“And he wants to kill us,” the driver said, gritting his teeth.

“Not if we kill them first,” Hill replied in a calm, cool, and collected tone.

Adrenaline flowed through his veins, making him more alert, more focused. He aimed his pistol at the looming GMC but didn’t fire. He wanted to be absolutely sure of their intentions. There was a slim, but still possible, chance that the GMC’s driver could be suffering from a medical condition. Hill didn’t want to kill an innocent person, but when he opened fire, it wouldn’t be to wound: It would be to kill.

The GMC drew closer, but then, at the last possible second, its driver swung the steering wheel. Hill blinked in surprise but kept his pistol aimed. He peered at the GMC driver as the SUV swung to the left. It was still driving parallel to the Toyota at about six feet away.

Hill began to lower his Sig, but just then, a figure popped up through the GMC’s sunroof—a bald, bearded man in his early forties—a gunman. 

He turned his B&T APC9 9mm compact submachine gun at the Toyota and opened fire. The first rounds thumped against the rear door. Others hit the RAV4’s side, roof and back, as its driver yanked at the steering wheel. He forced his way into the other, right lane, crashing into a yellow taxi. Then he slammed on the gas and steered around a white van, putting it between the Toyota and the GMC.

More gunfire bursts ripped from behind them. Hill looked through the rear windshield, where a couple of rounds had punched through. As he glanced back at his driver, Williams had already pulled out his Glock 19. Steering one-handed, he moved into the lane to their right. “Who are these people?”

“Doesn’t matter. They’ll be dead soon.” Hill spat out the words.

People screamed and scattered along the sidewalk. A few dove for cover behind benches and lampposts, or vehicles parked along the curb.

“Switch lanes,” Hill ordered Williams. “Right there.” He gestured at a gap that opened up to their right.

Williams nodded and yanked at the steering wheel. He squeezed into the tiny space between two SUVs. The driver of the second SUV honked in protest.

“One more lane,” Hill said. “And roll down the windows.”

Williams switched lanes again, as he looked over his shoulder and in the side mirror.

Hill aimed his pistol at the approaching GMC. The gunman was still there. He opened up with a quick burst even though a sedan was between the two SUVs. At least a couple of rounds shattered what was left of the rear windshield. A third round ricocheted inside the cabin, missing Hill’s face by a couple of inches.

He barely flinched. He aimed his pistol and fired a couple of rounds. The first one missed, but the second hit the gunman’s right forearm. The submachine gun flew out of his hands, and he slid down inside the GMC.

Hill aligned his Sig with the driver’s side of the windshield. As the sedan’s driver realized how he was literally in the crossfire, he swung to the right. Hill seized the moment and fired round after round.

His bullets pierced the windshield. At least one, maybe more, must have struck the driver. He lost control of the GMC, which careened farther to the right. It hit a sedan, sweeping it to the side and continued onto the next lane.

But the heavy GMC was no match for the bright yellow-and-red Warsaw city bus barreling down the dedicated bus lane. The driver of the oncoming bus leaned on the horn. Its eardrum-bursting blast shattered the air.

The GMC didn’t move.

The bus didn’t stop.

The front grille and bumper of the bus crashed right into the passenger side of the GMC, crushing steel and shattering glass. The sheer mass of the bus lifted the SUV clean off the ground. For a split second, the SUV seemed suspended in midair. Then, the vehicle spun violently across the asphalt, skidding sideways in a shriek of torn rubber and twisting metal. 

It hit a van racing down the other lane and, with a sickening roll, it flipped onto its side. The world inside the GMC cabin turned upside down as the vehicle slammed down on its roof, but only for a moment. The brutal impact kept the SUV rolling, crunching onto the front passenger’s side, and finally slamming down onto what remained of its shredded tires and twisted wheels.

Williams stopped a dozen or so feet away from the wreckage. “They couldn’t have survived that,” he said in a tone that lacked confidence.

Hill shrugged. “We don’t know that. Plus, I want to know who they are, and why they’re out to kill us.”

Williams listened, his face tightening. “Sirens. You’ve got maybe sixty seconds.” He nodded toward the snarled mess of cars piling up behind them, a wreckage left in their path.

“With plenty of time to spare.” Hill stepped out of the SUV and rushed toward the wreckage. He had already returned his pistol to his holster. Curious bystanders had begun to cluster on the sidewalk. A few of them hesitantly began to shuffle toward the wreckage.

Hill crouched low as he approached the scene, weaving through chunks of smoking metal and broken glass. The acrid stench of burnt rubber and gasoline filled the air. The SUV’s twisted remains hissed softly, while gray smoke wafted from beneath the mangled hood.

He studied the driver and the gunman, the only two people in the vehicle. The gunman’s body was twisted, and his neck was bent at an impossible angle. Hill didn’t need any more evidence to conclude the man was dead or nearly dead. Even if I wanted to save his life, it’s already too late.

Hill moved swiftly to the driver’s side, hearing his internal clock ticking. He didn’t want to be around when the police, or ambulance, arrived. He wasn’t sure how much witnesses had seen, or how much they were willing to tell the police. He didn’t want to know.

Squinting through the spiderwebbed windshield, Hill realized the driver was alive, but barely. He was still strapped to the crushed seat, and his chest rose in shallow, ragged breaths. Blood streamed from a gash across his forehead, and a couple of metal pieces poked out of his chest. His right arm was twisted the wrong way.

The driver looked at Hill with glazed eyes and let out a pained groan. “Help… help me.”

“Who sent you?” Hill asked firmly, leaning over him. “Why?”

The man coughed violently, spitting blood.

Hill was glad he wasn’t in the line of it.

The driver’s eyes fluttered. He tried to speak, but only managed a painful wheeze.

Hill leaned in closer. “Tell me. Now. You don’t have long to live.”

The driver blinked, grimacing through the pain. His voice came out hoarse, barely audible. “Uh… will you… help me?”

“If you tell me the truth.”

The man looked at Hill with a certain amount of suspicion in his tired eyes, then nodded and muttered, “It… it was Fill… Fillmore.”

“Fillmore?” Hill’s eyes narrowed. He repeated the name to make sure he heard it correctly. “Say it again.”

“Fillmore sent us,” the man whispered, his head lolling to the side. His body trembled, and blood trickled down his chin. “To… to kill you.”

Hill racked his brain, but the name didn’t ring a bell, so he asked, “First name?”

The driver shook his head almost imperceptibly. “I… just Fillmore.”

“Why?”

The driver groaned, and a final rattling breath escaped his bruised lips. Then, he went still.

Hill stared at him for a moment longer, as sharp sirens cut through the air. Nothing more for me to do here.

He stood up and looked away from a couple of youngsters, who were recording the wreckage. Hill kept his head down as he passed by a handful of men and women, who were slowly approaching the vehicle with a lot of hesitation.

Who is Fillmore?

Hill’s face tensed in concentration. His brow furrowed, and his lips parted slightly. He slid into the SUV, and, before he could say anything, Williams hit the gas. “What did he say?” he asked as the Toyota picked up speed.

“Fillmore.”

“Fillmore who?”

“I don’t know. That’s all he said before he croaked.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever known any Fillmore. You?”

Hill shook his head. “Nothing comes to mind.”

Williams glanced at him. “You think Fillmore’s goons are coming for the drive?”

Hill’s hand instinctively brushed the inside of his jacket, feeling the hard edge of the black USB drive tucked into the lining. “I don’t think so,” he said, though the uncertainty in his tone betrayed him. “Could be, though.”

He tried to drag the name from the deep recesses of a locked room in his mind. Fillmore. Where have I heard that name? Was it in a briefing? A mission file? He couldn’t help but feel that name had something to do with what had happened in Iraq. Whoever this Fillmore character is, he wants Williams and me dead. But why? How do we find him—and stop him?

Hill glanced in the rearview mirror. No vehicle was following them, police or otherwise. But after what had just happened, he couldn’t sit still. We need to deal with this. Fillmore might try to do this again, differently, better, with more people, and get it right.

Hill wasn’t worried or even concerned about himself. But he couldn’t let anything happen to Williams, his younger cousin, whom he loved as a brother. If they try to go after him, and something happens to him…

He shook his head. I can’t let that happen. I’d better call Xavier Saint.


​ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

​Chapter Two

 

 

A Week Later

Stadtpark

Graz, Austria

 

Assassin Xavier Saint paced the narrow asphalt path, phone tight to his ear. He drew in a deep breath, the clean, crisp air filling his lungs. The air carried the faint scent of freshly cut grass and a subtle hint of pine from the towering trees.

Fifty meters out, Sarah ran the clearing, red jacket flashing between the trees. Her hair was strawberry blonde and wavy, like Saint’s, but she had a dimpled face, fair skin, and freckles like her mother, Hannah. She was chasing after Sarah, playing tag with her.

Saint smiled at the peaceful scene unfolding before his eyes. That’s what I want, he thought. Peace, safety, security. Time with my family. He sighed and shook his head. Not going to happen anytime soon. Not while I still have all this unfinished business.

He turned and looked around, covering every angle. The morning light spilled over the park in Graz, wrapping it in a soft, golden hush. A couple of joggers ran past him, followed by a young woman walking her dog, a salt-and-pepper Schnauzer. An elderly couple strolled hand‑in‑hand, their steps measured. Distant laughter echoed from a couple walking near the edge of the pond. His vigilant eye scanned the entire area. 

There was no danger to his family or to him, but that didn’t allow him to relax. Wind gusts caused tree leaves to rustle—or maybe it was a squirrel or a magpie, Saint couldn’t be certain—and that reminded him of someone lying in ambush behind a cluster of shrubs about seventy meters away.

He could feel the familiar pressure in his chest, the low‑frequency thrum that accompanied every trained operative who had spent years living on the edge. It wasn’t anxiety so much as a conditioned reflex, a survival algorithm that never shut down. The fact that Hannah was there, that Sarah’s laughter floated on the breeze, only sharpened the paradox. He loved these moments, yet love was a liability. Affection was a target, and every smile he allowed himself to enjoy added another layer of exposure. His mortal enemies were always hunting him, always one step away. He was always one bullet away from death...

Saint drew in another deep, cleansing breath, hoping to calm down, at least to a level where it wouldn’t be noticeable to Hannah. She was a highly-skilled Interpol field operative, capable of recognizing his mood shifts. He shook his head again. No, we’re going to enjoy this break, our family time, before I get back to business.

He glanced at his wristwatch. They had been at the park for nearly an hour. He’d have to say goodbye to Hannah and Sarah as soon as Hill arrived. I still have ten minutes.

Saint glanced at his phone. He had been placed on hold, but there was no music. “Hello,” he said in a low tone with a certain amount of irritation. He had been waiting for over five minutes.

The clerk on the other end of the line said, “Yes, Mr. Saint, I’m sorry about the wait. I can now confirm the alteration is complete. Your ring is here. When would you like to come and pick it up?”

“Hmmm, I’m not sure. I’ll have to check—”

“Honey, is everything okay?”

He turned around and looked at Hannah. Her deep hazel eyes flickered with curiosity. Her hair was dyed raven black and in a short pixie cut. Her cheekbones were subtly defined, giving her profile a slight angularity that contrasted nicely with the softness of her full lips. However, currently they were pressed into a small, contemplative line as she tried to read the tension in Saint’s eyes.

“Uh, I’ll… I’ll have to call you again. Thank you,” Saint said hurriedly and ended the call. He turned to Hannah and said, “Everything is fine.”

“Who was that?” She cocked her head toward the phone.

He couldn’t tell her about the jeweler without ruining the surprise, but he also didn’t want to lie to her. “A business call,” he said in a measured tone, choosing his words carefully. “Some good news.” His lips formed a small smile.

Before Hannah could say anything else, Sarah tapped him on the leg. “Tag, you’re it!” she shrieked, then took off running.

“I’m coming to get you; I’m right behind you.” Saint’s eyes flicked to Hannah, who returned the smile and said, “Let’s see if all that training finally pays off, tough guy.”

Saint pocketed the phone and gave Sarah a head start. She ran toward a couple of mature chestnut trees and a hedge of bushes. A marble statue on a pedestal was set up in front of them. Saint jogged slowly, taking the long route along the pathway.

As he came around the bend, he saw Hill approaching from the other side. He was ambling along the pathway that circled the pond. Saint bit his lip. Hill’s early. He wanted to play with his daughter, but also didn’t want to have him wait. So he turned and waved at Hannah, who was trailing a few steps behind. “I’ve got to go now. Can you play with her?”

Hannah nodded and hurried her steps. “Will you come back to say ‘goodbye?’”

“Of course. See you in a bit.”

“Take care, Saint. Love you.”

“Love you too.”

He waved at Sarah, who was crouched behind a wooden bench, and shouted, “Daddy has to go for a few minutes. Mommy will play with you now, but I’ll come back.”

Sarah waved back, then ran behind the nearest tree.

Saint turned to the left, crossing into the other pathway, and headed toward Hill. Unlike Saint—who was dressed in a gray windbreaker, a faded navy Henley, and black jeans—the ex-SAS captain wore a charcoal field jacket—the kind with too many pockets—over a black sweater and cargo pants to match. A tweed cap sat low on his brow, softening the soldier’s edge without hiding it. A pair of aviator sunglasses rested on his collar.

Saint, instead, was wearing his aviator sunglasses, fitted 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.

When they were a few steps away, Saint smiled at Hill. “Look at you,” he said in a low voice with a genuine tinge of admiration. “Three years, and you haven’t changed a bit.”

Hill grinned. His face was all hard lines and weathered angles, the kind that spoke of long days under foreign suns. A shallow scar traced his jaw, a white thread from a Kandahar raid gone bad. His skin bore the faint bronze of years spent in deserts and mountains, and his cold eyes carried the tired sharpness of a man who’d seen too much and slept too little.

He was in his early forties, but his receding hairline made him look at least five years older. Remnants of his copper‑red hair clung stubbornly to the sides and back, cut close‑cropped as if to stay out of the way. Hill carried the build of a man who hadn’t let retirement soften him—broad shoulders, corded forearms, and a posture that never quite lost its military precision.

“You haven’t changed either,” Hill quipped. “And you’d look younger if you shaved.”

Saint shrugged and ran his hand over his full beard. His blonde hair came down to the nape of his neck. He had a muscular body because of long hours spent at the gym. He ran seven miles each morning and never missed a session unless he was sick. 

“Come here, buddy,” Saint said.

They both stepped in, arms locking around each other in a rough, familiar bear hug—the kind only old comrades share, half affection, half armor. 

When he broke the embrace, Saint said, “Last time I saw you, it was a bit warmer. Dustier, too.”

“Afghanistan feels like another life.” Hill’s gaze drifted past the pond to the city skyline rising to their left.

Saint didn’t argue. He owed Hill his life. In the heat of a June night in Kabul, Saint was carrying out a hit against a high‑ranking Taliban commander who had coordinated a wave of suicide bombings. One piece of bad intel, two minutes of confusion, three men dead. Saint was wounded and holed up in a safehouse on the city’s outskirts. Defying clear and specific orders, Hill had ventured outside the wire to bring Saint to the safety and security of the Bagram Airbase. Saint never forgot.

Saint shook his head and, with it, the bitter memories of the past. “You still work as a merc?”

“They call it private security contractor.” Hill tried a serious face, then grinned. “You still an assassin?”

“No, man. They call it troubleshooting.”

“Right. They cause trouble… and you shoot them.”

“Something like that. On the topic of trouble, I hear you’ve had some of your own recently.”

Hill frowned. “Yes.” He nodded and looked around.

A jogger passed, veering wide to avoid them. A couple of pigeons flapped their wings and flew over the pond. Its smooth sheet of water rippled as a loose flock of about a dozen ducks bobbed and paddled lazily. Their glossy feathers caught the sun in shades of emerald, bronze, and soft gray.

A moment later, Hill pointed down the path he had taken. “Let’s go this way. And I’ll tell you all about my troubles.”

Saint stole a glance over his shoulder. Hannah and Sarah were no longer in sight. He figured they were chasing each other behind the cluster of shrubs around the monument. “So, you told me about the shooting in Warsaw. What have you found?”

Hill looked at Saint with tired eyes. “Have you ever heard the name Rhett Fillmore?” he asked, his voice low and gravelly.

Saint frowned. He racked his brain for a long moment, then shook his head. “Can’t say I have.”

“He was involved in the Warsaw shooting. One of the men we eliminated there mentioned that name in his dying breath.”

“That kind of thing still follows you around?”

Hill didn’t smile. “Apparently.”

“A name isn’t much to work with.”

Hill’s lips twitched. “You always liked a challenge.”

“I still do, but do you have other leads?”

“Maybe. Whoever this Fillmore is, I suspect he’s connected to something old. Something from the old days in Afghanistan.”

Saint glanced to his left. Across the small pond, Hannah was chasing Sarah through the leaves. Their laughter carried across the park. For a moment, Saint wished he was with them, then looked at Hill and said, “What do you mean, ‘something old’?”

A crease twisted Hill’s forehead. “During my second tour, there was a raid—covert, off-book. My captain led it. We hit a compound outside Jalalabad. Took out an insurgent leader named Tariq al-Nasri. Big fish. The op went smoothly. Except…” His voice trailed off for a brief moment, then he said, “We spared a handful of teens. They were young and unarmed. Relatives of the terrorists, sons, cousins. But it was just after the scandal had erupted, so…”

Saint nodded. He was familiar with the scandal that had rocked the SAS. Its members were accused of carrying out extra-judicial killings, eliminating all males during a specific operation, whether they were involved or not, and regardless of whether they posed a threat.

Hill continued, “So these teens are now adults. Rich. Connected. And out for revenge.”

Saint’s jaw clenched so hard his teeth clicked together. The muscles along his cheekbones tightened, pulling his lips into a thin, angry line. He exhaled through his nose, eyes narrowing. “So the hit in Warsaw is their work?”

“Yes, but not directly. Proxy work. These Afghans hired Russian or Eastern European mercenaries. From what I could tell, because of their accent.”

“What do the police say?”

“Not sure. I don’t have that kind of access or connections. But you do.”

Saint stopped and looked at Hill. “But you haven’t come to me only because you want intel, right?”

Hill gave a short, slow nod and didn’t break eye contact. “Right. I want their names, who Fillmore is, and who sent him. When we know that, you and I will go after whoever’s pulling the strings—and we’ll finish them.” He stressed the last couple of words more than necessary as his right-hand fingers tightened into a fist.

Saint studied Hill’s face for a long moment. Something about what Hill said didn’t sit right. But what is it? His speech sounded almost rehearsed. The left corner of his mouth hitched up subtly and just for a split second. But Saint interpreted that as a classic microexpression that often signaled suppression. What secret is he hiding? Hill’s story was clean, too clean. The truth was rarely this clean-cut, especially in Hill’s line of work and this early in the investigation. Why isn’t he telling me the truth or the entire truth?

Saint drew in a deep breath. He didn’t want to voice his suspicions since he didn’t have a shred of evidence. But he also couldn’t ignore his gut screaming at him. He decided to keep his doubts to himself for now. But he made a mental note to check and double-check Hill’s version of the story. Everything. From the raid in Jalalabad to the hit in Warsaw. Turgeneva will be busy.

He leaned in just enough that the distance between them felt intimate, but not threatening. “Is that all?” Saint asked in a low, neutral voice.

Still, the question was loaded.

If Hill noticed Saint’s suspicions, he didn’t let it show. He nodded quickly. “That’s all I know for now. And, it’s what I suspect. But as we look into it, we’ll find the whole truth,” he said in a strong voice but unconvincing tone.

His eyes, while steady, held a faint shadow at the edges—something he wasn’t saying, a hesitation that betrayed more than his words revealed.

Saint shifted his weight from one foot to the other. One of the male ducks quacked loudly as he began to chase two others, darting across the pond’s surface. A pair of cyclists dressed in bright yellow reflective gear rolled past Saint and Hill as they resumed walking. They took a few quick steps before Saint said, “Okay, Hill, here’s the deal. I want to help with your situation. You’re in a tough spot: I get it. And I owe you one,” he said in a matter-of-fact tone.

Hill frowned. “But?”

“I’m in a tough spot too. I have a hit, a job I need to do yesterday. Otherwise, my life and the life of my family are in danger, grave danger.” Saint’s voice was low and raw at the edges, the kind that kept emotion buried beneath a professional cold.

His jaw set hard, and the tendon at the side of his neck pulsed with each clipped syllable. A single, slow breath filled his chest, and he let it out through his nose. “I should have taken off already, but I delayed so that we could meet and maybe work together.”

Saint’s eyes found Hannah and Sarah across the pond. The little girl was still running, this time toward an old man feeding the ducks at the edge of the pond. Hannah was right behind her.

For a second, everything in Saint’s face softened—the hardness around his mouth, the flatness in his stare—replaced by a look so raw and simple it was almost feral: fierce protectiveness. The sight pulled a brief, involuntary slackening of his shoulders; a tiny, almost invisible exhale softened his eyes before he snapped the mask back on.

​When he looked back at Hill, the change was surgical. Saint tightened his mouth and reset his posture to precise vertical. His fingers curled into loose fists at his side—not quite a threat, more an assertion: He would do what needed to be done. He nodded slowly to himself and said to Hill, “So I’m proposing a quid-pro-quo: I’ll help you find Fillmore and eliminate him, and whoever sent him, regardless of the reason. In return, you’ll help me keep my family safe.”

Hill’s eyes narrowed just a fraction, the muscles around his brow tightening. “Family comes first,” he said in a firm, confident tone. He kept his shoulders relaxed, but the slight shift of his weight onto the balls of his feet told Saint that Hill was listening intently, ready to spring into action if needed. “Whatever it is that you need, I’m here for you.”

Saint grinned. “You’d better hear what I have to say first. Then, you can decide if you’re in or not.”

Hill nodded. “Fair enough. Then tell me what it is that you need from me…”


​ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

 

Three Days Earlier

Special Operations Branch

SVR Headquarters, Moscow, Russia

 

Outside, the rain sliced the city into reflected fragments. Inside, the SVR moved with bureaucratic calm toward the violence they would be required to justify to no one. Once a KGB field operative in Berlin, now SVR Director Alexei Kozlov looked up from the phone that had just beeped with the arrival of a text message. He frowned and shook his head at the two operatives sitting across from his black walnut desk. “No news, so that is bad news. We still don’t know where Hill disappeared.” His voice rose with disappointment.

Pavel Morozov nodded and glanced at his partner, Natalia Fedorova, on the chair next to him. They were in Kozlov’s office, a spacious rectangular footprint with sufficient space to accommodate a three- or four-person team and the senior officer. The air smelled of tension. A large portrait of the Russian president hung on the wall behind Kozlov. The room had no windows, and three high security, steel reinforced filing cabinets lined the wall to his left. To the right, there was a black leather couch and a floor lamp that was turned off, since the office was sufficiently lit by recessed ceiling LEDs. A large TV monitor capable of receiving encrypted feeds from satellite links or internal servers was mounted flush to the wall opposite the desk. “What is Dlamini saying?” Morozov asked in a low voice.

Kozlov cursed out loud, then removed his
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