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Desperate measures…

 

After barely escaping the most dangerous hit of his life, assassin Tom Maverick is finally seeing hope. An accepting girlfriend, a son that is safe, and plans for the future.

 

But, when his girlfriend Zarah, accepts a hit in the Bahamas and vanishes, Tom knows this isn’t just a botched mission. Something deeper, darker is at play. Why was Zarah sent there? And who set her up?

 

Chasing false leads, Tom takes a high-stakes contract for the CIA: eliminate a crucial target no one else can touch, and they’ll help him find Zarah.

 

Tom suspects the CIA isn’t telling him the entire truth, but when he discovers their real agenda, his entire operation is turned upside down. Running out of time, Tom has his back against the wall only to face an old enemy with a score to settle. Desperate, Tom will have to make an impossible decision. Can he discover what happened to Zarah before it’s too late?
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Chapter One

 

 

​Bain Town, Nassau

The Bahamas

 

Assassin Zarah Dubois almost didn’t see the muzzle flash, but she felt the bullet slamming into her chest.

The shot came as she stepped out of the dive bar’s shadowed alley entrance. It was past midnight, and she was in Bain Town, the roughest neighborhood in Nassau, looking for her target. Instead, the target had found her.

The bullet was caught by the vest she wore beneath her black blouse. The Level IIIA soft armor vest, cut in a tactical T-shirt style, was thin and flexible enough for concealed wear, yet tough enough to stop 9mm rounds. Like the one that just struck her.

Still, Zarah felt the excruciating pain. It was like being punched with a sledgehammer. The impact folded her in half—her breath gone, legs buckling. The bullet hit dead center, right over the sternum. That’s gonna leave a mark.

Her breaths came short and sharp at first, chest tight from the impact. The reek of burnt cooking oil, diesel, and sea salt clung to the humid air. The adrenaline was still there, thudding under her ribs like a warning drum.

The shot actually saved her life.

She pressed her back against the warm stucco wall just as a second round thumped inches above her head. If she were still standing tall, the bullet would have hit her in the face.

Fifty feet away, her target and his buddy—one of the local gangsters—dropped behind one of the parked vehicles on the side of the empty alley.

Zarah slid behind a rusted-out Toyota sedan. She drew her SIG Sauer P229 9mm pistol from her waistband holster, exhaled once, and snapped around the rear tire.

Two taps.

Her rounds shattered the rear windshield and the side window of the vehicle, a white SUV. Zarah stood, keeping her pistol aimed. Come out, you little worms.

The gangster—tall, thin, and wearing a pair of khaki shorts and a red muscle shirt—popped up behind the hood. Before he could tap the trigger, Zarah fired a quick burst. Bullets hit him in the neck and chest. Blood spattered across the SUV and the side of the bar’s graffiti-stained wall.

The target knew better than to attempt to fight back. He stayed low behind the SUV. Then, he looked over his shoulder. The next alley was about ten yards away. Could he make it?

Zarah moved before the target could escape. She advanced to the next vehicle, closing the distance. If the target was still behind the SUV, they were now less than forty feet apart.

The target’s name was Ferguson. He was her asset and also the right hand of the man she was sent to assassinate. Ferguson was supposed to provide her with intelligence: names, locations, movement patterns. But at the last moment, he had decided to betray her.

Grave mistake.

Zarah crossed the street in fast, low movements despite the tightness spreading across her ribs. She kept her pistol trained on the SUV at all times. Ferguson wouldn’t stay put for long, and she’d be ready when he tried to break.

He did.

Ferguson ran flat-out along the wall and under a buzzing neon sign, casting flickering red and green over the cracked sidewalk. He slowed down as he came to the next alley and turned his head. He saw Zarah chasing him and raised his pistol.

She had expected that. 

Zarah fired first and fast, before Ferguson had a chance. Her shot was clean and deliberate, aimed low. The round punched into his right thigh, halfway between groin and knee, the meaty part that tears easily and bleeds hard.

Ferguson screamed—a raw, startled cry—and stumbled back, the pistol flying from his grip as his body twisted and hit the dusty sidewalk. He collapsed like a sack of meat, hands clutching at the wound, blood already soaking through his cream-colored pants.

Zarah ran toward him, her boots slapping the street. A car peeled away from the curb up ahead—engine roaring, tires shrieking. An old silver Honda. Maybe one of Ferguson’s associates. She looked over her shoulder. No one was coming out of the bar. She didn’t expect anyone. They’d mind their own business. And there would be no police arriving at the scene any time soon. Maybe ever.

Zarah knelt beside Ferguson’s writhing body. His jaw was clenched, and his eyes were wild, pupils blown wide. Sweat poured from his brow, mingling with the dust and grime of the street. “Give me what I paid you for: the address,” she ordered him in a calm, but razor-sharp voice.

Ferguson drew back his lips in a grimace, teeth bared like a cornered animal. His breath came in short, ragged bursts, loud and uneven. “He’ll kill me if I do—”

“And I’ll kill you if you don’t. I should kill you even if you do, considering you and your buddy shot at me.”

Ferguson glanced down at the blood soaking through the fabric of his pants. The wound looked ugly and red. His muscles were twitching, and blinding pain shot through his entire body. He winced and wondered if his femoral artery had been nicked. Will I bleed out soon and die?

“What will it be?” Zarah asked in a harsh voice. “Tell me and live. Or refuse and die…”

Ferguson began to shake his head. “I can’t—”

“You can, and you will.” Zarah rammed her pistol’s muzzle into his throat. “I will find someone else to give me his location. You have three seconds to make up your mind. One.”

Ferguson’s eyes grew even wider. His chest heaved, and he began to nod slowly.

“Two.”

“Okay, okay, fine. Ryser is on Paradise Island. Oceancrest Apartments. Number 400.”

A frown creased Zarah’s face. She thought he’d be somewhere else. “Are you lying to me?”

“No, no, no. I’m telling you the truth. No lies. Ryser’s there.”

“Is he home now?”

“Yes. I just talked to him, half an hour ago. He’s there.”

“Security?”

“Four guys, but they’re tough. Really bad dudes.”

Zarah tapped Ferguson on his forehead with her pistol. “See how easy that was? Why did you have to make it so complicated?”

She drew back and stood up.

“Will you… Will you kill me?”

“No, waste of a bullet. But if I find out you lied to me, I’ll hunt you down and finish you off. We clear?”

Ferguson nodded. “Yes, yes.”

“Good. And don’t talk to Ryser.”

“No, I won’t do that.”

“Now, get yourself to a doctor, someone good. Fast.”

She picked up Ferguson’s Beretta pistol and checked the magazine—half-full. She tucked it into the back of her waistband. I hope I don’t need it, but it’s good to have it, just in case.

Zarah moved quickly, vanishing into the shadows of Bain Town. The dark alleys swallowed her steps. Her vest compressed her ribs with every breath, and her lungs still ached from the earlier shot. She breathed through it—shallow, deliberate.

She passed stray dogs, shuttered stalls, flickering neon signs, and music leaking from half-lit bars. No motorcycle tail. No suspicious sedan. She scanned every window and corner as she walked, keeping her pace casual but steady.

A few blocks away, she ducked into the narrow alcove of a closed convenience store. She stripped the torn blouse off, inspected the bulletproof vest, and shrugged. It will hold. Then she put on a fresh linen blouse from her go-bag.

Next, Zarah stepped out to the curb and flagged a taxi.

 

* * *

 

The driver was a Bahamian in his mid-forties, the radio murmuring low, fatigue etched deep beneath his eyes. “Where to?” he asked in a tired voice.

“Paradise Island,” she said, her accent carefully affected—softened consonants, the clipped rhythm of a Parisian native speaking English. Enough to disarm but not enough to raise suspicion. “Celesté Haven.” It was a luxurious apartment complex a few blocks south of Oceancrest.

He raised his bushy brows. “Oh, fancy spot.”

“Visiting friends,” she replied with a smile.

“Rich friends,” the driver said with some regret in his voice.

Zarah shrugged and glanced down at her phone. A clear sign that their conversation was over.

She thought about Collin Ryser. The file Zarah had received for this hit described him as ex-CIA, a former deep-field operative. Three months ago, he vanished during a mission along with a treasure trove of intelligence—encrypted surveillance networks, agent lists, and intercepted communications.

Ryser had resurfaced under different names in different places, selling fragments of intelligence to foreign buyers and warlords. Iran, Russia, Myanmar—he didn’t discriminate.

The real danger wasn’t just what he sold or what he still had. Worse—what he was still getting.

Langley was almost certain Ryser had at least one mole, maybe two, feeding him updates from inside the agency. That’s why her mission was delicate. She couldn’t just kill Ryser. He needed to name names.

And Ryser was no fool. He’d expect someone to come for him. And he’d be ready.

Zarah looked up as the taxi dropped into a pothole. Dim streetlights cast yellow pools of light across aging storefronts and shuttered bars. Rusted fences and faded murals blurred as they passed by. A few locals lingered on porches.

As they headed east, they drove through parts of downtown. The Colonial-era buildings, normally crawling with tourists and vendors during the day, stood silent and closed. Narrow roads weaved past the Straw Market, its stalls dark and empty, and Rawson Square, where the Bahamian flag drooped in the still air.

Zarah watched all of it for another few seconds with a tactical eye. Nothing suspicious. So she returned to her thoughts. How am I going to get to Ryser? I need to move fast before he hears about the gunfight. Even if Ferguson doesn’t warn him, Ryser might clue in that something bad has happened. I need to get to Ryser now, while I still have the advantage of surprise. Otherwise, he’ll disappear. I can’t let that happen.

She didn’t even know if Ryser was at his apartment or what kind of security he’d have. Ferguson had told her, but she couldn’t trust him. Though time was short, she refused to act without caution. Approach methodically, she thought. Fast, but not blind. Scope the perimeter. Test access points. Watch for countersurveillance.

She nodded to herself. She had done this before: making minutes count where hours would usually be needed. Time was a luxury she didn’t have. I’m not rushing; I’m choosing speed over perfection.

Zarah leaned back into the seat, her fingers twitching unconsciously near the hem of her blouse. The Beretta pressed into the small of her back. It was a reminder of what she’d already survived tonight—and what still waited ahead.

I don’t have time to overthink.

She’d find a way in once she got there.

Adapt, react, finish the job.

It was her only option.
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​Chapter Two

 

 

Dulles International Airport

Dulles, Virginia

United States of America

 

Assassin Tom Maverick stepped out of the terminal into a cold drizzle that clung to Washington, D.C. like a gray veil. He wore a charcoal-gray field jacket—lightweight, weatherproof, nondescript. Beneath it, a fitted black Henley clung to his frame, dark enough not to show the rain. Slim, durable cargo jeans—civilian-looking but tactical—were tucked neatly over waterproof boots that looked casual but could handle a chase if needed.

A dark baseball cap shaded his eyes, and a short, scruffy beard added just enough anonymity to keep curious glances at bay. A pair of gloves were tucked into his jacket pocket. His only luggage was a weathered, military-issue duffel bag—not a high-tech molle pack—slung over one shoulder, the kind that didn’t stand out but could carry everything he needed to end a life or save one.

He looked like any other traveler returning home in bad weather. That was the point. Blend in with the crowd and attract no attention.

The storm matched his mood—unrelenting and bitter. He'd flown United from Toronto, the short flight a blur of anxious thoughts and half-formed plans. What had happened to Zarah, the love of his life?

She had accepted a new, solo contract, something that, in her own words, was “a quick one. Should be wrapped up in two, three days at the most.” That’s what she had told him the last time he’d seen her. “I’ll call you in three days,” she had said.

Today was day six.

No calls.

No news.

Dead silence.

Tom knew something very bad had happened to Zarah. She would have called. She wouldn’t leave me hanging. He had tried texting and calling her. No answer. Her voicemail had been shut off. Come on, Zarah! What’s going on? Where are you? How… how are you?

Earlier that day, Tom had talked to Gabriella Monroe. She was Zarah’s contact and a former CIA operative, who worked as a consultant for a multi-national private security company. Monroe had been instrumental in Tom and Zarah’s operation in Houston a few days ago, where they had caught up with Triggerman. Monroe had acknowledged Zarah’s supposed location and the nature of her assignment. But she wasn’t about to divulge that information to him over the phone. She had invited him to come and meet her in D.C. Then, and only then, would she answer his questions.

Tom sighed as he made his way to the SIXT rent-a-car kiosk. As he waited in line, he texted Monroe to inform her he was at the airport. Almost instantaneously, Monroe replied with the address where Tom was supposed to meet her. He punched in the address, a townhouse in Gaithersburg, Maryland. ​I thought I was meeting her in D.C. He frowned and fired her a quick text about the change of location.

I live in Gaithersburg, came the quick reply. Meet me here in one hour.

I’ll be there, Tom replied.

Ten minutes later, Tom was behind the wheel of a black Chevrolet Trailblazer. He merged onto the Dulles Access Road, the rain streaking across the windshield like veins. It was early evening—rush hour in full swing—and the red taillights ahead of him glowed in long, angry lines. The tires hissed over wet asphalt. Northern Virginia traffic was everything he remembered it to be: slow, dense, angry, and impatient. But none of it registered in more than passing fragments.

Tysons Corner rose to the east—glass towers, cranes, and the faint glow of digital billboards. Office workers rushed beneath umbrellas. Neon signs flickered against the gloom. A train from the Silver Line drifted silently across its elevated track, silver and sleek, heading into the city.

Tom barely registered it. He wasn’t really here—not mentally. His hands were on the wheel, his eyes on the road, but his mind was locked a thousand miles south. Where are you, Zarah? What is happening to you? How will I find you and rescue you?

He exited onto I-495, the Capital Beltway, and joined the northbound flow—another artery of steel and frustration. The rain pooled in the grooves of the road, and traffic crawled in fits and starts. He passed signs for Bethesda, Rockville, and the National Institutes of Health, saw glimpses of crowded strip malls, big-box stores, car dealerships, and churches tucked behind rows of trees—but most of it passed in a haze.

He wasn’t looking at any of it. Not really.

He made the turn onto I-270 toward Gaithersburg. Traffic thinned slightly, the suburban sprawl giving way to clusters of modest townhomes and office parks crouched behind lines of trees. The city had faded into the commuter belt now—quiet neighborhoods lit by porch lights and neon from gas stations. 

Everything neat. 

Everything normal.

Not for him.

He glanced at the map on his phone fastened to the dashboard. Monroe’s townhouse was less than two miles away now. She lived on a quiet residential street. The cul-de-sac was lined with modest townhomes—cookie-cutter at first glance, but each bearing subtle differences: a darker paint job, a porch swing, a well-tended flowerbed.

Monroe’s house was third from the end—earth-toned brick and clean-lined. A black sedan sat in the driveway. Inside, the lights were on, glowing warmly through white blinds. Windchimes tinkled faintly from a covered porch. A ceramic planter shaped like a bumblebee stood near the steps—something a kid would’ve picked out.

Tom parked at the curb and killed the engine. For a moment, he sat still, hands on the steering wheel. The rain had thinned to a drizzle. He drew in a deep breath, opened the door, and stepped out.

Time for answers.

Motion sensor lights flicked on above him as he approached the front door. He rang the bell once and stepped back.

The door opened before the second chime.

Gabriella Monroe stood there, barefoot on polished wood floors, wearing dark jeans and a fitted olive sweater that looked both comfortable and deliberate. Her brunette hair was tied in a loose ponytail, wisps framing an oval face that was still striking even under the flat hallway lighting. Pretty, yes—but more than that: alert, composed, guarded. The kind of beauty forged in steel and fieldwork, not softness.

“Tom,” she said quietly, giving him a small smile and an even smaller nod. “Come in.”

He stepped inside. The door clicked shut behind him.

The place was a contradiction—like Monroe. Clean and modern, but lived-in. The air smelled faintly of eucalyptus and baked bread. An open-concept living room led into a sleek kitchen with quartz counters and a wine rack above the fridge. A brown leather couch faced a mounted TV. A single child's drawing—sunflowers and stick figures—was taped to the stainless-steel fridge. A pink backpack leaned against a dining chair. Normal things. A child’s things.

"You’re late,” she said. No judgment in her voice, just curiosity and a hint of fatigue. “Is everything okay?”

“Yes. The plane was delayed. The storm.”

“I would have met you at my office in D.C., as we had planned, but…” She hesitated and let her voice trail off. “This is better, but because of the delay, you just caught me before bedtime.” She nodded toward the stairs in the back. “My daughter Emma is getting ready for bed. So, we’ve got to be quiet and keep this short. I’ll have to tuck her in soon, after she finishes reading.”

Tom smiled. He wished he could do the same with his son Aiden. But he didn’t work as a consultant; he worked as an assassin who had made sworn enemies in a dozen or so countries of the world. “That must be nice,” he said in a low voice of admiration. “To be able to come home to your daughter every night, safe, in peace.”

Monroe’s blue eyes searched his face for a moment. She shrugged. “I guess,” she said. “Tea? Coffee?”

Tom shook his head. “Too late. Just tell me what I need to know.”

“Come this way.” She gestured toward the couch and sat next to him, tucking one leg beneath her. She looked composed, but there was a wariness behind her eyes that hadn’t been there a few days ago during their Houston operation.

“Zarah was dispatched to The Bahamas, Nassau. It wasn’t a standard contract,” Monroe began in a low, steady voice. “The offer came through CIA backchannels—”

“Wait, what?” Tom cut in, his voice sharp and suddenly louder.

His whole body shifted toward her, the tension snapping through him like a whip. His eyes locked on Monroe—wide now, not with panic, but disbelief laced with rising anger. “She’s working for the CIA?”

“No, not exactly. Not directly anyway. Agency adjacent—built-in separation, plausible deniability.”

Tom’s brow furrowed hard, jaw clenching as if he were biting back ten different questions at once. One hand opened and closed on his thigh, fingers twitching. “Okay, so a CIA-connected contract. Who’s her target?”

“Name’s Collin Ryser. He used to be an agency operative, one of the best, until he decided to go rogue.”
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Chapter Three

 

 

Gaithersburg, Maryland

United States of America

 

“Tell me you’re joking,” Tom said, voice low but strained, barely managing to keep the anger from bubbling over. His brow furrowed sharply, eyes narrowing as if trying to make sense of this crazy situation.

“I wish I could,” Monroe replied with a headshake and pursed lips.

“What did Ryser do that the CIA wants him dead?”

“He’s been selling damaging intel to the highest bidder. Some of our worst enemies. CIA operatives and assets are dying.”

Tom’s jaw tightened. He ran a hand through his hair and said, “The CIA has a dozen black ops teams for jobs like this. Why outsource it now?”

Monroe nodded. “True, but this could become messy, as it did. Ryser isn’t your run-of-the-mill traitor. He’s well-connected, well-protected. Plus, there’s another element that complicates this matter.”

“Can this get any worse?” His voice cracked with disbelief, half-incredulous, half-wary.

“Be careful what you ask for.” Monroe sighed. “The CIA suspects there’s someone—maybe more than one—inside the agency, who’s giving Ryser intel. That’s why the agency didn’t want to handle this in-house.”

Tom nodded. “Yeah, I get it: They didn’t want to risk CIA agents’ lives. That’s why they opted for Zarah instead. Her life is less valuable.” His voice dropped—flat, controlled, but edged with simmering bitterness. A muscle ticked near his temple. He didn't raise his voice, but the words came out like cold steel.

“It’s not like that, Tom. You’ve got to trust me—”

“Was your company involved? Did you convince Zarah to take this job?”

Monroe fidgeted with her hands. “I… we’re only intermediaries… just making connections. I explained to Zarah the context of the job, the difficulties. She accepted it; it was her decision.”

Tom’s hands were still balled into fists at his sides. He gave a short, bitter laugh, then shook his head slowly. “It doesn’t matter now. I’m going to Nassau to sort this—”

“No, you’re not.”

“Try to stop me,” he said in a dangerous growl—quiet, but firm enough to freeze the air between them.

Monroe shook her head. “It’s not like… it’s just… Ryser is no longer there.”

“How do you know that? Where is he? And where’s Zarah?”

“We have an asset on the island who confirmed Ryser boarded a plane. Destination unknown. But he told us Zarah wasn’t aboard.”

“We? Does he work for your company?”

“Yes, and before you ask, yes, we can trust him. He’s always given us good intel. And we have about half a dozen operatives looking for her all over the place. They’ll find her, Tom, if she’s still there.”

“Well, they haven’t found her. And what if Ryser has her?” Tom’s voice was edged with rising urgency. He shook his head, trying to block out the surge of dread clawing at him. The thought that Zarah might already be dead slammed into his chest like a hammer. No. He forced the idea back. That can’t happen. That won’t happen.

“We’ll find her and the truth about what exactly happened. You going there wouldn’t help, but there’s another, better way in which you can help.”

Tom locked eyes with Monroe. “And what would that be?”

“A job.”

“But of course. For your company or the CIA?”

“The CIA.”

“Ryser?”

“No. They already have someone going after him. This is something different, someone else.”

“Who?”

Monroe grinned. “I’m not authorized to tell you more about the target unless you agree to his elimination.”

Tom began to shake his head. “That’s not how negotiations work, Monroe—”

“This isn’t a negotiation. This is your opportunity, your only opportunity, to save the woman you love.”

Tom’s face was set, jaw clenched, eyes locked and burning with grim resolve. He didn’t like what Monroe was saying, but he knew she was right.

“If you agree, both my company and the CIA will comb all the islands in The Bahamas. Initially, the CIA wanted to handle it discreetly, but we saw how that went off the rails.”

“And the mole, the traitor giving intel to Ryser?”

“The CIA believes they’ve identified the section where the traitor is working. It’s only a matter of time before they get to him.”

Tom shrugged. “Well, the CIA is interested in stopping Ryser with or without me being involved. So why do you need me for this job, whatever this is?”

“Because our interests overlap, Tom. We want Ryser and the intel he has. You want Zarah back, alive. However, if the CIA’s op turns messy, they’ll prioritize the intel—not her. That’s why our arrangement matters. I’m hesitant to say this, but they won’t worry too much about Zarah’s safety.” She locked eyes with Tom. “So that leaves you with a choice—trust them to treat her as expendable, or work with me to make sure she comes out alive… provided that you take care of this job.”

Tom closed his eyes and bit his lip. He didn’t want to accept such a high-level, high-risk assignment without knowing any details. But if he didn’t accept the deal, he’d be groping in the dark, looking for Zarah. Ryser might decide to get rid of her. Or, as Monroe had clearly told him, Zarah might be anywhere in the world. And if the CIA found Ryser before Tom did, that might end up with Zarah becoming collateral damage. He couldn’t let that happen.

When he opened his eyes, he gave Monroe a firm nod and a look of resolve. “Okay, you’ve got a deal. Against my better judgement, but yes, I accept.”

“You agree to eliminate a target on behalf of the CIA?” Monroe asked in a clear tone, deliberately accentuating every word.

Tom had the strange feeling that she was recording their conversation. His eyes flicked around the room, sweeping over the corners, the bookshelves, the vents. No camera in sight—but if Monroe were recording him, he wouldn’t be able to see it.

“Are you recording our conversation?” he asked bluntly.

Monroe didn’t blink. “Does it matter?” she said, her voice cold and precise. “If you fail the contract, you're done.” She let the words hang for a beat, then lifted her hand and gestured slowly around the room. “This place…” Her fingers shifted to point at him. “You…” Then to herself. “Me… None of it ever existed.”

“Okay.” He gave her a broad smile. “I accept the contract. I will eliminate a target for the CIA.”

Monroe returned a genuine smile. “Very good, Tom. I can give you the name now. It’s Marek Kowalski, the current prime minister of Poland.”

Tom froze.

Then, like a spring released, he shot to his feet, the couch groaning behind him. “Are you out of your mind?” he snapped, his voice sharp and rising.

His face had gone pale, the blood draining fast, but his eyes blazed—wide, disbelieving, locked on Monroe as if she'd just handed him a live grenade. His hands moved in restless gestures, caught between shock and fury, then clenched into fists at his sides.

“Shhh, keep your voice down,” Monroe said sharply—but not unkindly, more a plea than a command.

She rose from the couch in one smooth motion. As she stepped away from Tom, she cast a glance to her left—upward, toward the ceiling. Her voice dropped to a hiss as she turned around and closed the distance between them. “I don’t want her to hear any of this. Got it?”

She was close now, just a breath away, her tone urgent but contained.

Tom drew in a deep breath. “This isn’t a job, Monroe, a hit. This is a declaration of war.”

“You’re right.” Monroe’s eyes locked on his with the intensity of someone who couldn’t afford mistakes. “That’s why the CIA can’t be linked to this op. But you’re not going at this alone. We’ll provide you support, forged credentials, maps, real-time intel.”

Tom kept shaking his head. “This is crazy—absolutely insane, even by CIA standards.”

“No, not really. The CIA has done worse things than assassinate a ruling leader of a friendly country.”

“Why? What’s the reason behind Kowalski’s elimination?”

Monroe gave a small shrug, her tone measured. “Let’s sit down. You need to breathe, Tom.” She gestured toward the couch with a tilt of her head.

Once they’d both taken their seats, the tension in the room shifted—thinner, but still electric. Then, Monroe said, “I only know what I’ve been told, and I’m sure it’s not even half the story. Kowalski used to be a reliable US partner and allowed CIA ops in Poland, especially along the border with Belarus, a loyal friend to Russia. However, over the last couple of years, he has changed his tune. 

“His policies have turned hostile toward the EU and NATO. He’s taken on a right-wing nationalist stance on immigration and human rights, and has expressed sympathies for Russia. He shut down CIA’s ops and kicked them out of the country. He accused the EU and the US of meddling in Poland’s internal affairs. Then he visited Moscow and Beijing.

“Two weeks ago, the US Treasury imposed sanctions on Kowalski’s daughter and son-in-law, accusing them of orchestrating a widespread system of corruption in their country. Practically, that bans them from traveling to the US. Kowalski responded by expelling the US ambassador to Warsaw along with dozens of other diplomats.”

“Still not enough to warrant a death sentence.”

“I told you, that’s all I know. But I can make an educated guess about what’s got the CIA rattled. Kowalski’s sitting on intel—something sensitive—and they’re afraid he’s planning to share it with Russia or China. If he does, it could seriously compromise US interests.”

“Plus, the elections are less than three months away, and Kowalski’s projected to win by a landslide. That’s a problem for the US, especially when the opposition candidate is far more aligned with American interests.”

“So, in a way, this is a regime change?”

“Call it whatever you want, Tom, just make sure you get it done. The CIA doesn’t care how or where, as long as it’s done soon, and there are no loose ends. The sooner you take care of this; the sooner we can find Zarah.”

Tom nodded slowly. There were many uncertainties surrounding the contract he had just accepted, and he was left with lingering doubts and unanswered questions. But he’d have to make it happen. He had no other choice. This was the only way he could make sure Zarah was found and rescued.

If she was still alive.
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Chapter Four

 

 

Four Days Ago

Outside Oceancrest Apartments

Paradise Island, The Bahamas

 

The streets of Paradise City slept under the hush of midnight. Tourists were tucked into their five-star suites or drunkenly navigating the final stretch of cobblestone back to their rentals. But Zarah moved through the dark like she belonged in it, shadow to shadow, senses razor sharp.

Moisture clung to her forehead, not from exertion but from the heavy, salt-laced air—thick with the cloying scent of hibiscus, as if the island itself were sweating. The temperature was still in the eighties, although it felt warmer.

She crouched in foliage across the road from Oceancrest Apartments. The luxury fortress was perched like a jeweled crown over the sea. The complex was quiet—eerily so—just the whisper of wind against palm fronds and the distant sound of waves lapping against the rocks.

Her eyes locked on the sprawling white complex glowing softly under security lights. Eight-foot concrete walls ringed the complex. One main gate. Two exits. A guard booth at the entrance. Cameras nested in palms. And two guards patrolling the perimeter.

Zarah adjusted the black ball cap low over her eyes and raised her binoculars. Fourth floor. Ryser’s unit. Lights off. Curtains drawn. But someone was up—she’d seen a shadow shift across the balcony five minutes ago.

She scanned the perimeter again, timing each light-brown-uniformed guard’s patrol circuit—every pass, every pause, every blind spot etched into her mind like clockwork.

Zarah nodded to herself and screwed a sound suppressor into the muzzle of her Sig pistol. I’ve got the advantage of surprise. A ten-second head start. That’s all I need. “You’ve walked into worse,” she whispered to herself. “This is a piece of cake.”

She drew in a deep breath and waited a few more seconds for the right time.

Now!

She popped up and darted across the road, legs pumping, heart a war drum in her chest. She aimed her pistol at the nearest camera and fired—a sharp crack cut through the night, and the lens exploded in a shower of glass. Pivoting, she fired again, the second security camera blinking out in a flash.

Without hesitation, she swiveled toward the floodlights mounted on the outer wall. Two rapid shots—one, two—and sparks flared as the lights blew, plunging that section of the perimeter into partial darkness. Shadows surged forward like allies.

Shouts erupted from the security guards.

One of them turned around, his submachine gun raised, but Zarah was faster. She squeezed the trigger, and he dropped like a stone, thudding hard against the concrete.

The second guard—a local in his mid-fifties with a salt-and-pepper beard—froze, halfway through drawing his sidearm.

“Don’t,” she barked, her voice flat, lethal. “Hands where I can see them.”

He hesitated and glanced down at his pistol. Then he glanced up at Zarah, but didn’t make a move.

She closed the distance in seconds, lunging forward, pistol raised and finger tight on the trigger. Her face was a mask of cold intensity—sharp, focused, and without a hint of mercy. Her jaw was clenched tight, the muscles flexing beneath her skin. Her eyes—dark, unblinking—held a glint of lethal resolve.

The guard almost forgot to breathe. He didn’t want to find out if Zarah was bluffing. He lifted his hands slowly, uncertain, terrified. “Don’t… don’t kill me,” he muttered.

“I won’t. Unless you do something stupid.”

She grabbed him by the collar and spun him around, jamming the muzzle of her pistol into his lower back. “Walk!” she growled, forcing him toward the security shack a few feet away. “Hurry!”

The security guard at the shack squinted through the glass, puzzled at the sight of his colleague approaching with a woman in black at his side. Obviously, he hadn’t seen or heard anything, but he quickly reached for his radio.

Zarah saw the movement and shouted, “Don’t! Open the gate, or he dies.”

Her human shield stiffened as she jabbed the gun harder into his back. “Open the door,” he said in a shaky voice, as his entire body was trembling. “Open it!” he shouted, then switched to what sounded like Creole to Zarah.

“Open the gate! Now!” Zarah shouted.

The guard’s face twisted in disbelief, as if his brain refused to register what his eyes were seeing. His brows drew tight above wide, darting eyes that flicked
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