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The Story

 

A killer with no conscience…


Assassin Tom Maverick is an old-school tough guy. He’ll kill anyone, for any reason, no questions asked. His life has been one terrible mistake after another, but that has only hardened him more. 


After being falsely accused of executing an innocent family, Tom is on the run. And now no questions mean no answers as to why he’s been framed.


When he scarcely escapes a car bombing in South America, Tom realizes his enemies have found him. What’s worse, the hitmen have also found his son… a continent away.       


Ready to fight, he discovers a conspiracy spanning the globe. But can Tom determine who’s hunting him, foil their plan, and keep his son out of the firestorm?
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Chapter One

 

 

Gstaad, Bernese Oberland Region

Switzerland

 

“We’ve got to abort the mission!” Tom Maverick said in a firm tone into his throat mike.

“Negative. We’ve come this far. We can’t abort now,” his partner replied in an equally firm tone.

“Can’t you see the little boy? And the target’s wife in the kitchen?”

“I see them, but we stick to the plan,” his partner said in a harsh whisper.

Tom sighed and looked again through his R93 Tactical sniper rifle’s scope. He was positioned on the sloped roof of a three-story restaurant just across from the Gstaad Palace. Small, almost invisible snowflakes had started to fall, but his view was still very clear. Their target was visible at a hundred and fifty yards away, sitting on a couch with his back turned slightly against the window. A small boy no older than five was playing close to his dad, running a small car up and down the side of the couch. A moment later, he climbed up his dad’s leg and snuggled into his chest.

“Take the shot,” his partner said. “Now!”

“I can’t. The little boy…”

“You still have a clear shot—”

Tom shook his head. “We’ll abort. Come back later or tomo—”

“This is our best chance. We’ve worked a week for this moment. We won’t get another chance.”

A deep frown stretched across Tom’s forehead. He didn’t want to pull rank, but he would have to. His partner, Andrew Tinti, or as everyone called him, Andy, was disobeying a clear order. He was supposed to be Tom’s assistant and only for this mission. Tom, like all assassins, preferred to work alone. That is, unless he was forced to accept a partner, for whatever reason, as in this case. Plus, Andy was getting on Tom’s nerves. “I said ‘No,’ and that’s the end of it.” He flipped down the scope’s cover and got ready to unlock the rifle’s bipod legs. 

Before he did that, he looked to his right. Andy was situated about twenty feet away from Tom, in order to cover another angle of the target’s suite at Gstaad Palace. Andy’s sniper rifle was aimed at the other window. Tom wasn’t sure if his partner had a better shot, but he doubted it. However, Andy’s eye was still close to his rifle’s scope, and his finger poised on the trigger.

“Don’t do it,” Tom called out. “Don’t.”

“I’m taking the shot. We’re not going to waste time here.”

Tom closed his eyes for a brief instant. He knew this operator’s personality and how stubborn he could be. Initially, Tom had been reluctant to cast his lot with Andy. They hadn’t worked together in the past. Tom had asked around among his network of contacts, and Andy’s reputation was quite poor. But Tom’s handler had intervened and had personally recommended Andy, offering a special bonus for the “trouble,” as she had called it. Against his better judgment, Tom had accepted the assignment and Andy as his partner. He bit his lip. I should have followed my gut. I shouldn’t have agreed to this. I should have done this alone, as I usually do.

He rushed to flip up the scope’s cover and peered quickly. The target was still there. Tom couldn’t see the boy or the target’s wife, but it didn’t matter. He wasn’t going to kill anyone. And he also wasn’t going to let Andy kill a man in front of his child and wife. Their mental scars would be unbearable.

As an assassin, Tom didn’t have much of a strict moral code, or any moral code for that matter. However, there was only one rule he held dear to his heart: Never kill children. No matter the circumstances. They’re too young to die, no matter what they might have done. Depending on the situation, he’d avoid killing innocent bystanders and police officers and minimize collateral damage as much as possible.

Most of the people who knew Tom thought that he made a living in the computer industry, servicing networks and servers. But Tom was an old-school tough guy. He’d kill anyone, for any reason, no questions asked. His life had been one terrible mistake after another, but that had only hardened him more, turning him into almost a killer with no conscience.

Almost.

He was unapologetic for what he did, but his circle of friends and confidantes could be counted on the fingers of one hand. Tom didn’t ask questions about the reasons for the target’s elimination, knowing he wouldn’t get true answers. Plus, the truth mattered little to him, as long as he got paid. For the six-figure fees they were paying him, they could afford to lie.

However, he didn’t do his job just for the money. He felt a sense of accomplishment and redemption knowing that he was ridding the earth of bad guys. He knew there were other ways of dealing with the scum of the earth, but his method was fast, efficient, and effective.

Tom raised the end of his rifle barrel just a hair and tapped the trigger. The 300 Winchester Magnum bullet left the rifle at a thousand yards per second. In an instant, it struck the hotel’s window near the top right corner. The entire glass pane shattered into a million pieces.

The target jumped to his feet. His face twisted in panic as he looked at the window. His eyes had bulged, and he seemed to have lost the ability to blink. Tom noticed the target’s body shaking almost uncontrollably. He turned around and gestured to his wife and child to get out of the suite.

That’s when a bullet struck him at the back of the head.

“No, no, no!” Tom said.

His blood was boiling as he jumped to his feet and bolted toward Andy. Before Tom had crossed even half the distance, Andy fired a second round.

Tom redoubled his efforts. His feet slipped over the sloped roof covered with a thin layer of snow and ice, but he kept his balance. He sped toward his partner, who managed to take a third shot. Tom winced. Andy was extremely stubborn but also a great sharpshooter. The first bullet would have been sufficient to eliminate the target. Why is he shooting again? Is he…

Tom saw red as the horrible thought crossed his mind. He’s not trying to kill the wife and the boy, is he?

Andy turned to look at Tom as loud screams and shouts came from a handful of people standing outside the Gstaad Palace. It was just past ten in the evening, and the area was teeming with rich tourists and celebrities. It was the peak of the high season, and the picturesque village was one of the most glamorous ski destinations in Switzerland. They couldn’t have found a better time, since the London banker was always protected by a four-man security detail. His wife and son shouldn’t have been with him in the hotel suite at that time. They were supposed to be at the swimming pool.

Tom was a couple of feet away, when Andy reached for his sidearm. Tom hadn’t pulled out his; his intention was to stop his partner from killing the banker in front of his family. Too late for that.

Tom’s mouth fell open, and he gave Andy an incredulous stare. “What, you’re going to kill me?” he asked in a voice full of irritation as his partner aimed the pistol at him.

“You should have done your job.” Andy waved his pistol.

“And you should have listened. We could have come back.”

“No! We had the perfect chance. But you blew it.”

“I had to warn them—”

“Fat lot of good that did.” Andy smirked. “They’re all dead. All three of them. And you put our lives in danger,” he said the last words in a menacing tone.

Tom shook his head and clenched his teeth. He studied Andy’s face, which was locked into a stern expression. The pistol was still trained at Tom. Tom’s large brown eyes turned into slits. He ran his hand through his short-cropped hair, then rubbed his dimpled chin. “Put that gun away before someone gets hurt—”

“Tom, let’s get something straight. If someone gets hurt, that’ll be you.”

Tom gave his partner a sideways glance. “Man, what’s wrong with you?”

Before Andy could reply, a stern voice called from the street below, “Polizei! Polizei! Das ist die polizei. Polizei.” Police! Police! This is the police. Police.
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​Chapter Two

 

 

Gstaad, Bernese Oberland Region

Switzerland

 

“See what you did?” Andy cocked his head toward the two police officers in dark blue uniforms.

Tom also looked down. One of the officers had aimed his pistol at Andy. The second officer’s gun was pointed at Tom.

“You should have listened.” Andy waved his gun in Tom’s face. “We wouldn’t be in this mess.”

“I’ll cover you.” We’ll sort out what you did later. “Then—”

The second police officer shouted, “Polizei! Komm jetzt runter. Komm! Komm!” Police! Come down now. Come! Come!

“No time for that.” Andy turned his pistol to the officers.

“No! Don’t!” Tom threw himself against his partner.

Andy fired his gun.

At the same time, the officers opened up with a quick barrage.

Bullets zipped so close to Tom’s face that he felt the shockwave in his teeth and the eerie brush of displaced air. Then a round slammed against his side. It hit him a few inches under his armpit, but thankfully, it struck his IIIA ballistic bulletproof vest. Tom always wore one, even during supposedly low-risk assignments like this one.

The bullet’s impact knocked the air out of his lungs. His head quivered in pain. He clenched his jaw and felt the warm tickle and metallic taste of blood in his mouth. He had been shot before, many times, especially when he served with the Royal Canadian Mounted Police, but this one hurt so much more. Maybe they’re using armor-piercing bullets, he wondered.

He looked down at his side. The bullet had ripped a hole through his blue coveralls and gray jacket, but there was no blood. There was no way to determine if something was broken. Not until he was on the run. Which I should do right away.

He gasped for air, feeling the pain shooting through his lungs. Since he had fallen face-first on the roof from the impact of the bullet, he blinked to clear his eyes of snow and dirt. He cleaned his eyes with his left hand and looked around. Andy was a couple of feet away but not moving. A pool of blood was forming around his head.

A glance told Tom all he needed to know. His partner was gone. Still, he took a closer look. A bullet had pierced Andy’s chest, about an inch above his heart. He had refused to wear body armor of any kind, shrugging it off as unnecessary. A fool’s mistake.

Tom shook his head. How did this light op go so sideways?

More shouting came from below, but Tom didn’t know what they were saying. Nothing good. I’ve got to get the heck out of here.

He leaned closer to his partner. Andy was looking at him with his lifeless eyes. “I’m not sorry. You should have listened to your order. And you shouldn’t have executed an entire family in cold blood.” His voice was razor-sharp and ice-cold. He sighed and closed Andy’s eyes. Then he went through his partner’s pockets and took his phone and wallet. They were supposed to leave no traces. That would be impossible now, but he could still work on reducing their profile.

Plus, he wanted to know the “why.” Why did Andy kill the target’s entire family, if that’s what he did? Was it to eliminate witnesses, or was there something else more sinister? I need to have a serious conversation with my handler.

Tom looked at Andy’s sniper rifle. He couldn’t take it; not if he was taking his and with at least two officers giving chase. That would really slow me down.

So Tom dashed toward his original position. Pain shot from his side, and he wondered if the bullet had broken or fractured one of his ribs. Still, he kept going. Loud shouting continued from the street below the restaurant. He spun around and raised his rifle and looked through the scope. A police car with flashing lights and a screeching siren was driving from the hotel. The escape route was behind the restaurant. Unless the officers are already there.

Tom slid his sniper rifle over his shoulder. The rifle's strap hung around his chest. He secured it and pulled out his Sig Sauer P229 9mm pistol from his inside waistband holster. He racked the slide and held it close to his thigh. He wasn’t going to kill the Swiss police officers, not if he could help it. But he also wasn’t going to be killed or taken alive.

He ran across the roof as fast as he could. Ice had formed on some parts. Tom avoided the ice but was even more cautious not to slip when he stepped on the snow-covered areas. Tom and his partner had brought up a metallic ladder, which they’d use to climb down. They had donned blue coveralls and yellow hats, to appear like construction workers checking out the roof. Obviously, the ladder option was no longer possible.

Tom slid down the roof deliberately until he came close to the edge. He tried to determine the location of the officers from their shouts. Heavy footsteps came from the left. He glanced down but didn’t see anyone. Still, he decided to avoid that direction.

The backyard was mostly cleared of snow. A couple of sedans were parked close to the back entrance. He looked to his right. Heavy snow must have fallen during the last three or four days because a tall snow berm had been pushed to one side of the backyard. Yes, that’s it.

Tom moved carefully a few more yards, trying to avoid causing any snow to fall, which would betray his position. When he was as close as he could get to the bank of snow, he listened for a moment. No shouting or approaching footsteps. He craned his head as far as he could but didn’t see anyone. Got to do it. Now!

He jumped into the snow pile. Tom aimed his body toward one of the slopes that seemed to have the fluffiest snow. Still, the impact was hard on his back. He rolled to his side and closed his eyes as a searing pain went through his body. But he was okay. No one had taken shots at him. I can do this. I can escape. I will escape.

He had just stepped around the snow pile when the first police officer appeared in the backyard. His gun was still drawn, and he saw Tom right away. Unlike the first time around, there was no warning. The officer opened fire.

The first bullet bore a hole into the snow pile a few inches from Tom’s arm.

He returned fire but aimed low. His single round struck the officer in the leg, just above the knee. He screamed in agony and fell onto the cobblestone yard. The pistol dropped a couple of feet away from him.

The officer tried to reach for his pistol. Tom could have tapped his trigger and finished him off, but he didn’t. That would cause unnecessary complications. He stepped back as quickly as possible, careful not to slip over the icy ground. 

Tom had taken only six or seven steps when the second police officer came into view. He locked eyes with Tom, whose pistol was trained at the officer’s head. Then, the officer looked at his fallen comrade. When he looked up, his face was locked in a menacing scowl. He yelled something at Tom and raised his pistol.

“Don’t do it!” Tom shouted back with a stern headshake.

The officer opened fire.

Tom also tapped his trigger.

The officer’s bullets whizzed past the side of Tom’s head. He felt the superheated disturbance in the air. An inch closer, and the round would have grazed his head.

Tom’s round struck the lower part of the officer’s chest. He folded over and dropped to one side. Tom had noticed the officer wearing a bulletproof vest and had placed his round where it would cause the least damage. That should slow him down for a moment or two.

He kept his pistol aimed at the corner of the restaurant, but no one else appeared. The police siren had become almost ear-piercing, so he knew the car would be at the restaurant in a matter of seconds. I have half a minute to disappear.

Andy and Tom had parked their black Audi sedan on Suterstrasse, a few blocks away from the restaurant. There was a narrow trail that cut through a small copse of pine, spruce, and other coniferous trees. So Tom quickly threw away his overalls and darted in that direction.

He knew the trail well since he had gone through it at least three times in preparation for their escape. That was something that took the most time and effort in preparing: the escape. 

Before fate had intervened in a gruesome way and Tom had been forced to change professions, he had been trained at the RCMP’s Training Academy in Regina, Saskatchewan. One of his trainers had often said that any schmuck can pick up a gun and attempt an assassination. They might get lucky and succeed. But then, they’ll get caught. A successful assassination is not measured by whether you eliminated the target, but by whether you got caught after you eliminated the target.

I’m not going to get caught!

He jogged down the trail as fast as he could without making too much noise and giving away his location. When he came to the edge of the copse, he looked at the getaway car. It was still in the parking lot, just across from the Maison Dehesa, Haute Couture Culinaire. Even if the car had been stolen or somehow had disappeared, or the area had become inaccessible, a rental car was stationed a few blocks north. He always had a back-up plan.

Tom crouched by a couple of tall pines and studied the parking lot. About twenty or so people were strolling around the area. Some were standing by the entrance to the Ciné-Theater Gstaad. The show must have just finished.

Tom nodded to himself. At least some things were going according to plan. He and Andy had planned to use the crowd of people coming out of the theater as cover so no one would notice them. Tom studied the ever-changing crowd, then pulled out a cloth from one of his jacket pockets. He wiped down his sniper rifle, erasing all his fingerprints. Then he quickly disassembled the rifle and buried the pieces as deep as possible in the snow in several locations. When he thought no one was paying attention to him, he came out of the copse. Then he hurried to the public toilets on the right side of the parking lot.

Inside the stall, he removed his jacket and bulletproof vest. The round hadn’t pierced the vest, but had torn two of the three layers. An indentation had occurred in the backing material. The backface deformation had caused a nasty-looking bruise. Tom winced as he touched it. I might have a bruised rib or pulmonary contusion. He drew in a deep breath, and his lungs hurt.

He left the stall and emptied the garbage container onto the floor. He placed his jacket and vest at the bottom, then covered them with all the garbage. He stepped outside, wearing just his black-and-white woolen sweater. It wasn’t unusual especially if one was in and out of their car or a store for a brief period of time. There were two spare jackets for him and Andy in the Audi’s backseat. Tom was prepared for such a situation.

He got behind the steering wheel and took out Andy’s phone and wallet from his gray tactical pants. He looked at the two items with rage pouring out of his soul. If his partner had executed the target’s entire family in cold blood, Tom regretted that Andy died too soon—before he could reveal the motives for his illogical behavior—and that he hadn’t died by Tom’s own hand.

Tom put the phone and the wallet in the glove compartment. He’d deal with that later. He placed his Sig pistol underneath the front passenger seat, hoping he wouldn’t need to use the weapon anymore. At least not tonight.

He backed out of his parking stall and drove slowly through the parking lot. He turned right on Suterstrasse, then stopped at the next intersection. Police sedans raced up the hill on Palacestrasse, the road leading to the Gstaad Palace.

As soon as they passed him, Tom turned left and drove for a block before making a sharp right turn. He went underneath the train tracks by Wally’s burger joint, then turned left and got on Güterstrasse. He guardedly sped as fast as the narrow road would allow him, putting as much distance as possible between himself and the police sedans.

He kept looking over his shoulder until he could no longer hear the police sirens. Then he stepped on the gas pedal as the Audi came to Gstaadstrasse, the two-lane road leading in and out of town. He drew an easier breath when he saw the airport tower to his left. A small plane was waiting for Andy and Tom. He shook his head, still wondering how the operation had gone sideways. How am I going to explain this to my handler?

Renée Pawlish was Tom’s handler. In the assassins’ circles, Pawlish was known as “a dispatcher,” assigning jobs to assassins as per their availability and preference. When it came to accepting contracts, Tom asked only “who,” “when,” “how,” and “how much.” As long as his targets were bad people, that was good enough for him. No one had ever dared to lie to him. Tom had warned his handler about the grave consequences if he was ever dispatched to assassinate an innocent man.

Pawlish had been his second handler. Before being thrust almost unintentionally into the assassins’ underworld Tom had worked for three years as an RCMP officer assigned to one of the Integrated National Security Enforcement Teams, or INSET. His day-to-day job focused on collecting intelligence on national security threats, engaging in counter-espionage activities and responding to terrorist threats inside and outside Canada. INSET worked closely with the Canadian Intelligence Service and other federal and provincial agencies, and Tom was routinely deployed within Canada and abroad.

He had received a variety of skills during his twenty-six-week course at the academy. Those skills included advance firearm training and advance driving courses, recruiting and handling assets, assessing and neutralizing threats, counter-intelligence, sabotage, and a whole range of survival skills. No matter where the operations took him and no matter the situation, Tom had been trained to land on his feet and to hit the ground running. Tom loved everything he did and gave one hundred percent to each and every operation. He excelled in solo missions, which required the neutralization of the threat, especially the death of a terrorist.

Then, ten months ago, everything changed. Tom had been forced to leave the RCMP over what he would describe as “differences of opinion.” If one were to ask his bosses, they would definitely describe Tom’s departure in quite different, forceful terms. After a period of three months scraping by with bottom-of-the-barrel jobs, including bank security and B-rated celebrities’ protection services, Tom had drawn the attention of a man looking for new talent from among veterans.

Initially, Tom had thought the job involved providing security services to oil refineries in South Sudan. However, upon arrival in the country, he had discovered that his assignment involved something completely different. He was forced to do what Tom did best: Pull the trigger.

While Tom didn’t have the evidence to prove it, rumors had it that Pawlish was one of at least a handful of dispatchers assigning contracts in eastern Canada, Tom’s main base of operations. However, the contracts had taken him halfway across the world. For the right price, he was always willing to “liquidate” the target.

As far as Tom could tell, people like Pawlish existed to facilitate assassinations across the world. Targets were added to an ever-changing kill list—or the “disposition matrix”—as a few politicians who knew of Pawlish’s existence liked to refer to it. Tom had seen a few email exchanges and a couple of TOP SECRET memorandums; however, he couldn’t attest to their authenticity. In his world, there was an ocean of lies, misinformation, misdirection, and perhaps only a few drops of truth. If one was lucky.

Supposedly, the disposition matrix was similar to the kill list first created by the US President’s Office. The list included people who were to be traced and targeted. These individuals presented a threat to someone in the United States or Canada, or their strategic partners, and were to be targeted, using a wide range of options at their disposal. When all else was unavailable for any reason—or had already failed—assassins of Tom’s caliber were deployed.

Tom thought this was all hogwash, an invention by someone with a delusion of grandeur, giving themselves a false sense of importance. “Whatever lie makes you sleep better at night,” Tom had told one of his contacts during a conversation. “If you think you’re working for a mysterious assassin’s agency, why would I want to change your mind?” The way he saw it, they were well-paid “cleaners,” well-suited and willing to clean up colossal messes no one else wanted to touch. 

The Gstaad target, who happened to be a London banker, was Tom’s seventh target in as many months that he had worked in his newly-found profession. Seven is supposed to be a lucky number. Not for me. Pawlish is going to be furious. He shrugged. It doesn’t matter. I’m already furious. But I’ve got to get my facts straight before I confront her. Tom drew in a series of shallow breaths, then heaved a sigh of desperation. I might get blacklisted over this… this failure, as some people, a lot of people, will interpret it. The wrong people were killed, the police intervened, and my partner was killed. Tom let out another deep sigh. Yes, that might be the end of my assassin’s career. But it could be worse. I could have been detained to face trial—still can—and end up in jail. 

He shook his head again. That can’t happen. I will do everything I can to not let that happen…
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Chapter Three

 

 

Three Months Later

Esmeraldas, Ecuador

 

“No, no, no, don’t move! Don’t move!” Tom snapped at the young man lying on the operating table. “You’ve got to stay still, or I’ll end up cutting you.” He waved the scalpel in the air as he stood to the man’s right side.

The man winced again, shot a stern glance at Tom, then rattled off a stream of curses in Spanish. Tom nodded at the man and gave him a small smile. He understood most of the words, and they weren’t directed at him. Tom looked at Gabo, his assistant, then gestured toward the man’s abdomen. “Soak up that blood, would you?”

Gabo did as he was told, then Tom locked eyes with the man again. He was supposed to feel no pain because Tom had administered local anesthesia. However, the man had been shot twice in the chest. He must be one of those cases where a regular dose of local anesthesia just doesn’t do it. Tom shrugged. Can’t do much about it now.

He leaned over the man and lowered the scalpel. The surgical device was armed with a number 11 blade, which had a strong pointed tip, ideal for stab incisions. He had already started the second cut after removing the first bullet. It had missed the lung and major arteries. The young man had been very lucky. A couple of inches up, and the bullet would have pierced his heart. 

The second bullet hadn’t caused severe damage either. That one had struck lower but had caused only punctured skin, a torn muscle, and some internal bleeding. Nothing that would kill him.

Tom hadn’t had time to do a CT scan of his chest, so all he could do was examine the wounds and draw educated conclusions. The young man was a gun smuggler intermediary working for a small guerrilla group fighting against the government in neighboring Colombia. A rival gang had intercepted them just as they were about to cross the border, less than a hundred miles northeast of Esmeraldas. The young man had been wounded in the ensuing firefight. The police were looking for him and his associates. Two of them were sitting near the back of the small room, holding their AKs and carefully observing every move Tom was making.

He sighed as he finished the incision. Doing these kinds of surgeries in back rooms, in a God-forsaken city, in South America, was the last thing on my mind at med school. He wiped the sweat that had started forming on his forehead with the back of his hand. I’m not sure what my dad would think of what I’m doing right now. Disapprove, strongly, I guess. But here I’m saving a life, maybe not an innocent life, but who really is completely innocent? And what are you doing, Dad? Playing golf probably…

The young man was gritting his teeth but making no sounds or moves. Once in a while, he’d let out a low grunt but nothing more.

Tom drew in a deep breath, then picked up a pair of metal forceps. Gabo had already covered the forceps’ teeth with a plastic shield, so they wouldn’t damage the bullet exterior. Tom allowed Gabo to soak up the blood that filled the wound hole so that he could see the bullet. Once he found it, he pulled the bloody bullet out and placed it into a metal cup. The bullet ticked against the other one that had already been placed there.

Tom looked over his shoulder at the young man’s two associates and smiled. “Second bullet is out,” he said with a curbed sense of excitement in his voice.

The two gunmen said nothing, returning stern looks. 

You’re welcome, Tom thought. 

He returned to the wound and finished removing the debris and hair that had entered the wound. Then he gestured to Gabo to come closer. “Can you stitch up the wounds?” he whispered in English.

Gabo nodded, but one of the gunmen had heard and understood the words. He jumped to his feet and shook his head. “No,” he said in a loud voice as a spray of saliva shot out of his mouth. “You do it. He does nothing. You save my brother.”

The second gunman let out a menacing grunt.

Tom nodded. It wasn’t the right time or moment to argue that Gabo’s medical qualifications rivaled or even exceeded his own. The gunrunners had come here specifically for the American’s services, not for one of the locals. He didn’t mind being called “the American.” It worked really well with his cover and his new life in Ecuador.

 

 

Three Months Ago

Halifax, Canada

 

As Tom had expected, his conversation with his handler hadn’t gone well. Pawlish had refused any responsibility for Andy’s behavior. “His order was the same as yours: Eliminate the banker. Don’t hurt his family.”

“But he killed them all,” Tom had said.

“Well, he went crazy, what can I say? But what did you do? Why didn’t you stop him, before he could cause this awful mess?”

Tom had tried to explain the course of the events back in Switzerland, but things had turned tense all of a sudden. Pawlish had blamed Tom for Andy’s death and the botched operation. She had gone even further and had threatened to expose Tom, if he didn’t remain quiet about what had happened.

Tom wasn’t one to give in to threats, especially when coming from a dispatcher. Tom had started to dig deeper into the background of the London banker and the contract on his life but had hit wall after wall of silence. Favors and money couldn’t buy him any usable piece of information.

Then, Pawlish had come back with a vengeance.

Through a mutual contact, she had delivered a menacing message to Tom: He was going to be blacklisted since he had disobeyed the order to stay quiet about the Swiss affair. If he disappeared and retired from active work as an assassin, nothing would happen to him. However, if he continued his pursuit, bad things would happen, and not only to Tom.

Tom wasn’t a man to back down from a fight, especially when he thought he could win it. In this case, however, he had to think not only about himself, but specifically, and more importantly, about his son.

 

 

Present Day

Esmeraldas, Ecuador

 

Tom sighed and shook his head. He had to concentrate on the task at hand. He gave the forceps to Gabo and began to suture the wound. He used a 6-0 Prolene suture, which would provide permanent tensile strength retention in tissue, even in the presence of infection. When he was done, he placed a sterile covering over the wound.

Tom nodded and smiled at Gabo. “Well done, my friend,” he told him. “Wrap things up now.”

He turned around and looked at the gunmen, who were still standing a couple of feet away from him. Tom removed his surgical gloves and said, “He’ll need to rest. Wherever you take him, let him rest for at least twenty-four hours, longer if possible.”

The young man’s brother studied Tom’s face, then stepped to the side and examined Tom’s handiwork. He nodded slowly, but the stern look remained on his face. He moved closer to the young man, knelt next to him, and began to talk to him.

Tom didn’t care to know what they were talking about. He was already paid, not the fees he was used to when he worked as an assassin but enough to secure him a comfortable living and buy the silence of the local police establishment. The smugglers were not going to hurt him. They were repeat customers, and it was in their collective best interest if nothing happened to their American surgeon. Tom had been in Ecuador for only three weeks, but his reputation was growing. The young man was his eighth patient in fifteen days. He didn’t want to become a victim of his own success. In this line of work, success brought grave complications.

Tom took off his blood-stained lab coat and walked to the bathroom, where he washed his hands thoroughly in the sink. Then he stepped out of the room and onto the veranda. The bright, warm sun blinded him for a moment. He held his hand up for protection, then sat on a white plastic chair. He looked out at Carretera Esmeraldas, one of the main arteries that ran through the city. It meandered along Esmeraldas River, which was just three blocks east of the modest, one-story house he was renting. A few miles to the east, there was a small, private airstrip. If Tom needed to make a quick exit, he had at least three options.

He ran his hands through his hair, which had grown longer and had started to curl at the nape of his neck. Then he scratched the left side of his face. The beard, too, had gotten long. It’s been what, two and a half weeks? Three? He found it itchy and scruffy. His wife never liked him having a full beard, or kissing her when he hadn’t shaved. “It scratches my skin,” she’d complain playfully.

Tom sighed and reached for the small fridge next to the chair. He opened the door and almost went for the unopened bottle of aguardiente. It meant “fire water,” in Spanish, and it was a strong spirit made from fermented sugarcane and over 80 proof. More, if homemade. Aguardiente was widely considered the national liquor of Ecuador. 

One of the gun smugglers had brought it as a gift after Tom had saved the life of his cousin. “The best of Ecuador, for you, my brother,” the man had said in a proud voice. The bottle was the closest to him, and he fondled it with his fingers. Then he wagged his index finger, making a “no” sign to himself, and took out a water bottle. He popped the cap and took a long drink.

He checked his phone. Nothing new. No texts or emails. He may have given up being an assassin but was still livid about the execution of the banker’s family. Why did Andy kill everyone? Did Pawlish order him? Tom was still looking for an answer and hadn’t lost hope. A couple of his contacts were still looking for actionable intelligence. Justice may be slow, but one day, I’ll come for you, Pawlish.

Tom balled his hands into fists. He closed his eyes for a long time. When he opened them, he drew in a series of deep breaths, trying to calm himself. He glanced at the phone, which had locked itself. The home screen wallpaper was a picture of his son, Aiden, or Addie, as Tom liked to call him.

Tom had fallen in love with Aiden’s mom two years before joining the RCMP. They had been college sweethearts, but their marriage had been rocky from the start, because of Tom’s constant deployments. He had made choices he thought were logical at the time, but which he had come to regret.

Their marriage hadn’t been a colossal waste of time, as his wife often referred to it. When she had had enough, she had decided to leave, leave everything behind, including Addie. Tom had done his best to juggle working and caring for his son, who was just two-year-old at the time. Soon, Tom realized that he wasn’t cut out to be a single father. He loved the boy, but he just couldn’t provide him the tender loving care he needed. Plus, in his line of work, he was more of a threat than a blessing to Aiden’s life. Friends of the bad





















OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
INTERNATIONAL BESTSELLING AUTHOR

ETHAN
JONES

y
1
/~

i .

S

ATOM MAVERICK ASSASSIN VIGILANTE THRILLER





OPS/image0.jpg
A

oD
Ny





