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The Story

 

He’s no Saint... 

 

Assassin Xavier Saint has only one rule: kill no innocents. But on a supposed clean hit, 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?
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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
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